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1
The Sexualization of Childhood:

Growing Older Younger/
Growing Younger Older

SHARNA OLFMAN

A few decades ago in the United States, childhood was understood to
be a unique and vulnerable stage of development; a time for play and
protection from adult preoccupations and responsibilities. In recent
decades, however, we appear to have jettisoned these norms, and the
lines that separate the lifestyles of even very young children from
adults are blurring. In today’s world, children dress like miniature
adults, and creative outdoor play is being replaced by media enter-
tainment that is saturated with sex, violence, and gender stereotyping.
Internet pornography is easily and routinely accessed by preteen boys,
and pornographic depictions of women and girls have been glamor-
ized, mainstreamed, and marketed to children through dolls, clothing
lines, video games, comic books, music, magazines, television, and
movies.

A sexualized society places all children at risk for internalizing
impoverished models of gender and human relationships. Girls are
vulnerable to sexual harassment and abuse in a culture that depicts
females as objects for male pleasure. According to the landmark 2007
report by the American Psychological Association (APA) task force on
the sexualization of girls, girls who are sexualized are more prone to
eating disorders, depression, low self-esteem, impaired concentration,
risky sexual behaviors, and unsatisfying sexual relations when they
are older. Boys are also victims; they risk losing a piece of their
humanity when they are flooded with images—through video games,
film, television, and online pornography—of sexually brutalized
women whose sole function is to pleasure men. But the children who



are most harmed by a sexualized culture are those who are already at
risk because they are growing up with poverty or abuse. When our
culture desensitizes us to the idea that having sex with children is a
violent, immoral act, child sexual abuse through prostitution and
pornography rises and children who are already living marginalized
lives are most likely to be targeted.

Another way that girls are being sexualized is that they are enter-
ing puberty at increasingly younger ages, partly as a result of expo-
sure to endocrine-disrupting toxins that are flooding our environment
because of lax environmental protection laws. It is no longer rare for
girls as young as 8 and 9 years of age to have begun breast develop-
ment, and their physical precociousness makes them even more
vulnerable to intense societal pressures to “grow older younger.”

PSYCHOSEXUAL DEVELOPMENT BEGINS AT BIRTH

Throughout this volume, the phrase “sexualization of childhood”
will refer to derailed psychosexual and gender development as a con-
sequence of cultural values, beliefs, norms, and practices that 

• teach girls that their primary worth is in their ability to be sexual
objects for male pleasure

• teach boys that sex and violence are conjoined and that girls and
women should be valued primarily for their ability to give them sex-
ual pleasure

• isolate sexuality from personhood and the capacity for emotionally
intimate and committed relationships

• treat children as if they are sexually mature because of the outward
trappings of wardrobe, makeup, or precocious puberty

• allow corporations to use materials or methods of production that
release endocrine-disrupting chemicals into the environment, con-
tributing to early puberty

Although sexualization is by definition an unhealthy process, chil-
dren nonetheless begin the journey toward sexual maturity at the very
beginning of life. Healthy psychosexual development should be
acknowledged, supported, and clearly demarcated from sexualiza-
tion. When we deny children access to meaningful education about
their burgeoning sexual development, we give them no choice but to
glean what they can through a highly sexualized media.

Psychosexual development begins from the moment that the new-
born experiences the sensual pleasure and feeling of “rightness” when
she is held in her parents’ arms. During infancy, through the repeated
experience of her parents’ timely and tender responsiveness to her
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myriad needs, she will acquire the capacity to love and be loved, a
process which the famed British psychiatrist John Bowlby termed
“attachment.” Attachment between infant and caregiver teaches chil-
dren about the power and pleasure of committed and loving relation-
ships. When a child travels through toddlerhood, early childhood,
middle childhood, and adolescence enveloped by a supportive family,
community, and culture, she will develop autonomy, creativity, indus-
try, and a sense of identity, and she will mature intellectually, socially,
emotionally, and morally. She will then have the capacity to enter into
an intimate relationship with another person who is drawn to her
intellect, personality, values, interests, and passions, and sexual inti-
macy becomes part of the tapestry that they weave together.

When I observe a young child who is being treated abusively by a
parent—who only seems to know how to communicate by barking com-
mands, finding fault, and asserting control by threatening violence—I
see fear in the child’s eyes that is almost too painful to bare witness to,
and at the same time, a yearning, a holding out of hope for a gesture of
tenderness and a sign of love from her abuser. If this child does not find
escape from her abusive parent or an alternative source of affirmation,
she may very well grow up—her heart hardened against love—to be
similarly abusive to her own children. Likewise, when I witness a little
girl who is sexualized—dressed in a belly shirt with a provocative
phrase written across the backside of her shorts, her lips glossed and her
hair streaked—her playful, curious nature is palpable just beneath the
surface. But when a girl or boy is not rescued from these soul-destroying
scripts, in 15 years they may become, either a young woman with dam-
aged self-esteem and an eating disorder or a young man who cannot
experience sexual pleasure with a woman whose body has not been
surgically altered to reflect the pornographic images that he has been
compulsively downloading since he was 10 years old.

The APA report on the sexualization of girls noted a glaring
absence of research on the impact of our sexualized culture on chil-
dren. The Sexualization of Childhood brings together the expertise of
leading authorities on gender and sexual development and on the
subjects of sexual abuse, pornography, and child prostitution in order
to investigate the impact on children’s health and welfare of growing
up in a sexualized culture. It also details ways that parents, mental
health professionals, educators, and policy makers can intervene
effectively.

This book addresses

• how boys’ and girls’ gender and sexual development is affected by
our sexualized culture
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• the exploitation of black adolescent girls through rap music and hip-
hop culture

• the dramatic rise in the production and consumption of child
pornography

• sexual exploitation of children through Internet crimes and prostitution
• the falling age of puberty in girls as a result of toxic chemical exposures
• how parents, academics, professionals, and policy makers can make

a difference

4 THE SEXUALIZATION OF CHILDHOOD



I
Growing Up in a 

Sexualized Culture
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2
Pornography, Lad Mags, Video
Games, and Boys: Reviving the
Canary in the Cultural Coal Mine

MATTHEW B. EZZELL

If you have sex with her when she’s passed out, you’re taking advan-
tage of the situation.

If she wakes up, then you’re taking advantage of her.

—male college student

A man made the above comment to me during a college antirape
presentation that I was leading in the year 2000. The program was for
incoming pledges to the fraternities and sororities on campus. I had
just read a scenario in which a woman drinks until passing out, at
which point the man she is with “has sex” with her. Such scenarios
are played out in real life on college campuses every week across the
United States. They are, in fact, clear cases of date-rape. I asked the
group of men if this was the case. No one said anything. After a
moment, the man in question raised his hand and made the above
statement with a sense of certainty and authority. The other men in
the group nodded thoughtfully as he spoke. There were no women in
the room.

I was stunned. Disturbing and victim-blaming comments are quite
common in rape crisis education programming, but such bald state-
ments of misogyny and rape-prone ideology are not often uttered. I
waited to see if any of the participants would challenge this comment
and, when they did not, I pointed out that a woman who has passed
out is clearly unable to give consent. By any definition of sexual
assault, this is rape. At that point, six women entered the room, arriving
10 minutes late for the program, and the men stopped talking. I was



granted only 15 minutes with the group in total, and the remaining
5 minutes were quickly up.

This experience stayed with me. As I look back, I wonder about
how many men in the room did not fully agree with the man who
spoke but remained silent. In the all-male setting, and in the larger
context of the hypermasculine fraternity system in the United States,
no one stood up to the display of open rapist ideology. Rather than
rock the boat and potentially cast doubt on their status as “real men,”
the other men simply nodded. Regardless of whether the entire group
endorsed the view of women as only bodies designed for male pleas-
ure or if it was only one man’s view, this event raises a disturbing
question: what has to happen to boys and men—as others teach them
how to be boys and men—to get them to the point that their empathy
for women is apparently nonexistent?

The cost to women in such an environment is clear: men system-
atically target women for acts of sexual objectification, degradation,
and abuse. Women bear the brunt of our sexist society. But there is also
a cost to men in maintaining male dominance; we pay for it with the
forfeiture of our humanity.

How do we make sense of a society in which such comments
could go unchallenged? There are many aspects of our culture that
undergird dominant social systems and the status quo. One of the
most powerful agents of socialization in our culture, though, is the
pervasive media system. The state of mass media today may well be
the canary in our cultural coal mine. And the canary isn’t looking well.

MASS MEDIA AND RAPE CULTURE

Any discussion of media must be grounded within a larger analy-
sis of the social order in which those media are produced and con-
sumed. Media products, after all, do not fall from the sky. Media can
be viewed then as both a reflection and a shaper of social reality. In
other words, media can both tell us something about where we are as
a society and at the same time influence our society. What is the social
context in which media is being produced and consumed today?

In a word, we are living in a patriarchy. Sociologist Allan Johnson
notes that a society is patriarchal to the extent that it is male-dominated,
male-identified, and male-centered.1 This doesn’t mean that all men
have power over all women or that all men feel powerful in their daily
lives. What it means is that men tend to be in positions of power and
authority, that what is considered normal and valuable within the
culture tends to be associated with men and masculinity, and that the
cultural focus of attention tends to be on men and the things that men
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do. One facet of a patriarchal society, as Johnson notes, is the oppres-
sion of women. And one facet of that oppression is men’s violence
against women. In other words, we live in a rape culture. What does
this mean?

In brief, to say we live in a rape culture means that we live in a
culture in which rape is pervasive, prevalent, and normalized through
societal attitudes about gender, sex, and sexuality. There is a great deal
of research to support this claim.2 For example, in the United States,
researchers predict that one in four women will be raped by a man in
her lifetime.3 Leaving statistics aside though, most women understand
what it means to live in a rape culture because of their lived reality of
doing so. When I ask men what they do in their day-to-day lives to
protect themselves from being sexually violated, most just stare
silently. Although many men know what it is like to be afraid and
many do things to promote their safety, this is generally because of the
threat of physical violence. In our daily lives, most of us do not think
about rape at all. However, women do. When I ask women what they
do in their daily lives because of the threat of sexual violence, they
offer a long list of actions and thought processes—everything from
paying attention to where they park their cars to having a man’s voice
on their answering machine to holding their keys as a weapon when
walking across a parking lot. Every action of women within a rape cul-
ture is tainted by that culture. Going to get their mail, driving to work,
going out with friends—none of these actions are “free.” One way of
thinking about this is to realize regardless of how many women expe-
rience a rape or attempted rape within their lifetime 100 percent of
women experience the threat of rape within a rape culture. This means
that all women’s lives are impacted.

What role does mass media play? Some would say, none. But if
media played no role in affecting attitudes and behavior, would
colleges across the United States offer journalism and mass communi-
cation majors? Would elementary-school children be watching, on
average, 21 hours of television a week?4 Money talks. If media had no
impact on us, would our advertising industry in 2005 have a total esti-
mated market of $267 billion in the United States alone?5 No.

Media matters. And it reflects and reinforces the rape culture. It
may not cause anyone to do anything—not every person who watches
a violent movie will engage in an act of violence—but media is impli-
cated in real social interaction. Many argue that the connection is pro-
found. In the year 2000 the American Academy of Pediatrics, the
American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, the American
Psychological Association, the American Medical Association, the
American Academy of Family Physicians, and the American Psychiatric
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Association issued a joint statement noting over 1,000 studies that
point to connections between media violence and aggressive behavior.
The statement notes that media is not the sole factor to take into con-
sideration but observes that, “The conclusion of the public health
community, based on over 30 years of research, is that viewing enter-
tainment violence can lead to increases in aggressive attitudes, values,
and behavior, particularly in children.”6 Psychologists attribute this
connection to media-based repetition and modeling of aggressive
behavior, positive reinforcement of violence, teaching social scripts
that serve as guides for behavior, cuing aggressive schemas that affect
perception, and desensitizing the emotions.7

Sociologists view media violence and sexist media as enabling
conditions for men’s violence against women.8 In other words, in a
society in which media images of women disproportionately portray
women as sexual objects that are degraded and less than men, and in
which images of men are disproportionately tied to aggression, com-
petition, sexual conquest, and control, it is more likely that women
will be systematically targeted for acts of men’s violence. You can see
such images and messages about men and women across our cultural
landscape. As the American Psychological Association (APA) noted in
their 2007 report on the sexualization of girls:

In study after study, findings have indicated that women more often
than men are portrayed in a sexual manner (e.g., dressed in revealing
clothing, with bodily postures or facial expressions that imply sexual
readiness) and are objectified (e.g., used as a decorative object, or as body
parts rather than a whole person). In addition, a narrow (and unrealistic)
standard of physical beauty is heavily emphasized. These are the mod-
els of femininity presented for young girls to study and emulate.9

This is particularly disturbing considering that, in the absence of com-
prehensive sex and sexuality education in the schools and in the
absence of comprehensive and timely discussions about sex between
children and their parents,10 adolescents are largely getting their sex
education and socialization through media—and the higher their “sex-
ual media diet,” the earlier their sexual experimentation begins.11 Exper-
imentation in and of itself is not a bad thing. In fact, it can be healthy
and positive. However, when the content of media, and thus the content
of children’s dominant sex and sexuality education, promulgates
gender-stereotypical and sexualized images of girls and women, the
consequences for girls can be far-reaching and quite harmful.12

Boys grow up in this environment as well. And although boys and
men as a class receive social privileges and benefits from the sexual
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objectification and oppression of girls and women, there is a cost to
boys and men as well. Men are not systematically targeted for acts of
sexual aggression by a group of non-men, they are not paid less than
women on the dollar for the same work, they are not encouraged to
base our value primarily on our physical appearance, and others’ sex-
ual pleasure is not tied to men’s degradation and pain. But, at a basic
level, patriarchy is bad for our health. In fact, in a 2005 study of global
sex inequality and health, British researchers found that patriarchal
societies are associated with a shorter life span for men.13 And the
harm to boys and men goes deeper—to the very core of what it means
to be human. In being socialized into the narrow box of what it means
to be a “real man” in this culture, men have to give up aspects of their
humanity, their ability to connect intimately with others, and their
ability to connect intimately with themselves. Violence prevention
educator Paul Kivel summarizes the dominant and impossible mas-
culinity taught to boys in our culture: “Be tough, be aggressive, don’t
back down, don’t make mistakes, be in control, take charge, have lots
of sex, have money, be responsible, don’t show any feelings, and don’t
cry.”14 And boys know all too well the names, taunts, and threats of
violence that follow any deviation from this prescription. Boys receive
the lessons of dominant masculinity from many sources but, as noted,
one of the most consistent and pervasive is the media industry. In the
remainder of this chapter, I will outline three specific types of media
that play a significant role in many boys’ lives: pornography, “lad
mags,” and sexualized and violent video games. I will close the chap-
ter by discussing the potential implications of these media for boys.

Pornography

A new pornographic video is produced every 39 minutes in 
the United States. Worldwide, pornography is a $97 billion industry,
10 times the size of Hollywood box office revenues. The industry is
larger than the combined revenues of Microsoft, Google, Amazon,
eBay, Yahoo!, Apple, Netflix, and EarthLink.15 But it’s strictly an adult
thing, right? Wrong.

The impact of the pornography industry on children occurs in
three direct ways: the explicit sexualization of children and child-
hood, child sexual abuse, and children’s exposure to and consump-
tion of pornography. Child pornography (pornography featuring
depictions of actual people under the age of 18) is illegal in the United
States; but, a common feature of the pornography industry is the use
of computer-generated images of children and, more commonly, the
sexualization of adult women who appear much younger—what Gail
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Dines16 calls “childifying” women in pseudo child pornography. The
use of children in the production of pornography is clearly child sex-
ual abuse in and of itself. As such, child pornography is not just the
representation of abuse but its documentation. The connection
between the sexual abuse of children and pornography, however,
goes beyond that. Interviews with convicted child sex offenders and
consumers of child pornography make clear that some men use
pornography to choreograph abuse, to groom or “disinhibit” their
victims, and to desensitize themselves to the harm done to children
through abuse and victimization.17

The third and most far-reaching avenue of impact for the indus-
try on children is children’s exposure to and consumption of pornog-
raphy. This occurs in both deliberate and inadvertent ways. In 2006
34 percent of U.S. children aged 10 to 17 reported experiencing
unwanted exposure to pornography while on the Internet.18 In
another study, 90 percent of boys and 70 percent of girls aged 13 and
14 reported accessing sexually explicit media in the previous year at
least once, and 35 percent of the boys reported viewing porno-
graphic Internet content “too many times to count.”19 Boys’ high con-
sumption rates continue into early adulthood. In a 2008 study
researchers reported that 87 percent of college-aged men, compared
to 31 percent of women, consume pornography, with over a quarter
of the men doing so once or twice a week and 5 percent consuming
it every day.20 This is our reality check: the overwhelming majority of
boys are exposed to pornography, and most of them will become
active consumers. Pornography is a core component of boys’ sex and
sexuality education, a rite of passage in masculine socialization. We
should ask: what are they learning?

The modern pornography industry overwhelmingly produces
artifacts for a heterosexual male audience. These products largely con-
sist of still images in magazines and on Web sites, in addition to videos
and movies available on the Internet or on DVDs. Still images are pro-
duced across a wide continuum: glossy and “pretty” pictures of
women by themselves with varying amounts of clothing; images of
women by themselves masturbating or penetrating themselves with
everything from their fingers to vegetables to household products;
images of women in bondage; and images of women with other peo-
ple, male and female, engaged in a range of sex acts. Two types of
pornographic films dominate the market. “Features” follow at a basic
level the style of mainstream Hollywood movies. They have a mini-
mal plot structure and dialogue designed to introduce and present
explicit sex. “Gonzo” films, on the other hand, feature sex acts from
start to finish with no pretense of plot or narrative structure. As Robert
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Jensen argues, regardless of what type of pornography you’re looking
at, a few basic themes predominate:

• All women at all times want sex from all men.
• Women like all the sexual acts that men perform or demand.
• Any woman who does not at first realize this desire can be easily

turned with a little force. Such force is rarely necessary, however, for
most of the women in pornography are the “nymphomaniacs” that
men fantasize about.21

In both features and gonzo films, oral, vaginal, and anal sex are
common. Scenes typically end in a “money shot” of the man (or men)
ejaculating into a woman’s mouth or onto her face or body. Gonzo
films tend to be rougher than features, and they more often involve
multiple men.

Over the last few decades, pornography has become more main-
streamed than ever. At the same time, it has become more explicitly
degrading and dehumanizing. Women are frequently referred to as
bitches, sluts, cum-dumpsters, whores, and worse. The dehumanizing
aspects of the pornography industry go beyond language. Jensen
identifies the following five sex acts as “commonplace” in gonzo
pornography since the early 2000s, with increasing occurrence in fea-
tures as well:

• double penetration, known as “DP” in the industry, in which a
woman is penetrated vaginally and anally at the same time

• double anal, in which a woman is penetrated anally by two men at
the same time

• double vag, in which a woman is penetrated vaginally by two men at
the same time

• ass-to-mouth, known as “ATM” in the industry, in which a man
removes his penis from a woman’s anus and, without cleaning it,
places it in her mouth or the mouth of another woman22

Again, these practices are not fringe or marginal, but mainstream
within the industry.

Industry insiders don’t try to hide this rising trend for harsher and
more degrading material. In a 2004 interview with “pornography gos-
sip columnist” Luke Ford,23 pornography director and president of
Acid Rain Productions24 Mitch Spinelli, himself the son of a pornogra-
phy director, discussed the changing industry:

I started [pornography production company] Rain in 1997. At that time,
it was cutting edge. But when things started changing two years ago,
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Rain became antiquated. For a long time, if you put a pretty girl on the
cover, you got a winner. Before the Internet, people didn’t pay much
attention to what was inside. I had good-looking covers with girls such as
Tera Patrick, Brianna Banks, Mary Carey. . . . That was good enough. But
about two to three years ago, I saw my numbers start to fall. . . . I got pan-
icky. I took a trip around the country and talked to distributors. . . . I took
my name off the box and tried to reinvent myself as Acid Rain which is
aggressive, hardcore, in your face, ass-to-mouth take no prisoners.25

And it’s not just the types of sex acts that have changed; the women—
“girls” in the industry—have changed as well. From the same inter-
view:

How are the girls different today? They’re younger. They do nastier
stuff at a younger age. They’re a little harder. Back in the old days, 
25 was young. Anal was taboo. My father never did anal in his shows.
Ever. . . . [What consumers want today is] in your face. That’s what
today’s gonzo is. And that’s what the girls are. They’re younger and
totally nasty, but in a good way.26

Controversial porn star and producer Max Hardcore says this more
bluntly. Speaking of the changes in the industry, he noted:

Look at what’s happened since 1992. That’s when women routinely
showed up with a full bush on their pussies. Back then, a hot cumshot was
on the tits. Nowadays, almost every woman is completely shaved . . . and
they’re all into getting throat-fucked and ass-gaped. . . . Women are much
more understanding and aware of their true purpose in life than ever
before. That purpose, of course, is to be receptacles of love; in other words,
fuck dolls.27

In the United States, the average age for a boy to first download
pornography is 11.28 How does an 11-year-old make sense of “ass-to-
mouth?” When he knows that he is “supposed” to get sexual pleasure
from viewing girls and women “getting throat-fucked and ass-
gaped,” what does it do his gender and sexual development? How
does this affect the way he views and treats girls? How does it affect
the way he views and treats himself? When this is his sex education,
what does sex and sexuality mean to him?

“Lad Mags”

The boundaries of the pornography industry are not firm.
Images of women as sexual objects and the patriarchal ideology of
women as good for sex and always ready can be found across our
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cultural landscape. The “seepage” of the pornographic mind-set has
reached the point that mainstream culture is, as Pamela Paul puts it,
“pornified”:

The all-pornography, all-the-time mentality is everywhere in today’s
pornified culture—not just in cybersex and Playboy magazine. It’s on the
Maxim magazine covers where even women who ostensibly want to be
taken seriously as actresses pose like Penthouse pinups. It’s in women’s
magazines where readers are urged to model themselves on strippers,
articles explain how to work your sex moves after those displayed in
pornos, and columnists counsel bored or dissatisfied young women to
rent pornographic films with their lovers in order to “enliven” their sex
lives. It’s on VH-1 shows like The 100 Hottest Hotties where the female
“experts”—arbiters in judging the world’s sexiest people—are Playboy
centerfolds (the male experts are pop stars and journalists), and on
Victoria’s Secret prime-time TV specials, which attracted a record 9 million
viewers in 2003. Soft-core pornography has now become part and parcel
of the mainstream media.29

“Lad mags” are perhaps the most direct and obvious example of this
mainstream soft-core pornography—magazines such as the afore-
mentioned Maxim, Stuff, and the now online-only FHM (For Him Mag-
azine) and Monkey. Unlike explicitly pornographic titles, these
magazines and Web sites are not age-restricted and can be purchased
in most grocery stores, supermarkets, and bookstores across the
United States.

“Lad mags” are lifestyle magazines aimed at a young and specifi-
cally male audience. They emerged in their modern form in the mid-
1990s. The term “lad” is a UK reference to stereotypical and youthful
masculinity.30 Although magazines aimed at male audiences have
existed for centuries, the first “lad magazine” was published in the UK
in 1935. It was a pocket-sized journal called Men Only that included
articles about “male topics.” Its editorial motto was, “We don’t want
women readers, we don’t have women readers.” This magazine faded
from publication in the mid-1950s, only to be revived in 1971 by Paul
Raymond, a London nightclub owner, as the start of a “top-shelf”
(pornographic) publishing career.31

By the early 1980s, many in the publishing world did not believe
that a general interest magazine for men would succeed. Magazines
were split between specific-interest magazines (for example, sports)
and pornographic publications. The early 1990s, however, saw the
emergence of the modern lad mag in the UK with the first issue of
Loaded magazine in May 1994.32 This magazine was explicitly aimed at
“laddish” culture, and the editors consciously worked at constructing
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what it meant to be a young man. James Brown, founding editor,
opened the magazine as follows:

What fresh lunacy is this? Loaded is a new magazine dedicated to life,
liberty, and the pursuit of sex, drink, football, and less serious matters.
Loaded is music, film, relationships, humour, travel, sport, hard news,
and popular culture. Loaded is clubbing, drinking, eating, and playing.
Loaded is for the man who believes he can do anything, if only he wasn’t
hungover.33

The first edition sold 59,400 copies. By the ninth edition, over 100,000
magazines had sold. More magazines emerged on the scene compet-
ing for the lad market, and the magazines jumped to the United States
by the late 1990s.

Today Maxim dominates the U.S. and UK lad mag markets. At a
time when magazine sales are dropping across the board, Maxim’s
sales have risen. In early 2008 Maxim, with a circulation of 2.55 million,
was the twenty-third top-selling magazine in the United States. It
reaches more readers than O, the Oprah Winfrey Magazine; Glamour;
Rolling Stone; or Vanity Fair.34 Maxim also dominates the online market,
increasingly the method of access for young consumers. In fact, in the
UK Maxim alone had 479,000 unique online viewers in the first month
of 2007.35 Although the target audience for lad mags is men in their
twenties, the breadth of reach through print and online editions, cou-
pled with the lack of age restrictions for purchase and accessibility,
place the magazines firmly within those media sources constructing
the sex and sexuality education for adolescents and young men.36

The question emerges again: what are young men learning? In a
content analysis of Maxim magazines from the year 2007, Laura
Morrison37 identified the core components of the “Maxim Man”:
aggressive and predatory sexuality, the consumption and enactment
of violence through entertainment and sport, the shaping of the body
into a weapon, and an emphasis on consumerism and economic com-
petition. Laramie Taylor’s38 work supports Morrison’s findings. His
analysis of representative articles from a range of lad magazines found
the dominant construction of masculine sexuality to be narrowly
defined, gender stereotypical, and aggressive, emphasizing both mul-
tiple sexual partners and multiple sexual practices.

Lad mag insiders, like the pornography industry insiders dis-
cussed above, do not disagree. Consider these words from Sean
Thomas, a founding member of Maxim magazine:

magazines like Maxim are not in the business of news reporting—there
are papers and TV stations for that. No, the purpose of the lad mag is
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to tell guys that it is OK to be guys—to drink beer, play darts, and look
at girls. When we started Maxim we consciously felt that we were lead-
ing a fight-back against the excesses of sneering feminism. I believe we
succeeded.39

Here the story of the lad mag is laid bare: Producers are purposefully
constructing a masculinity equated with sports, drinking, and sexual
conquest, constructing a femininity equated with being a sexual
object, and deliberately fighting against the gains of feminist move-
ment(s). Thomas’s words state this explicitly, but the content of the
magazine itself is no less clear. In November 2003, Maxim ran an arti-
cle called “How to Cure a Feminist: Turn an Unshaven, Militant,
Protesting Vegan into an Actual Girl.”40 The images accompanying the
text included four pictures of the same woman “transforming” from
being a feminist with hairy armpits into being an “actual girl” who is
shaved, smooth, sexualized, and in lingerie. In addition to suggesting
that “actual girl(s)” are not feminists, the article offered men a step-by-
step guide to manipulate a woman who speaks out for women’s rights
into thinking they [the men] support feminism. “Pretend to share her
beliefs,” the article advises, and then slowly push the woman to
change with the goal of having sex with her: “To preserve any chance
of getting your chin buttered, you’ll have to reshizzle [reshape] her
feminist-tinged interests so you can actually spend time with her.”41

Other articles and features of these magazines extend the theme of
woman as sexual object and prey. The UK Maxim, for example, ran a
2005 and 2006 feature called “Fresh Off of the Boat.” In this series the
magazine displayed pictures of supposedly immigrant women strip-
ping their clothes off in a photo booth. The following (geographically
confused) text ran alongside photos of a woman called “Dagmara”:

The statuesque Dagmara has come all the way from Poland to study
French—and she loves British men. MAXIM LOVES IMMIGRATION!
It’s the only way we get to see lovely foreign women without having to
go to other countries, which is too much effort! Just imagine if we had
to go all the way to Poland, in Russia, to see a girl like the lovely
Dagmara! She’s Poland-ese and she’s saved you a trip by coming over
here! Quick, woo her before she’s deported!42

The text continued:

The Home Office wants to take some of the sexiest girls away from us.
But you can help stop this by joining our Asylum Programme—just
send your picture and reasons why you’d like to marry a hot economic
migrant to fotb@maximmobile.com.43
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Here we see the Maxim editors encouraging men to exploit women
who are made vulnerable by poverty and immigrant status, a
common aspect of many women’s entrance into pornography and
prostitution.44

Another UK Maxim series that ran from 2004 through 2006 was
called “You Are the Voyeur.” This series positioned the reader as a
variety of objects or animals that provided views of women disrobing.
For example, the reader’s gaze is positioned from the view of a slug, a
spider, a baby, a pigeon, and an alarm clock, among other things.45

Each pictorial includes a series of images that show a woman unaware
that she is being watched while disrobing, only to be surprised when
she discovers that she is not alone. Many of the final images show the
woman scared. For example, a woman naked in her bed is scared to
discover the moth from whose vantage point we, as the reader, can see
her. One of the pictorials positions the reader as a baby whose babysit-
ter arrives and promptly disrobes. The final image in this scene has the
baby (the reader) urinating on the woman’s exposed breasts as she
screams. The text with this pictorial reads, “You spend all day in your
playpen playing with your toys and dribbling. . . . And then along
comes the babysitter. . . . Wait a minute, what’s this? Her clothes seem
to be falling off. Hmmm, dribble, nipples, dribble.”46 Still another pic-
torial in this series shows a woman sunbathing topless. The reader is
positioned as a pigeon, and the final image is of the woman covered
in bird droppings.

The ideology of the lad mags, which constructs masculinity as
being sexually aggressive, competitive, and consumerist, is virtually
indistinguishable from that of the mainstream pornography industry.
The biggest difference between the two media is the more ready acces-
sibility of lad mags—although the Internet has essentially made acces-
sibility to pornography ubiquitous, even for people not trying to
access it. What are the consequences for boys and young men whose
“entertainment” and sex education consists of lad mags? What impact
might these images and articles have in a boy’s life? How might they
alter how a boy views the real women in his life: his babysitter, immi-
grant women, or feminists?

Sexualized and Violent Video Games

Video games are often excused and celebrated as entertainment.
We grant that they are indeed designed for entertainment, but video
games have other purposes as well. For one, they are big business.
U.S. revenues for the video game industry in 2007 topped $18 billion47

and global revenues topped $26.5 billon48—nearly equaling the box
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office earnings of the global film industry. Grand Theft Auto IV (GTA IV),
repeating the record-setting sales of previous versions of the game,
sold a record 2.5 million units on its first day of release in North
America.49 Industry analysts predict that lifetime sales of the game
will reach 16 to 19 million units.50 So much profit and interest has been
generated around this one game, published by Take-Two Interactive,
that industry giant Electronic Arts offered $2 billion to seize control of
Take-Two, a price rejected as insufficient.51 More than just big sellers
for the industry, though, video games are widely played and wildly
popular. The average U.S. child aged 2 to 17 plays video games for
7 hours a week, and the average adolescent boy plays for 13 hours.52

A wide variety of games are available for purchase and play. Some
focus on memory, spatial arrangement, and even physical movement
(for example, Brain Age, Tetris, and Dance Dance Revolution). Other
games, such as GTA IV, center on violence, sexism, racism, and sexu-
alized and racialized violence. These games are consistently the top
selling titles in the industry.53 Video games are rated and monitored by
the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB).54 Ratings run from
EC (early child) to AO (adult only). Many explicitly violent or sexual-
ized games receive an M (mature) rating, which in theory prohibits
sales to minors. When Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) criti-
cized GTA IV for including drunk driving in the game, Rockstar
Games, the development company issued a statement on that very
point: “We have a great deal of respect for MADD’s mission, but we
believe the mature audience for Grand Theft Auto IV is more than
sophisticated enough to understand the game’s content.”55

In practice, however, the ratings system does not do much to deter
underage play. In one study of fourth through twelfth graders, fewer
than half said that their parents understood the rating system, and
only 25 percent said that a parent had stopped them from getting a
game because of the rating.56 In another study of 9- to 16-year-olds,
70 percent reported playing M-rated games, close to half had bought
M-rated games themselves despite being underage, and almost half of
those children had made the purchases without a parent or adult pres-
ent.57 As with pornography, “adult” content is not confined to adult
audiences.

The Grand Theft Auto series is known for its explicitly sexual and
violent play. The basic plot of all of the games surrounds a protagonist
who navigates and rises through a criminal underground. Carjack-
ings, murder, and prostitution are common features of the games.
When the health of the protagonist drops, there are many ways that
the game player can replenish it. One way is to hire (exploit) a prosti-
tute. In most editions of the game, the protagonist approaches a
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prostitute, she gets into his car, and the protagonist drives to a
secluded area. The car rocks back and forth and the protagonist’s
health measure goes up while his money goes down. As the prostitute
gets out of the car, the protagonist can beat up or murder her to get the
money back.58

The series has been controversial for years because of its sexually
violent content, but it attained the most notoriety (as of the writing of
this chapter) with the release of Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas in 2004.59

Specifically the controversy erupted over the “Hot Coffee” mini-
game.60 In the game, the protagonist can date up to six girlfriends
across the city. The protagonist dates these girlfriends with the goal of
acquiring new items or perks in the game. After a successful date, the
girlfriend asks the protagonist into her house for “coffee.” The game
player then sees the exterior of the house and hears the muffled noises
of the protagonist and the girlfriend having sex. The “Hot Coffee”
mini-game, however, accessible by downloading a free “mod” (modi-
fication), allows the game player to view and control the protagonist
as he enters the house and has sex with the girlfriend. This feature of
the game was included in the original programming but was disabled
(although not removed) by the developers prior to release. When
news of the “Hot Coffee” mod came out, a firestorm of criticism
erupted. The ESRB changed the rating of the game from M to AO, and
the publisher and developer of the game were charged with violating
the Federal Trade Commission Act by misrepresenting the content
of the game. The FTC settled this case in 2006, requiring the publisher
and developer to “clearly and prominently disclose on product pack-
aging and in any promotion or advertisement for electronic games,
content relevant to the rating, unless that content had been disclosed
sufficiently in prior submissions to the rating authority.”61

The newest version of the GTA series, GTA IV, may prove just as
controversial. Technology journalist Seth Schiesel, in a positive review
of the game, characterized it as “a violent, intelligent, profane, endear-
ing, obnoxious, sly, richly textured, and thoroughly compelling work
of cultural satire disguised as fun.”62 The game is set in a fictionalized
version of New York City known as Liberty City. The protagonist is
Niko Bellic. Schiesel describes him as

one of the most fully realized characters video games have yet pro-
duced. A veteran of the Balkan wars and a former human trafficker in
the Adriatic, he arrives in Liberty City’s rendition of Brighton Beach at
the start of the game to move in with his affable if naïve cousin Roman.
Niko expects to find fortune and, just maybe, track down someone who
betrayed him long ago. Over the course of the story line he discovers
that revenge is not always what one expects.63
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In the first week of the game’s release, IGN Entertainment,64 a Fox
Interactive Media Internet services provider, released a series of video
montages highlighting different aspects of the game. One of them was
called “The Ladies of Liberty City: Very Bad Things.”65 With a nod to
the previous controversy with GTA: San Andreas, the subtitle read
“Grab a cup of hot coffee and enjoy the working girls of the city.”
Although decontextualized from the larger game, the video featured
real game clips exclusively focused on the protagonist’s relationships
with women.

“The Ladies of Liberty City” opened with graphic images of
women stripping, pole dancing, and giving the protagonist a lap
dance. The next scene showed Niko shooting a woman in the middle
of the street. It went on to show Niko picking up prostitutes. In a
change from previous editions in the series, the sex in the car is shown
clearly although there is no nudity. A verbal exchange between Niko
and the women is also included in the video. He approaches one
woman who says, “I’ll suck your cock real nice.” “Get in,” he replies
before driving her to a baseball field. Once parked, he says, “You get
what you pay for, right?” The woman sits on his lap. As they bounce
up and down, the woman squeals, “Fuck the shit out if it! Yeah, you
nasty fucker!” They finish, and Niko says, “Life is strange, don’t you
think?” The woman gets out of the car and walks away. As she does,
Niko pulls out a gun and shoots her several times. You can hear her
scream as Niko says, “Stay down or I will finish you off!” She does not
get up.

After seeing the video, Florida lawyer Jack Thompson wrote to the
U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of Florida demanding that legal
action be taken against publisher Take-Two Interactive. He wrote that
GTA is the “gravest assault upon children in this country since
polio.”66 Following this, IGN pulled the video from its site, saying
“IGN’s goal is to show our users all aspects of popular games on the
market. In this case, we crossed a line in how we portrayed some
aspects of the game and we’ve taken the video down.”67 Killing pros-
titutes and frequenting strip clubs is not all that goes on in the game.
In fact, the game can be played without doing these things. However,
it is telling that the buying and selling of women’s bodies and the
murder of already exploited women is tied to the “health” of the pro-
tagonist of the game. It may be up to the individual game player
exactly how he or she will play the game; but the publishers and
developers did not have to include the sexual exploitation and murder
of women in the first place.

GTA represents one series. However, with repeated record-breaking
sales, it is one of the most popular series in video game history. It also
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has a wide reach. Craig Anderson and Douglas Gentile report that
75 percent of 12- to 16-year-old boys have played the game.68 Still it is
only one series. Many other games, though, feature sexist portrayals
of women and sexualized violence as core components of game play.
Some titles include Dead or Alive Xtreme Beach Volleyball 2, BMX XXX,
Saint’s Row, Resident Evil, Gears of War, Leisure Suit Larry, and Lara Croft:
Tomb Raider. Other violent games use sexist and sexually violent
imagery in advertising. An ad campaign for the game Hitman: Blood
Money, for example, had the text “Beautifully Executed” over an
image of a splayed young woman wearing lingerie and high heels
with a bullet hole in her head. Another, titled “Shockingly Executed,”
featured a young nude woman electrocuted in a bathtub.69

Beyond sexist imagery and sexualized violence, there is also a
direct connection between the pornography and video game indus-
tries. In 2005, Playboy Enterprises released the video game Playboy:
The Mansion. The player is positioned as Playboy founder Hugh
Hefner, “Hef,” in the game. The goal is to build the Playboy empire
from the ground up, although, as IGN reviewer Ed Lewis noted, there
are other aspects of the game as well. He opened his prerelease game
review by saying:

In the past hour I’ve had sex with four different women on every piece
of soft furniture available. It’s not too hard to do it either as long as you
master the art of conversation and give plenty of compliments. That’s
the main lesson that I’ve learned so far in Playboy: The Mansion, the
game that lets you inhabit Hef’s clothes and screw everything on two
legs as you build up a publishing empire. It’s good to be the king.70

Other explicitly pornographic games include Dream Stripper 3D (“Your
own personal virtual 3D stripper and strip club on your own com-
puter!”71), Jenna Jameson’s Virtually Jenna (“a stunning unique 3D
world filled with incredibly realistic interactive erotic experiences”72),
and Virtual Hottie 2 (“includes threesomes, lesbians, toys, realistic
environments, lingerie, sexy outfits, and much more!”73). Playboy is
also included in the Internet virtual world Second Life,74 and a Second
Life pornography magazine called Slustler, created and distributed
within the virtual world, is available for purchase. In a further exten-
sion of the video game world into the pornography industry, the real-
world Playboy magazine has a running pictorial series called “Women
of Video Games” that features nude images of popular pixilated
female game characters,75 and, at the time this chapter was written, the
top selling pornographic movie at Adult Video Universe was called
“Grand Theft Orgy.”76
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Knowing that the ratings system is not keeping minors from
accessing “mature” games, the state of the video game industry, and
its explicit connections to the pornography industry, should give us
pause. Many have commented on the potential impact on children,
notably boys, of playing explicitly violent games.77 But what are the
potential impacts on boys’ sexual development in playing explicitly
sexualized and sexually violent games?

IMPLICATIONS

You may read the depictions of mainstream pornography, lad
mags, and video games and think, as people have said to me, “Well,
that sounds bad, but so what? This is just entertainment, a good way
to blow off steam. Boys will be boys, after all.” But media is more than
simply entertainment. And these media are teaching boys to be boys
in particular ways. Further, although the research isn’t conclusive or
without limitations, existing studies of the implications of media—
specifically pornography, lad mags, and video games—on thoughts,
beliefs, and actions provide cause for concern.

Supporters of pornography, lad mags, and video games often
frame the question of implications in simplistic terms of causation: do
pornography, lad mags, and video games cause boys and men to sex-
ually assault women? The answer to that question is clearly, “No.” Not
every boy who downloads pornography, reads a lad mag, or plays a
video game will assault a girl or woman, and not every boy who
assaults girls and women consumes these media. Said another way, if
we eradicated sexist media today, the rape culture would not be erad-
icated tomorrow. However, there is another way for us to approach an
understanding of implications that is related to our discussion of sex-
ist media as an enabling condition for men’s violence against women. To
quote Robert Jensen:

The discussion should be about the ways in which pornography [and
other forms of sexist media] might be implicated in sexual violence in
this culture. Pornography alone doesn’t make men do it, but pornogra-
phy is part of a world in which men do it, and therefore the production,
content, and use of pornography are important to understand in the
quest to eliminate sexual violence.78

What have researchers found? Definitive conclusions about the
correlations between media consumption and behavior are difficult, if
not impossible, to ascertain. However, a number of studies point us
toward greater understanding of the ways that the consumption of
pornography, lad mags, and video games may impact boys’ lives. For
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example, researchers conducting a thorough review of the existing
experimental literature about adults’ pornography consumption and
violent attitudes and behaviors found that men who are already sexu-
ally aggressive or predisposed to violence (i.e., men who are impul-
sive, hostile to women, and promiscuous) may seek out violent
pornography, which may increase their likelihood of engaging in sex-
ually aggressive and controlling behavior.79

Research on children’s and adolescents’ exposure to and con-
sumption of pornography points in a similar direction. In a review of
such research, Patricia Greenfield found that pornography “can influ-
ence sexual violence, sexual attitudes, moral values, and sexual activ-
ity of children and youth.”80 Specifically she reports that most
children’s experiences of early pornography exposure are negative
(embarrassment, fear, guilt, and confusion were the most common
emotions experienced by children aged 12 or younger), and notes that
frequent pornography consumption by “high-risk males” may pro-
duce an increase in sexual aggression.81 Research from other countries,
although undertaken within different cultural contexts, is also illus-
trative. Two Dutch studies by Jochen Peter and Patti Valkenburg
found (1) that young people’s exposure to and consumption of online
pornographic material was associated with recreational attitudes
about sex,82 and (2) that exposure to sexually explicit online movies
was related to adolescents’ views of women as sexual objects.83 A
Swedish study found that boys who were heavy consumers of pornog-
raphy were more likely to drink alcohol, suffer from depression, sexu-
ally abuse others, and buy or sell sex.84 And, finally, a Taiwanese study
found that adolescent exposure to Internet pornography was associ-
ated with sexually permissive attitudes and behavior.85 Pornography,
particularly in the Internet age, demands our attention because Peter
and Valkenburg conclude that it may play “a crucial role in the sexual
socialization of adolescents.”86

Boys’ and young men’s exposure to lad magazines has not been
studied as much as their exposure to pornography. However, as we
noted in our overview of lad mag content, Laramie Taylor’s work is
instructive. Similar to research on young men’s exposure to pornogra-
phy, Taylor found that reading lad mags was “associated with more
permissive attitudes towards sex, as well as the belief that a wider
variety of sexual behaviors is an expected part of a sexual relationship
and the possession of a more aggressive sexual self-schema.”87 Inter-
estingly, he found that consuming lad mags was more directly tied to
a young man’s “aggressive sexual self-schema” than consuming
pornography. He offers a potential explanation by noting that young
men may perceive lad mags as having been made for them and thus
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speaking directly to them. In another study coming out of the UK,
David Giles and Jessica Close88 found that young men’s exposure to
lad magazines increased their body dissatisfaction. Nondating men
who consumed lad mags were particularly more likely to internalize a
muscular and hypermasculine body norm, some even considering or
turning to excessive exercise and steroid use to alter their physiques.
In other words, there is some evidence to suggest that lad mags may
be associated both with boys’ negative beliefs about women and their
negative beliefs about themselves.

Many studies have analyzed the impact of violent video games. A
review of the existing literature shows that while conclusions should
be approached with caution, a “preponderance of the evidence from
the higher quality experimental studies suggests that short-term expo-
sure to video-game and virtual reality violence engenders increases in
aggressive behavior, affect, and cognitions and decreases in prosocial
behavior.”89 Fewer studies, however, have addressed sexually violent
games. Three notable exceptions are found in the works of Karen Dill90

(both as a solo researcher and in conjunction with others), Tracy
Dietz,91 and the research team of Mike Yao, Chad Mahood, and Daniel
Linz.92

Dietz first addressed gender roles within video games in 1998. She
found that female characters were largely absent from games, and
they tended to be presented in stereotypical and sexist ways when
they did make an appearance. Specifically, female characters were
most likely to appear as victims (damsels in distress) or as sex objects.
Male characters, although often presented as heroes within the context
of the game, were most often presented as violent perpetrators.
Seventy-nine percent of the top-selling games in her study included
violence and aggression, and 21 percent specifically featured violence
against women. Video games, particularly given their popularity
among U.S. children, are powerful agents of socialization.

Yao, Mahood, and Linz extended Dietz’s work by addressing the
impact of playing sexually explicit games, such as the GTA series, on
participants’ reported likelihood to engage in sexual harassment. They
focused on male participants who played either a sexually explicit or
nonsexual game in an experimental setting. Following game play, par-
ticipants went through a series of word games and completed the
Likelihood to Sexual Harass (LSH) survey. The researchers’ concluded
that their study “provides strong evidence that a sexually explicit
video game with themes of female ‘objectification’ may prime
thoughts related to sex, encourage men to view women as sex objects,
and increase the likelihood of self-reported tendencies to behave inap-
propriately toward women in social situations.”93
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Dill’s research on the impact of video games is arguably the
most extensive and far-reaching. She has found that those who play
violent video games are more likely to endorse rape myths94 and to
hold sexist attitudes toward women.95 In another study conducted
with Kathryn Thill,96 Dill found that top-selling video games con-
struct a vision of masculinity tied to power, dominance, and aggres-
sion and a vision of femininity tied to inferiority, sexual
objectification, physical beauty, and, increasingly, sexualized
aggression. Importantly, because of the wide popularity of video
games and video game characters, Dill found that children did not
need to be active game players to have been affected. She concludes:
“video game characters and their common, stereotypical portrayals
of gender are part of general popular culture for youth and thus are
important to understand.”97 Virtual game play then can have real
consequences for real people.

Experimental research, such as the studies just referenced, can
give us hints about how children (and adults) interact with media.
But such research has limitations. Answers to questions about atti-
tudes toward women, for example, do not necessarily speak to the
enactment of any particular behavior. Experiments also do not repli-
cate the conditions of playing games or consuming pornography as
part of a daily or weekly practice over the course of years. Also, par-
ticularly for studies on lad mags and pornography, experimental
studies do not replicate the ways that boys and men are consuming
these media. In other words, experiments miss the fact that boys and
men are often consuming lad mags and pornography to facilitate
masturbation. This research then should be approached with caution.
However, the findings outlined here speak in concert with another
form of investigation that may yield deeper understanding: inter-
views with consumers and with girls and women in relationships
with those consumers.

Taking a multipronged approach, Robert Jensen notes the fol-
lowing:

The public testimony of women, my interviews with pornography users
and sex offenders, and various other researchers’ work, have led me to
conclude that pornography can:

• be an important factor in shaping a male-dominant view of sexuality;
• be used to initiate victims and break down their resistance to sexual

activity;
• contribute to a user’s difficulty in separating sexual fantasy and real-

ity; and
• provide a training manual for abusers.98
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As one example, consider the following report of a street prostitute
who was beaten by a john. As he beat her, the john said:

I know all about you bitches, you’re no different; you’re like all of them.
I seen it in all the movies. You love being beaten. [He then began punch-
ing the victim violently.] I just seen it again in that flick. He beat the shit
out of her while he raped her and she told him she loved it; you know
you love it; tell me you love it.99

That report is clearly an extreme example of one man’s use of pornog-
raphy to excuse and choreograph his own violent treatment of
women (including the buying of women in prostitution). But inter-
views with “normal” men reveal similar—if not as severe—stories of
impact.

Pamela Paul100 interviewed over 100 people about their consump-
tion of and feelings about pornography in addition to conducting the
first nationally representative pornography-focused poll. The men she
interviewed, who began consuming pornography as preteens or teens,
spoke of a range of personal effects. Although they sometimes men-
tioned positive effects, often the impact of pornography on their lives,
and on the lives of the women with whom they interacted, was nega-
tive. Some representative themes she uncovered include:

• objectifying women in and outside of pornography (“I find that when
I’m out at a party or a bar, I catch myself sizing up women.”101)

• habituation and desensitization (“At first, I was happy just to see a
naked woman. I was like ‘Wow!’ each time I saw a really hot girl. But
as time has gone on, I’ve grown more accustomed to things. I look for
more and more extreme stuff.”102)

• pushing sexual partners to try positions/practices seen in pornogra-
phy (“I like sex the way it’s shown in porno.”103)

• seeing sex with partners as “boring” (“My heart would race less and
less. Sex just seemed so ordinary; it was no longer thrilling or magi-
cal the way it had been before [internet] porn.”104)

• dependence on pornography to facilitate masturbation (“When I don’t
have those images in front of me, I just can’t get that aroused.”105)

• dependence on mental images of pornography to maintain erections
during sex with a partner (“I think my erections have been affected
because I’m not as hyperstimulated by sex as I am by porno. I’ve got-
ten used to a certain heightened level of stimulation, and when com-
pared with porn, real sex just isn’t that exciting.”106)

• pressuring women to have sex (“I would never have pushed women
to have sex the way I did back then had it not been for the amount of
sex I could look right in the eye through porn. I became this asshole I
didn’t want to be because I didn’t care about women.”107)
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• feelings of depression/lack of control (“I began to feel really gross. It
would be a gorgeous sunny day outside and here I was sitting inside,
looking at porn on the computer.”108)

The consequences for boys growing up in today’s Internet culture may
be particularly powerful given the breadth of boys’ exposure to harder
material at younger and younger ages. Paul quotes clinical psycholo-
gist Judith Coché:

Pornography is so often tied into video game culture and insinuates
itself even into nonpornographic areas of the Web. It’s very hard for a
twelve-year-old boy to avoid. . . . This is where they’re learning what
turns them on. And what are they supposed to do about that? Whereas
once boys would kiss a girl they had a crush on behind the school, we
don’t know how boys who become trained to cue sexually to computer-
generated porn stars are going to behave, especially as they get older.109

Some examples of real boys enacting pornography in their lives
are troubling indeed. In 2004, teenagers in Scarsdale, New York,
filmed two drunk 14-year-old girls in a sexual encounter at a party.
Although one of the girls repeatedly said no and resisted the other
girl’s attempts to grope her, off-camera male onlookers egged them
on, shouting, “Come on, do it!”110 In 2005, a 19-year-old boy in
Florida taped himself “having sex” with an unconscious 15-year-old
girl while three other boys watched. Seeing nothing wrong with his
behavior, the following morning he told his victim, who remem-
bered nothing from the night before, “You know, I had sex with you
and I videotaped it.”111 In 2007 in Lincoln, Nebraska, two 13-year-old
boys videotaped themselves sexually assaulting a 5-year-old girl
with an object, going on to film further sexual contact between their
victim and another 5-year-old girl and a 3-year-old boy.112 And, as
Paul reports, in 2004 three teenage boys in Orange County, California,
videotaped themselves assaulting an apparently unconscious 16-year-
old girl with a pool cue, a juice bottle, a juice can, and a lit cigarette.
The boys took turns putting their penises into her mouth and vagina
while the others filmed. This occurred in front of a crowd at a party.
During the trial that followed, the girl, although she was seemingly
unconscious during the assault, was called a “tease,” a “porn star,”
and “out of control.”113

Obviously the cases just described are just that—individual cases.
Thankfully we can’t generalize these few boys’ actions to all boys
growing up in today’s pornography-saturated culture. However, it is
telling that when these boys sexually assaulted others, they videotaped
it, in the process both replicating and making their own pornography.
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If not through pornography, where would teenage boys learn to
assault girls with objects and record everything for viewing later?
Where would they learn that this is how to view and treat women?
Where would they learn that this is what it means to be a man in this
culture?

Popular pornography, lad mags, and video games promote a
sexist, domineering, and aggressive vision of masculinity and an
objectified, submissive, and inferior vision of femininity. Boys
engage with lad mags and pornography similarly, often using the
images to facilitate masturbation. A central feature of boys’ use of
these media is the concept of control. There are three ways this
emerges: (1) through depictions of men controlling women (physi-
cally, sexually, financially, or otherwise); (2) by commodifying
female sexuality such that it can bought, sold, and consumed at
will; and (3) through the use of technology that allows the con-
sumer to fast-forward, pause, or zoom closer to the visual or video
image, furthering control of the consumer’s sexual experience.114

Video games are consumed and used differently, but the issue of
control is even more central—gamers are not simply consuming
created media but controlling the action made possible within the
parameters of the game. A boy playing GTA IV, for example, is not
simply watching the protagonist visit strip clubs and murder pros-
titutes; he is controlling those actions himself. He is taking on the
role of the protagonist, virtually engaging in the acts of violence
directly.115 The text promoting the explicitly pornographic video
game Virtually Jenna positions the aspect of control as the central
draw of the game:

Choose the actors, the scenes, rooms and sets. Decide what your mod-
els will wear and perform in. Choose what they do and how they act
selecting different poses. Direct your characters to play naughty or nice.
Make them suck and fuck hard and wild. Select the sex toys Jenna and
friends will use with each other; dildos, vibrators, whips and chains.
Insert them into her pussy, asses or wherever.116

With these violent and sexist games, the consumer does more than
simply consume. He (or she) becomes the virtual agent of violence,
choreographing abuse, murder, objectification, and exploitation.

To repeat a phrase I used earlier, media matters. As a final exam-
ple of this, consider the fact that the U.S. military is banking on it. In
2002 the U.S. Army launched America’s Army,117 a “T for Teen”-rated,
free, multiplayer, first-person shooter game. It was developed specifi-
cally as a form of propaganda and recruitment for the military at a cost
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of $7 million to taxpayers.118 On its Web site the “Game Leadership
Team” notes the following:

The game has exceeded all expectations by placing Soldiering front and
center within popular culture and showcasing the roles training, team-
work and technology play in the Army. Over the past few years, in more
than twenty updates and new game versions, we have opened the
world of Soldiering to players and provided them with a soup to nuts
virtual experience within which to explore entry level and advanced
training as well as Soldiering in small units. We have virtually taken our
players through boot camp, Ranger and Airborne training, and even
introduced them to the Army’s “Quiet Professionals,” the elite Special
Forces.119

The U.S. government, in a time of war and (at the time of game devel-
opment) suffering in its recruitment efforts for the military overall,
has been pouring millions of dollars every year into video game
propaganda efforts. They have not been doing this to provide a form
of entertainment to the masses. They are making use of the role of
video games as an agent of socialization that can work, along with
other such agents, to affect thoughts and behavior. This helps us to
make sense of our militarized culture, and the popularity and success
of the pornography, lad mag, and video game industries helps us to
make sense of our rape culture.

CONCLUSION

In 2006 I took part in a discussion for men who were attempting to
address issues of men’s violence against women. Toward the end of
the event, men began sharing why they had been moved to get
involved. One young man spoke emotionally of dealing with the rape
of his female partner by a mutual friend. Her body and rights, and
their trust in a friend, had been savagely violated. He wanted to make
sense of the assault without re-creating the cycle of violence. He wanted
to support his partner and find support for himself. He wanted, much
more broadly, to eradicate the rape culture. He began reading widely
and thinking deeply as part of these efforts, and he began to realize his
own role in perpetuating the problem. He said:

I’ve never raped a woman, and I’ve never even been in a fight. I strive
to treat women with dignity and respect. But I’ve realized that rape is in
me. It’s in the way I look at women walking down the street. It’s in the
music I listen to and the movies I watch. It’s in the games that I play. It’s
in me. And I don’t want it there.
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What this man had realized is that although individual cases of rape
are perpetrated by individuals or groups of individuals, the system-
atic targeting of women and girls for sexual assault is supported by
the imagery and belief systems of our wider culture. That culture is
the water we’re swimming in, and he was starting to realize that it was
toxic. It was in him. Despite his desire to live differently, it had an
impact on how he viewed women in his life. His ability to empathize
with other human beings was diminished, and he wanted that ability
back.

Rape is in me. That’s a powerful realization. It speaks to the dam-
age that can be done to boys and men growing up in a culture in
which our sex education and socialization is largely derived from and
through sexist media such as pornography, lad magazines, and video
games—media that teach us that we should be tough, aggressive,
emotionally disengaged, and sexually competitive. Some boys, like
the ones discussed above, may be emboldened to act out violently.
Others, like the young men interviewed by Pamela Paul, may become
dependent on pornography to experience and express their own sex-
uality. Still others may not be damaged to that extent, but they are
damaged all the same. Like the thoughtful man who attended the
antiviolence discussion, they may realize that they do not exist sepa-
rately from the culture in which they live. Rape is in me. Even if this
man and other men like him never commit a direct act of violence
against another human being, they have been harmed. When our sex-
ual pleasure is conditioned to come from women’s pain, exploitation,
and objectification, when our “entertainment” consists of murder, war,
and prostituting women, we forfeit a bit of our humanity, our ability
to empathize. The pornography, lad mag, and video game industries
are cashing in, but all of us are paying the price. Rape—viewed as
both an act and an ideology that denies the full humanity of women—
is in us, and I don’t want it there.

These industries are multi-billion-dollar powerhouses, but they
are neither natural nor inevitable. The ideologies they promote and
reproduce can be challenged and changed, and the canary in our cul-
tural coal mine can be revived. It will take a lot of work, organized
resistance, and collective action at both grassroots and structural lev-
els to change things. The task feels daunting. It is daunting. But as
Marian Wright Edelman, the founder and president of the Children’s
Defense Fund, has said, “We must not, in trying to think about how
we can make a big difference, ignore the small daily differences we can
make which, over time, add up to big differences that we often cannot
foresee.”120 Change is possible. As a basic start, it will require honest,
open, and comprehensive communication about sex and sexuality in
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the home and the schools. It will require role models who refuse to
participate in systems of domination and exploitation for profit. It
will require looking squarely in the mirror and dealing with our-
selves, and it will require looking squarely at the increasingly deni-
grating and abusive aspects of mainstream culture without
flinching. It will require engaged, mindful, and conscientious con-
sumerism. It will require empathic connection and action. It will
require us. It will require me. It will require you.

32 THE SEXUALIZATION OF CHILDHOOD



3
A Royal Juggernaut: The Disney

Princesses and Other 
Commercialized Threats to

Creative Play and the Path to
Self-Realization for Young Girls

SUSAN LINN

I am a psychologist whose work involves engaging children in play
therapy, primarily using puppets. I’m also the director of a national
advocacy coalition, the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood
(CCFC), which works for the rights of children to grow up—and the
freedom for parents to raise them—without being undermined by com-
mercial interests. In recent years I’ve found that these two passions—
promoting creative, therapeutic play, and stopping the commercial
exploitation of children—often intersect. The children with whom I
play seem increasingly entrenched in rather rigid, stultified fantasies,
rooted in their immersion in commercialized culture.

For twenty-first-century little girls, commercialized play manifests
in repetitive, media-driven scripts in which female characters are char-
acterized by entitlement, helplessness, and dependence—the same
rigid roles that triggered rebellion in the women’s movement of the
1960s. It is both sad and ironic to find that the granddaughters of mid-
twentieth-century feminists are locked into the same stereotyped roles
from which their grandmothers struggled so hard to break free. One
reason for what seems like significant backsliding is that commercial-
ized media, with its accoutrements and the constricted role of women
that it promotes, has never been so omnipresent in children’s lives.
The unfortunate combination of ubiquitous, sophisticated technology
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and unfettered capitalism translates into an unprecedented immersion
in media culture that tends to overshadow and crowd out other influ-
ences. With the press of a button, children can repeatedly conjure up
screen versions of beloved stories and characters and—depending on
media viewing rules at home—at will.

COMMERCIALIZING GIRLHOOD: UBIQUITOUS 
MEDIA AND UNFETTERED COMMERCIALISM

Children’s attraction to commercial media is certainly nothing
new. As a child, my exposure to television and movies triggered a
devotion to the glamorous space hero Flash Gordon and that fountain
of youth, Peter Pan. What was different was availability. I was able to
see Flash Gordon movies only once a year when they were serialized
on television. I have a treasured memory of seeing Walt Disney’s Peter
Pan at a movie theater just once with my family. I got a second dose of
Neverland when an adaptation of the Broadway play was broadcast
annually for a few years. Unlike children today, who have essentially
unlimited access to the media programs they love, the children of my
generation had unlimited access only to our own imperfect memories
of the stories and characters we saw on the screen. The only way I
could satisfy my desire to immerse myself in the world created by
screen versions of Peter Pan, for instance, was to construct it myself,
relying on my own resources and imagination. The reality is that were
I growing up today and able to watch a Peter Pan video every day, I’m
quite sure that I would do so. I’m glad it wasn’t an option: there is no
need to imagine anything about a story whose script and characters
are indelibly imprinted in your memory.

I’m not arguing that children’s lives would be better if only we
could bring back programs from the 1950s. These shows were vehicles
for all kinds of cultural stereotyping and sneaky marketing tech-
niques. The portrayal of Indians as inept stooges in Peter Pan, in both
the Disney film and the televised stage play, is racist. Wendy is a sim-
pering wimp. I recently spent a nostalgic few hours laughing at the
primitive special effects and melodrama in Flash Gordon’s Trip to Mars,
which was in movie houses in the 1930s and which I saw on television
20 years later. But it isn’t funny that the only black character is a bum-
bling servant and the main female character, Dale Arden, who blasts
off in a suit and heels, spends an inordinate amount of time in a dead
faint, shrieking or breathlessly cooing, “Flash! Oh, Flash!” at the hero’s
every move. So it’s not that the content of screen media was better
when I was a kid. In some ways it was worse, but there was so much
less of it. These days, children’s exposure to screen media extends way
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beyond television or film. MP3 players, cell phones, and personalized
DVD players all display media content targeted at children. Children
are subjected to screens at home, in restaurants, at school, in their
pediatrician’s waiting room, in the back seats of mini-vans, in air-
planes, and even on supermarket shopping carts. Explaining that
screen media programming is now targeted at children in the intersti-
tial moments of their lives—when they’re between places—an executive
at the children’s cable station Nickelodeon quipped, “Nickelodeon is
everywhere kids are.”1

When J. Paul Marcum, the head of Sesame Workshop’s interactive
group, commented on his company’s contract with Verizon for down-
loading television content onto cell phones, he denied that the vener-
ated children’s media company advocated selling cell phones to
young children. Then he added, “But you can’t ignore the convenience
factor when people are in motion. A parent can pass back a telephone to
the kids in the back of the car. And it’s a device that families are going
to carry with them everywhere.”2 According to the New York Times, cell
phones are the new rattle.3

To understand the extent to which many of today’s children are
immersed in commercialized media culture, think about the children
you know. How much time do they spend engaged with electronic
media—most of which is commercially based? On average, children
ages 2 to 18 are “tuned in” about 40 hours a week after school.4 In
addition, the plethora of media-linked toys—including video and
online games based on movies and TV shows—that dominate the
market is another commercial phenomenon inhibiting creative play
and locking children into rigidly prescribed versions of how women
and men behave.5

I believe that the commercialization of childhood, including its
promotion of unhealthy, sexualized roles for girls, is a societal issue
and needs to be addressed as such. That’s why my colleagues and I
founded Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood. Societal change
takes time, however, and like so many other parents, grandparents,
caretakers, educators, and health care professionals, I find myself
grappling with how to respond to the little girls I encounter today
whose imagination and play are so molded by their immersion in
commercial culture.

THE DISNEY PRINCESSES: EXACERBATING THE PROBLEMS
AND UNDERMINING THE BENEFITS OF FAIRY TALES

“Let’s play princess,” 4-year-old Abigail suggests. We are playing
in the dress-up corner of her preschool, furnished with a battered old



wooden sink and stove, a paint splattered table, and a treasure trove
of discarded adult finery. “Okay,” I reply. “Which princess are you?”
she asks. I am puzzled. Her question implies a set of particular
princesses and was a less open-ended query than, “What’s your
name?” I glom onto the first name that pops into my head. “Umm . . .
I’m Princess Anna,” I said. In a tone of amused exasperation, she
responds instantly and authoritatively. “That’s not a princess.”
“Really?” I ask, bewildered. She reels off a list including Belle from
Beauty and the Beast; Ariel from The Little Mermaid; Aurora from Sleep-
ing Beauty; and the eponymous Cinderella—the main properties in the
Walt Disney Company’s stable of princess characters culled from ani-
mated movies based primarily on fairy tales.

When they are not being used as marketing tools, I have to admit
that I love fairy tales. Populated with fantastical beings and abound-
ing with wonder, they are terrific springboards for make-believe.
From the safety of “Once upon a time . . .” fairy tales allow children
enough distance to grapple safely with the most passionate of human
emotions—grief, envy, fear, rage, and joy. With plots simple enough
for even young children to follow and with enough twists and turns
to stand up to retelling, fairy tales explore the trials of family strife and
the human capacity for greed, loneliness, and courageous fortitude in
the face of overwhelming odds.6

Fairy-tale plots tap into primordial themes: good triumphs over
evil, the weak outwit the strong, cleverness outwits brawn, and—
against seemingly impossible barriers and long struggle—virtue is
rewarded. A happy ending is assured—except, of course, in the stories
made up by Hans Christian Andersen, such as The Little Match Girl,
which I find almost too painful to bear.

Most of the stories we know as fairy tales are hundreds of years old
and have their origin as folk tales passed on through generations for
amusement and education. All cultures have such stories and many of
them have similar themes. The roots of many of the most well-known
fairy tales lie in Eastern and Middle Eastern folklore that made its way
West during the Middle Ages.7 It’s ironic that Cinderella, currently
imprinted by Disney in the national—and international—psyche as
blonde and blue-eyed, is thought to have her origin in a ninth-century
Chinese story called Shen Teh. Walt Disney based his animated film on
a seventeenth-century version told by Charles Perrault, a Parisian intel-
lectual who was spinning his stories for the French court.8

In Germany a century later, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm also col-
lected and retold old stories. The Grimm fairy tales are thought to be
truer to the originals than Perrault’s versions—and they can be quite
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gory. Because they describe explicit acts of violence, some people
balk at reading the Brothers Grimm versions to young children. In
Cinderella, the eldest stepsister obeys her mother’s order to cut off her
toe in order to fit the lost slipper. The youngest sister cuts off her heel.
As retribution, their eyes are pecked out by doves.9 In Snow White, the
Wicked Queen sends a hunter out into the forest with our heroine to
kill her. Instead, he lets her go and slaughters a deer, bringing back its
heart and liver as proof that Snow White is dead. The Queen promptly
cooks them up and eats them. In the end, as punishment for her mis-
deeds, she is forced to don red hot iron shoes in which she dances
“until she dropped down dead.”10

Fairy tale violence shared with children in books or stories may
certainly be hard for some of them, but it is not equivalent to screen
violence in its potential to terrify. When reading or listening to stories,
children aren’t assaulted with precreated graphic visual imagery. They
don’t have to see close-ups of a knife slicing through flesh or of feet
sizzling in an iron shoe, or the agony of pain in the queen’s eyes as she
dances to her death. Children have more control over how vividly
they envision the violence.

I’m not, however, above skipping the torture scenes when I read
these stories to kids. This is a personal predilection and not a philosoph-
ical stance. The specifics aren’t really essential to the plot, and they
always leave me queasy. Sword fights, an occasional giant slaying, or the
rapid demise of wicked ogres don’t bother me—but I tend to be haunted
even by truncated descriptions of slow, painful death. Some people,
including children, have a higher tolerance for that sort of thing. For
some, the violence is just scary enough to serve as a springboard for
playing about and safely exploring their own feelings of fear and anger.

“My four-year-old granddaughter loves the gruesome parts of
Snow White,” a grandmother tells me. “She likes me to put on my red
bedroom slippers, dance wildly, and then fall down dead. We do that
over and over.” With older children, the violent punishments con-
cocted in fairy tales can even lead to conversations about social issues
such as justice, retribution, and torture.

Even aside from the violence, I suppose that my love of fairy
tales rests uneasily on my social conscience. Although their emo-
tional content in the stories runs deep, the characters do not—and
therein lies their biggest problem. There’s no getting around, for
instance, the fact that they originated at a time when the roles of
woman and men were severely constricted or that they often prom-
ise young girls a happily-ever-after in the form of marriage to a
handsome prince.
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I admit that I’ve tried on occasion to retell the stories from a more
feminist slant—and have seen similar attempts in plays and puppet
performances—but they often fall flat and end up seeming like politi-
cal tracts. One of the best retellings of a fairy tale from a more feminist
perspective is the book Ella Enchanted, by Gail Carson Levine, but it’s
really more of a riff. Levine uses the plot structure and characters from
Cinderella to tell a more complex story, in much the same way that Tom
Stoppard elevates and expands the minor characters of Hamlet in the
play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead or the way Gregory
Maguire humanizes the Wicked Witch of the West in his novel, Wicked.

Speaking of wicked witches, the villains in fairy tales are espe-
cially one-dimensional. Bad characters are thoroughly bad, and with a
few exceptions such as the Wicked Queen in Snow White, thoroughly
ugly. When children repeatedly receive the unchallenged message that
physical traits reflect character flaws, we are training them to embrace
societal stereotypes that are both wrong and deeply hurtful.

This came home most painfully to me when I was working with
an 8-year-old girl who had Aperts Syndrome—a rare congenital dis-
order that results in facial deformities. Somehow the subject of play-
acting came up. “I don’t like it when kids want me to be in plays,” she
said passionately. “They always make me be the witch, or the mon-
ster.” She paused for a moment. “How would you like to always be the
witch?”

In complement to the misshapen hags and dwarves, the heroines
in fairy tales are as beautiful as they are good. As a child I remember
them often described as “fair of face,” which can be read simultane-
ously as “nice to look at” and “light complexioned.” That beauty and
a fair complexion are equated in these stories is not particularly sur-
prising. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe was hardly a
diverse or equitable society. Discrimination against the darker Semitic
populations who were cordoned off in ghettos was common, as was
the enslavement of Africans. That the stereotypes are explainable,
however, does not eliminate the challenges fairy tales pose for those of
us struggling to build a society that embraces similarities between
people and celebrates the differences.

Because the stories are so rich, and because they lend themselves
so well as springboards for make-believe, I think that it’s worth
wrestling with fairy tales to allow them a place in children’s lives. It’s
possible to find fairy tales that do feature strong women. Various ver-
sions of the same fairy tale portray women differently. Cinderella as
characterized by the Brothers Grimm is significantly more resourceful
than the Cinderella portrayed by Perrault.11
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Race and gender are the most common stereotypes perpetuated in
fairy tales, but there are others as well. As a child I was particularly
delighted that younger siblings were not only invariably good, but
usually triumphant—often over their more powerful older siblings.
(I am, of course, a youngest sister.) As an adult, I’m continually both-
ered by the ubiquitous characterization of stepmothers as wicked.
“Not all stepmothers are bad,” a 5-year-old informs me. I’m glad
someone thought to tell him—although “most stepmothers are good”
might have pleased me more. (As you’ve probably guessed, I am a
stepmother.) 

If, as I do, you believe in the value of traditional fairy tales despite
their flaws, then it’s essential to share them thoughtfully with chil-
dren, in the context of lots and lots of other stories featuring a whole
range of cultures and characters. Since fairy tales originate in oral tra-
dition and evolved to reflect particular cultures, I don’t have a prob-
lem with editing a bit as I read or tell them to children. Giving
heroines coal-black hair and beautiful brown skin doesn’t alter the
plot or diminish the themes. There’s no reason for Cinderella to be
either blonde or white. The argument that we need to be true to the
historical roots of these stories just doesn’t make sense. If we were
being really true to the historical roots of Cinderella, she would be
Chinese.

When fairy tales become commercial mega-brands, their depth
and malleability diminish, and so does their value as springboards for
creative play. Once fairy tales become visual versions of someone
else’s values—viewed over and over and sold to us in combination
with tiaras, jewels, ball gowns, and castles, and plastered with images
of specific princesses with specific physiognomies—they lock children
into a set script for playing from which it is very hard to deviate.
Immersion in the Disney Princess brand—with its focus on glitter and
acquisition—precludes playing out the more psychologically mean-
ingful aspects of the stories that take place before the heroine becomes
a princess—themes of loss, sibling rivalry, and parent–child conflicts.

A few minutes into playing with Abigail, the little girl who wanted
me to be a Disney princess, she assigns me the task of scrubbing the
floor. Looking up from my hands and knees I say brightly, “I must be
Cinderella.” ‘“No!” she responds authoritatively, “You’re Anastasia,”
I remember that in the Disney version of Cinderella Anastasia is the
tall, skinny stepsister. “Anastasia never scrubbed a floor in her life!” I
retort rather scornfully. “She does in Cinderella III,” Abigail replies
sweetly. I stop scrubbing. “There’s a Cinderella III?” I ask in amaze-
ment. “Of course,” she said, “after Cinderella is married.”
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Disney Princess retail sales reached $3.4 billion in 2006,12 with over
40,000 licensed items for sale.13 I found 235 items on the ToysRUs Web
site alone, including Disney Princess Monopoly, A Disney Princess
Magical Talking Kitchen with 11 phrases and 18 accessories, Leapster
Educational Disney Princess Enchanted Learning Set, and Disney Princess
Uno. In addition to Cinderella I, II, and III on DVD, there’s also Disney
Princess Stories and Disney Princess Sing Along Songs, Volumes One, Two,
and Three; Disney Game World: The Disney Princess Edition; Disney
Princess Party, Volumes 1 and 2; Little Mermaid I and II; Aladdin I, II,
and II; Beauty and the Beast and Beauty and the Beast: The Enchanted
Christmas.

The negative impact that Disney’s presentation of women has on
little girls’ conception of themselves and what it means to be female
have been discussed in detail elsewhere.14 Their ultrathin body types,
their clothing, and the stories they tell embody a commercialized,
stereotypic image of beauty and womanhood. More than ever before,
Disney is having a profound effect on make-believe. Like the super-
hero/action figure phenomenon, the Disney Princess films and their
accoutrements trap children—little girls this time—in an endless,
intensifying loop of commercially constructed fantasies. Instead of
pointing them toward violence, commercialized make-believe for girls
steers them toward a view of femininity based on stereotypes of
beauty, race, class, and behavior. “I was shocked,” a friend said,
“when I saw my 3-year-old niece reject a doll saying, ‘She can’t be a
princess, she’s too fat!’”

“What’s a princess?” I ask Abigail. “A rich girl,” she answers
promptly, “with a kingdom.” She is a bit fuzzy on exactly what a king-
dom is, however. “It’s got lots of rooms,” she explains tentatively.
Then her eyes grow big and round, sparkling with excitement. “And
now there’s no food in it!” “Oh, no!” I groan. “Yes!” she says with
joyful urgency. “The servants have run out of ingredients!”

Once the royal trappings are removed from Abigail’s play, it’s
hard to miss the values promulgated by the Disney brand, even aside
from body image. The female ideal is a rich white girl who lives in a
big house with servants who do the work. A friend of mine relates this
story: “I was in the kitchen getting Thanksgiving dinner ready and I
heard my granddaughter say, ‘Grandpa let’s play princess. I’ll be the
princess, you be the king and grandma can be the servant because
she’s cooking!’”

Unless we make a special effort, Disney’s animated version of
fairy tales like Cinderella and the values they promote may be the only
ones to which children are exposed. Disney is one of three multina-
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tional corporations controlling most of children’s commercial cul-
ture.15 Its dominance—reinforced by an endless loop of toys, clothing,
food, accessories, and media—is used to ensure that little girls buy
into a lifestyle rooted in all the things that Disney sells. 

Newborn baby girls can come home from the hospital to be
ensconced in a room decked out with princess furniture and para-
phernalia. Videos, toys, accessories, and a longing to visit a Disney
theme park will see them through childhood. Disney began selling
wedding dresses in 2007,16 but the company was hyping weddings
long before that. A 2003 commercial for the Princess Dolls features
wedding dresses for Belle, Aurora, and Cinderella.17 Brand-loyal
preschoolers can grow up to have their Disney fairy-tale dreams come
true by getting married in a Disney wedding gown at a Disney resort,
which have long been advertised as a haven for honeymooners. The
Disney bride can look forward to having her own little princess and
starting the cycle all over again.

BEYOND SEXUALIZATION: RACISM AND OTHER
STEREOTYPES IN COMMERCIALIZED BRANDS

“But what about the Bratz Dolls?” I’m asked during a presentation
to parents, “At least they’re clearly ethnically diverse. Aren’t they bet-
ter?” The Bratz Dolls—“The Girlz with a Passion for Fashion”—were
introduced in 200118 and are now a huge hit all over the world.19

Chloe, Sasha, Jade, and Yasmin—the Bratz pack—are certainly a more
ethnically diverse quartet than Belle, Cinderella, Ariel, and Aurora.

The problem with extolling the Bratz brand for its cultural diver-
sity is that the lessons children learn from toys are not compartmen-
talized. When children play with a multiracial collection of dolls or
action figures with bodies that appear to be anorexic or enhanced by
steroids, they can’t be expected to get one cultural message and ignore
the other. As with the Disney Princesses, The Bratz brand, replete with
videos, films, cars, accessories, clothing and so on, locks girls into
preset scripts rife with stereotypes about women and materialistic val-
ues. In addition to their anorexic bodies, they feature heavily made-up
faces and an in-your-face sexuality that’s a slightly watered down ver-
sion of the pervasive trappings of “raunch culture,” often described as
pornography gone mainstream.20

The Bratz brand doesn’t promote dreams of acquiring the accou-
trements of royalty. Instead, it promotes dreams of acquiring the trap-
pings of rich teenage sluts. There’s even a Bratz Limousine—complete
with a bar,21 and the Bratz Forever Diamondz Convertible. In the
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United Kingdom, the Bratz Remote Control Car is sold with the fol-
lowing pitch: “Hit the streets in style with the Bratz Itsy Bitzy Remote
Control Vehicle. Remember, it’s not how well you drive, but how good
you look while you’re doing it.”22 The Bratz are all about conspicuous
consumption. Although they aren’t royalty and don’t reside in fabu-
lous castles in make-believe lands, they have more in common with
the Disney Princesses than not. Both brands are competing with
Barbie for the hearts, minds, and playtime of little girls.

If we want children to embrace diversity as a value, then provid-
ing them with multicultural toys, books, and media that counter pre-
vailing stereotypes is essential. Diversity in toys and media doesn’t
replace the value of enabling children to live and play in ethnically
diverse environments, but it’s important for two reasons. One is that
minority populations of children have a right to see themselves in the
stories that permeate popular culture—inclusion in popular culture is
a powerful form of societal validation. The other is that all children
benefit from experiencing the similarities and differences among
cultures.

At this point, the Disney Princesses are hardly ethnically diverse.
Although Disney has rolled Mulan, an Asian character, and Pocahon-
tas, a Native American, into the Princess brand, they take a back seat
to the white princesses—mainly Belle, Cinderella, and Ariel. Jasmine,
the Arabian princess from Aladdin, is also included, but when Disney
released the Aladdin movie, there was outcry from Arabs and Arab
Americans that both the hero and heroine were lighter skinned, with
more Caucasian looking features than other characters, while the
villains were drawn with stereotypically Semitic features.23

Unless you’re the target population, it’s hard to understand the
depth of anger and pain brought on by living in societies whose
cultural and commercial icons perpetuate racism, either directly by
perpetuating stereotypes, or indirectly by exclusion. Although the
presence of stereotypes in literature, music, and art is particularly
hurtful to the people reduced to caricature, stereotypic fantasy char-
acters are problematic for everyone because they limit our under-
standing of the complexities of being human and can even incite us to
do harm. The notion that we are how we look feeds racism and preju-
dice. In the extreme, linking physical characteristics to character traits
can be dangerous enough to result in genocide. Unless a conscious
effort is made to counter them, societal stereotypes may be absorbed
by children as young as two.24

In 2009 Disney will add a black Princess to the brand, but it
remains to be seen how integral to the princess line she will be.25 The
African American parents I’ve talked to see this as a mixed blessing.

42 THE SEXUALIZATION OF CHILDHOOD



On the one hand, a black Disney Princess eliminates the terrible pain
experienced by black girls who get the message every day that being
a princess is desirable and that only white girls can be princesses. On
the other hand, for parents who have chosen to opt out of Disney
Princess culture, partly because there is no black princess, opting in
means allowing their daughters to immerse themselves in a commer-
cial culture that places disproportionate importance on being rich and
beautiful and finding a prince to marry. When I asked Enola Aird, a
colleague and noted advocate for mothers and children, about the new
doll, she urged black parents to be cautious: “We have to ask what
values a ‘black’ princess will teach our children. Will she reinforce
white standards of beauty? To what extent will she contribute to what
is already an intense over-commercialization of our children’s lives?
Any benefits will probably be outweighed by the costs.”

I have colleagues who have worked for years to push the media
industry to make diversity a priority. Although there have been some
successes, it’s an uphill battle. Think about the race and ethnicity of
the heroes and villains in popular media and television programs
today. How are Arabs portrayed? How many Asian characters are
present? Who is considered to be beautiful? Who are the villains? How
are African Americans and Latinos characterized?

Psychologist Kenyon Chan, chancellor of the University of Wash-
ington Bothell, remembers being brought in to consult on a popular
animated cartoon series from the 1980s that featured the Smurfs—
diminutive creatures with large noses and blue skin tones—and was
set in medieval Europe. “I suggested that to make the setting more
multicultural, they should integrate the walled city where the action
takes place—that they could include people of color in the population,
like a sage from Asia or a traveler from Africa,” he said. “The writers
objected, explaining patiently that people of color didn’t really live in
medieval Europe.” “That’s true,” Dr. Chan responded. “But neither
did the Smurfs!”

SHIFTING THE PARADIGM: INTRODUCING 
NEW IDEAS WHEN CHILDREN PLAY

Aside from the fact that it’s fun, one of the benefits of playing
with children is that we can use our shared make-believe as an oppor-
tunity to introduce new ideas—including those that counter prevail-
ing stereotypes. Mostly I try to follow children’s lead whenever I play
with them. But there are times—whether I’m playing with children
for therapy or just for fun—when I do try to interject alternative
points of view.
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I once worked with a 4-year-old boy who fell in love with my
puppet, Audrey Duck. He pretended that they got married and had a
baby. “When the baby is born you have to say ‘Oh what a beautiful
baby,’” he told me. “I’m the father!” he added proudly. Later he
invited Audrey and the baby to come watch him play basketball. “You
have to cheer for me,” he said. After several minutes of sitting on the
sidelines, I couldn’t resist making Audrey wonder when it would be
her turn to play. “This doesn’t seem fair,” she said to him. “Can’t you
watch the baby while I play basketball?” At first he resisted, but
Audrey kept pointing out the inequity. “Can’t we take turns?” she
asked. Finally, he agreed and tenderly, if reluctantly, relinquished the
basketball for the baby—at least for a short time.

One of the problems with children being immersed in brands that
span media and toys is that when left to their own devices—which,
ideally, is how children should be playing much of the time—the
content of their play is dictated by the brands. Immersion in commer-
cial culture, reinforced by multiple viewings and branded toys, means
that children’s “own devices” are no longer really their own. Just as
the Spiderman or Power Ranger brands lock little boys into violent
play, little girls immersed in the Disney brand can be locked into play-
ing at being helpless females waiting to be rescued.

The same grandmother who put on her bedroom slippers and
danced to her demise also takes requests from her Disney-enamored
granddaughter to tell princess stories. She uses this as an opportunity
to provide alternative views of gender roles. “I invented a prince who
visits the princess and washes the dishes,” she says.

In another episode of playing princess, 4-year-old Abigail was in
the process of simultaneously sorting through princess movies and
the story of Passover, the Jewish holiday celebrating the exodus from
Egypt. “Let’s pretend that I’m a princess drowning in the Red Sea,”
she said. “And you’re the prince coming to rescue me.” Plopping her-
self on the ground she began calling out, “Help me! Help me! I’m
drowning!” I stood on the edge of the Red Sea debating my next move.
Abigail stopped drowning for a moment to remind me that I was the
Prince. “Come on!” she said urgently. “Oh dear,” I said. “The princess
is drowning and I don’t even know how to swim. I guess I’ll have to
try to rescue her.” Curious to see what Abigail would do with her
helpless princess persona when rescue was not forthcoming, I leaped
into the Red Sea calling out, “Help! Help!” a few times. Suddenly the
story changed. “I remember how to swim!” she announced, and
promptly came to the rescue, saving herself and the prince.

If our contributions to children’s play deviate too far off course or
if particular plot points or themes are important to children, they have
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no hesitation about digging in their heels. When Abigail pretended to
be a princess walking through a field of beautiful birds, she closed her
eyes and began to wish aloud that her fairy godmother would send
her a beautiful bird as a pet. She opened one eye and explained,
“You’re my fairy godmother.” I thought for a minute. “I hear the
princess wishing for a bird.” I said. “But these are wild birds, and they
don’t like to be pets. I don’t think I can send her a bird.” Abigail
opened both her eyes disapprovingly. “No! No! No!” she said severely.
“These are the kind of birds that like to be pets.” “Oh,” I said meekly.
And—as Abigail’s designated fairy godmother in her very own 
creation—I sent her one of the imaginary birds in answer to her prayers.

We can do our best to challenge the stereotyped gender roles,
unrealistic body types, and materialistic values promoted by brands
like the Disney Princesses, Bratz, and Barbie, but even aside from the
negative effects I’ve described, their domination of the toy market for
preschool girls is troubling. They contribute to what is primarily a
commercially constructed phenomenon that is depriving children of
middle childhood, which for the purposes of this book I’ll define as
between the ages of 5 or 6 to 10 or 11.

THE LOSS OF MIDDLE CHILDHOOD

“Kids are getting older younger,” is a common plaint in the toy
industry, clothing, and marketing industries and is used as an excuse
to market to 6-year-olds everything from cell phones to thong under-
pants. The market has usurped the years between 6 and 12 and trans-
formed them into “tweens,” a monolithic consumer demographic of
teenage wannabes. Now these industries are working at usurping the
preschool years as well. Referring to 4- to 6-year-olds as “pre-tweens,”
companies like Bonne Bell are targeting little girls with what might be
called “pre-makeup,” in the form of lip gloss spiked with M&Ms,
Dr. Pepper, and other flavors.26

Sanitized versions of social networking sites, which combine ele-
ments from sites like MySpace, and online fantasy games like Myst,
are targeting children as young as 5. Some appear to be promoting cre-
ativity and individuality, because players get to decorate rooms or
clothe an avatar—a symbolic representation of a persona assumed in
cyberspace. But on the sites that I’ve looked at, such as Webkins.com,
which is quite popular today, the choices are confined to choosing
among predesigned objects. The pets are cute, the games are fun, and
I understand the site’s appeal, but there’s no escaping that the under-
lying goal is to acquire virtual cash to make purchases. These sites, like
BarbieGirls.com or Stardoll.com, don’t really encourage creativity
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because many seem to be designed primarily to train girls to shop—
for furniture, clothing, and accessories. Engaging with these sites isn’t
like actually making doll clothes of your own design from scraps of
material, or sketching them on paper.27 When Mattel launched 
Barbiegirls.com, a toy trends expert commented that girls can “go on
the site and chat with their friends, compare outfits, rooms. It’s right
on target with what girls are looking for.”28

But are kids actually getting older younger? Girls are reaching
puberty earlier than in previous generations. There is, however, no
evidence that their cognitive, social, or emotional development, or
their judgment, is keeping pace. The frontal cortex—the area of the
brain where judgment sits—doesn’t develop fully until we reach our
mid-twenties. Immersion in twenty-first-century commercial culture
encourages children to leap directly from preschool to the preoccupa-
tions of adolescence—sexuality, identity, and affiliation—before they
can possibly understand what any of them mean.

In 2007 a report from the American Psychological Association on
the sexualization of young girls stated, “Toy manufacturers produce
dolls wearing black leather miniskirts, feather boas, and thigh-high
boots and market them to 8- to 12-year-old girls. Clothing stores sell
thongs sized for 7- to 10-year-old girls (some printed with slogans
such as ‘eye candy’ or ‘wink’); other thongs sized for women and late
adolescent girls are imprinted with characters from Dr. Seuss and the
Muppets). In the world of child beauty pageants, 5-year-old girls wear
fake teeth, hair extensions, and makeup and are encouraged to “flirt”
onstage by batting their long, false eyelashes. On prime-time televi-
sion, girls can watch fashion shows in which models made to resem-
ble little girls wear sexy lingerie (e.g., the CBS broadcast of Victoria’s
Secret Fashion Show on December 6, 2005).”29

Children are gaining the trappings of maturity at a very young
age—language, clothing, and accoutrements. Toy industry executives
lament that children stop playing with toys by the age of 6—moving
on to “grown-up” products such as cell phones, video games, and
computers.30 That they are growing up with technology means that
they may grasp the “how to” component of computers, MP3 players,
cell phones, and hand-held electronic games. But where’s the evidence
that they can cope successfully with the content they encounter or that
they don’t need what they’re missing from spending so much time in
front of screens? Even as we marvel at children’s technological acu-
men, we should be wondering: do 6-year-old children who know bet-
ter than we do how to use a joy stick, surf the web, and master a
remote control also know how to make sense of, and protect them-
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selves against, the ubiquitous commercialism and its attendant cynicism,
sexism, and violence—to say nothing of the pornography—they
encounter in virtual reality?

According to the Centers for Disease Control, in 2005 over one
third of American ninth graders (boys and girls) had already had sex.31

But the fact that many children are sexually active at age 14 doesn’t
mean that they are achieving emotional intimacy with their partners
or handling relationships particularly well. If children were really get-
ting older younger—if they were actually going through all of the
processes of physical, cognitive, social, and emotional maturation
more rapidly—then perhaps there would be little cost to them. But
that doesn’t seem to be the case. Psychologist David Elkind has been
writing since the early 1980s about the price paid by hurrying children
to grow up too fast—world-weariness, cynicism, and a lack of won-
der.32 At the same time, cultural critic Neil Postman wrote not just
about the disappearance of childhood, but about the infantilization of
adults.33 Children seem to be taking longer to achieve real independ-
ence than in previous generations. About 40 percent of college gradu-
ates are now moving back home after graduation.34 They aren’t
moving home, as would be the case in some cultures, to support their
families. They seem to be moving home to save money and to post-
pone having to take care of themselves.35

One of the workshops offered at the 2007 Kid Power marketing
conference—the largest such gathering in the United States—was
called, “Can KGOY and KSYL co-exist?” For those out of the loop, the
former acronym stands for “Kids are getting older younger.” The latter?
“Kids are staying younger longer.”36

This does not tell us that children are maturing more rapidly. It
implies that something is impeding their attaining adulthood. I think
that one of the impediments is that we are depriving them of a chance
to experience middle childhood. Perhaps 30 is now the new 20 in part
because 12 is also the new 20—and 6 is the new 12. Or, to use market-
ing jargon, KSYL is the direct consequence of KGOY. Children are
missing out on years of being able to use creative play to gain a sense
of competence, explore independence, experience constructive prob-
lem solving and learn tools for making meaning.

Unlike the first 6 years of life, when enormous leaps in learning
take place so quickly that children are constantly having to adjust to
the precariousness of newly acquired skills, or adolescence, when
body changes and issues of identity create a new self-consciousness
and surging hormones affect wide swings in emotions, middle child-
hood is a relatively stable time when skills can be honed, imaginations
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can run rampant, our bodies don’t seem to be out of control, and we
can experience a sense of competence about interacting in the world.
Children are likely to have at least rudimentary capabilities in reading
and math. Their basic physical coordination has come together
enough that they can run, jump, hop, and skip. They are honing their
cognitive and physical capabilities—reading harder books, attempt-
ing more complicated math problems, and learning to play various
sports or learning to dance or do gymnastics.

By 7 years of age, basic physical coordination is evolved enough
for at least some independent play time. They are capable of cooper-
ating and can delay gratification enough that they can execute com-
plicated projects both alone and with friends. Adults may be in the
house, but they don’t have to be in the same room. If there’s a safe
space to play outside, they are allowed out on their own. 

Middle childhood is a time when children’s important influences
extend beyond the home to include peers. It can be an incredibly fer-
tile time for intellectual and creative exploration. Although girls are
reaching puberty earlier than they used to, it’s still a time that is rela-
tively stable physically—at least for some portion of this time, kids
aren’t grappling with great hormonal surges and unwieldy body
changes. It’s a time when children don’t have to worry about their
bodies and are able to form friendships with members of the opposite
sex without having to worry about sexual overtones.

One of the hallmarks of developmental psychology is the idea of
scaffolding—that we evolve cognitively, emotionally, and socially by
building on the skills and knowledge we acquire along the way. The
developmental psychologist Erik Erikson identified stages of growth
and development that revolve around focusing on negotiating specific
social and emotional tasks. According to Erikson, we evolve from
infancy to adolescence by acquiring a basic sense of trust in the world;
building on that trust to establish our autonomy, using our newfound
sense of ourselves to experiment with our own creativity; building on
our creativity to establish a sense of competence by learning how to
tackle and complete complex tasks; and building on our competence
to establish our own identities and affiliations.

Another way to think about this is that unless we establish trust as
infants, we can’t establish autonomy. If we have no sense of self, we
can’t play creatively as preschoolers. If we can’t initiate creativity, we
can’t learn to be competent in executing our more complex ideas in
middle childhood. If we have never established a sense of ourselves as
competent, we will not be able to establish a sense of identity in ado-
lescence as separate from those who care for us.
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When it comes to play, what I find most helpful about Erikson’s
work is that it provides a framework for understanding the content
from the point of view of a child’s experience and needs. For example,
peek-a-boo games are a way of helping babies establish a sense that
things or people don’t just disappear when we can’t see them. Another
way to think about them is as one of many ways that babies establish
a sense of trust that the world is safe and stable enough for them to
begin to practice being independent.

An important component of gaining more independence and
autonomy is developing a sense of control over your body. Given that
children tend naturally to focus the themes of their creative play
around issues of importance to them, it’s not surprising that, for
toddlers, bathroom play becomes endlessly enjoyable. Sarah, age 
28 months and just starting to be interested in using a potty, asked her
father to take down a paper dragon that had been hanging on a wall.
“She wadded up some paper and made it come out of the dragon,” he
said. “Then she pretended to wipe its bottom. She asked me to help
her make diapers for the dragon. We’re constantly diapering some-
thing or placing one stuffed animal or another on the potty.”

Toddlers like Sarah are at the early stages of being able to engage
in creative play. Over the next few years, depending on her interests
and opportunities, she may tell her own stories, make up songs, invent
imaginary friends, build block constructions, paint pictures, or sculpt
with clay. If her creative explorations are allowed to flourish, she will
experience countless hours of pleasure as well as the exhilarating sense
of power that comes from generating her own unique creations.

When girls are encouraged to act like teenagers just a few years
after shedding their diapers, they miss out on the pleasures of middle
childhood. And they are losing years of creative play. According to
one study, American 9- to 12-year-olds only spend 1 minute a day in
pretend play. In 1997—well after both Elkind and Postman began writ-
ing about a diminishing childhood—they were spending 15 minutes per
day. The amount of time 6- to 8-year-olds spend in creative play
decreased from 25 minutes to 16 minutes during the same time
period.37

CONCLUSION

Creative play is essential to all children. For girls, strengthening
their capacity to process and transform the world can serve as an anti-
dote to the ubiquitous, commercialized version of successful woman-
hood based on the glorification of unrealistic body types, objectified
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sexuality, and the acquisition of material goods. Whatever time we can
provide for young girls to spend away from screens and immersed in
generating their own creations affords them opportunities to experi-
ence and nurture their power to create and transform in a confusing,
commercialized, and often overwhelming world.

After dessert at a multigenerational family gathering, Marley, our
resident 4-year-old, asked to be excused from the table while the
adults remained talking over coffee. She returned a few minutes later
draped in a pink, diaphanous ball gown and began to dance around
the table making up a song. She started out singing softly, but as she
floated and became more immersed in the process, her voice became
stronger, increasing in passion and volume. Building to a final, glori-
ous crescendo, she began belting out the song’s dramatic conclusion.
Flinging out her hands, she sang passionately: “I . . . am . . . God!” She
held that last note for several beats. Finally, taking a deep breath, she
concluded in rapid staccato, “I make up all the words!”
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4
Girls Gone Grown-Up: Why

Are U.S. Girls Reaching
Puberty Earlier and Earlier?

SANDRA STEINGRABER

Don’t try to make me grow up before my time, Meg: it’s hard enough to
have you change all of a sudden; let me be a little girl as long as I can.

—Jo, age 15, to Meg, age 16, in Little Women 
by Louisa May Alcott (1868)

To earn a doctoral degree in biology, I followed deer around a pine
forest in Minnesota for the better part of 4 years. I was trying to learn
how the animals’ dietary preferences were affecting the reproduction
of various tree species in the understory. To do this, I needed to know
something about the size of the herd and the sexual maturity of the
animals within it. A doe develops distinct food habits when it is preg-
nant or lactating. But, among deer, sexual maturity is not a simple
function of age. Yearlings and even fawns can begin ovulating if food
is plentiful. If it is not, females won’t become sexually mature until age 2
or older because a critical body mass is required for puberty.

In short, I discovered that the basic elements of fertility in this
ecosystem were not governed by a built-in clock but were potentiali-
ties that responded to environmental signals. That understanding may
shed light on a puzzling phenomenon in humans: the free-falling age
at which U.S. girls are entering puberty. In February 2008 the medical
journal Pediatrics published the findings of an expert panel convened
to evaluate trends in pubertal timing among U.S. girls. Corroborating
earlier findings, the panel concluded that U.S. girls as a group are
reaching puberty at ever earlier ages.1 A century ago, the average age
at first menstruation, or menarche, was 14.2. By the time I began



menstruating in 1972, the average age had fallen to 12.8, and it is
now 12.3. There are significant racial differences: mean menarchal age
is 12.6 years for white girls, 12.1 for black girls, and 12.2 for Mexican
American girls.2

The appearance of breasts—called thelarche—also arrives earlier
and earlier in the lives of American girls. Indeed the average age of
thelarche is falling even faster than the age of menarche. I first
sprouted breast buds when I was 11.5 years old, which, in 1970, was
exactly average. By 1997, the average age for breast budding had
fallen to just under 10 years for U.S. white girls and just under 9 years
for black girls, with a significant portion beginning to develop breast
buds before age 8.3 In a few decades, the childhood of girls have been
significantly shortened.

Researchers remain puzzled about what’s causing the phenomenon.
Some argue that early puberty is a distortion of a “natural” process. It
could be that humans, evolving in hunter-gatherer societies, developed
the ability to reproduce at younger ages in response to environmental
stimuli (such as plentiful calories) and that today’s environmental stim-
uli simply trigger that process. Increasing evidence, however, suggests
that the entire hormonal system has been subtly rewired by modern
stimuli, and early puberty is a coincidental nonadaptive outcome. In
either case, female sexual maturation is not controlled by a ticking clock.
It’s more like a musical performance with girls’ bodies as the keyboards
and the environment as the pianist’s hands.

HEALTH IMPLICATIONS OF EARLY PUBERTY

However elusive its origins, accelerated puberty has health impli-
cations. With so many third graders wearing bras, some pediatric
endocrinologists have recommended lowering the age at which
puberty should be considered precocious, to spare younger girls dras-
tic hormonal interventions to halt puberty’s progression.4 Setting
aside clinical questions of whether a 7-year-old with pubic hair should
be treated for a disorder, public health researchers point out that what
has become the norm is not necessarily normal or good.5 Early
puberty in girls is associated with a startling number of psy-
chopathologies and health problems. Girls who are the first in their
cohort of friends to reach thelarche report more negative feelings
about themselves and suffer from more anxiety. Early-maturing girls
are more likely to experience depression, develop eating and adjust-
ment disorders, and are more likely to attempt suicide. Some of these
effects are limited to adolescence, and others persist throughout
young adult life and into middle age.6
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According to research, early-maturing girls are more prone to
early drug abuse, cigarette smoking, and alcohol use. They are more
likely to be physically and violently victimized. Earlier puberty is also
predictive of earlier sexual initiation with first sexual encounter
following closely on the heels of puberty. The combination of early
sexual intercourse and early substance use places early-maturing girls
at a higher risk for teenage pregnancy. Conduct disorders and delin-
quency are also higher among early-maturing girls who are dispro-
portionately represented in criminal records. Late-maturing girls were
also found to perform better in school and are more likely to finish
college.7

Early puberty also raises the risk of breast cancer in adulthood.
As age of menarche decreases, overall risk of breast cancer
increases. Menarche before age 12, for example, raises breast cancer
risk by 50 percent when compared to menarche at age 16. Conversely,
for each year menarche is delayed, the risk of breast cancer declines
by 5 to 20 percent. Estrogen is the likely culprit: a woman’s risk of
breast cancer rises the longer she is exposed to estrogen, and early
puberty increases that exposure.8

THE CAUSES OF EARLY PUBERTY

The link to breast cancer lends urgency to the task of understand-
ing the causes of early puberty. The leading hypotheses fall into three
categories: psychosocial factors, nutrition, and pollutants. All three
represent aspects of the environment that girls inhabit. However, these
groupings are not necessarily independent of each other. For example,
girls who consume lots of sugary drinks and processed foods are more
likely to be obese, but such a diet also exposes them to different food-
borne pollutants than girls raised on, say, organic vegetarian fare.
Childhood obesity may also alter interpersonal relationships and
result in higher psychosocial stress. The intricate interrelationships
among pubertal determinants make the tasks of isolating each vari-
able and discussing its relative importance impossible. Hence, my
analysis here is deliberately open-ended and suggestive in tone.

Psychosocial Factors

Trauma, family dysfunction, and father-daughter relationships
seem to play a role in the story. Conflict and stress within families are
consistently associated with early puberty. So are sexual abuse and
the absence of a biological father in the household. In Poland, for exam-
ple, girls exposed to prolonged familial dysfunction reached menarche
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4 months earlier than girls living in families free of traumatic events.
Similar results were reported in French-speaking Canada, where
adverse family conditions and high anxiety were correlated with pre-
cocious puberty. Childhood sexual abuse lowered age of menarche in
New Zealand girls. However, war conditions in Bosnia caused delays
in menarchal ages among girls exposed to that traumatic environ-
ment. In this case, however, extreme psychological stress was also
accompanied by physical injury and poverty. No one knows enough
to explain these phenomena, although many have speculated about
them. Some researchers, for example, have asked if girls who live
with biological fathers in tight-knit families might be receiving
pheromones that inhibit puberty, perhaps as an evolutionary mecha-
nism to prevent incest.9

Obesity

Our obesity epidemic, which scientists have associated with
changes in childhood nutrition, is almost certainly playing a role in the
falling age of menarche and may also be at least partly responsible for
the falling age of breast development. As a group, obese girls enter
puberty earlier than lean girls. The trend of increasing body mass for
U.S. girls parallels the trend for earlier puberty. On average, children eat
150 to 200 calories a day more than they did 30 years ago, and their obe-
sity rates have tripled. Changes in body mass index (BMI) over the past
3 decades have been more pronounced in black girls than in white girls,
with a higher percentage of black girls now obese or overweight. As a
group, black girls also reach puberty earlier than white girls. A recent
national study of preschool children from urban, low-income families
found that 35 percent were overweight by the age of 3. Hispanic chil-
dren were the heaviest, with 44 percent overweight or obese.10

Although it is certainly possible that the onset of puberty itself is
triggering increased body fatness, at least four longitudinal studies
have now found that body fat precedes and predicts pubertal timing.
Among 181 white girls in Pennsylvania, those who were chubbier in
early childhood were more likely to exhibit earlier pubertal develop-
ment relative to peers at 9 years of age. A longitudinal study from
Louisiana found that heavier children tended to experience menarche
sooner than thinner children: each standard deviation increase in BMI
doubled the odds for early menarche. High BMI during childhood also
predicted earlier menarche in a cohort of Australian girls who were fol-
lowed from prenatal life to adolescence. In this study, lower-than-
expected birth weights coupled with rapid weight gain in childhood
showed the strongest association with young age at menarche. Similarly,
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a Michigan study that followed 354 girls from their 3rd birthdays
through 6th grade found that higher body fatness at age 3 was associ-
ated with earlier thelarche. Rate of change was also important: the
faster that body fatness increased between ages 3 and 6, the greater the
chances that breast budding would begin by age 9. In this study, nearly
half of the girls in the cohort had entered puberty by age 9.11

But there are equally compelling reasons to believe that the
increased heaviness of U.S. girls is not the whole story behind the
falling age of puberty. For example, BMI profiles for 6- to 9-year-old
children are similar in Denmark and the United States, and yet pubertal
onset among Danish girls is a full year later. Fatter girls enter puberty
sooner, but obesity cannot explain the marked differences between
the timing of puberty of U.S. and Danish girls. Furthermore, within the
United States, although early-maturing white girls are heavier at the
time of puberty, this is not the case for black girls.12

Sexualized Culture

Many parents have wondered whether the sexualized content of
television programming and other media used by children may be act-
ing as a permissive signal to the neurohormonal apparatus that con-
trols pubertal onset. Harvard psychologist and media watchdog
Susan Linn has documented a dramatic increase in erotic marketing
messages aimed at preteen girls—thong underwear for 10-year-olds,
for example13—and researchers in North Carolina have demonstrated
that early-maturing girls seek out sexual media imagery significantly
more than later-maturing girls regardless of age or race. Exposure to
sexy media matter is also known to accelerate sexual initiation among
white adolescents.14 However, the impact of media content on the
timing of puberty itself is not a question that has been tested empiri-
cally. Indeed, it is difficult to even imagine how such a study could be
designed as almost nothing is known about how sensory input of any
kind modulates the pace of human sexual maturation. And, in con-
trast to the wealth of studies that have documented the impact of
media violence on boys, scant research has been directed toward
investigating the effects of sexualized media on girls.15 A recent report
by the American Psychological Association found that exposure of
girls to sexualized media images raised the risk for mental health
problems, but the report did not investigate its impact on pubertal
timing.16

Certainly U.S. children are immersed in media, and their engage-
ment has increased dramatically over the past 3 decades. Children in
the United States watch an average of 3 hours of television per day.
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With video games and other media format included, daily screen time
can be far greater. Media use increases with age but is high in all age
groups, including among children less than 2 years old, although the
American Academy of Pediatrics openly discourages television view-
ing before the second birthday and advocates limits of less than 2
hours per day for older children. Among preschoolers, children from
non-white families and low-income families watch more TV each
week than white children and children from higher-income families.
A national random sample revealed that children ages 8 to 18 devote
more time to media than any other waking activity—about one third
of each day.17

Television and video viewing is associated with being overweight
and obesity among both preschoolers and school-aged children. The
more television is watched, the higher the risk for obesity. However,
the specific mechanisms are not well understood. Children who watch
lots of television are more sedentary and also have lower energy
expenditure while resting. Among U.S. girls, those who averaged
more than 2 hours per day of television viewing had significantly
higher body mass indices and were 13 times more likely to be over-
weight by age 11 than girls who watched less television.18

Sedentary Lifestyles

Not only do U.S. girls eat more calories per day than they did 
3 decades ago, they exercise less. Physical activity indices are lower for
black and Hispanic girls and for girls living in low-income families.
Physical activity also declines as girls, both black and white, move
through adolescence, but activity declines are greater for black girls.
By the age of 16 or 17, half of black girls and almost one third of white
girls engage in no habitual physical activity at all. The availability of a
community recreation center along with participation in daily physi-
cal education (PE) classes both significantly increase moderate to vig-
orous activity patterns among children. However, recess and PE are
less a part of school curricula now than in past decades, with only one
in five adolescents now participating in at least 1 day per week of PE
in their schools. Only the state of Illinois requires daily PE from
kindergarten through high school. There is no federal law that
requires PE to be provided in schools, nor any incentive to do so.19

Exercise is protective against early puberty but through mechanis-
tic pathways that are not clearly understood. As a group, bedridden
girls have earlier-than-average puberties whereas female athletes have
later puberties. It is difficult to tease apart leanness from the effects of
exercise. Girls with anorexia tend to have delayed puberties, as do
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gymnasts, runners, and ballet dancers. There is some evidence that
exercise itself is protective against early puberty. Elite swimmers and
ice skaters also have later puberties, and these girls are typically of
normal weight. Sport competition, however, also brings with it psy-
chological as well as physical stress, and it is difficult to isolate the
relative contribution of each component to pubertal timing.20

HORMONE-DISRUPTING CHEMICALS

Exposures to hormone-disrupting chemicals may be part of the
story of early puberty. Hormone-disrupting chemicals are substances
that disregulate some aspect of the endocrine system. They can exert
their effects in a number of ways: by mimicking hormones; by block-
ing their uptake; by altering the rate of their production; by interfering
with their metabolism; or by making cells more or less sensitive to
hormonal signals. Not only can endocrine disruptors sabotage any
one hormonal signal through a multitude of tactics, the signaling
circuits that govern the onset of puberty respond to a multitude of
hormones and are therefore innately vulnerable to perturbation to
hormone-mimicking chemicals. Such disruption could proceed
through any number of pathways and lead to outcomes that are not
easily predictable.

Recent studies demonstrate the exquisite sensitivity of children to
sex hormones even during the quiescent period before adolescent
puberty. Levels of estrogens in prepubertal girls are very low—100 times
lower than previously thought. However, estrogen receptors are
expressed in target tissues throughout childhood. Thus, prepubertal
girls are highly sensitive to sex hormone exposures, which may influ-
ence the timing of pubertal maturation. Indeed, premature breast
budding in girls can occur throughout the juvenile period and has
been correlated with elevated estrogen levels. It is reasonable then to
predict that girls would be sensitive to estrogenic environmental
chemicals.21

Studies of children accidentally exposed to known or suspected
endocrine disruptors offer important clues. One such accident
occurred in Michigan in 1973 when estrogenic chemical flame retar-
dants (polybrominated biphenyls or PBBs) were mixed into commer-
cial cattle feed. Before the mistake was discovered, farm families and
others, including pregnant and nursing mothers, consumed meat and
dairy products from the poisoned cows. Their daughters—now
women of reproductive age—have been followed since birth. Those
exposed to the highest levels of PBBs in early life began menstruating
up to a year earlier than girls with lesser exposures. High PBB exposure
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was also associated with earlier appearance of pubic hair. The data on
timing of breast development was inconclusive.22

Other human studies from Puerto Rico, Italy, Belgium, and Mexico
have reported links between early puberty and possible exposures to
hormone-disrupting chemicals. For example, in Puerto Rico during
the 1970s, researchers documented clusters of premature puberty in
certain communities. Some evidence of estrogenic contamination of
food was discovered, but no single culprit was ever identified.23

Similarly, in 1977 3- to 7-year-old boys and girls who all attended the
same school in Milan, Italy, developed breasts. Elevated blood estro-
gen levels were documented. Poultry and veal from the school cafeteria
were suspected sources, but their contamination was never confirmed.
Some of the girls in this cohort went on to exhibit early menarche.
Also, in northwest Tuscany, researchers documented a cluster of pre-
cocious puberty among girls living in a particular geographic area
with a high density of naval yards and greenhouses.24

Studies from the United States document cases of breast develop-
ment in children accidentally exposed to estrogen creams used by
their mothers as well as to ointments, hair tonics, or ingested pharma-
ceuticals. In most cases, symptoms regressed after use discontinued.
Pubertal activation caused by hormonally active personal care prod-
ucts may be of particular importance in African American communi-
ties in which the use of estrogenic hair products is common. Greater
use of estrogen- or placenta-containing hair preparations may par-
tially explain the predominance of early sexual development among
black girls in the United States.25

In addition to certain hair compounds, hormonally active agents
are found in many other consumer products, including pesticides and
packaging and building materials. Hence, apart from accidental one-
time exposures, children are also exposed continuously to low-level
endocrine disruptors in their diets, drinking water, and air supply. A
recent pilot study measured hormonally active environmental agents
in the urine of 90 U.S. girls 6 to 8 years old and found a wide spectrum
of exposure. Levels varied significantly according to body mass and
race or ethnicity.26 Among the chemicals detected were phthalates and
bisphenol-A, a chemical that was originally developed as a synthetic
hormone and is now used in the manufacture of polycarbonate plas-
tics, in the resin linings of food cans, and in dental sealants. Bisphenol-A
is one of the most widely produced chemicals in the world. It easily
leaches from food and beverage containers—especially during heat-
ing and washing—and has led to widespread human exposure. The
U.S. Centers for Disease Control found that 95 percent of urine sam-
ples from a larger representative sample of U.S. residents contained
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bisphenol-A, so its discovery in the urine of young girls is troubling
but unsurprising.27

Many parents wonder if hormones in meat and milk may be has-
tening puberty in girls. It is true that estrogens and synthetic hor-
mones are still used as growth promoters in the U.S. beef industry,
although their use has been forbidden in the European Union since
1989. The impact of growth-promoting hormones in food on pubertal
timing of the girls who consume them remains an unanswered ques-
tion. Suggesting reasons for concern, some researchers point out that
federal risk assessments that have set safe threshold levels for estro-
gens in meat are based on overestimates of children’s own endoge-
nous production of hormones, which are now known to be many
times lower than presumed by previous models.28

In contrast to the paucity of human data on the posited link
between hormonally active chemicals and earlier puberty in girls, there
is a wealth of evidence for such a link from experimental studies with
laboratory animals and wildlife. Altogether, the animal data demon-
strate that early exposures to environmental estrogens can advance
pubertal onset—through a variety of mechanisms and at doses similar
to background levels to which humans are routinely exposed.29

Early puberty in laboratory animals can be induced via exposure
to synthetic estrogens either prenatally or shortly after birth. Low
doses of estrogens very early in development appear to affect the
imprinting of central processes in the brain involved in regulating the
onset of sexual maturity. Similar results have been reported using
barnyard animals such as piglets and lambs.30

Some chemicals push animals into early puberty by increasing
their responsiveness to natural estrogens. These chemicals are not
estrogen mimics per se but work by magnifying estrogen sensitivity.
One such chemical is plastics ingredient bisphenol-A, which is used in
polycarbonate bottles. Prenatal and early-life exposure to bisphenol-A
can trigger early onset of sexual maturation in female rodents. Stimu-
lation of breast development is a particular target. Prenatal and infant
exposure to bisphenol-A can make breast tissue more sensitive to
estrogens and alter its anatomical development.31

Another way that synthetic chemicals can exert feminizing effects is
by interfering with the production of aromatase, an enzyme that con-
verts male hormones (androgens) to female hormones (estrogens). One
chemical that interferes with the action of aromatase is the phthalate
plasticizer DEHP. (This was one of the chemicals detected in the urine
samples of 6-year-old girls described above.) In laboratory experiments,
DEHP has opposing effects depending on its concentration: low doses of
DEHP suppress aromatase, whereas higher doses increase its activity.32
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EARLY PUBERTY: AN ECOLOGICAL DISORDER

What we know about the falling age of puberty in U.S. girls is less
than what we don’t know. But some evidence-based conclusions can
be drawn, and policy-based recommendations based on these conclu-
sions can move forward as the scientific knowledge of pubertal timing
continues to unfold.

The “natural hypothesis”—the idea that early humans evolved the
ability to reproduce at younger ages in response to plentiful calories and
that contemporary environmental stimuli have simply accelerated that
trend—requires revision. Although it remains the best explanation for
the falling age of menarche in U.S. and European girls throughout the
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, it is no
longer the best explanation for what is happening now.

During the last 50 years, additional forces seem to have been at
work. The evidence suggests that children’s hormonal systems are
being altered by various stimuli and that early puberty is the coinci-
dental nonadaptive outcome. The intricate hormonal circuitry that
governs pubertal onset is highly vulnerable to disruption, and this dis-
ruption can take many shapes. The ongoing epidemic of childhood
obesity, which can alter insulin sensitivity and increase aromatase
activity, is one form of hormonal disruption that is almost certainly
linked to the trend toward earlier puberty in girls. Chemical toxicants
are another kind of endocrine disruptor that can lead to alterations in
the timing of puberty by several pathways. Indeed, stressors of many
sorts—nutritional, environmental, and psychosocial—all appear to
interact in a complex manner and contribute to early sexual matura-
tion in girls.

For these reasons, early puberty is a phenomenon best understood
as an ecological disorder. As described by physician Ted Schettler, an
ecological disorder does not result from a single toxicant or set of tox-
icants, causing a single disease through a single causal pathway.
Rather, it is the consequence of multiple and interpenetrating envi-
ronmental stressors that exist within a causal web and can thus be
defined as an “ecological manifestation of multiple changes in the
dynamic system in which people are conceived, develop, live, and
grow old.”33 All of the stressors that appear to contribute to early
puberty in girls—obesity, television viewing, sedentariness, family
dysfunction, chemical exposures—are higher in poor communities
and communities of color in which poverty, racism, unemployment, and
toxic substance exposures are high and access to nourishing food and
safe places to exercise is low. In particular, U.S. black children are
disproportionately exposed to physical environmental stressors, and
this group reaches puberty earliest.34
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INTERVENTIONS

There is sufficient evidence for the direct or indirect contribution
of body mass to pubertal timing in girls to support efforts that combat
childhood obesity. Any campaign to address this problem should
begin with the promotion of breastfeeding. Breast milk safeguards
against obesity. At 12 months, breast-fed babies are leaner than
formula-fed babies, a difference that persists into later childhood.
Breastfeeding is most important for children born small for their ges-
tational age or those who were born prematurely; for these two groups
of children, rapid weight gain raises additional risks for obesity and
early puberty.35

For older children, successful battles are being waged at local and
regional levels. A number of school districts around the country have
begun working to eliminate sugary high-calorie foods from cafeterias
and school events—and continue doing so without federal funding or
support from the school lunch program.36 Some school-based obesity
prevention programs have already demonstrated an ability to delay
menarche. One is Planet Health, a school-based intervention designed
to decrease television viewing and consumption of high-fat foods
among schoolchildren while increasing exercise and consumption of
fruits and vegetables. After two school years, 6th- and 7th-grade girls
in the Boston area who attended schools randomly selected for this
curriculum had lower average body mass indices, lower body fat,
higher levels of physical activity, and decreased screen time compared
with their counterparts at nonparticipating schools. They were also
32 percent less likely to have experienced menarche during the 
19-month study than girls in control schools.37 Such programs should
be replicated widely.

The success of school-based interventions such as Healthy Planet
can be carried out in the community at large. Since 2005 there has been
a dramatic increase in efforts to improve access to healthy foods in
urban low-income areas through the creation of farmers’ markets and
community gardens.38 Persuading schools, neighborhood stores, and
convenience markets to stock produce from local organic farms is part
of a decentralized grassroots campaign whose efforts are relevant to
protecting girls from early sexual maturation.

Strategies to lower girls’ body burdens of endocrine-disruptive
chemicals include phaseouts of chemicals such as bisphenol-A and
phthalates. Supporting organic agriculture not only lowers the burden
of hormonally active residues in food, it protects watersheds from con-
tamination by pesticides, herbicides, animal hormones, and antibi-
otics, which flow from farms, ranches, and manure lagoons into rivers
and streams. Buying organic thus protects drinking water, another
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potential source of exposure. The Healthy Schools Network has spear-
headed the effort to bring nonchemical pest control practices into
schools and day care centers.

The environmental justice community, with its long experience
with cumulative risks and impacts, has many insights to offer here.
Any meaningful attempt to mitigate the problem of early sexual mat-
uration in girls must draw on the collective wisdom of its leadership.
For example, environmental justice activists have developed methods
for response that are able to ascertain and mitigate multidetermined
stressors swiftly. Incorporated into their analytical framework is the
recognition that health disparities, such as obesity or low birth weight,
are both outcomes of and contributors to vulnerability to environ-
mental toxicants. Known as “bias for action,” this early identification
and response approach, which is community-based and collaborative,
holds much promise for addressing the problem of early puberty in
U.S. girls.39

CONCLUSION

Years from now, researchers may finally elucidate just how vari-
ous factors—including trauma, calories, and chemicals—interact to
induce early puberty. By then, my own 9-year-old daughter will be
well into puberty or beyond. I know that even now a nascent hor-
monal network lies somewhere under her skin and is receiving incom-
ing signals—from tonight’s dinner; from her father, brother, and me;
from the farm fields that ring our village; from the smokestack across
the lake. This much I know: our bodies are the mediums for a much
larger message. As we change that message, it will change us.
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5
Something’s Happening Here:

Sexual Objectification, 
Body Image Distress, and 

Eating Disorders
MARGO MAINE

Culture is written on the body . . . encoded on it. Fat, thin, sculpted,
adorned, starved, stuffed, the female body is a kind of text which, prop-
erly deconstructed, may tell us a lot about how women are seen in the
culture and what they grapple with.

—Caroline Knapp

Over the past three decades, body image distress and eating disorders
have become major public health issues, affecting ever increasing
numbers of girls and women of all ages. Both the American Academy
of Pediatrics and the Society for Adolescent Medicine have developed
specific guidelines for the identification and treatment of eating disor-
ders in children and adolescents, instructing their members to screen
for these problems routinely and to develop the skills to manage
them.1 Eating disorders are now the third most common illness among
adolescent females living in the United States, with an incidence as
high as 5 percent.2

Once considered to be characteristic of upwardly mobile Caucasian
adolescent females in technologically advanced nations such as those
in North America and Western Europe, eating disorders are no longer
restricted to certain groups in limited geographic localities. As a result
of globalization, eating disorders are now prevalent among girls in
every strata of American culture and in at least 40 countries world-
wide.3 The rapid spread of eating disorders both in the United States
and around the world suggests that something is happening in the



lives of contemporary girls and women to place them at risk. To
understand, prevent, and treat these conditions, we must ask: why
girls and why now?

This chapter explores how current cultural values, attitudes, and
practices—with particular emphasis on the sexualization and objecti-
fication of women and their bodies—contribute to eating disorders
and body image distress in females across the life span. In a highly
charged sexual environment, girls feel pressure to look “sexy” but also
fear sexual vulnerability and violence. Girls’ bodies become simulta-
neously “hot commodities” and danger zones. Eating disorder symp-
toms, such as excessive dieting, exercise abuse, and purging, can
become a safety net yet lead to their own risks with high costs to the
physical, emotional, cognitive, social, and spiritual health of suffering
females and their loved ones.

GENDER, MENTAL HEALTH, AND EATING DISORDERS

Why girls and why now? The questions are increasingly urgent as
eating disorders become homogenized across class, age, race, ethnic-
ity, and culture. In its 2000 evidence-based review of women’s mental
health, the World Health Organization concluded that gender is the
strongest determinant of mental health and status.4 Although overall
rates of psychiatric illness are gender neutral, females suffer much
higher rates of unipolar depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and
somatic complaints; they are also more likely to have more persistent
and debilitating depression and comorbid conditions.

The single-best predictor of risk for developing an eating disorder
is being born female.5 Although eating disorders are not the only gen-
dered psychiatric condition, the degree of gender disparity for eating
disorders is much greater than in other diagnoses. Anorexia nervosa
and bulimia nervosa are 10 times more common in females than in
males, and binge-eating disorder is three times more common.6

Among psychiatric conditions, eating disorders have the highest mor-
bidity; anorexia nervosa has an estimated 10 percent mortality rate at
10 years of symptom duration and 20 percent at 20-year follow-up.7

Anorexia is the leading cause of death for young women from 15 to
24 years old with a general mortality rate 12 times the expected death
rate for women in that age group and a suicide rate that is 75 times
greater.8 Less is known about the mortality rate associated with
bulimia nervosa, due both to the potential long-lasting medical conse-
quences and to diagnostic limitations. For example, as many as half of
anorexic women will also develop bulimic symptoms but they will
still be diagnosed with anorexia.9 Even less is known about females
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diagnosed with unspecified eating disorders—in other words, eating
disorders that don’t meet the precise criteria for anorexia or bulimia—
even though these disorders constitute as many as 40 percent of
admissions to treatment programs and their symptoms and treatment
needs are just as serious.

Subclinical eating disorders are an additional threat because they
may compromise health over time or emerge into full-blown eating
disorders. This term is applied to women who may be symptomatic
sporadically or whose symptoms do not quite meet the criteria for a
full-blown eating disorder. Still, girls and women with subclinical eating
disorders suffer emotional distress, including depression, anxiety,
obsessive thinking, compulsive behaviors, low self-esteem, and body
shame. They may also have physical problems such as gastrointestinal
disruptions, impaired immune systems, menstrual irregularities,
osteopenia or osteoporosis, and general poor health.10

Although estimates vary, two comprehensive studies provide com-
pelling data regarding the common use of pathogenic weight control
techniques in teenagers whose bodies are still developing and growing.
Neither report gives diagnostic information so the actual number of
full clinical eating disorders or subclinical eating disorders is unclear;
yet the research does speak to the fact that serious dieting and other
weight loss practices are now normative in nonclinical samples of high
school students. A study of more than 80,000 9th and 12th graders in
the United States found that over half of the girls engaged in unsafe
dieting practices, including skipping meals, restricting their caloric
intake, ingesting diet pills or laxatives, inducing vomiting, smoking
cigarettes (for the purpose of affecting their weight and food intake),
and binge eating. Hispanic and Native American students had the
highest rates.11 The Centers for Disease Control also report epidemic
rates of weight loss attempts in high school students, with 46 percent
trying to lose weight, 44 percent actively dieting, and 60 percent exer-
cising to lose weight or avoid gaining it.12 Although both sexes
reported significant weight concerns, the breakdown by gender shows
that girls are engaging in dangerous dieting much more than boys.
These trends cannot be reduced to a genetic anomaly; they can only be
explained as a consequence of significant and destructive cultural atti-
tudes and pressures uniquely affecting today’s girls and women.

NATURE OR NURTURE? GENES OR CULTURE?

Eating disorders are multidetermined phenomena; the common
final pathway for biological predispositions, psychological vulnera-
bilities, painful emotional or developmental experiences, family
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dysfunction, psychosocial stressors, and cultural pressures. Despite
these multiple contributing risk factors, a disproportionate amount
of the recent research on eating disorders has focused on genes and
biogenetic vulnerability. Genes, however, do not code behavior or
disease; rather they code RNA and DNA, the building blocks of cells,
creating variations associated with risk. Regardless of revolutionary
advances, we are far from knowing how genomic variations alter
protein development in the cell and affect the functional circuits of
neurons.13 In view of the speed at which eating disorders have pro-
liferated in countries where they were previously unknown as glob-
alization introduces Western values, the “nurture” or environment
side of the nature–nurture debate appears to be the more compelling
explanation. Although it is highly unlikely that a gene for eating dis-
orders will be found, persuasive evidence exists to substantiate the
impact of media images and cultural trends on the body image and
eating habits of today’s women regardless of their age.

A dramatic example of how quickly Western values and trends
can promote eating disorders occurred in Fiji after Western television
was introduced. Eating disorders were unknown there in 1995, but
after less than three years of limited exposure to Western network
television shows, eating disorders were rampant. In 1995 discussion
about diet and weight was almost nonexistent. By 1998 11 percent of
Fijian women used self-induced vomiting, 29 percent were at risk for
an eating disorder, 69 percent had dieted to lose weight, and 74 per-
cent felt “too fat.” Watching popular Western programs created a
desire for the lifestyles of Hollywood stars or the characters they
portrayed and a commitment to change their bodies to get it. With
startling speed, strong Fijian traditions and values—in which large
female bodies were valued for their strength and food was celebrated
and enjoyed with rich traditions and meanings—were overturned,
seemingly overnight. The Fiji experience demonstrates how rapidly
global influences can vanquish strong local cultural traditions and
values.14

A compelling body of research has shown that media images and
influences are a major contribution to eating disorders.15 The more a
girl is exposed to media, the more likely she is to diet and be dissatis-
fied with her body, her appearance, and herself, placing her at serious
risk for eating disorders, depression, and anxiety. Adolescent girls
who attempt suicide often report that weight and body image con-
tributed significantly to their despair.

Female undergraduate students report more stress, depression,
guilt, shame, insecurity, and body dissatisfaction after exposure to
ultra-thin models, and 70 percent of college women report feeling
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worse about themselves after reading magazines.16 They rarely hear
the message that they (or someone who looks like them) are beautiful
just as they are. And it comes as no surprise that men also see women
as less attractive after exposure to magazines. A systematic review of
magazine articles reveals an inordinate emphasis on women’s bodies
as compared to men’s, the not very subtle implication being that many
things may be important for men, but only the body counts for
women.17 Girls are constantly portrayed in silly positions, sometimes
off balance, often passively observing others, whereas boys are active,
powerful, and in control. In fact, despite increased awareness of sex-
ism and gender equity issues, women are actually more sexualized
and objectified in magazine ads today than they were in the 1980s.
Female body exposure has increased with almost 53 percent of black
women and 62 percent of white women scantily clad; only 25 percent
of men are presented this way. More than 17 percent of ads show
women in lower-status positions, such as on their knees or on the
floor. Black women are particularly apt to be photographed in sexual-
ized predatory poses, often wearing animal prints.

The female body is typically portrayed as an ornament rather than
an instrument, and its objectification and sexualization are every-
where. The trend in advertising is to use a partially clad, emaciated,
but often well-endowed young woman’s body to advertise anything
and everything. The ad could be for diamonds, men’s cologne, shoes,
a health club, a car: the product is irrelevant, but the message is crys-
tal clear. A woman’s naked and highly sexualized body is the gold
standard for advertising, with pornographic images on highway bill-
boards, in magazines, on family coffee-tables, in professional waiting
rooms, and on our private Internet screens. The Sports Illustrated
swimsuit issue, often the only issue in the entire year to feature a
woman on the cover, has become nothing more than soft porn.

In essence, contemporary culture not only holds strict unreachable
standards for girls regarding weight, shape, and appearance; it also
treats their bodies as sexual objects, whose purpose is to please others,
especially men. Thin means sexy, and sexy means thin; both attributes
are idealized, admired, and rigorously pursued.

WHAT A GROWING GIRL SEES: SEX, SEX, SEX

No matter how hard a family or caring adults may try, it is virtu-
ally impossible to protect a growing and impressionable girl from the
ubiquitous images and messages regarding the female body and how
it is valued and judged. Even dolls, which were once the hallmark of
innocent play, have evolved into sexual entities. Barbie dolls have

SOMETHING’S HAPPENING HERE 67



become sexier, and new lines of dolls like The Scene and Bratz, mar-
keted to girls aged 5 to 7, have a sexually provocative, tougher, and
more adult edge. Clothing companies have developed thongs for little
girls, some of which come complete with “eye candy” written on
them, prompting a successful protest from organizations such as Dads
and Daughters.

The sexualization of young girls is rampant and does not appear
to be waning, despite the concerns of parents and professional organ-
izations such as the American Psychological Association (APA). In
2007 the APA convened a task force to examine the breadth and impact
of this problem, and they concluded that girls’ sexualization creates a
variety of harmful and lasting consequences. These include individual
harm, such as: impaired cognitive functioning due to intrusive and
negative thoughts, body dissatisfaction, emotional distress, negative
self-image, eating disorders, and health problems. Furthermore, sexu-
alization causes general harm because it promotes a culture that per-
petuates these serious problems. Sexualization is by no means a
victimless crime, and it is beginning to prey on girls at increasingly
younger ages. The APA report speculates that sexualization reflects
underlying sexism, a troubling tolerance for violence against women,
and the ongoing exploitation of girls and women.18

The dangers of sexualization are ubiquitous in our culture. Beauty
pageants for preschool girls introduce them to a world of sexual objec-
tification and the crafting of a false self before they are even in school.19

Cosmetic companies develop products specifically for little girls just
past toddlerhood, and in some fashion shows and magazine layouts
adult models are made up to look like little girls while wearing racy,
revealing lingerie. Entertainment media is a potent vehicle for sexual-
ization because children and teens spend more time engaged with it
than any other activity with the exception of school and sleep.20 Prime-
time television is rife with images and entertainment that sexualizes
and denigrates women, and 85 percent of the time, this treatment
occurs at the hands of male characters.21 An analysis of situation come-
dies that are based in the workplace found an average of 3.3 gender
harassment incidents and .5 sexual harassment incidents per show.
Nearly three fourths of the shows included one or more incidents of
gender harassment, most presented as jokes with laugh tracks.22 As a
result, many young women come to believe that such treatment is to
be expected, and they try to deny the impact when these events occur
in real life. Some of these women will suffer post-traumatic stress dis-
order, eating disorders, or both, as a result of this self-silencing.

A unique study that examined the presentation of gender roles
and hypersexuality in the 300 top-grossing G, PG, or PG-13 films
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produced between 1990 and 2006 revealed troubling but predictable
trends.23 First, gender equity was found to be virtually nonexistent:
Seventy-three percent of the speaking roles were male, with no change
in this regard during the 16-year time span. Second, the female char-
acters were either hypersexualized or homemakers. Females were
more than five times as likely to be clad in sexually revealing outfits,
typically covering a distorted, very thin body. These distortions
included tiny waists and flat stomachs, suggesting no room for repro-
ductive organs or any other biological function. Lean figures were
graphically altered into lollipop or cigarette-slim shapes. Females had
abnormally thin bodies three times more often than males. Third, the
female roles were best described as “eye candy.” Women were prima-
rily cast as beautiful, desirable, and ornamental rather than instru-
mental to the plot. Finally, ethnic diversity was nearly absent: 
85 percent of the identifiable characters were white, followed by
black characters (8 percent), Hispanic (less than 2 percent), and other 
ethnicities (negligible).

Advertising that is directed at “tweens,” children who are still in
elementary school, exploits their desire to be seen as older and more
independent by using models that look more like sexualized teens.
Preteens are thus encouraged to act, dress, think, and spend money
like teens.24 The entertainment industry does the same, promoting
young stars to even younger fans, pressuring them to identify with
sexual images years before their bodies enter puberty.

Sex Week at Yale is an example of how pornography has become
part of the mainstream. According to Gail Dines, a leader in the femi-
nist antipornography movement, Yale University recently invited
pornographer Steve Hirsch, founder of Vivid Studios, to speak about
how he has contributed to mainstreaming porn.25 His “Vivid Girls” are
considered “the elite of porn,” as they enjoy better pay and somewhat
better working conditions than is standard for the industry. Most porn
actresses have grown up in adverse conditions with damaged self-
esteem and limited opportunities for advancement. Many of these
women will eventually work as prostitutes, dealing with problems
such as substance abuse, STDs, and sexual violence. Vivid Girls put a
wholesome face on this woman-destroying industry and are used to
recruit other women into it. Included in the Yale activities was the
contest “Who Looks Most like a Vivid Girl?” Imagine the reactions of
high school coeds and their parents visiting the campus that week.

These days attending a sporting event can feel markedly similar to
going to a strip club because cheerleaders’ choreographies, energy,
and costumes are provocative and sexually suggestive. The National
Organization for Women conducted a study of the ads featured during
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the 2008 Super Bowl, one of the most popular family programs of the
year.26 Advertisers paid $2.7 million for 30-second commercials. On
the few occasions when women appeared, they were portrayed as
passive objects rather than active players in the storyline with virtu-
ally nonexistent speaking roles, and their sexual availability to men
seemed to be the primary theme or sales pitch. Most people are so
desensitized to such ads and messages that they are never discussed
or challenged.

SEXUALIZATION AND SELF-OBJECTIFICATION

Frederickson and Roberts explain that chronic sexual objectifica-
tion has a lasting impact because it pressures girls to accept an external
view of themselves and of their value as people.27 Girls come to see
themselves as objects to be looked at and judged based on their appear-
ance. Acceptance of an external standard results in constant monitoring
and self-scrutiny so that individuals have fewer and fewer resources
for internal awareness and become less and less aware of internal body
states and experiences. With external standards so rigid and unattain-
able, girls become increasingly ashamed and distressed about their
bodies.28 Bandura’s groundbreaking research found that when people
fail to meet cultural ideals, intrusive thoughts may undermine cogni-
tive functions.29 Because women earn less, have less status and power,
and are more likely to be victims, failing to meet the cultural standard
has a higher price, literally and figuratively, for them.30 Intrusive and
obsessive self-disparaging thoughts, absent other areas in which they
feel successful, will easily compromise a growing girl’s sense of self as
well as her cognitive and emotional functioning.

According to Tiggemann and Slater, the cumulative effect of self-
objectification creates risk for three psychological issues: depression,
sexual dysfunction, and eating disorders.31 Their study of former clas-
sical ballet dancers and nondancers found that the dancers had higher
levels of self-objectification and self-surveillance and that these issues
continued even when they were no longer dancing, demonstrating
that self-objectification is not only a temporary state but may become
an internalized and long-lasting trait. Self-objectification coexists with
many of the risk factors associated with eating disorders, including
diminished interoceptive awareness, poor self-esteem, body shame,
and disordered eating.32 Researchers Thompson and Stice posit that
internalization of the thin ideal is among the best predictors for body
image distress and disordered eating.33

Having internalized the negative external gaze, girls today want a
body that is hardly natural or feminine; instead it is like a boy’s body,
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but with a washboard stomach and big breasts. As a result, the num-
ber one wish of girls aged 11 to 17 is to lose weight, and plastic surgery
for teens increased by nearly 50 percent in two years in the late 1990s
and continues to increase each year.34 One poll found that 25 percent
of teenaged girls in the United States had already considered cosmetic
plastic surgery, even before their bodies matured.35 Taught to please
others—to constantly strive to meet the cultural ideal for women
while being systematically objectified and sexualized—creates con-
stant self-doubt and insecurity, problems that the rituals and obses-
sions of eating disorders can temporarily mask.

DEVELOPMENTAL VULNERABILITY: 
AN ECOLOGICAL APPROACH

Decades ago, developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner
described child development as an ecological system embedded in
five layers or contexts.36 These include:

• the child herself with her own genetic and physical traits or 
vulnerabilities

• the microsystem, composed of parents, siblings, and school and
social experiences having a direct impact on the child

• the mesosystem, or interactions of the microsystem components,
such as conflicts between family and school

• the exosystem, systems outside the family with a less direct effect 
on the child, including the health care system or media

• the macrosystem, composed of both the formal and informal values
and beliefs of the culture

Levine and Smolak note that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system
elucidates the interaction of the culture and its institutions, the family,
and the individual, and creates a helpful starting point to understand
the many influences on human behavior and development, especially
how self-objectification can contribute to risk factors associated with
eating disorders.37

Adolescence is always a critical time in identity formation. While
absorbing as much information as possible, the teenage mission is to
figure out who they are and what they want to become. Teens are keenly
aware of cultural standards and ideals through intense exposure to the
media and its messages in all forms, and at the same time they spend a
minimum of time with their families. As a result, media exerts an
immense psychological impact on them. Teenage girls, the group with
the highest risk for disordered eating and body image distress, are espe-
cially vulnerable to the media and therefore to self-objectification.

SOMETHING’S HAPPENING HERE 71



The teen years are also prime time for social comparison, and the
Internet has created unprecedented and relentless access to peer pres-
sure. Girls are particularly vulnerable to peer pressure because they
are socialized to place greater value on relationships and pleasing
others as compared to boys. Mary Pipher elucidates the dangerous
consequences of the process I describe above. Unaware of or ashamed
of their own needs, values, and emotions, girls readily succumb to
pressures outside of themselves.38 The emphasis on thin sexy bodies as
the vehicle for female success and admiration resonates loud and
clear, often resulting in disordered eating and body image obsessions
and behaviors.

Although much of the research concerning the impact of media
images on youth focuses on teens and college students, a recent study
demonstrated that boys and girls in grades 1 through 5 also idealize
media images, and that girls are more likely to internalize the attitudes
and standards projected on the screen.39 Another study that assessed a
group of children at 11 years of age and again at 13 years reported that
objectification appears to affect the emotional well-being of girls but
not of boys.40 Compared to the boys, the girls suffered to a much
greater degree from self-objectification, body shame, rumination, and
depression.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework helps to shed light on
how external standards evolve into internalized risks to health and
well-being. The growing cultural obsession with thinness and beauty
is now so pervasive that weight and body image concerns are even
overheard in kindergarten playgroups. Girls’ natural weight gain and
change in shape preceding and during adolescence places them at odds
with the cultural ideal of female beauty so that their self-monitoring,
which may have started years earlier, intensifies. When puberty hits
and a girl’s shape drifts from a childlike to a womanly silhouette, rates
of depression increase.41 Furthermore, sexual development is starting
earlier with white girls on average developing breasts and pubic hair
at age 10 and African Americans at 9.42 In a sexually charged atmos-
phere, with their bodies entering puberty at increasingly younger
ages, girls are confused and stressed, engaging in sex earlier and also
succumbing to eating disorders earlier.43 Adding to the confusion,
girls are bombarded with marketing for feminine hygiene products
that wash away any true sign (or scent) of sexuality.44 The constant
subliminal message is that the natural female body must be controlled
or disguised, creating an excruciating level of self-consciousness,
fertile ground for the development of disordered eating and body
image despair.
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Girls are also more vulnerable than boys to sexual harassment
and abuse, which intensifies body image concerns and can lead to
self-destructive thoughts and behaviors.45 Sexual harassment, when
combined with the impact of sexualized media images, contributes
to self-objectification, which can lead to body image and eating
issues.46 At every age, girls are inundated with criticisms and com-
ments about their bodies both through media and in their personal
lives. Even in elementary school, boys feel free to disparage girls’
bodies in their presence.47 With both anonymous and deeply per-
sonal messages conveying a constant stream of criticism, girls
simply do not feel safe in their skin. By internalizing and trying des-
perately to meet external standards, they hope to find safety and
self-acceptance.

YES, SOMETHING’S HAPPENING HERE

Something is indeed happening that places girls of all ages at
tremendous risk. Living in a culture that is hostile to them, that sees
them as sexual objects, and gives them little freedom to be themselves
creates overwhelming conflicts and challenges. Taught from a young
age that they should be sexy, edgy, and seek male attention, girls are
burdened by sexual objectification, harassment, stereotypes, and
violence. Having been raised to please others, most will attempt to
meet external standards, trying desperately to become the ideal sexy,
thin, perfect girl. Years of self-objectification keep girls from knowing
their basic needs and feelings. Cut off from their internal voice and
pressured by relentless and loud external demands, girls are vulnera-
ble to the damage that is wrought when they attempt to craft and
control their bodies by dieting.

Eating-disordered behaviors and ideas can initially function to
solve the problem of the following questions: How do I succeed as a
woman in this culture? How will I be accepted and valued? Who am
I? What is special about me? Eating-disordered behaviors can also be
ways to expose their pain, anger, uniqueness, self-control, discipline,
independence, and many other important attributes or feelings. But,
before long, the behaviors and beliefs associated with eating disor-
ders create their own very serious problems, invading every aspect of
their hosts’ lives, robbing them of any remaining vestiges of self-
confidence or happiness, compromising every organ and system in
their bodies, and causing emotional, spiritual, and mental torment.

The sexualization and objectification of girls are not victimless
crimes. The costs to the well-being of girls and women are far too high.
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Nor is this a “woman’s issue,” as Frederick Douglass pointed out, in
1848, about any discrimination against or harm of women during
another era:

This cause is not altogether and exclusively women’s cause. It is the
cause of human brotherhood as well as human sisterhood, and both
must rise and fall together. Women cannot be elevated without ele-
vating man, and man cannot be depressed without depressing
women also.48

We have much to learn from Douglass’s words; men and women must
rally to challenge the sexualization and objectification of women and
transform modern culture so that it embraces and empowers both
sexes to be equal partners, thus creating a better world for future gen-
erations. In such a world, women would no longer suffer from cultur-
ally constructed, life-threatening illnesses such as eating disorders.
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6
So Sexy, So Soon: The

Sexualization of Childhood
DIANE E. LEVIN

CHANGING TIMES

The feature story in the May 2004 issue of the New York Times Magazine
was called “Friends, Friends with Benefits and the Benefits of the
Local Mall.”1 One hundred suburban teenagers were interviewed for
the article. They described a world of casual sexual encounters devoid
of emotions or relationships. “Hooking up” and “friends with bene-
fits” are part of the new slang to describe casual sex with friends. The
author of the story, Benoit Denizet-Lewis, reported that “the teenagers
talked about hookups as matter-of-factly as they might discuss what’s
on the cafeteria lunch menu.”2 Sixteen-year-old Brian put it this way:
“Being in a real relationship just complicates everything. When you’re
friends with benefits, you go over, hook up, then play video games or
something. It rocks.”3 Formal dating relationships were frowned
upon. In the words of Irene, a high school senior, “It would be so
weird if a guy came up to me and said, ‘Irene, I’d like to take you out
on a date.’ I’d probably laugh at him. It would be sweet, but it would
be so weird.”4

Three days after the New York Times story appeared, the Boston Globe
published an op-ed piece by Scot Lehigh, who bemoaned the realities of
the casual and unencumbered sexual behavior revealed by the teenagers.
“It’s truly sad to read of a high school generation too detached to date,
too indifferent for romance, too distant for commitment. . . . You can’t
help but hope that today’s teenagers will come to understand that to rob
sex of romance, to divorce it from emotion, is to deny themselves exactly
what makes it special.”5
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Besides describing and bemoaning a “surprising” change in ado-
lescent sexual behavior, attitudes, and relationships, neither article
paid any attention to the root cause of these changes. Nor did they
connect this issue to other related concerns about the overall health,
development, and well-being of today’s youth, such as the growing
number of children and teens who regularly view cyberporn,6 an
upsurge in teen dating violence,7 and eating disorders.8

In order to address concerns about adolescents’ sexual behavior,
we need to start with a better understanding of the factors that are
shaping their ideas about gender, sexuality, and interpersonal rela-
tionships. We also need to understand how the “casual sex epidemic”
relates to other aspects of their lives. An essential starting point for
developing this understanding is through an examination of the
vastly expanded role of media and commercial culture in children’s
lives over the past 3 decades.9

NEW SEXUAL ISSUES IN CHILDHOOD

As I read the New York Times article, I was reminded of accounts
that I had been hearing with increasing frequency about the changing
content of sexual issues that are being raised by young children today.
Here are a few particularly salient examples:

“Professional Wrestling Girls with Big Boobies”

Kara, a kindergarten teacher, showed me an entry that her student
James had recently made in his “daily diary.” It was a drawing of a
woman with long hair and big, bright red lips with the letters
WWWWWWF scrawled beside it. When Kara asked him to formulate
a caption for the picture, he asked her to write a professional wrestling
girl with big boobies. “At first I thought he was trying to be ‘fresh,’ to
cause trouble,” Kara told me, “but I caught myself before I reacted too
harshly and asked James what he knew about ‘wrestling girls.’ He
replied with his eyes open wide, ‘I saw her on TV last night with my
dad. That’s how she looked!’ I was pretty taken aback that his parents
let him watch such a program [rated TV-14]. But it’s what he’s seeing
that really worries me. I wonder if he made his drawing because he
needed someone to talk to about it?”

Skinny Bodies Are Sexy

A couple of years ago, Shirley, the mother of 7-year-old Brenda,
reported an incident that distressed her greatly. On and off for several
weeks, Brenda had been asking Shirley how you “go on a diet.” This
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had escalated into Brenda stating that she was going on a diet. A cou-
ple of days later, Shirley found Brenda crying in the bathtub. When
she asked her what was wrong, Brenda responded, “I’m fat. I want to
be sexy like Joanie, pretty like Joanie [the very thin, seemingly very
popular girl in Brenda’s class]!” Shirley assured me that her daughter
had a normal 7-year-old girl’s body. However, she didn’t think it was
age-appropriate for her little girl to be thinking about being “sexy”
and wanting to diet. Shirley began wondering what kinds of experi-
ences outside of her family were contributing to this problem. She felt
anxious and unsure about how best to respond in the short run. Also
she had heard news stories about preteen girls’ precocious sexual
behavior and eating disorders and worried about what the psycho-
logical and physical consequences might be for Brenda in the long run.

“What’s a Blow Job?”

Recently Margie told me that her 7-year-old daughter, Eva, had
asked, “Mom, what’s a blow job?” Her first reaction was to tell Eva
that it wasn’t something for children and end it there. Instead she
asked, “Where did you hear about blow jobs?” Eva replied that she
had heard about them at school. Margie asked, “What did you hear
about it?” Eva responded, “It’s sex.” Margie told me that she worked
hard to protect Eva from exposure to violence and sex in the media,
but now that Eva was with many children who were not as protected,
she felt that she was rapidly losing control. Although she expected
that she would talk to Eva about issues such as oral sex during the
adolescent or even the pre-adolescent years, she was alarmed when it
had come up at age 7! Furthermore, she felt very uncertain about what
was appropriate to tell Eva.

Learning about Sex from the Internet

About 6 years ago, Connie, who is highly experienced at teaching
sex education to 5th- and 6th-graders, called me to express concern
about something that had come up in a discussion with a group of
male students. She had been talking about sex as an expression of
deep affection between partners in a relationship. One of her students,
Gabe, challenged her by saying, “Well, you don’t need to like the
person. I saw sex on the Internet. My cousin showed me. They just do
it ’cause it’s fun, they like it.” A couple of boys seemed surprised, but
a few others said that they had seen sex on the Internet, too. Connie
felt that she had entered new territory in terms of how to respond to
the children and how to approach their parents about it. But she was



glad that the boys had raised the issue because clearly it had been very
much on their minds. I talked to Connie again 5 years later, and she
said that dealing with Internet pornography has now become a regu-
lar part of her sex education work with 5th and 6th-grade boys. She
finds that by this age almost all of the boys have viewed some sort of
pornography on the Internet, either by coming upon it accidentally or
by having another boy show it to them. And few of them have dis-
cussed what they have seen or what it means to them with an adult
before Connie raised the issue.

Each of the above stories provides a snapshot of children, some at
a very young age, struggling to work out ideas about things that they
saw in the media or heard from friends about sex and gender. Current
research and public discourse about sexual behavior and development
rarely focus on children before the age of 9 or 10. Yet clearly exposure
to sexual content in childhood will influence adolescent behavior.10

The lessons that the youth in the New York Times article learned when
they were young laid the foundation for their current sexual attitudes
and behavior. What were those lessons? Where did they come from?
What can we learn from them to help us raise children with healthy
gender and sexual identities in the midst of the increasing sexualiza-
tion of childhood?

MESSAGES ABOUT SEX AND GENDER IN OUR CULTURE

Children’s ideas about gender, sex, and sexuality develop gradu-
ally and are greatly influenced by information that their environments
provide. Increasingly, children’s environments are dominated by
unregulated electronic media.11 A 2003 Kaiser Family Foundation
report found that children aged 0 to 6 years averaged approximately
2 hours of “screen time” a day and that 30 percent of children aged 3
and under and 43 percent of children from 4 to 6 years old had a
television set in their bedroom. According to the authors, “This study
documented a potentially revolutionary phenomenon in American
society: the immersion of our very youngest children, from a few
months to a few years old, in the world of electronic and interactive
media.”12

As children are glued to the screen, they are exposed to a very
large quotient of sexual material. According to a Kaiser Family Foun-
dation survey, during the 1999–2000 television season, 68 percent of
programming contained information of a sexual nature, up from 
56 percent in 1997.13 In a similar survey, 75 percent of traditional TV
“family hour” programs were found to have sexual content, compared
with 43 percent 20 years earlier.14 Although studies have confirmed
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that children learn about sex from the media, more research is needed
to fully document and understand the impact of such exposure.15

Although much of the graphic sexual content in the media is rated
as appropriate for adolescents and adults, children are nonetheless
viewing these programs much like 5-year-old James, who watches
professional wrestling on TV with his father. Telling James that the sex
and violence on the show are “just pretend,” as many adults do, is not
meaningful to young children who see real people doing real things.
Other programs with sexual content that children routinely watch
include soap operas, talk shows, and MTV.

A particularly alarming source of sexual content is highly accessi-
ble Internet pornography, which almost any child who does home-
work using Internet sources can access. Yet, on June 30, 2004, the
Supreme Court rejected Congress’s Child Online Protection Act
designed to curb children’s access to sexually explicit material on the
Internet.16

Children are also exposed to sexualized toys, many of which are
linked to TV shows, video games, and movies. Some of these “toys”
foster associations between sex and violence. For example, Sable, a
professional wrestling action figure, has large breasts and wears tight
black leather pants, an unzipped bra top, and spiky red heels. She
comes with a whip. On the back of Sable’s box are photos of other pro-
fessional wrestling action figures you can buy—including Billy Gunn,
who has lipstick marks on his boxer shorts, and Al Snow, who is hold-
ing the severed head of a woman.17 According to Sable’s manufactur-
ers, she is a suitable toy for children “ages 4 and up,” whereas the
professional wrestling TV programs that she is linked with are rated
TV-14. Creating toys based on TV programs rated for teens and
movies rated R implicitly assumes that young children are watching
these shows. Programming and toys that are marketed to boys, such
as professional wrestling programs and their action figures, teach boys
that males should always be physically powerful and ready to fight,
and that sex involves aggressive domination of beautiful women who
serve as objects for male pleasure.

Girls are receiving different but equally shallow messages about
being female and sexuality from toys and the media. Girls are taught
that they should have skinny bodies and that they need to be con-
sumers of clothing, makeup, and accessories in order to look “pretty,”
“grown-up,” and “sexy.”18 We see this message expressed through
Barbie Lingerie, a doll that comes dressed in sheer black lingerie and
stockings. The packaging of the popular, sexy Bratz dolls contains the
message “The girls with a passion for fashion.” Boston Globe parenting
reporter Barbara Meltz concluded, “There is only one [Bratz] story
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line: girl as sex object.”19 Bratz dolls have been enormously successful
in the marketplace. In fact, Bratz sales surpassed Barbie doll sales in
2006.20

Sexualized images of femaleness are reinforced through the
appearance and behavior of female characters on TV, in video games,
and in movies—Bratz dolls now have a TV show and a much publi-
cized movie in the summer of 2007. Even the much trusted Disney
movies—should they be?—have escalated the sexualized images they
show. For instance, Pocahontas has more cleavage, fewer clothes, and
is much sexier than Cinderella ever was. The music and videos of pop
stars such as Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera are regular fea-
tures in most young girls’ lives beginning in preschool. A grand-
mother of a 4-year-old girl laments,

Jenna, my 4-year-old granddaughter, and I were in a store buying shoes
for the new school year. The radio was playing and she said to the sales
clerk, “Is that the Spice Girls singing?” He shook his head “No,” and
asked if she liked the Spice Girls. She nodded her head. He asked,
“What’s your favorite song?” Jenna looked at him coyly and said, “Let
Me Be Your Lover!” When he asked if she knew the words to the song,
she began to sing the song—including all the “gyrations” of her little
body. I wanted to sink into a hole and cry!21

Increasingly, young girls are encouraged to act in sexual ways in
their daily lives. For instance, beauty pageants, like the ones in which
JonBenet Ramsey participated, channel young girls into precocious
sexual appearance and behavior. I recently heard an account of 5- to
8-year-old girls in Texas who were training as cheerleaders. They dress
in clothing usually worn by much older cheerleaders. Here’s an exam-
ple of one of their chants:

Like totally, for sure,
I just got a manicure.
The sun up there
is bleaching out my gorgeous hair.
16, 24, I don’t know the silly score.
Go, go! Fight, fight!
Gee, I hope I look all right!

The highly publicized account of Janet Jackson’s exposed breast
during the halftime show at the Super Bowl in 2004 served as a useful
lightning rod for public concern about sexual content in the media.
However, Justin Timberlake’s gesture of ripping off part of her top—
a sexually aggressive gesture—was far more offensive than her naked
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breast and yet rarely mentioned. The anger and blame directed at
Janet rather than Justin speaks to deeply held cultural biases that are
then amplified by the media.

THE IMPACT OF TELEVISION DEREGULATION 
ON THE SEXUALIZATION OF CHILDHOOD

In 1984 the Federal Communications Commission deregulated
children’s television, making it possible to market television programs
and toys together for the first time. The television and toy industries
quickly joined forces to create whole lines of toys and other products,
such as bedsheets, pajamas, and breakfast cereals, which were linked
to children’s programs.

Increased Gender Stereotyping

Soon after the deregulation of television, I began hearing con-
cerns voiced by parents and teachers about incidents with children
involving gender stereotyping. Many of the stories, such as the one
with Brenda in the bathtub above, involved girls focused on body
image and appearance. Increasingly, girls were expressing the desire
to be thin, pretty, sweet, and nice. At the same time, early childhood
educators who had been in the field for a long time began reporting
that they were seeing increased gender divisions in children’s class-
room play.

As I began to explore why this might be the case, I found that in
the wake of deregulation, children’s television programs had become
highly gender divided and gender stereotyped. My Little Pony was
one of the most popular TV programs for girls in the 1980s. The pro-
gram’s best-selling toy line included such items as combs, makeup,
and a vanity table. Media deregulation contributed to a major setback
in efforts during the 1960s and 1970s to reduce gender stereotyping in
childhood culture and expand children’s definitions of what it meant
to be a boy or a girl.

Increased Sexual Content

In 2007 a Kaiser Family Foundation study22 found that over half of
the parents surveyed were worried about the sexual content that their
children were exposed to on TV.23 Parents and professionals alike are
increasingly concerned that they are losing control over how children
are introduced to ideas about sex and sexuality. Yet this issue is draw-
ing far less attention, criticism, or controversy than violence in the
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popular culture does. For example, in stark contrast to extensive
research on the impact of media violence, there is almost no research
to date that has explored how the increasingly sexualized media and
popular culture are affecting children, especially in relation to
younger children.24 One possible explanation is that talking about sex
is much more complicated and less clear-cut than talking about vio-
lence. We are all in relative agreement that “violence is bad” and that
it is desirable for children to use nonviolent approaches to solving
their conflicts, and we have direct ways to convey and teach this mes-
sage. By contrast, the messages we hope to convey about sex and sex-
uality are complex and age dependent.

DERAILED PSYCHOSEXUAL DEVELOPMENT

Children’s psychosexual awareness and understanding are gradu-
ally constructed over time. As infants they explore their bodies, and
they experience the emotional and sensory pleasures of embraces and
kisses and the satisfaction of being deeply attached to a parent or other
caregiver. At around 18 months they learn to refer to themselves as
boys or girls, and they slowly begin working out the meanings of
these labels. Learning is influenced by their developmental maturity
and by the experiences and information their environment provides.25

If there is a consistently healthy match between experiences and the
information provided by their environment and their level of devel-
opment, then they will likely become capable of mature and meaning-
ful social and sexual relationships in adulthood.

However, as the stories I recounted earlier illustrate, these days
there is a mismatch between young children’s psychosexual maturity
and the sexual information to which they are routinely exposed. Not
only is the content too graphic, but portrayals of highly stereotyped
maleness and femaleness, male sexual domination of women, and
women as sex objects are not ones that most parents would wish
children of any age to be exposed to.

HOW CHILDREN THINK AFFECTS WHAT THEY LEARN

Children between the ages of 3 and 6 years old are typically drawn
to content that is visible and concrete.26 They often use play and art as
vehicles for understanding their world. We see this kind of thinking at
work when James focuses on the big red lips and “big boobies”
(undoubtedly a term he learned from someone older than himself) of
the “wrestling girl” in his drawing. James’s drawing is a vehicle with
which to explore what he witnessed on television and one that helps
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him make contact with his teacher. We also see Brenda focusing on
concrete aspects of her experience when she equates Joanie’s thinness
with “sexiness.” The media feeds into and reinforces children’s one-
dimensional concrete thinking with its increasingly shallow focus on
appearance, as seen in the recent deluge of “makeover” shows.

With their focus on the concrete, young children also have a hard
time understanding the motives, intentions, and feelings underlying
sexual behavior. When Eva asked her mother about “blow jobs,” this
characteristic of her thinking would lead her to focus on the sexual
act and not on what her mother might say about the nature of the
relationship that would result in this behavior. We see this aspect of
thinking at work when Brenda focuses on how fat her body looks
compared to that of Joanie, the thin, popular girl in her class. Brenda
does not look at other factors that might contribute to friendship and
popularity; she considers only appearance. This kind of thinking
predisposes young children to think that their appearance (and not
their behavior or ideas) determines what people think of them and
how they treat them. Although Brenda’s and Eva’s thought
processes are normal, we have to wonder about the normality of a
culture that obligates 7-year-olds to think at all about sexiness and
“blow jobs.” Clearly, these precocious lessons on sex and gender are
contributing to the rise in dieting and eating disorders among pre-
teen and adolescent girls.27

Another common feature of young children’s thinking is that they
often attend to only one thing at a time. When Brenda thinks about
being sexy, she focuses on one attribute: Joanie’s thinness. When Kara
asks James “what he knows about wrestling girls,” he responds with
one piece of information: “I saw it on TV with my dad.” Often the one
thing a child attends to is himself or herself. This is connected to
young children’s egocentrism—their failure to think about the impact
of what they do on someone else. Similarly, when Jenna imitated the
suggestive words and sexy gyrations of a Spice Girls song for the shoe
salesman, she seemed totally oblivious about what her grandmother
or others around her might think (or whether other children in her
environment did such things). Because young children attend to one
thing at a time, their thinking is often more like a slide than a movie.
That is, they tend to deal with one static moment or a series of non-
logically connected static moments. They do not focus on logical
causality or relationships between events. This limits children’s ability
to understand the sexual behaviors they are viewing. It can also make
it hard for them to sort out what is pretend and what is real.

By contrast, when Gabe talks about pornography with his 5th-
grade teacher Karen, he reveals his growing ability to process two
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ideas at once (his and Karen’s) and think about intentions that he can-
not see (the nature of the relationship in which sex occurs), and he
tries to make logical causal connections. Still we must feel outrage that
Gabe had to process this information at the tender age of 10 and that
his teachers and parents must now work so hard to provide him with
a healthier understanding of mature sexuality.

THE HARM CAUSED BY BEING SO SEXY SO SOON

Certainly learning about procreation is a process that begins
when children are young and continues to be elaborated on with
age and an increased ability to understand. But learning about sex
is not the most important part of establishing this foundation for
young children. When children are young, we should be laying the
foundation for later healthy sexual relationships. We do this by
providing children with models of caring and affectionate relation-
ships. We can also answer questions about such issues as physical
differences between males and females or “where babies come
from.” However, today’s children are bombarded with large doses
of graphic sexual content that they cannot process and that are often
frightening. While children struggle to make sense of mature sexual
content, they are robbed of valuable time for age-appropriate devel-
opmental tasks. They may also begin to engage in precocious sexual
behavior and learn lessons that will undermine their ability to have
healthy, caring relationships in which sex plays a part when they are
older.

Young children are routinely exposed to images of sexual behav-
ior devoid of emotions, attachments, or consequences. They are learn-
ing that sex is the defining activity in relationships, to the exclusion of
love and friendship. They are learning that sex is often linked to vio-
lence. Also, they are learning to associate physical appearance and
buying the right accessories with being successful as a person. Such
lessons will shape their gender identity, sexual attitudes, values, and
their capacity for relationships.

We can see the long-term effects of these lessons in the casual sex-
ual behavior and attitudes among the youth in the New York Times
article. An escalation in eating disorders among preadolescent and
adolescent girls is almost certainly related to images in the media and
popular culture that equate thinness with sexiness and popularity. It
has become common for girls to start dieting clubs in 5th grade.
Seven-year-old Brenda is a prime candidate for such a club! There
have also been several reports about the widespread practice of oral
sex among middle school students.28
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A TOLL ON FAMILIES AND PARENTS, TOO

Parents also pay a high price for the sexualization of childhood. In
a 2002 survey by an organization called Public Agenda, it was found
that 76 percent of parents believed it was a lot harder to raise children
today than it was when they were growing up. When asked about the
biggest challenge they faced with their children, 47 percent reported
that it was trying to protect them from negative societal influences.
Certainly one of those influences is the sexualization of childhood in
the mainstream culture.29

Parents see their children drawn into the sexual content that sur-
rounds them, but talking with children about sex often feels more dif-
ficult and more complex than talking about other complex issues such
as poverty, violence, or illness. Many adults struggle to talk openly
and comfortably about sex and sexuality with other adults, let alone
with children, and the task becomes even more daunting in the cur-
rent context. As we saw in the examples throughout this chapter,
when parents see the impact of today’s culture on their children (and
children often see and know more than we are able to admit) and try
to respond or intervene, they worry about doing or saying the wrong
thing. It is easy to say things that make children feel guilty or bad,
or to cut off the discussion and thereby encourage them to stop seek-
ing their advice altogether. Parents may also begin to deny the poten-
tial harm of their children’s exposure to graphic sexual content
because it has become so ubiquitous in our culture and they are so
helpless to stem the tide.

Parents are often told by the wider society (and especially by the
industries that markets to children) that it is their job to decide what is
appropriate for their children and to protect them from what they
believe is not appropriate. Although it has never been easy, this task
was less difficult for parents in the past when the prevailing cultural
messages were more compatible with the values and goals they held
for their children. Today parents need to fight the prevailing culture
at every turn with younger and younger children. Even the best-
prepared and most conscientious parents find it impossible to stem
the onslaught of negative media messages.30

A CALL TO ACTION

By allowing children to be exposed to information about sex and
sexuality that undermines their healthy sexual development, society is
failing its children and their families. For too long the increasing sex-
ualization of childhood has not been given the attention it warrants.
Until we address this problem as a society and work to regain control
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over it from those who are motivated solely by financial gain, children,
families, and ultimately all of society will pay the price.

First Amendment and free speech arguments are often used to
protect industry moguls’ and Internet pornographers’ right to put
anything they choose on the screen, even when that material nega-
tively affects children. The arguments used generally ignore the long
history in the United States of creating special policies that protect
children from harm—for example, through laws against child abuse
and neglect. It is time for all of us to work together to create policies
and practices that will help children develop the foundation they need
to become adults who are capable of forming positive, caring sexual
relationships.

WHAT CAN WE DO IN THE MEANTIME?

Although there are no “magic bullet” solutions, there are many
positive steps that we can take to promote healthier sexual develop-
ment in the current climate.31

• Limit exposure to sexual imagery and content in the media and pop-
ular culture.32

• Establish safe channels for talking about sexual development with
children when they are young. Trusted adults have a vital role to play
in helping children sort out what they see and hear (no matter how
uncomfortable it may make them feel) by answering questions and
helping them feel safe asking them. But to open up to adults, children
need to know that nothing that they bring up for discussion about
what they hear or do is off limits. The more comfortable children feel
about raising issues and asking about sexual content when they are
young, the better able they will be to use adults to help them process
the escalating content they are exposed to as they get older.

• When children are exposed to the inevitable sexual images and mes-
sages, expect them to try to work them out in their play, art, and con-
versations. Pay attention to children’s play and art. Talk to them about
it. Providing open-ended (versus highly structured) play materials—
such as blocks, baby dolls, generic dress-up clothes, miniature people,
a doctor’s kit, a dollhouse, markers, and paper—can all support chil-
dren’s efforts.

• Try not to blame children or make them feel guilty or ashamed when
they do or say something that feels inappropriate. Too often children
are blamed and punished when they act on what makes perfect sense
given their surroundings. Try to take the child’s point of view and see
the world through his or her eyes. This is a vital starting point for
figuring out what led to an inappropriate behavior and deciding how
to respond. Help children find appropriate and realistic alternative
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ways to support their efforts to understand as well as alternative
ways to get the information and help they need.

• When talking to children about sexual issues, take your lead from
what the children do and say and what you know about them as indi-
viduals.33 Base your responses on the age, prior experiences, specific
needs, and unique concerns of individual children. Just as many of
the adults did in the anecdotes throughout this chapter, try to start by
finding out what children know. Before jumping in with the “right”
answer, you might ask, “What have you heard about that?” The
child’s answer can guide what you say next.

• Answer questions and clear up misconceptions that worry or confuse
children. You don’t need to provide the full story. Just tell children in
an age-appropriate way what they need to hear to allay their worry
or confusion. Don’t worry about giving “right answers” or if children
have ideas that don’t agree with yours. Clear up misconceptions
when doing so seems helpful and appropriate. Try to calmly voice
your feelings and concerns and reassure children that they are safe
and that you will keep them safe.

• Teach alternative lessons to the messages in the popular culture that
undermine healthy sexual development and behavior. What this means
will vary with age and experience of the children. Make sure children
are exposed to positive and caring relationships between adults at
home, at school, and even in the media. Then they will have a founda-
tion for gradually connecting ideas about sex to their understanding of
positive adult relationships. Help them experience and express positive
physical affection with appropriate people in their lives. Convey clear,
age-appropriate guidelines about what is and is not appropriate.

• To the extent possible, try to engage in give-and-take discussions
with children when working on all of the guidelines suggested here.
Give-and-take conversation can help us decide how to respond and
how much information a child actually needs. We can also use situa-
tions when sexual content comes up in the media or elsewhere as
opportunities to discuss with children what they think about what
they saw as well as sharing our own opinions.

• Share your values and concerns with extended family members,
teachers, and other parents. The discussions that result can help you
build a community of adults who share your values and who will
respect rather than undermine your efforts with your child.

• Involve schools in efforts to promote healthy sexual development. In
addition to parents’ efforts, an important part of this task rests with
the schools. Children need age-appropriate sex education programs
in schools that help them build ideas about meaningful sexuality and
address their real issues and concerns. The outspoken efforts of cer-
tain segments of society to preach sexual abstinence until marriage
(and without the benefit of meaningful sex education), while at the
same time enabling media and corporations to market sex to children
more or less as they choose, are untenable and irresponsible.
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• Help to create a society that is more supportive of children’s healthy
gender and sexual development by working to limit the power of cor-
porations to market sex to children.34 On a positive note, although
few major efforts exist today to specifically address the sexualization
of childhood, more and more individuals and groups are working at
all levels to stop the commercial takeover of childhood. Several
organizations have developed strategies and materials that can help
you with your efforts. These organizations and their Web site
addresses are listed below.

ORGANIZATIONS WORKING TO STOP THE 
COMMERCIAL EXPLOITATION OF CHILDHOOD

The Alliance for Childhood promotes policies and practices that support chil-
dren’s healthy development, learning, and play. Visit www.allianceforchild-
hood.net.

The American Psychological Association released its Task Force Report on the Sexualiza-
tion of Girls in 2007. See www.apa.org/prg/pi/wpo/sexualization.html. The
APA has also prepared a comprehensive position statement on the negative
impact of marketing to children that calls for restrictions on marketing to chil-
dren. To view the statement, visit www.apa.org/releases/childrenads.pdf.

Campaign for a Commercial-free Childhood (CCFC) is a coalition of many organ-
izations working to reduce marketing to children. For more information, go
to www.commercialfreechildhood.com.

Dads and Daughters works to help fathers make the world safe and fair for their
daughters. Visit www.dadsanddaughters.org.

Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media works to educate entertainment creators and
the public about the need to decrease gender stereotyping and increase the rep-
resentation of girls and women in media. See www.thegeenadavisinstitute.org.

Teachers Resisting Unhealthy Children’s Entertainment (TRUCE) is a group of educa-
tors that prepares materials for parents about effective ways to resist the com-
mercial culture and promote positive play, learning, and social relationships.
See www.truceteachers.org.

www.allianceforchildhood.net
www.allianceforchildhood.net
www.apa.org/releases/childrenads.pdf
www.commercialfreechildhood.com
www.dadsanddaughters.org
www.thegeenadavisinstitute.org
www.truceteachers.org
www.apa.org/prg/pi/wpo/sexualization.html


The message that young Black women’s bodies can be purchased
cheaply on the open market is a grim, modern-day reminder of slavery.
In some ways, Black women are still on the auction block!

—Cole and Guy-Sheftall

In the early 1970s black and Latino youth in the economically
depressed South Bronx created hip-hop culture, which encompassed
deejaying, graffiti writing, break dancing, and rap music. Although
they produced fun dance music, these marginalized young people
exposed the social problems that ravaged their impoverished commu-
nities: drug abuse, poverty, police brutality, racism, and gang violence.
This urban youth-based culture has grown into a multiracial, global
phenomenon that permeates almost every aspect of society—from
language to fashion, the dance club scene, and the general way in
which young people interact with one another. Contemporary hip-
hop music includes Christian and politically conscious rap music that
is progressive, transformative, and even life affirming. In the 1980s
when corporations began to depoliticize and financially exploit the
popularity of hip-hop, rap music and music videos became the most
powerful, influential, and frequently consumed product of hip-hop
culture. Those that depicted violence and explicit sexual content
received heavy rotation on radio and television.1

According to psychologists, this content can contribute to the
sexualization of girls, which can be conceptualized as a continuum of
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offensive behavior, with sexualized evaluation (e.g., looking at some-
one in a sexual way, leering) at the less extreme end and sexual
exploitation, such as childhood sexual abuse at the more extreme end.
Self-sexualization can occur when girls think of themselves primarily or
solely in sexual terms or when they equate their physical appearance
with a narrow, often unattainable, standard of beauty.2 Many con-
cerned parents, public health experts, and social critics denounce hip-
hop music lyrics and videos for hypersexualizing black adolescent
girls. More specifically, they have argued that black girls may develop
sexual scripts based on hip-hop culture, which in turn shapes how
they express their sexuality and view themselves as sexual beings.3

In addition, exposure to sexualized images in hip-hop has been
found to influence black girls’ perception of male–female gender
roles, attitudes toward sexual assault, physical dating violence, and
physical attractiveness.4 This is troubling from a public health stand-
point. Music videos and lyrics that perpetuate gender inequality and
glorify risky sexual behaviors but rarely provide healthy sexual mes-
sages or emphasize possible negative health consequences may
increase the likelihood that black adolescent girls will have unplanned
pregnancies, early sexual onset, or sexually transmitted disease (STD)
acquisition, including HIV/AIDS.5

Displaying anonymous, nude black female bodies has a long his-
tory in Western societies, from the exhibition of enslaved women on
the auction block to representations of black female bodies in contem-
porary hip-hop music videos.6 The purpose of this chapter is to (1) dis-
cuss six sexual scripts that are commonly found in hip-hop culture
and music videos; (2) examine possible consequences associated with
exposure to hip-hop scripts for black girls; and (3) make suggestions
for intervention.

SEXUAL SCRIPTS IN HIP-HOP CULTURE

When black men and women were sold as slaves, their bodies
were stripped naked, examined, and then sold, traded, and bought on
the open market. Unlike white women who were draped in layers of
clothing during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, nudity
among black women, although it was forced, implied that they lacked
civility, morality, and sexual restraint. The systematic sexual exploita-
tion of black women, including rape and forced breeding, was used to
produce a perpetual labor force. The Jezebel stereotype, which stig-
matized black women as promiscuous, was created to justify these
sexual atrocities and excuse the profit-driven sexual exploitation of
black women.7
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Black women’s commodified bodies continue to be exploited for
profit. Put simply, corporations create the images, profit from them,
and sell them back to black teens and other consumers under the guise
of “authentic” black culture. African American performers, producers,
and music executives also have participated in this economic exploita-
tion.8 For example, Black Entertainment Television (BET), the oldest
and most popular 24-hour television network whose programming is
targeted to African Americans, reaches more than 76 million house-
holds. On any given weekday, viewers can watch 15 hours or more of
music videos.9

Just like their enslaved ancestors, contemporary black women’s
bodies are accessible, exchangeable, and expendable on the new
cyber-auction block. For example, in a genre of hip-hop music com-
monly referred to as booty rap, there is a clear reference to the culture
of strip clubs and pornography as scantily clad women simulate sex
acts with male rappers and other female performers. These anony-
mous background dancers are sexualized status symbols who are
owned by rap artists, similar to their luxury cars, Rolex watches,
and gold medallions. Gangster rap glorifies pimping, senseless gun-
play, an insatiable appetite for marijuana and liquor, and misogyny,
in the form of physical and sexual violence against women.10

Researchers have identified six distinct sexual scripts in popular rap
music: Diva, Gold Digger, Freak, Gangster Bitch, Baby Mama, and
Earth Mother.11

Diva

The Diva embodies a narrowly defined Westernized standard of
physical beauty: a slender build, long hair, and lighter eye and skin
color. She wears designer clothes, and her hands and feet are perfectly
manicured, which gives her the appearance of an impeccably coifed
middle- or upper-middle-class woman. In order to retain her social
status, a Diva requires luxury cars and expensive jewelry.12

Gold Digger

Unlike the Diva who trades sexual favors for social status, a Gold
Digger will sell, rent, or trade her body or sexuality for hard cur-
rency; basic needs, such as groceries; or consumer items, including
manicures, new clothes, or vacations. Her relationships are typically
short-term financial arrangements. When the money runs out, the
Gold Digger runs out on the man, often leaving him bankrupt and
bewildered.13



Freak

Dressed in revealing clothing and sometimes mistaken for a pros-
titute or stripper, a Freak is an insatiable sexual sensation seeker who
is motivated by her own desire and pleasure. She will forgo love, emo-
tional attachment, and even money in order to pursue a wide range of
unconventional sexual activities, including group sex or sex with
strangers. An “undercover” Freak is less overt and behaves like a
“good girl” during the day; however, in a smoky dance club or in the
bedroom, she engages in kinky wild sex.14

Gangster Bitch

A Gangster Bitch glorifies the poverty-stricken, drug-infested, vio-
lent inner-city. To illustrate, Lil’ Kim, the sexy, couture-clad rapper,
projects a video persona of a violence-prone, foul-mouthed, gun-toting,
40-ounce malt-liquor–guzzling bad girl who boasts about her sexual
prowess and impersonal sexual encounters. Sexuality also can be used
to prove her loyalty to a boyfriend. She loves her partner enough to
participate in his various criminal enterprises, including theft, drug
distribution, and even murder. The couple’s romantic motto is “Ride
or Die,” which means that a Gangster Bitch will accept death or
imprisonment before she would “snitch” to the police.15

Baby Mama

If a child is born, the Baby Mama script is enacted. She is the
mother of a man’s child(ren) whom he did not marry. Although they
may occasionally have sexual contact, the couple is not currently
involved. These relationships are characterized by conflict, drama,
and mutual hostility. According to the script, the Baby Mama, who
intentionally became pregnant to maintain a relationship with the
baby’s daddy, constantly begs for money, denies the father visitation
with the child, interferes in his future relationships with other women,
and uses the legal system to harass him. As a result, the man is justifi-
ably angry, makes disparaging comments about the Baby Mama,
denies paternity, and avoids paying child support.16

Earth Mother

Of course, there are hip-hop artists who do not sexualize themselves
or other young black women. Artists such as Lauryn Hill, Jill Scott, and
Erika Badu, project an Earth Mother sexual script, which is characterized
by an Afrocentric, political, social, and spiritual self-awareness. These

92 THE SEXUALIZATION OF CHILDHOOD



performers wear head wraps and flowing robes, style their hair in Afros
or dreadlocks, exude a more subtle sexuality, and sing about female
empowerment and self-acceptance.17

Nonetheless, the Diva, Gold Digger, Freak, Gangster Bitch, Baby
Mama, and Earth Mother are pervasive scripts in music videos and
hip-hop culture, which generate the lion’s share of airtime and profits.
And so these are the scripts that black adolescent girls are more likely
to internalize or act out in their daily lives. Carla Stokes, a health edu-
cator, reviewed 27 technologically sophisticated Internet home pages
constructed by black girls aged 14 to 17 who resided in southern U.S.
states.18 She discovered that the majority of these girls created hyper-
sexualized cyber-personas. Four girls described themselves as Down-
Ass Chicks or Bitches, which was analogous to the previously discussed
Gangster Bitch.19 Four girls embraced the identity of Pimpettes or
female “players” who juggled multiple partners and manipulated
men for economic gain. Nine of the sites were in keeping with the
Freaks persona. For example, one 15-year-old girl wrote: “I am won-
derful in bed . . . I am down fo whateve’.”20 Other girls posted porno-
graphic images that depicted humans or cartoon characters engaged
in sexual activity or used sexually explicit rap songs as background
music, such as “MySpace Freak” by C-Side or “P-Poppin” (pussy
poppin’) by rapper Ludacris. Although it isn’t possible to determine
whether these girls’ cyber-personas reflect their offline identities and
behaviors, to the extent that these home pages are the stage on which
they are rehearsing sexual scripts, these self-representations should
raise concerns.21

It should be noted that seven of the 27 girls in the study rejected
self-sexualization. Three girls proudly titled their Web sites Virgin and
created home pages that highlighted their sexual purity and intelli-
gence. Stokes referred to these seven girls who had “begun the critical
process of creating independent self-definitions” as Resisters.22 On their
Web sites, they described themselves as well-rounded, personable,
confident, self-possessed young woman. For instance, one 16-year-old
wrote: “if u looking for a fashion model/u got da wrong 1 . . . /so don’t
read any further.”23

Adolescents from all ethnic backgrounds must grapple with diffi-
cult questions as they make the transition from childhood to adult-
hood: “Who am I?” and “How do others perceive me?” Hip-hop and
rap music lyrics project complex, often contradictory, multifaceted
images of black adolescent girls. Black teenage girls may be torn
between the expectation of respectability derived from their parents
and community and sexualization that masquerades as sexual libera-
tion. It is important to appreciate that the images projected in hip-hop
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videos are more than mere visual representations. Rather they can be
more accurately described as sexual scripts, which can become guide-
lines that teach black girls why, where, when, how often, and with
whom to express their sexuality.24

CONSEQUENCES OF HIP-HOP SCRIPTS FOR BLACK GIRLS

The process of developing a healthy sexual identity can be espe-
cially difficult for black adolescent girls as they attempt to negotiate
their emerging sexuality amid conflicting and discrepant cultural
scripts and images from the mainstream media, hip-hop culture, their
peers, and their parents.25 Despite immense challenges, such as
poverty and negative peer influences, many black girls are able to
rewrite sexualized scripts and build a healthy life.26 However, for
many girls, exposure to hip-hop culture and rap music videos and
lyrics has been associated with poor body image, the normalization of
using sexuality as a commodity, confusion about gender roles, the
development of adversarial male–female relationships, greater
acceptance of teen dating violence, and sexual risk taking.

Poor Body Image

The legacy of American slave-era beauty preferences regarding
skin color, hair texture, and body type are replicated in hip-hop
videos. Typically the love interests of male performers and back-
ground dancers are multiracial or lighter-complexioned black women
with long, straight hair. In some cases these women are “created” with
the use of colored contact lenses, hair weaves, and camera filters.
Although the camera features the faces of lighter-skinned women, it
lingers on the big butts of the darker-skinned women.27 Preadolescent
black boys, aged 11 to 13, clearly stated their preference for curvaceous
black women with large breasts, ample thighs, and large round but-
tocks, particularly if the women had long hair and lighter skin color.28

Although it seems that they enjoy an advantage in the dating game,
light-complexioned girls may be highly sexualized or find themselves
wondering if partners are more attracted to their physical appearance
than to their personalities.29

Meanwhile, darker-skinned black girls appear to have a greater
investment in resisting narrowly defined beauty images. In focus
groups preadolescent girls expressed happiness with their overall
appearance, including their brown skin. Still they believed that boys
preferred girlfriends and sex partners who fit the appearance of hip-
hop dancers.30 This realization or perception can cause great pain and
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feelings of rejection among some brown-skinned black girls. One
teenager reflected on a high school crush:

It was obvious and evident that most if not all of the black boys in 
my school wanted nothing to do with black girls, which was sort of 
traumatizing. . . . In the final analysis, I ended up feeling that there
was something wrong with him, but it was hell getting there.31

Sex as a Commodity

Hip-hop has glamorized pimping and prostitution by associating
this form of sexual exploitation with materialism in the form of flashy
attire, money, and expensive vehicles. When compared to other ethnic
groups, the odds of having exchanged sex for money or drugs were
higher among African American youth.32 Although these young
women (and men) may appear morally lax, many of these sex-for-
money exchanges occurred in the context of “survival sex” or “com-
pelled childhood sexual contact.”33 Typically, impoverished black
girls, some as young as 12 and 13 years old, traded sex for basic
necessities, such as food and shelter, which in turn left them vulnera-
ble to pimps, pornographers, and sexual traffickers (e.g., see www.
exploitedblackteens.com or www.pimpmyblackteen.com).

In addition, music videos have normalized “transactional sex” in
which sexual favors are used or bartered to obtain consumer goods,
such as designer clothing worn by celebrities. One Baltimore teen
denied gold digging, but explained that: “If they don’t have money to
buy me some ‘Tims’ [Timberland boots], take me out . . .they don’t get
no rap!”34 She and her peers preferred to date “sugar daddies” or
“payloads” because these older men gave them money and gifts in
exchange for sex. However, there was an obvious power imbalance
between adult men and adolescent girls, which left them vulnerable to
sexual assault, dating violence, and manipulation. In addition, they
often felt powerless to refuse sex or other unreasonable demands, such
as participation in criminal activity. These girls had learned that their
value lay between their legs. Unlike men, however, female sexuality is
a depletable commodity, and once expended, these young women
were characterized as whores.

Gender Roles and Sexual Double Standard

Negotiating and defining femininity in the context of hip-hop
images can be challenging. On one hand, black adolescent girls who
viewed videos with an overabundance of stereotypical representa-
tions of masculinity and femininity expressed more traditional views
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about gender and sexual relationships.35 In fact, preadolescent girls in
semistructured focus groups were sexually conservative and rejected
hypersexualized scripts, such as the Freak, in favor of more traditional
gender roles.36 Although male promiscuity was more accepted, and
even expected, virginity or low levels of sexual activity were viewed
as more desirable conduct for women. Similarly, black adolescent girls
in high-school focus groups believed that women who appeared in
hip-hop videos—and their female peers who imitated them—were
“nasty” and dressed like “hoes.”37 Researchers have speculated that
some of these girls may be adhering to the Sister Savior script that
decreed that sex outside of marriage should be avoided for moral or
religious reasons.38 To protect their daughters from sexually transmit-
ted diseases, early pregnancy, and sexual victimization, many black
mothers caution their daughters to reject sexualized images and
embrace more sexually conservative values.39

Interestingly, black girls in other focus groups had mixed reactions
to video images. Although a few girls complained about sexualized
images in music videos, others seemed oblivious and attempted to
mimic the styles and mannerisms of the dancers. For example, when
asked whose video they would like to appear in, they said [hard-core
rapper] Jay-Z and in other videos that featured nearly naked women.40

Other black adolescents were ambivalent. In one survey, the majority
of participants felt bad about the portrayal of women (58 percent) and
male–female interactions (63 percent) in rap music. Yet an equal num-
ber (59 percent) tried to act, dance, or dress like the women in rap
music videos.41 It appears that black girls recognized the value placed
on female sexuality and the cultural mandate that women accentuate
their femininity and beauty or risk social rejection from female friends
and boyfriends. Consequently, many black girls felt compelled to
strike a precarious balance between being both sweet and sexy, all
while adhering to the image of the strong, independent black
woman.42

Adversarial Relationships

It should be noted that many low-income black urban youth and
young adults expressed a sincere desire to establish committed, loving
intimate relationships. Unfortunately, other black male–female dating
relationships are adversarial and are plagued with infidelity, lack of
trust, and dishonesty.43 Certainly many factors may contribute to these
antagonistic relationships; however, exposure to rap music videos is
one predictor of attitudes toward heterosexual intimate relationships.
Specifically, as time spent watching rap music videos increased, so did
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adversarial attitudes toward male–female relationships in a sample of
black adolescents.44 Equally as troubling, more than 50 percent of
black male college students agreed that rap music accurately reflected
at least some of the reality of gender relations between black men and
women.45 Researchers have concluded that “in shaping students’
views of sexual relationships, these videos create expectations of
adversarial dynamics and of mutual disrespect.”46 When conflict
becomes normative, adolescent dating relationships can quickly move
to become physically or sexually violent.

Sexual and Physical Violence

Rap artists visually and lyrically beat, rape, verbally abuse, and
even murder black women in their lyrics. Nearly every gangster rap-
per’s CD has an obligatory “Beat that Ho” song, and sex has become
a form of torture in which men are encouraged to break “that thing in
half” and “leave some stretch marks” in a woman’s mouth after oral
sex. Even gang rape is depicted; in one song rappers described a line
of 14 men prepared to take turns placing themselves “two on top, one
on the bottom” of an underage girl.47

It is too simplistic to say that hip-hop or rap music causes violence
against women. Nonetheless, this musical genre, along with other
forms of musical expression, has advocated, glorified, justified, and
condoned this conduct, which in turn may desensitize listeners to
misogyny and violence.48 As evidence, when compared to black male
college students who disliked explicit lyrics, those who preferred this
form of rap had significantly more rape-prone attitudes (e.g., “I think
that many women are ‘bitches’” or “Under certain circumstances date
rape is understandable”).49 Are young men mimicking the behavior in
music, or is music a reflection of the sexual violence in society? The
temporal order is unclear. Either way an unacceptable number of
black adolescent boys, 40 percent in one sample, had participated in a
gang rape.50 Some victims were as young as 13.51

Music videos may influence how black adolescent girls perceive
violence against women. For example, even exposure to nonviolent,
sexualized hip-hop music videos has been associated with greater
acceptance of dating violence among black teen girls. In fact, viewing
these videos brought the females’ acceptance of premarital dating vio-
lence up to the level of the males’ acceptance.52 In addition, black teen
girls frequently expressed victim-blaming attitudes. After listening to
and discussing Love Is Blind, a song about a young woman who was
murdered by a physically and sexually abusive boyfriend, black high-
school girls expressed some sympathy but concluded that women
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should “just leave” an abusive partner. In addition, they read and dis-
cussed a vignette that described a case in which a young woman
danced with a rap star and was subsequently raped in his hotel room.
According to the participants, the hypothetical victim, and women in
general, are responsible for projecting the “correct” image to men in
both public and private settings. When a woman’s conduct is “too
sexual,” she is responsible for her victimization. How should a girl
respond to harassment or assault? Participants recommended wearing
unfashionable oversized clothing or carrying a concealed weapon,
such as a knife. Seeking help from adult authority figures, such as
teachers, was perceived as ineffective.53

Taken together, it appears that misogynistic hip-hop may encour-
age boys and men to perpetrate violence against girls and possibly
make girls more accepting of their victimization. This is troubling
because a substantial number of black adolescent girls will be physi-
cally or sexually victimized.54 For example, in community samples of
low-income black adolescent girls, 33 percent had been raped or sex-
ually coerced, and more than 50 percent had been pushed, shoved, or
slapped by a boyfriend.55 Victim-blaming attitudes may influence how
they respond. To illustrate, mental health problems can be exacerbated
if survivors endorse the Jezebel stereotype, as measured by items
such as “People think black women are sexually loose.” The greater
endorsement of such beliefs among black rape survivors was related
to increased use of victim blame attributions, which in turn was
related to lower levels of self-esteem.56

Sexual Risk Taking

When compared to other music styles, such as rock and soul, rap
and hip-hop lyrics and videos depicted more references to drugs and
alcohol and multiple sexual partners.57 Concerned parents, public
health experts, and social critics have long denounced hip-hop’s
vulgar lyrics, videos, and dance moves as a leading cause of risky
sexual behavior among adolescents. There is growing evidence to sup-
port this assertion. Researchers followed 522 black adolescent girls
over a 1-year period and assessed their health behaviors, rap music
video viewing habits, and perceptions of portrayals of sexual stereo-
types in rap music videos (e.g., “In rap music videos, how often are
black women portrayed as sex objects?”). The median hours of expo-
sure to rap music videos, primarily gangster rap, was 14 hours per
week. Girls who viewed more videos, particularly if they perceived
that the videos contained sexual stereotypes of black women were
twice as likely to have had multiple sex partners, more than 1.5 times
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as likely to have acquired a new sexually transmitted disease, used
drugs, and used alcohol over the 12-month follow-up period.58 In
addition, the participants who perceived that the videos contained
more sexual stereotypes of black women were more likely to engage
in binge drinking, test positive for marijuana, and have a negative
body image.59

These statistics point to complex interconnections among expo-
sure to hip-hop culture, rap music videos and lyrics, and life circum-
stances. Poor body image, using sex as a commodity, confusion about
gender roles and power imbalances in dating relationships, and
adversarial or violent relationships have all been linked to sexual risk
taking, which increases the probability of contracting STDs, including
HIV. These associations are particularly troubling from a public
health perspective. According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, of those adolescents diagnosed with HIV in 2003, African
American girls made up 72 percent of the people in the 13- to 19-year-
old age group.60

To conclude, some black adolescent girls claim immunity from the
influence of media messages.61 Similar to secondhand cigarette smoke,
which can adversely impact the health of nonsmokers, I would argue
that some of the scripts in hip-hop culture can have a negative effect
on the psychological well-being of black adolescent girls, even if they
are nonconsumers or deny its impact. These sexualized images are so
deeply embedded in our history and culture that they can obliterate
individuality. Consequently, black adolescent girls expend an enor-
mous amount of psychological energy and time trying to counter
these images, ignore them, or act them out.

REBUILDING THE VILLAGE: STRATEGIES AND SOLUTIONS

Although some black girls face immense challenges, such as
poverty and negative peer influences, they are not passive consumers
of media images. In fact, many black girls empower themselves to
rewrite sexualized scripts and build a healthy life for themselves.62 In
the sections that follow, I will offer specific ways to assist them,
including research, media literacy, and parental and community
involvement.

Future Research Directions

Some researchers have (mis)represented the experiences of black
girls through qualitative data collected from impoverished high-
risk convenience samples. Culturally sensitive measures should be
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developed to assess attitudes toward rap music.63 In addition, focus
groups and qualitative methodologies can be utilized to understand
how black adolescent girls consume music videos and rap lyrics,
interpret the images within them, and resist acting them out.64

Among African American youth, higher levels of socioeconomic sta-
tus and spiritual religious coping were associated with rejection of
negative images of women in rap music videos.65 This finding high-
lights the importance of surveying black girls from diverse back-
grounds. For example, it would be helpful to evaluate how
higher-functioning, more educated, middle-class black girls, per-
ceive sexual scripts in hip-hop and music videos.66 This will enable
scholars to develop more complex conceptual models to understand
how media contributes to the sexualization and sexual socialization
of black teens.67

Media Literacy

Black women and girls have attempted to hold the music industry,
including performers, responsible for the sexualized images that they
produce. For example, in his “Tip Drill” video, rapper Nelly ran a
credit card through the crack of a dancer’s buttocks. The students at
Spelman College, a historically black women’s college in Atlanta,
began a “take back the music” protest in response to objectionable
song lyrics and videos. These young activists conducted community
forums, wrote articles, and lobbied the music industry to change these
images.68 More recently, black feminist scholars have testified before
the United States Congress about stereotypes and degrading images
of black women produced by hip-hop artists and the music industry.
During these congressional hearings, representatives of the music
industry were clear: they are in business to entertain and to operate a
profitable corporation.69

Black girls cannot wait for hip-hop artists or the music industry
to become socially responsible. They must be equipped with media
literacy skills, which will allow them to critically examine hip-hop
images and to deconstruct them by asking themselves and others:
Who created these images and why?, Who profits from the sexual
objectification of black girls and women?, and What is the history
behind these representations? These media literacy skills also are
transferrable to gendered, violent, and sexualized messages in other
forms of media, including television, film, magazines, video games,
and music lyrics.70 Organizations such as Helping Our Teen Girls in
Real Life Situations, Inc. (HOTGIRLS.org) are designed to provide
these media literacy skills.
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Parental and Community Involvement

Limited parental monitoring has been associated with greater expo-
sure to rap music videos.71 Therefore, parents need to become involved.
In fact, many children welcome their parents’ input. Among black ado-
lescents, “hands-on parenting,” defined as restricting CD purchases and
setting curfews, and perceived parental disapproval of teen sex reduced
the likelihood that exposure to sexual content in media would be associ-
ated with early sexual onset.72 In focus groups, black girls stated that
their father’s disapproval of certain sexual behavior or attire was
extremely influential. Perhaps these girls would be less likely to mimic
the sexual behavior in hip-hop videos. Parents may need to restrict or
limit their children’s media diet. Other parents can listen to the music
and watch the videos with their children and try to appreciate and com-
prehend their content. By sharing a common language, parents and chil-
dren may be able to open the lines of communication for critical
discussion about sexuality, substance abuse, violence, and gender roles.73

Black youth in particular can no longer depend on a deeply textured
network of extended families, faith communities, fraternal organiza-
tions, school clubs, sports teams, and other community associations to
transmit knowledge and values. If “it takes a village to raise a child,”
according to an African proverb, it is now time to rebuild that village.74

This means that parents must partner with educators, health care
providers, and mentors to provide a safe space for black girls to critically
analyze gender politics, their personal definitions and attitudes about
sexuality, and contradictory messages presented in hip-hop culture.75 For
example, girls can explore the question: “How does one enact sensuality,
beauty, and strength simultaneously without crossing one of many lines
of unacceptable behavior?”76 Parents and service professionals must be
careful to avoid blaming girls for their victimization encouraging them
to explore their emerging sexuality while helping them to avoid becom-
ing sexualized, developing poor body images, or becoming so sexually
repressed that they can’t take pleasure in their budding sexuality. Black
adolescent girls and young women who resist oppressive cultural scripts
can serve as powerful peer educators. In addition, parents and service
providers can collaborate with the girls they seek to help by building on
the empowering aspects of hip-hop and youth culture and acknowledg-
ing their expertise about the role of media in their lives.77

CONCLUSION

The sexual scripts depicted in rap music and hip-hop culture are
not only abstract theoretical constructs but have real, material, and
tangible impact on black adolescent girls’ daily lives. However, the

STILL ON THE AUCTION BLOCK 101



102 THE SEXUALIZATION OF CHILDHOOD

desire to clean up the language and images in hip-hop does little to
address the sexism, class oppression, and misogyny that inform the
treatment of black girls within black communities or the larger society.
Parents and other stakeholders must work to change the life circum-
stances, or in some cases the lack of life options, that facilitate the
sexualization of black adolescent girls, which too often leads to
unplanned pregnancies, early sexual onset, sexually transmitted dis-
ease acquisition, and victimization. In addition, there is a need to put
the financial, intellectual, and creative energy into helping black girls
and young women to establish their our own blogs, Web sites,
podcasts, e-newsletters, and radio shows (for examples, see http://
whataboutourdaughters.blogspot.com and HOTGIRLS.org). With the
support of media literacy, parents, strong communities, and their own
resilience, black adolescent girls can refuse to be placed on the cyber
auction block.

http://whataboutourdaughters.blogspot.com
http://whataboutourdaughters.blogspot.com
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8
The Sexual Exploitation 
of Children and Youth:

Redefining Victimization
SHARON W. COOPER

The sexual exploitation of children and youth has certainly been a
crime for centuries across many cultures. Pornography involving chil-
dren from the Greek and Roman eras was often depicted in literature
and art. Biblical references to prostitution are easily found in both the
Old and New Testaments. The Chinese Manchu Dynasty produced
literature and art promoting adult male sex with boys, encouraging
the social acceptance of prostitution of boys, particularly as compan-
ions to wealthy men.1 However, the twentieth century brought an
unfathomable communication link from one culture to another with
the development of Internet technology.

The Internet is often referred to as the printing press of the twenty-
first century, and Web 1.0 (the World Wide Web) and more recently
Web 2.0 (the World Live Web) have jettisoned the ability to share infor-
mation, store data, and establish live visual contact between people at
a speed that is often close to instantaneous. Web 1.0, the downloading
side of Internet activity, provided the first means of criminal exploita-
tive activity against children as offenders fine-tuned their prurient
desires for children by networking. The establishment of online Usenet
newsgroups available to the public in the latter part of the 1990s and
early 2000 afforded like-minded people the ability to share strategies,
cognitive distortion rationalizations, and plans for picture exchange of
child sexual abuse.2 The Internet truly opened Pandora’s box as thou-
sands of people in America alone began to accept a desire to relish
images of the rape of children for their own sexual gratification, see-
ing it as normal and more importantly as a plan for action.3 Although



collectors have the greatest impact upon the supply and demand
aspect of this form of abuse against children, distributors are closer to
production and deserve serious attention in the war on pornography.
Most noncommercial producers are family members, relatives, and
acquaintances. However, distributors often take the “product” and
gain immense financial benefits from ensuring that the public has
access to every child victim’s innermost dark secret. The landmark
case of a distributor’s gain that electrified the world involved a couple
living in Fort Worth, Texas.

Thomas and Janice Reedy had never been homeowners before they
decided to open a Web site that marketed images of child sexual abuse
in 1996. There was nothing subtle about this site, which at one point fea-
tured the words “Child Porn Here” as its banner. From 1997 until 1999,
their business garnered $9,275,900, and a successful investigation by the
U.S. Postal Inspection Service revealed that their business, Landslide,
Inc., had a database with 100,000 names, addresses, e-mail addresses,
and credit card numbers. The investigation revealed that 35,000 cus-
tomers were from the United States, 7,200 were from the UK, and 2,300
were from Canada, with many others from additional countries.4

It became apparent that the market for Internet-based pictures of
children being sexually abused and exploited would become one of
the most lucrative in the history of Internet crimes.

TYPES OF SEXUAL EXPLOITATION

There are five types of child sexual exploitation: child pornography,
the intrafamilial prostitution of children and youth, cyber-enticement
for sexual encounters, child sex tourism, and the trafficking of children
and youth for sexual slavery, labor, and civil rights violations and/or
prostitution. All of these forms of child abuse existed before the Inter-
net, but they have been seriously exacerbated by the technology that
provides support for a global marketing concept of the sexuality of
children.5

Child Pornography
She was an 8-year-old girl, one of four children living in Germany on an
American military installation with her mother and stepfather. When
her 16-year-old sister left the family to return to the United States after
several angry conflicts with her mother about her stepfather, everyone
thought she just hadn’t adjusted to the marriage. But after returning to
the support of her family, her older sister alerted others about the step-
father’s “picture contests,” which took place every weekend while his
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wife worked long shifts at a fast-food restaurant. This tip led investiga-
tors to have social workers interview the children at school and the dis-
covery that the soldier was sexually abusing two of the daughters and
was producing and storing child pornography on the four hard drives
that he kept in his living room. The 8-year-old was able to disclose the
sexual abuse with careful questioning, but more than a year later, she
continued to deny that any pictures had been taken, despite clear evi-
dence that she’d been photographed on numerous occasions. When the
defendant confessed to the judge during the trial that he’d “lost control
and it all happened on one day,” it became necessary for the medical
expert and computer forensic team to review all of her images again and
carefully select those that showed fingernail growth, different hair
lengths, shedding teeth, and changes in body weight to assure the court
that the exploitation had occurred over months to years.

No form of child abuse has skyrocketed in incidence and public
awareness over the past decade as has that of child pornography. Even
the term “pornography” is hotly debated as being inappropriate because
it tacitly infers modeling or posing. In the situation of child pornography,
these images are clearly digital crime scenes that depict child sexual
abuse. For this reason many international agencies refer to the images on
the Internet as child abuse images or child sexual abuse images. This lan-
guage allows a judge, jury, and the public to have better understanding
of the nature of the crimes depicted before their very eyes. Yet this ever-
increasing problem begs for alternative interventions because it certainly
appears that we cannot arrest our way out of this.6

One of the quandaries in the field of child maltreatment rests in
the lack of a realization of what child sexual abuse images actually
represent. These images are real-time evidence of child sexual abuse.
Like a security video camera in a convenience store, these pictures are
a digital crime scene.

Although all indications support a decline in the reported inci-
dence of child sexual abuse in the United States over the past 10 years,
it is a matter of great concern that pictures of children being sexually
abused have increased exponentially and that the images are not
counted as child sexual abuse encounters.7 It is understandable that
one is not sure how to document these images as child sexual abuse
data from a state perspective in the nonvirtual world of Child Protec-
tive Service (CPS) reports and Special Victim Unit (SVU) investiga-
tions. However, the increasing number of these images and videos
must be acknowledged as clearly one of the most egregious forms of
child victimization both in criminal justice data as well as in health
and human services information. Each child victim is revictimized
every time an offender downloads or distributes this contraband. The
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most recent number of images cited by the National Center for Missing
and Exploited Children, which is the federally mandated repository of
child pornography images in the United States, is 12 million. The
majority of children depicted in this database are as yet unknown, but
there is often clear evidence that a significant percentage of the images
are of American children.8

Another aspect of the challenges for CPS and SVU investigations
in this form of sexual abuse is that in the offline world, the success of
prosecution of child sexual abuse cases averages at the state level at
about 72 percent. On the other hand, the success of child pornography
prosecutions at the state level is 95 percent.9 A different interpretation
of these statistics reveals that, as a society, we are more likely to believe
a picture than a victim.

Sexual exploitation cases involving child pornography have
stymied many professionals who work in a multidisciplinary fashion
typical of child abuse investigations. There are several reasons to
explain the confusion aside from the difficult-to-fathom methods of
sexual exploitation that have never been seen before by frontline child
protection workers.

Internet crimes against children are the only type of child abuse
investigations that almost exclusively begin with law enforcement as
the first point of contact as compared to child protective services
investigators. To complicate matters, the law enforcement professional
is not usually a child abuse investigator but instead a person with spe-
cialized training in computer forensics whose secondary skill level is
the interrogation of Web-based criminals. Continued training for the
multidisciplinary team (MDT) members regarding the nuances of
child forensic interviewing when pictures exist that memorialize a
child’s victimization is imperative to ensure that professionals under-
stand that this is just one of many areas linked to violence against
children in cyberspace. This realization is apparent even on an inter-
national level.10 There are no clear guidelines at this time as to whether
CPS should even accept a referral to screen children living in a home
in which a custodial caretaker has been found to possess or distribute
child sexual abuse images. This omission has deprived professionals
of learning opportunities for several years because of the misconcep-
tion that Internet child pornography was a “victimless crime,” as
many disciplines purported in the past. Having knowledge of the
pornographic content, offenders’ methods of grooming children, dif-
ferences between self-exploitation and compliant victimization, and
most important, explanations regarding victim nondisclosure or even
denial of images are crucial tools for anyone working in child sexual
abuse investigations, treatment, and prevention.
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Research regarding delayed disclosure of child sexual abuse
obtained from adult women has revealed that only about 12 percent of
women who were sexually abused as children actually made a disclo-
sure during childhood.11 The overwhelming majority of female sexual
abuse victims never told anyone of the abuse at the time that they
were children. This information allows professionals to educate jurors
that if a child did not immediately tell of sexual abuse, it doesn’t mean
that nothing happened. In fact, it is the rule more than the exception
for a child to keep their abuse secret, often because they have had to
become accommodated to the ongoing abuse.

From the victim dynamic perspective, the small percentage of chil-
dren who do disclose child sexual abuse do so for specific motivating
reasons, such as attempting to protect a younger sibling or feeling safe
enough to tell of a parental offender because of separation or divorce.
When pictures of the abuse are discovered as the first evidence that a
child has been abused and the victim is not ready to tell, the end result
may well be frank denial that abuse has occurred or that the contra-
band actually depicts someone other that the obvious child victim.

Often pornographic victimization causes a child to demonstrate a
“double silencing.” The victim may keep the sexual abuse a secret
because of threats of exposure to loved ones or because of self-blame
compounded by the secondary impact of guilt in knowing that pictures
actually exist of what otherwise would have been the child’s personal
secret. Even worse, the victim may fear that they appeared to be coop-
erative or to have let it happen.12 This realization more often than not
leads to nondisclosure as a defense mechanism. The double silencing
associated with pornography production has been recently highlighted
in international conferences in which efforts are being made to assist in
therapeutic interventions for such victims.13 Double silencing often
continues even when cognitive behavioral therapy has been provided
to victims, and it is becoming clearer that alternative forms of therapy
such as confrontational therapy might be more effective.

When the forensic interview involves discussion of other types of
pornography with a child, skill is imperative. Relatively frequently
adult and youth offenders look at adult pornography just before they
assault a child. This may occur because the offender is not actually sex-
ually excited by the child but has fantasized about a sexual assault in
general. It may also give the offender an opportunity for predictable
sexual arousal prior to the impending sexual assault. Children have dis-
closed having been shown adult pornography prior to sexual abuse.
This is often done by the offender as a means of normalizing an impend-
ing sexual assault. Interviewers would typically refer to the adult
pornography in derogatory terms such as “nasty, filthy, or disgusting.”
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Now, because of the increasing incidence of pornography production as
part of child sexual abuse, interviewers must refrain from such charac-
terizations of any images simply because a child is far less likely to dis-
close if he knows that the interviewer has great disdain for something
that the child may also have experienced as a victim.

The role of extortion in child pornography victimization cannot be
underestimated. Many victims express extreme distress that if they tell
of pornography production as part of their abuse, images stored on
cell phones or video cameras will be distributed on the Internet. Such
blackmail is very effective in convincing a youth to avoid all appear-
ances that they’ve reported the sexual offenses.

She saw the mirror as her enemy. Every time she wanted to brush her
hair or apply her makeup, the obese 16-year-old teen recalled having to
recite her “script” over and over in front of her mirror. The offender
was nearby, always correcting her and telling her to say it his way. For
3 years, her stepfather had forced her to have sex with him and to per-
form nude erotic dances in front of a video camera, reciting the script
describing that all of her actions were her idea and a means to get even
with an overly strict father. She’d had to say it more than a thousand
times. He’s assaulted her sexually more than 200 times. . . . . she knew
because she’d kept count on a secret calendar. He would videotape his
sexual abuse of her at the end of her “stripper routine.” She believed his
threat that he would send one of the hundreds of DVDs that he’d made
of her to a contact in another state with instructions to flood the Inter-
net with her videos if he failed to call by a certain date every month.
Over the 3 years, the videos reflected her worsening weight gain.

Many professionals are just becoming competent in computer-
based skills, so that they can understand that the sheer volume of
child pornography on the Internet as well as the amount in the pos-
session of an offender precludes the possibility that all of the images
are morphed virtual avatars, that they were acquired serendipitously
while an offender was “Web surfing,” or that all of the images are
adults posing as children. All of these presumptions have been previ-
ously posed rationalizations, even in courts of law. The rescue of
known victims has revealed that on many occasions no efforts were
made by the offenders to disguise the child or make them appear to be
older than they actually were. In addition, information regarding known
victims of child sexual abuse images reveals that nearly 70 percent of
the images were made by immediate family members, relatives, or
close acquaintances.14

An additional quandary in child pornography cases entails the
techniques of forensic interviewing when pictures are involved. When
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careful questioning has allowed a young child to disclose historical
aspects of sexual abuse, but child pornography is omitted even though
this contraband sparked the investigation, interviewers must recog-
nize that at times the child’s defense mechanisms are too great to
acknowledge this aspect of their victimization. Interviewers must be
very careful not to place the child in a position to deny the existence
of images because this is often the only aspect of the investigation in
which there is objective evidence. Much research has confirmed that
the actual physical examination of the child is likely to be normal,
despite visual pornographic confirmation of repeated vaginal, oral, or
anal penetration by an adult male.15

Pornography and Cyber-Enticement

The classical presentation of a cyber-enticement case involves a
minor who met a person in an online chat room and after a time began
to dialogue privately either through instant messaging or eventually
by telephone. The offender usually steers the conversation to sexual
topics and then initiates frequent contact with the youth, eventually
encouraging an offline meeting. The offender typically minimizes the
age difference and focuses on the developing relationship. In one
report, 83 percent of victims went with the offender somewhere, and
in 73 percent of cases, they met for a sexual encounter more than once.
In 50 percent of cases, the offender traveled more than 50 miles to meet
the victim. However, the research also revealed that 64 percent of
offenders communicated online with the victim for 6 months or more
before meeting for a sexual encounter.16

It is easy to understand why a young person would develop trust
in a person who is contacting them in a nurturing, mature, con-
cerned, and eventually provocative manner several times a day for
many weeks or months. Almost anyone could fall prey to such atten-
tion but especially teens who are typically struggling with parental
discipline as they strive to emancipate themselves from their families
as a normal developmental behavior. Autobiographical testimony to
the U.S. Congress underlined these facts when it was provided by
Justin Berry, a youth who was lured, groomed, enticed to leave his
home for sexual contacts, and eventually paid money via credit
cards as he became a compliant victim to more than a thousand
men.17

Adult and or child pornography in cyber-enticement is sometimes
transmitted as a means of desensitizing the youth to the sexual nature
of the relationship and sometimes as a means of educating the youth
regarding desired sexual acts. In 40 percent of cases, youth who were
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victimized in computer-initiated sex crimes were given illegal drugs
or alcohol upon meeting the offender offline.18

A 13-year-old teen met a 14-year-old girl online, and for nearly 6 months
they chatted and became the best of friends. They exchanged pictures
and talked about their deepest concerns. Little did the 13-year-old know
that her “friend” was an adult male who ultimately introduced to her to
another “friend,” a man who would continue the masquerade until he
too had the victim’s ultimate trust. On a cold winter night, the coatless
teen went to the end of her driveway just to finally catch a glimpse of
her online friend. She certainly didn’t expect to be forced into his car
and driven several states away from her home where she was placed in
a dog kennel, forced to wear a dog collar and heavy chain, and was
repeatedly raped, beaten, and videotaped over the next several days.
She was electrocuted, starved, and handcuffed to a bed while she
remained aware that images of her sadistic abuse were being shared
with others online. Her rescue couldn’t have come a day too soon
because the offender announced that he was growing too fond of her
and he would be taking her somewhere after he returned from work
that day. Her courageous words to Congress several years later were,
“Just because you don’t put up a fight doesn’t mean that you went
willingly.”19

Recent contacts have been made through social networking sites
instead of online chat rooms. This venue affords the offender the
opportunity to see photos of the potential victim, and the offender
can post images of whomever he chooses to be to his selected viewer.
Numerous cases include adults who at first describe themselves as
being 17 or 18 years of age; then as the victim becomes more com-
fortable with blogging, chatting, or text messaging, they gradually
admit that they are older (although they are usually never being
candid about their true age). Caught up in an exhibitionistic society,
youth have been swept into virtual communities such as
MySpace.com and Second Life, resorting to role-playing and taking
on new identities. Online video gaming represents another influence,
especially for males to see girls as sexual objects rather than people
worthy of their care and concern. This sexual objectification can even-
tually affect a youth’s self-image, leading to additional online risk-
taking behaviors.20

The victimization caused by Internet pornography, with or with-
out enticement, presents significant challenges to the field of thera-
peutic interventions. Because of the degree of guilt and self-blame
associated with child pornography, children are seemingly loath to
discuss this aspect of their victimization.
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In addition, many youth are truly in love with the offenders who
always agree with their adolescent angst and who seem to be their
most consistent support system. When asked specifically why chil-
dren won’t tell about the pornographic component of their abuse,
researchers in the UK documented responses from 80 victims. The
results revealed that:

• Children felt that they appeared to let it [pornography production
and sexual abuse] happen.

• They cooperated when made to smile during the abuse.
• They were at times recruiters for other children who were often their

friends and who were ultimately sexually abused and photographed.
• They participated in autoerotic exhibitionism by masturbating or had

sexual encounters with other children as they were coerced to do.
• They were threatened that other family members would be shown

the images if they were not cooperative.21

For these reasons and the resultant paranoia that children and youth
have when they know that these images are on the Internet, therapists
may need to be more assertive in discussing sexual exploitation with
a child. The therapist also must be alert to computer aversion because
this problem could have serious education implications for a young
person. Finally, therapists have a “need to know” regarding the con-
tent of pornographic contraband so that they can tailor their treatment
accordingly. There is a significant difference between victimization
associated with a child masturbating in images as compared to being
sadistically abused with bondage and rape by multiple offenders.

New terms that are emerging in social science, adolescent behav-
ior, and criminal juvenile justice research include compliant victimiza-
tion and self-exploitation. Although it is believed that the vast
majority of youth online and in social networking sites are safe and
practice appropriate behaviors, some teens and tweens are lured and
groomed into autoerotic exhibitionism, often via Web cameras.22 Such
youth are compliant victims because their grooming into sexually
explicit behaviors was offender driven. It is important to understand
the gradual seduction so often seen in online grooming. When an
offender has this understanding, he will carefully link with youth, and
with great patience gain their trust and not infrequently their love.

Taken out of context, videos and still images of autoerotic exhibi-
tionism would certainly be interpreted as self-exploitation when, in
fact, the images may well be the result of weeks to months of groom-
ing conversations with an offender who uses this opportunity to not
only acquire personal pornography produced by the child, but also to
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gain physical access when the child is enticed to leave their home for
what they perceive to be a date. This meeting is almost undoubtedly
going to result in at least statutory rape and perhaps sadistic abuse
and murder. The youth usually is aware that the encounter will be
with an older online “friend” and that the anticipated offline activity
will be at least a rendezvous with the possibility of an eventual sexual
encounter.23 At times the images of child pornography are used as
extortion to compliance, and at other times they are placed on the
Internet without the youth’s knowledge.

Research regarding the age of onset and completion of puberty of
American children reveals that girls are physically completely mature
as early as 14 years, depending on their race (Table 8.1). If a child is
overweight, as so many American children are, puberty begins even
earlier.24

This data affirms that there are undoubtedly thousands more
teens whose sexually explicit images and videos are on the Internet
although they have not been counted as underaged victims. Often
sexual maturation of teens makes it difficult to know that a 15- or
16-year-old is the subject in child sexual abuse images. This is partic-
ularly true when pornography is used for the advertising of teens for
prostitution. These images often are not even included in the estimated
20,000 child pornography images posted on the Internet each week.

On the other hand, many youth who give into peer-driven pres-
sures and begin to self-exploit may fail to recognize that they are pro-
ducing and distributing child pornography and consequently
committing federal offenses. Internet, Web camera, and cellular tele-
phone technology have made this type of victimization much more
prevalent and exceedingly worrisome. Newspaper reports of self-
exploitation by youth, especially in the context of consensual teen sex-
ual behaviors, are increasing.

The classic scenario of a teen consensual sexual relationship
“keepsake” is digital photographic memorialization of fellatio in
which a male has possession of the images on his cell phone. Later, if
the couple should dissolve the relationship under less than amicable
circumstances, the male can seek retribution by distributing his 
ex-girlfriend’s images to friends and even strangers on an Internet
social networking site or via the 3G technology that allows transfer of
pictures from one cell-phone camera to another.

Determining the consequences for such behaviors remains diffi-
cult as legal scholars seek to define terms such as self-produced child
pornography.25 The 3G technology, which was developed in Japan and
has provided the platform for cellular telephone companies to offer
the ability to take a picture with a camera phone and then transmit it
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Table 8.1 Sexual Maturation Ratings and Ages of American Children

Male Children
Pubic hair Non-Hispanic white Non-Hispanic black Mexican American
PH2 11.98 (11.69–12.29) 11.16 (10.89–11.43) 12.30 (12.06–12.56)
PH3 12.65 (12.37–12.95) 12.51 (12.26–12.77) 13.06 (12.79–13.36)
PH4 13.56 (13.27–13.86) 13.73 (13.49–13.99) 14.08 (13.83–14.32)
PH5 15.67 (15.30–16.05) 15.32 (14.99–15.67) 15.75 (15.46–16.03)
Genitalia development
G2 10.03 (9.61–10.40) 9.20 (8.62–9.64) 10.29 (9.94–10.60)
G3 12.32 (12.00–12.67) 11.78 (11.50–12.08) 12.53 (12.29–12.79)
G4 13.52 (13.22–13.83) 13.40 (13.15–13.66) 13.77 (13.51–14.03)
G5 16.01 (15.57–16.50) 15.00 (14.70–15.32) 15.76 (15.39–16.14)

Female Children
Pubic hair Non-Hispanic white Non-Hispanic black Mexican American
PH2 10.57 (10.29–10.85) 9.43 (9.05–9.74) 10.39 (–)
PH3 11.80 (11.54–12.07) 10.57 (10.30–10.83) 11.70 (11.14–12.27)
PH4 13.00 (12.71–13.30) 11.90 (11.38–12.42) 13.19 (12.88–13.52)
PH5 16.33 (15.86–16.88) 14.70 (14.32–15.11) 16.30 (15.90–16.76)
Breast development
B2 10.38 (10.11–10.65) 9.48 (9.14–9.76) 9.80 (0–11.78)
B3 11.75 (11.49–12.02) 10.79 (10.50–11.08) 11.43 (8.64–14.50)
B4 13.29 (12.97–13.61) 12.24 (11.87–12.61) 13.07 (12.79–13.36)
B5 15.47 (15.04–15.94) 13.92 (13.57–14.29) 14.70 (14.37–15.04)

Source: Sun, S. S., Schubert, C. M., Chumlea, W. C., Roche, A. F., Kulin, H. E., Lee, P. A., Himes, J. H., and Ryan, A. S. National estimates of the 
timing of sexual maturation and racial differences among U.S. children. Pediatrics 2002:110:911–19.



to another telephone without ever using the Internet. This technology
is the reason that the United Nations Study on Violence against Chil-
dren in 2005 says that the term “Internet crimes against children” is
already becoming somewhat antiquated because issues of new com-
munication technologies must be included as well.26

Intrafamilial and Commercial Child Sexual 
Exploitation through Prostitution

The 12-year-old sister watched as her mother checked “yes” to the
photography contract that she believed was her key to a career in mod-
eling. It surprised her when her mother gave permission not only to
swimsuit modeling and evening gown modeling, but also to topless
modeling and nude modeling. And so it began for the oldest, her 
10-year-old sister, and the 8-year-old baby girl every weekend at the
home of the family friend who promised that his camera would make
them famous. Instead the three girls were victims of child sexual abuse,
pornographic memorialization of the abuse, and the emotional abuse
that accompanies being extorted and threatened that if they ever told,
they would be killed. After dozens of weekends during which the girls
were victimized and paid at the rate of $20 for the oldest girl, $15 for the
10-year-old, and $10 for the baby girl, the 12-year-old finally told her
principal when she was banished from the classroom for sexually
explicit behaviors. The investigation confirmed what the children told,
and the prosecutors proceeded to what should have been a straightfor-
ward court case. However, 2 years later, when the 12-year-old was 
14 and pregnant and preparing to testify, she requested a visit once
more with her doctor from 2 years ago who had so carefully docu-
mented all of her statements about the death threats, the Viagra, and the
other Polaroid pictures of child pornography of other girls that she
never knew. The victim asked the doctor if she should tell about the
money. She was reassured that certainly she should tell because it was
the truth and besides the medical records were clear about the money
that was given each time the children were sexually abused. The victim
seemed relieved but still apprehensive. When she was asked what else
was bothering her, she hesitantly stated that she hadn’t revealed every-
thing. She stated that she had omitted the fact that “When we got home,
we had to give the money to Momma and not tell Daddy.”

Intrafamilial child sexual exploitation doesn’t only include sexual
abuse with pornography production. Prostitution is also clearly on the
list of terrible mistreatment of children. Intrafamilial prostitution was
discovered to be far more common when researchers interviewed
hundreds of youth housed in juvenile detention centers for prostitu-
tion. Internet facilitation of such prostitution has revealed some of the
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numerous ways in which this form of abuse occurs. An example is
seen with mothers who are dialoguing with unknown men in chat
rooms and who offer their children in a sex-for-money meeting.
Another scenario is a woman who is marketing herself online who
throws in a 10-year-old child as an additional benefit to the highest
bidder. One father sent pornographic pictures of his 7-year-old daugh-
ter to men as he negotiated their coming to his home to have sex with
her. He used the computers in the local public library. But long before
computers, social workers had seen the tip of the iceberg in parental
facilitation of prostitution. Consider the crack-addicted mother who
takes her two young children to the crack house to buy drugs. Then
there is the abusive drug-dealer father who gains custody of his
daughters who are in their early teens after the death of his estranged
wife from cancer. He begins to rent out rooms in his trailer to recently
released convicted sex offenders. Consider the child who tells a social
worker that she had told her mother about the sexual abuse commit-
ted by her live-in boyfriend, who was paying all of the bills in the
home, but her mother refused to believe her. Then there’s the over-
looked 6-year-old child whose mother is doing a 6-month stint in the
local jail, so her child is given to a neighbor who immediately begins
to prostitute the child from her home. If such children are rescued and
placed in one of the many foster-care homes or residential treatment
facilities because of the mental health impact of such abuse, runaway
behaviors begin the tragic story of commercial sexual exploitation on
the streets.27

When faced with sexual exploitation through out-of-home prosti-
tution and trafficking, multidisciplinary professionals have failed to
understand the links between child sexual abuse, out-of-home place-
ment, runaway behaviors, homelessness, and prostitution recruit-
ment, often performed by other exploited youth. Such professionals
also have minimal understanding of the ultimate terrible victimization
of being marketed on the streets, in strip clubs, and sexually oriented
businesses, at private parties and hotels and online. The preconceived
notion of such youth as the key offenders in prostitution has prevailed
for such a long time that demystification of child welfare workers, law
enforcement, mental health professionals, health care providers, and
the criminal justice system has only recently begun. Fortunately, the
U.S. federal justice system has taken on the important role of investi-
gating and prosecuting domestic and international human trafficking
cases. However, ECPAT, an extraordinary international nongovern-
mental organization, has highlighted that many more services were
offered to internationally trafficked victims as compared to American
youth who are being domestically trafficked from one side of the
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country to the other for the purpose of sexual abuse and exploitation.
Victim blaming has been the rule more than the exception in this form
of child abuse.28

The landmark work of Richard Estes from the School of Social
Work at the University of Pennsylvania has transformed the world
with respect to understanding the demographics and risk issues asso-
ciated with the commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC).
Estes has provided profiles of children and exploiters from the United
States and assisted in providing a better understanding of the links
between poverty and exploitation. Together with Elena Azaola from
Mexico, Estes’s research provides a much better picture of interna-
tional trafficking of children, children as chattel, and especially cor-
ruption of law enforcement as another barrier to effective intervention
and prevention methods.29

Although it is still believed that most commercial sexual exploitation
of children takes place offline, the use of online classified services, such
as www.Craiglist.com and www.Eros.com, is increasing access to chil-
dren and youth in a manner not previously reported. The role of tech-
nology allows for more covert means of trafficking of youth and requires
knowledge of how destinations are communicated by means of the
Internet and cellular telephones, as well as the accepting of online pay-
ments. It is presently felt that www.Craigslist.com is the most common
means of online marketing of children and youth for prostitution.

Sexual exploitation investigations involving trafficking have often
failed to provide adequate victim medical assessments both for forensic
purposes and to evaluate the degree of intimate-partner violence victim-
ization, which is a constant in this form of abuse. The severe multi-
traumas of physical, emotional and sexual abuse in these types of cases
actually are tantamount to torture in many instances and have long-term
ramifications for mental health, women’s health, and general well-
being.30 In addition, efforts to bring traffickers to justice are sometimes
thwarted because of witness tampering and extortion. Some prosecu-
tions have had to provide witness protection. Because of the organized
nature even of street pimps, who have their own territories and net-
works and follow the underworld rules of engagement associated with
pimping, the identities of victims are occasionally protected in court
records. Professionals in the child abuse field have been inadequately
trained in this area, likely because of the false notion that children and
youth in this situation are simply demonstrating delinquent behaviors.

The exploited youth, now turned adult, sat nervously in the quiet room
as she told of being pistol whipped in the front seat of the Lexus. She
described having her head slammed against the dashboard repeatedly
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because she did not bring home her quota of money and had consumed
alcohol in order to prepare for the consequences of the infraction. She
pulled back the top of her blouse to reveal the large, poorly healed scar
on her shoulder, which was the continuation of a slash from her scalp to
the top of her hand. She recalled the saturation of the plush white
leather of the car when she was thrown into the back seat by the pimp.
She related that this offender was what many called a gorilla pimp, and
the interviewer knew that this was a term used to denote a sadistic
and brutally violent man who often beat women on a random basis and
coerced them to beat each other. The lure of romance is not a typical
behavior of such a pimp, but instead he would obtain his victims
through frank abduction, false imprisonment, date rape, or by having
bought them from another pimp.

The major medical problems so commonly seen in the commercial
sexual exploitation of children are substance abuse, consequences of
intimate partner violence, sexually transmitted diseases, women’s
health consequences, and severe mental health problems.

The substance-abuse addiction concerns include illegal drugs as
well as alcoholism, conditions that do not usually abate without
treatment. Often the addiction occurs as the offender intentionally
provides illegal drugs to youth to foster dependence on both the
drugs and the dealer. At other times, substance abuse is a coping
mechanism for youth who are totally overwhelmed by the circum-
stances of multiple sexual encounters, beatings by perpetrators
(johns), and the extreme endangerment to which they are exposed
every day. Chronic liver disease is a common sequela often associ-
ated with hepatitis B and C.

The consequences of intimate partner violence (IPV) include bat-
tering injuries, closed head trauma, sexual assault, social isolation,
deprivation, starvation, and extreme psychological abuse, which often
includes unfathomable conditioning to control tactics by the pimp.
Homicide is the leading cause of death in the prostitution of youth;
thus such abuse requires the most attention when youth are rescued
from the streets.31 The fear of repercussions from the offender is so
severe that the same “domestic violence” dynamics exist that prevent
women from leaving abusive marital relationships. Careful question-
ing is mandatory to assess the possibility of traumatic brain injury as
many survivors provide positive clinical histories and evidence of
mental dysfunction as a consequence of their abuse.

The most severe impact on sexual and reproductive health is seen
in commercial sexual exploitation of children and youth. Multiple sex-
ually transmitted diseases, unwanted pregnancy, ectopic pregnancies
because of scarring in the fallopian tubes, pelvic inflammatory disease
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(a leading cause of infertility), anal and rectal trauma, intravaginal
injuries from foreign bodies, cervical dysplasia, and most important,
an early exposure to the human papilloma virus, the most significant
virus associated with cervical cancer. HIV/AIDs is certainly an addi-
tional concern of rescued persons who do not always have the last
word regarding condom use with perpetrators. HIV/AIDs is the sec-
ond most common cause of death in prostitution. There is also an
increased incidence of anal and genital trauma and battering to male
youth related to sadistic perpetrators and offenders.

The final victim impact of the commercial sexual exploitation of
children rests within the limbic system of the brain and includes the
subsequent issues of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depres-
sion, anxiety, and other mental health problems. Research involving
American women who were victimized by prostitution revealed a
general rate of PTSD of 68 percent, and my clinical evaluations have
demonstrated an associated high incidence of depression as well. The
likelihood of these problems was worsened if there was additional
pornography exposure or production.32 Just as Iraq and Afghanistan
war veterans have a high incidence of PTSD (as high as 44 percent),
the PTSD of abuse victims is permanent and requires therapeutic
interventions, which are impossible to access in a juvenile detention
setting and difficult to access within the mental health system of the
United States.33

SUMMARY

The Internet has many uses—not the least of which is the sexual
exploitation of children and youth. Child sexual abuse images are a
common thread through all of the types of sexual exploitation.
For years to come, professionals in fields relating to child maltreat-
ment will try to pick up the pieces of lives devastated by information
and communication technology. Youth are natives in this world of
technology, and adults are still, by and large, the immigrants. It is
imperative that we continue to navigate the landscape so that we can
also be knowledgeable about newer technologies used in of the sexual
abuse of children and the consequences of their exploitation.
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9
Childified Women: How the

Mainstream Porn Industry Sells
Child Pornography to Men

GAIL DINES

In a March 2006 special edition of Vanity Fair, 30-year-old Reese
Witherspoon is photographed looking wide-eyed and innocent in a
girl’s party dress. In her left hand she is holding a little girl’s doll.
Earlier in the magazine is a photo of then 12-year-old Dakota Fanning,
wearing makeup, an off-the-shoulder evening gown and a “bed head”
hairdo. In the middle of these two images is a bare-breasted Sienna
Miller, lounging on a chair and wearing only skimpy panties and very
high-heeled strappy shoes, otherwise known as “FM shoes” in pop
culture—the FM being short for “fuck me.” Captured in just three
images is the essence of the visual landscape that surrounds us, a land-
scape that has become so pornographic as to not warrant even a second
glance when we see sexualized childified women, sexualized adultified
children, and a whole bevy of sexualized young women whose body
language, gaze, and (lack of) clothes scream “fuck me” to the spectator.

These images, together with the thousands and thousands of others
that bombard us daily, are part of what media scholars call “image-
based culture;”1 a term used to describe a society in which images
have replaced the spoken or written word as the major form of com-
munication. From billboards to 24-hour-television, the staple of this
image-based culture is the youthful, sexualized female body. Adver-
tisements, movies, TV shows, music videos, and pornography are just
some of the ways that this image is delivered to us, and as we become
more and more desensitized to such depictions, the producers need to
ramp up the degree to which the female body is sexualized as a way
to get our attention. This has led to an increasingly pornographic



media landscape in which the codes and conventions that inform
pornography filter down to mainstream imagery to such a degree that
the images we now see in mainstream media are almost on a par with
those that were found in soft-core porn just a decade ago.

One way the fashion and advertising industry has tried to capture
the attention of viewers in this image-saturated culture is through the
sexualization of younger and younger girls.2 One of the pioneers of
this type of advertising was Calvin Klein, who in the early 1980s used
15-year-old Brooke Shields in ads for his jeans with the famous tagline
“Do you wanna know what comes between me and my Calvins?
Nothing.” In the mid-1990s Klein ratcheted up the imagery by using
mostly underage teenagers in poses that looked so much like actual
child pornography that the Justice Department started to investigate
him for possible violation of the law. Klein escaped prosecution, only
to come back a few years later with ads for his children’s underwear
line that featured prepubescent boys and girls wearing only under-
wear. This time Klein was forced to pull his ads almost overnight due
to public outcry. Around the same time, a 17-year-old Britney Spears
released a debut single called “Baby, One More Time” which became
an instant international success. In the accompanying video, Spears
sports a schoolgirl image with braided hair, socks, and a school uni-
form with a knotted shirt that revealed a bare midriff as she writhes
around asking her ex-boyfriend to “Hit me baby one more time.”
Spears later went on to employ Gregory Dark, a long-time porn direc-
tor whose films include The Devil in Miss Jones, New Wave Hookers, and
Let Me Tell Ya ‘Bout Black Chicks, to direct her videos.

As pop culture begins to look more and more pornographic, the
actual porn industry has had to become more hard-core as a way to dis-
tinguish its products from those images found on MTV, in Cosmopolitan,
and on billboards. Because today’s boys and men are brought up in this
pornified3 culture, they are going to want their porn to look very differ-
ent from their father’s Playboy; a young naked woman smiling provoca-
tively with her legs spread is hardly going to catch the attention of an
already desensitized generation. Moreover, from childhood these con-
sumers have also been fed a steady diet of violence by an increasingly
deregulated media industry that offers up murder and mayhem as
entertainment. Put these two together and you have a generation of
men who need and expect more extreme and hard-core imagery than
ever before, so much so today that even porn directors and producers
are somewhat surprised by the demands of users. Porn director
Mitchell Spinelli is quoted as saying “People want more. They want to
know how many dicks you can shove up an ass. . . . Make it more hard,
make it more nasty, make it more relentless.”4 And indeed porn today is
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more hard, more nasty, and more relentless than ever before with main-
stream Internet porn depicting sex act after sex act that are devised to
push the woman’s body to the limit of physical endurance. Whether it
be sites specializing in gagging the woman with a penis (for example,
Gagonmycock.com, GagFactor.com, GagtheBitch.com) or pounding anal sex
(AlteredAssholes.com, AssPlundering.com, AnalSluts.com), image after
image shows a level of misogyny and cruelty that is breathtaking, even
for the porn industry.

The problem for pornographers is that they are fast running out of
new ways to keep users interested even as they have created subgen-
res of pornography that show just about every type of degradation,
humiliation, and violence you can subject a woman to short of killing
her.5 Given this direction, there are really not many subgenres left for
them to develop that both push the limits of hard-core porn and yet
remain within the law. Porn director Jules Jordan, who is known for a
particularly violent brand of porn, said that even he is “always trying
to figure out ways to do something different” because the fans “are
becoming a lot more demanding about wanting to see the more
extreme stuff.” So one of the big questions pornographers have to grap-
ple with today is how to keep maximizing their profits in an already
glutted market in which consumers are becoming increasingly desen-
sitized to their products. The solutions for them are the same as for all
capitalists: find innovative ways to both expand market shares and rev-
enues in existing markets, to bring in new customers, and to find new
market segments and distribution channels. Thus the major task for the
porn industry is to keep looking for new niche markets and consumer
bases to open up and exploit while making sure they stay within the
law or alternatively work to change the law; an option that the now
mainstream pornography industry increasingly employs.

The main body charged with lobbying lawmakers on behalf of the
porn industry is the Free Speech Coalition, an organization which,
although it was founded in 1991, had to wait until 2002 for its first big
legal victory in the case of Ashcroft v. Free Speech Coalition. Here the
Supreme Court ruled in favor of the coalition when it declared the
1996 Child Porn Prevention Act unconstitutional because its definition
of child pornography (any visual depiction that appears to be a minor
engaging in sexually explicit conduct) was ruled to be overly broad.
The law was narrowed to cover only those images in which an actual
person (rather than one that appears to be) under the age of 18 was
involved in making the porn, thus opening the way for the porn
industry to use either computer-generated images of children or real
porn performers who, although they are 18 and over, are childified to
look much younger.
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Following the court’s decision, there has been an explosion in
the number of sites that childify women, as well as those that use
computer-generated imagery. In the former category, the pioneer
was Hustler’s Barely Legal porn magazine that started in 1974 and is
now a very popular Web site and video series with Barely Legal 79
released in February 2008. Hustler is owned by Larry Flynt, a mul-
timillionaire who is known in the porn world for being a risk taker
and somewhat of a maverick. It is not surprising that it took the
Supreme Court’s 2002 decision to open the gates to this new genre
since before then sites such as Barely Legal were vulnerable to pros-
ecution, and few pornographers had either Flynt’s money or will to
fight a legal battle. Now that the chance of prosecution has been
eliminated, sites with childified women6 have sprung up all over the
Web. Consequently more men than ever now have the opportunity
to masturbate to pseudo child pornography (PCP)7 images of
“girls”8 being penetrated by any number of men masquerading as
fathers, teachers, employers, coaches, and just plain old anonymous
child molesters.9

Because pornography that uses children (defined by the law as
persons under 18) is still illegal, PCP sites that use adults (defined by
the law as persons over 18) to represent children is never called child
pornography by the industry. Instead almost all of those sites that
childify the female porn performer are found in the subgenre called
“teen-porn” or “teen-sex” by the industry. There are any number of
ways to access these sites, the most obvious one being Google. Typing
“Teen Porn” into Google yields over 13 million hits, and the user has
his10 choice of thousands of porn sites. A number of the 13 million hits
are actually for porn portals where “teen porn” is one subcategory of
many, and when the user clicks on that category, a list of sites come up
that runs for over 90 pages. Moreover, teen porn has it very own portal,11

which lists hundreds of sub-subgenres such as “Pissing Teens,” “Drunk
Teens,” “Teen Anal Sluts” and “Asian Teens.”

Even though these sites are also becoming increasingly popular
with porn users, with nearly 14 million Internet searches for “teen sex”
in 2006, an increase of 61 percent in just 2 years, and 6 million Internet
searches for “teen porn,” an increase of 45 percent12 over the same
period, there is very little research on either the content or effects of
such sites. One of the main reasons for this could be that those who
research the field of child pornography and child sexual abuse preven-
tion have been overwhelmed by the flood of real child pornography
that followed the growth of the Internet. Because an actual child is used
in the making of such imagery, there is an urgent need to both track the
producers and consumers of such pornography and to infiltrate the
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many international child porn rings that swap thousands of child
pornography pictures in the relatively safe and anonymous space cre-
ated by the Internet. To get some idea of the scope of the problem, one
Internet ring that was raided in 1998, called the Wonderland Club,
operated in over 12 countries, and to join each prospective member had
to have at least 10,000 child pornography images to swap.13

Obviously, next to such a mind-boggling level of actual child
abuse, researching PCP images appears less pressing because the
woman is 18 and, according to the law, no actual crime is taking place.
But if we shift our attention away from production and toward con-
sumption, then we can begin to ask questions regarding the possible
effects that PCP and actual child pornography may have in common
because both aim to sexually arouse men to images of sexualized
“children.” If, as researchers argue,14 actual child pornography is used
by some men to prepare them for actual assault on a child by both
desensitizing them to the harm done to children and arousing them
while at the same time offering a blueprint on how to commit the
crime, then is it not possible that PCP sites could play a similar role?
The answer to such a question depends to a large degree on just how
successful the PCP sites are in constructing a reality for the user that
he is in fact masturbating to images of sexualized children and not to
adults, because he presumably goes to these sites with the goal of gaz-
ing at females who look or behave somewhat differently from the
thousands of females that populate the regular porn sites. So the first
step in developing an analysis of effects is actually an investigation
into how PCP sites borrow, employ, and mobilize symbols, codes, con-
ventions, and narratives that are found in actual child pornography. It
is only after developing such a map of content that we can begin to ask
questions about the ways that PCP images leak into the real world atti-
tudes and behaviors of users.

MAPPING THE CONTENT OF PCP SITES

As the goal is to explore the linkages between PCP sites and
actual child pornography, it makes sense to develop a classification
system for the former from the typologies developed to classify the
latter. One of the most popular of these is, according to Tony Krone,15

a well-known researcher in the field, a five-point typology of child
pornography drawn from the 10-point typology developed by
COPINE.16 Using this typology not only helps to distill the thousands
of PCP sites into a workable number of categories, it also provides a
way of understanding how users may seamlessly move between the
two genres.
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The five categories of child pornography described by Krone are:

1. Images depicting nudity or erotic posing with no sexual activity
2. Sexual activity between children or solo masturbation by a child
3. Nonpenetrative sexual activity between adult(s) and child(ren)
4. Penetrative sexual activity between adult(s) and child(ren)
5. Sadism or bestiality

Although there are PCP sites that fall into all five categories, the
vast majority fit into categories 2, 4, and 5. The acts, narratives, and
visual techniques of the PCP sites in 2, 4, and 5 are drawn from the
adult genre of pornography; solo masturbation, penetrative sexual
activity, and sadism (not bestiality)17 are common types of sex acts in
mainstream pornography. What follows is a descriptive analysis of
those PCP sites that fall into each of the three categories and a discus-
sion on how the sites move from being relatively nonviolent (images
of girls masturbating) to images of girls being used sexually in ways
that are sadistic and abusive.

Type 2: Sexual Activity between Children, 
or Solo Masturbation by a Child

The competition for customers is fierce in the porn industry
because the user, sitting at his computer and eager to begin his mas-
turbatory session, has a cornucopia of sites, themes, images, and nar-
ratives to choose from. The pornographers know this so they attempt
to pull the user in quickly by giving the sites names that are short, to
the point, and unambiguous. It is therefore not surprising that many
of the sites in this category actually have the word solo in the name,
along with a word that cues the user into the youthfulness of the
females depicted: Solo Teen, Solo Teen Babe, Sexy Girl Solo, Solo Cuties,
Solo Gals, Solo Teen Girls. When the user clicks on any one of these sites,
the first and most striking feature is the body shape of the female porn
performers. In place of the large-breasted, curvaceous bodies that pop-
ulate regular porn Web sites are small-breasted, slightly built women
with adolescent-looking faces that are relatively free of makeup. Many
of these performers do look younger than 18, but they do not look like
children, so the pornographers use a range of techniques to make
them appear more childlike than they actually are. Primary among
these is the use of childhood clothes and props, such as stuffed ani-
mals, lollipops, pigtails, pastel-colored ribbons, ankle socks, braces on
their teeth, and, of course, the school uniform. It is not unusual to see
a female porn performer wearing a school uniform, sucking a lollipop,
and hugging a teddy bear as she masturbates with a dildo.
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Another technique for childifying the woman’s body is the removal
of all the pubic hair so the external genitalia looks like that of a prepu-
bescent female. It is interesting that over the years this technique has
lost much of its signifying power as it is now commonplace in porn for
women to remove all their pubic hair. The result is that today virtually
every female porn performer looks like a child, a shift that in itself is
cause for concern as those porn users who are not looking for pseudo-
child images nonetheless are exposed to them when they surf the porn
sites. This normalization of a shaved pubic area is increasingly filtering
down into mainstream pop culture. Regular articles in women’s maga-
zines discuss the best way to remove pubic hair; TV shows such as Sex
and the City publicize and eroticize the Brazilian bikini wax; and beauty
salons across the country promote the Brazilian as a way to spice up
sex.18 The effect this is having on adolescent girls was made evident to
me when I spoke to the Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner (SANE) confer-
ence in Boston in 2007. These nurses administer rape kits on adolescents
who are the victims of sexual assault, and one of their tasks is to check
for the markers of puberty with pubic hair being a key marker. However,
I was informed that this is no longer effective because girls are remov-
ing the hair as soon as it grows in, something that the nurses had never
seen before. In my interviews with college-age females, I repeatedly
hear that pubic hair is considered unhygienic and a sexual turnoff by
their boyfriends so they now wax or shave. This is probably one of the
clearest examples of how a porn-generated practice slips into the lives
of real women, no doubt because a good percentage of the male
partners have become accustomed to and aroused by images of women
in porn.

For all of the visual clues of childhood surrounding the women in
PCP sites, however, it is the written text accompanying the images that
does most of the work in convincing the user that he is masturbating
to images of sexual activity involving a minor. The words used to
describe the women’s bodies (including their vaginas)—tiny, small,
petite, tight, cute, teeny—not only stress their youthfulness, but also
work to separate them from women on other sites because these adjec-
tives are rarely used to describe women in regular porn. Most striking
is how many of these PCP sites refer to females as sweeties, sweet-
hearts, little darlings, cutie pies, or honeys; these terms of endearment
starkly contrast with the abusive names the women on other sites are
called—slut, whore, cumdumpster, and cunt being the most popular
slurs. The use of kinder terms on the PCP sites is a method of pre-
serving the notion for the user that these girls are somehow different
from the rest of the women who populate the world of porn in that
they are not yet used-up whores deserving of verbal abuse. This would
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explain why so many of these Web sites have the word “innocent” in
their name—for example, Innocent Cute, Innocent Dream, Innocent Love,
and Petite Innocent.

The reason that innocence is so central to the marketing of the sites
and the reason the girls are portrayed as not yet sullied, dirtied, soiled,
or tainted by sex is that the promise offered on the Website is to witness
their loss of innocence. One fan of this genre, writing to a porn dis-
cussion forum, calls this a “knowing innocence,” which he defines as
“the illusion of innocence giving way to unbridled sexuality. Essentially,
this is the old throwback of the Madonna and the whore. Therein lies
the vast majority of my attraction to this genre.”19 This fan, and indeed
many others, if their posts are to be believed, make clear that for them
the pleasure is in watching the (sweet, cute, petite) Madonna being
coaxed, encouraged, and manipulated by adult men into revealing the
whore that lies beneath the (illusionary) innocence. The pornogra-
phers reveal their understanding of the nature of this spectatorial
pleasure when they offer the guarantee to their consumers that the
“girls” they are watching are “first-timers,” having their “first sexual
experience,” which, of course, leads to their “first orgasm ever.” The
Solo Teen site goes so far as to promise that “Here you will ONLY find
the cutest teen girls. . . . Our girls are fresh and inexperienced and very
sexy in an innocent kind of way.”20 It is thus no surprise that most of
these sites advertise “fresh girls added each week” because using the
same performer twice would cut into the sexual excitement of the
viewer. How, after all, does one defile an already defiled girl?

The story of the “defilement” told on these sites is genre-bound in
that it almost always starts with an eager but innocent girl who is gently
and playfully coaxed by off-camera adult men into sexually perform-
ing for the pleasure of the viewer. This is the narrative informing most
of the images on the SoloTeengirls.com site, which has hundreds of
movies available to members, as well as hundreds of still photographs
posted on their site as a teaser for nonmembers. Each woman has five
photographs and a written text detailing her supposed first sexual
experience. For “Natasha,” the story goes as follows:

This lil cutie came in pretending that she couldn’t wait to be naked in
front of the camera. And . . . we couldn’t wait to see her. As she started
to take off her clothes and show off, she giggled and smiled, but we
could tell she was nervous, and when she found out that naked meant
showing off her snug little teen pussy, she blushed! But showing off her
pussy proved to be too much of a turn-on, and when we encouraged her
to play with it, she could not resist. This beautiful teen girl really did
have her first time on camera, and we got to watch her stroke that velvety
teen pussy. (emphasis added)21
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The message that the written text conveys in this story can be found
throughout the Web sites in this category as it embodies the way the
pornographers carefully craft a story of who is really innocent and who
is really culpable in the scenario. For all the supposed innocence of the
“lil cutie,” as evidenced by her nervousness, giggling, smiling, and
blushing, it really only took a bit of encouragement to get her to mas-
turbate for the camera, which in porn-world language is another way
of saying that it didn’t take much for her to reveal the slut she really is.
It is this very culpability on the part of the girl that simultaneously
divests the user of his culpability in masturbating to what would be, in
reality, a scenario of adult men manipulating a naïve girl into mastur-
bating for the pleasure of other adult men, himself included.

The solo teen sites are a gentle way to introduce the user to PCP
because the absence of adult male performers in these sites means that
the pornographers can construct a story for the user that avoids talk-
ing about heterosexual sex with underage girls and instead talks about
a hot girl who, on the cusp of discovering her sexuality, needs just a
little gentle verbal encouragement to finally take the plunge. The fol-
lowing classification of sites, those which have actual penetrative sex
by a man, construct the male performer as both active and visible, and
yet still manage to create a narrative that allows the user to believe he
is watching consensual, nonexploitive sex, and not the sexual abuse of
a minor.

Type 4: Penetrative Sexual Activity between Adult(s) and Child(ren)

The overriding theme on those PCP sites that show nonsadistic
sexual activity between a “child” and an adult is her supposed loss of
virginity, a loss that the user gets to witness in excruciating clarity.
With names such as Bloody Virgins, First Time Sex, Real Virgins, and
Defloration, these sites make it very clear to the user just what he is get-
ting. I have included these sites in the nonsadistic category, not
because they don’t include images of women in pain—many do as the
women clearly experience pain as they are being penetrated for the first
time—but because the sex acts in and of themselves are not of the
body-punishing, abusive type that is standard in the more hard-core
sites described in the sadistic category below.

The sex depicted in these sites differs markedly from much of the
sex on regular porn sites as the adult male displays affection for the
female in the form of kissing and caressing. This is a real departure from
most porn sex as even in feature movies,22 where there is some perfunc-
tory kissing and touching, signs of affection give way very quickly to
the usual mind-numbing penetration of the female’s orifices. In these
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PCP sites the kissing and touching actually lasts through much of the
movie, and rarely is the woman called a slut or a whore. What is also
striking to anyone who is familiar with the codes and conventions of
Internet porn is that the male actually keeps asking the female in a
tender way if the sex feels okay, or if he should slow down in case he is
hurting her.

But rather than seeing these differences as a positive step toward
a less violent type of porn, what they actually represent are techniques
aimed to authenticate representation of the consensual loss of virgin-
ity by a younger female to an adult male. On these sites there is no
mention of coercion or even subtle manipulation as the performer is
depicted as eager to lose her virginity. Moreover, as the male per-
former is clearly older and more mature, were he to behave like most
men in porn, he would reveal himself to be a violent and manipulative
exploiter of underage girls; an image that would destroy the carefully
crafted story of him as a tender teacher, gently leading an innocent but
ripe and ready girl through this major rite of passage. On these sites,
any type of text, image, or sex act that remotely suggests coercion
would situate the user as a co-conspirator in a scenario that could be
read as the rape of a minor; a role that many men may find uncom-
fortable and that might prevent them from coming back for more.

One site that seems to be very popular, given its top billing on
many of the teen porn Web portals, and its constant pop-up adver-
tisement that appears while on other teen porn sites, is Defloration.com.
Claiming to be “The first website about virginity since 1998,” and
promising the user “real acts of defloration,” the home page is domi-
nated by a picture of two hands stretching open a vagina so the user
can get a clear view of the internal genitalia, which depicts, the site
claims, an “intact hymen.”23 Alongside this picture are four smaller
images; one has a doll resting on a woman’s thigh, and a second has a
lollipop placed inside a stretched vagina. The text by the side of the
picture explains that the hymen is:

A mysterious body part that is lost by young girls when they have sex-
ual intercourse for the first time. Few people have ever seen what this
fragile object looks like. A girl who has never had sexual intercourse
(a virgin) is supposed to have her hymen intact. In many societies, a
girl’s virginity until marriage is considered a great virtue. For a girl who
possesses such chastity, getting married becomes easy.

Once the pornographers have eroticized the hymen with its “mysteri-
ous” quality and “fragile” state that is “stretched and ruptured by the
erect penis,” they explain to the user that the “girl” may experience
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“discomfort and bleeding” during intercourse. For many porn users,
this is too good an offer to miss because they get to anticipate seeing
something real unfold before them, rather than a staged performance
by a “whore.”

For $38 a month, the user gets a cornucopia of images on the site to
choose from as there are pages and pages of Eastern European girls, and
for each you can click on a selection of stills or an actual movie that
is split into two segments: “Hymen Performance” and “Losing of 
Virginity.” In the first, a male masturbates the girl and then stretches her
vagina open so the viewer gets a clear internal shot. The second segment
is a long and drawn-out documentation of her being penetrated as she is
grimacing and often asking her penetrator to be careful because the act
is painful. This continues, sometimes for 10 to 15 minutes, until he with-
draws his blood-stained penis. The camera lingers on the penis, showing
the user clear evidence of the “defloration,” and then the male performer
takes his penis and smears the blood over the buttocks and thighs of the
female, an act that mirrors the usual “money shot” in porn where the
semen is rubbed all over the woman’s body.

On this site and others of this type, the techniques used to childify
the women are not so much childhood clothes or props, but the actual
behavior of the women during sex. For those men accustomed to see-
ing mainstream adult porn, the women in these sites look inexperi-
enced by comparison. In place of the writhing, oiled, voluptuous
women who look like they know exactly what they are doing, these
women look like younger females who are unsure of how to perform
sex for the camera. Their bodies are not arched enough, their moans
are not throaty enough, and their movements are awkward, some-
times to the point of being clumsy. Given the nature of the porn indus-
try, it is unlikely that these women are acting the part because they are
not top-tier porn performers, but just a few of the many thousands of
women who move in and out of the industry at an alarming rate. It is
much more likely that the viewer is witnessing not only the girl’s first
porn movie ever, but much worse, the first time she is being pene-
trated vaginally so these girls are indeed having the loss of their vir-
ginity documented by the porn industry, to be circulated over and
over again for men’s masturbatory pleasure.

No matter how much these girls grimace, they say they are
enjoying the sex, and they moan intermittently as a way to mimic
arousal. This actually reflects what goes on in real child pornogra-
phy, according to Kenneth Lanning,24 as much of the illegal child
pornography he has investigated does show the child looking some-
what like a willing accomplice, appearing as if they are eagerly con-
senting to the experience. Of course, this is a lie but one that Lanning
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argues many perpetrators, and indeed some lawyers, social workers,
and police believe, because they view the image as a truth teller
rather than a carefully constructed representation of reality that is
produced with specific goals in mind. In their research on men con-
victed of downloading child pornography, Quayle and Taylor found
that these men looked for “superficial clues which allowed the viewer
to believe that the children in the pictures were consenting and
enjoyed being photographed.”25 One such user, a man convicted of
downloading child pornography, explained that he was just looking
for “images of girls mainly. Girls actually having sex. And they had to
look happy . . . I mean I wasn’t looking for rape or anything.”26

In the next type of sites to be discussed, those that can be classed
as sadistic, the girls also look as if they are enjoying the sex, even
though in this category, we are watching physical, sexual and verbal
abuse being perpetrated against them.

Type 5: Sadism

Before describing these sites, there are some definitional problems
that need to be explored. Although the term “sadism” may seem obvi-
ous, it does in fact take on a polysemic quality when it is used to
describe what is happening to women in pornography. In the typology
above, sadism is defined as “sexual images involving pain,” but in
pornography, no matter how cruel and abusive the sex act, the woman
is instructed to look as if she is experiencing pleasure, not pain. In addi-
tion to the gagging and pounding anal sex mentioned above, pornogra-
phy that falls into this category, called Gonzo or wall-to-wall27 by the
industry, includes acts in which the woman is slapped, has her hair
pulled, her throat grabbed, and objects are used to stretch open her
orifices.28 As all this is happening, she is not only being called any num-
ber of names, including bitch, whore, slut, cumdumpster, and cunt, she
is also begging for more abuse. This, of course, is the narrative of porn;
women love to be used and abused, and if female porn performers want
to work in the industry, they have to act in ways that conform to this
narrative. Although porn users tend to take the images at face value and
claim that such acts are not sadistic because they do not cause pain,
antiporn feminists argue that these acts are an assault on the body of the
performer. Regardless of how the woman is acting, they believe such
acts are sadistic.29 This is the position I am taking in this article; hence
porn with these types of acts will be classed as sadistic.

These PCP sites dispense with any attempt to project the girls as
innocent yet ready to be gently introduced into the world of adult sex.
These females, although they are also depicted as being new to sex, are
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portrayed as wanting it as rough and as hard as all the other women
in Gonzo porn. The site Teen Dirt Bags,30 for example, boasts that its
“slutty girls are taking cock in their fresh unused pussies!” so the
viewer can see “the cutest little tramps suck, fuck, swallow, and beg
for more.” Mention is often made of how innocent these girls look, but
this is described as being a ruse because just below the surface is a rag-
ing slut for whom nothing is too painful, demeaning, debasing, or
dehumanizing. This is illustrated in the following description of Keri
who, according to the text surrounding the images, is:

such a sweet young thing, you’d never believe that she has the mind of a
pervert! She looks so innocent and prude, but don’t let her fool you, this
little slut is a dirty little whore! Keri demonstrated that as she spread her
ass cheeks apart and begged him to drill her tight little ass! He granted
her wish and gave her an anal pounding like she never had before!31

The use of so-called teens in Gonzo porn allows the pornographer
to layer yet another level of abuse on the already abusive Gonzo genre.
The physical and emotional immaturity of teens makes space for a
whole range of scenarios that heighten and intensify the violence
because they can be easily manipulated into doing just about any-
thing, no matter how painful and cruel. Moreover, their bodies, which
have not yet fully developed, have more potential to be damaged. Not
surprisingly, throughout these sites, constant mention is made of the
teen’s small vagina and anus, but unlike the solo porn sites, the goal
here is not to stress her “innocence” but to highlight the damage that
will be done to her body when she is penetrated by an adult male’s
penis. The men’s penises are described as being extra large, having the
power to “break,” “rip,” tear,” and “split” her orifices, which are not
yet mature. On the site I Am Eighteen, the reader is invited to “watch
us break her tiny body with some hard, pussy-splitting fucking!”
while over on the Ass Plundering site,32 the tagline boasts that “we
plunder these tight little virgin asses.” The level of cruelty depicted in
the movies is made apparent by the accompanying text, which prom-
ises all kinds of injuries that the user gets to witness, some so severe
that the “bitches wouldn’t be able to walk for a week after the utter
anal demolishing.” The site is littered with pictures of “hot, little, inno-
cent girls” with red, raw anuses. Although these are standard images
in non-teen Gonzo, they have greater authenticity when they are
attached to a “teen” or a “virgin” because their bodies are less able to
deal with such violent penetration.

Many of these sites pair the teen with much older men and high-
light the age difference in their names—sites such as Old Farts Young
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Tarts, Old and Young Gang Bang, Old and Young Porn, Old Men Fucking.
These older men, some of them in their sixties and seventies, are
depicted as using some form of manipulation and trickery to get the
teen. The teen, depicted as naive and unsophisticated, is easily fooled.
Not content with just eroticizing the age imbalance between the girl
and the man, the pornographers throw in the economic inequality that
exists between young and older people as a way to provide the male
with even more power over her. On one such popular site, aptly
named Teens for Cash, the site banner reads: They’re Young, They’re
Dumb and They’ll Do Anything for Money. Here, scenario after sce-
nario depicts teens offering to do odd jobs for extra cash, only to be
seduced into prostituting themselves by the promise of real money.
A typical scenario reads:

Tatiana arrives to give the guy’s house a thorough cleaning. However,
housekeeping doesn’t pay much, so when Dick and Rod offer her cash
to clean her carpet Tatiana is all over them. Once she vacuums the dust
off their old pussy punishers, Tatiana is the one left cleaning up the
mess!33

Surrounding the text are images of “Tatiana” gleefully holding
money as she is anally, vaginally, and orally penetrated by men who
look to be at least in their sixties.

Another scenario that offers much potential for exploitation by
the pornographers is the teen girl as babysitter. Here the females are
not only younger, but they are also in his home in an
employer–employee relationship. Given the multiple power imbal-
ances here, it is no surprise that the teen porn genre is full of sites
with titles such as Fuck the Babysitter, Drunk Baby Sitter, Gag the
Babysitter, Dirty Babysitter, Babysitter Lust, and Banged Babysitter.
Although the scenarios may differ at the margins, they are all ulti-
mately the same. They all tell the story of a young hot babysitter who
is seduced by an older man, the result being a thrilling sexual
encounter for all parties involved. This desire on the part of users to
convince themselves that they are masturbating to images of consen-
sual thrilling sex explains the narrative found in another popular
Gonzo PCP subgenre, namely incest porn. The sites that sexualize
and legitimize incest run the gamut of possible incestuous pairings
(mother and son, sibling on sibling, extended family, etc.) but, with-
out doubt, the most common portrayal is of father and daughter.
Although it is clear that any sexual relationship between a father and
his minor daughter is rape, the sites go to great lengths to provide the
user with an alternative framing of father–daughter incest. This is
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especially clear on the site YoungDaughter.com. The first thing on the
home page is the following “explanation”:

The disapproval of incest, especially between father and daughter, is a
classic example of projection. The alleged reason for diasproval (sic) is
that incest is the same as sexual abuse, aggression and violence. These
are all rational arguments, but they are used to justify an irrational opin-
ion. In fact, most cases of incest have little to do with violence.34

Indeed, if these sites were to be believed, incest is what happens
when a seductive and manipulative “daughter” finally gets her reluc-
tant “father” to succumb to her sexual advances. On the site Daddy’s
Whore, the reader is invited to watch “sexy naughty girls seducing
their own fathers,” and on My Sexy Daughter the female performers
are defined as, “sweet, irresistible angels teasing and tempting their
own daddies.”35 The site First Time with Daddy asks the user to “check
out forbidden love stories,” in which sexually curious daughters are
eying their fathers’ bodies with lust. A typical story line reads:

I have fancied my father for years. I thought it was a perversion and was
afraid to reveal my emotions. . . . Once I saw him in a wet dream. This
was a sign. Still half a sleep (sic) I went into his room and jumped onto
his bed.36

Of course, it doesn’t take much to get the father to acquiesce. Sur-
rounding the text are images of the “daughter” being penetrated
orally, anally, and vaginally by the “father.”

In those stories in which the father is seen as the active seducer, the
girls are generally only too happy to oblige. Once the sexual “rela-
tionship” begins, it is clear that the sex was better than either could
ever have imagined. Even in those occasional stories in which the
daughter is somewhat afraid, the end result is orgasmic sex. In one
story a “daughter” explains that:

my mom died 3 years ago. Since then dad never brought home a
woman. Soon I started noticing very strange looks he gave me. I was
even a little afraid. One evening dad came to my room. I was sitting on
my bed. He approached me and. . . . 37

A sequence of eight images surrounding the text tells the story of
a clothed anxious girl succumbing to the sexual advances of the father,
ending up naked and orgasmic on a bed. What stands out in this story,
and indeed in most of the scenarios in these sites, is the absence of a
mother to protect the daughter from the father’s abuse. Some of the
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scenarios, such as the one described above, say that the mother is
dead, but most make no reference to a mother at all, creating a family
scene in which the girl is isolated and at the mercy of the perpetrating
father. This lack of a mother is actually not unusual in cases of
father–daughter incest. In her study,38 Judith Herman found that over
half the sexually abused girls she interviewed had mothers who were
absent from the daily routine of the family due to ill health or death.
In these families Herman describes fathers who are controlling and
patriarchal; “as the family providers, they felt they had the right to be
nurtured and served at home, if not by their wives, then by their
daughters.”39 For some of these fathers being “nurtured” extended to
being sexually serviced by their daughters who were turned into sur-
rogate wives, even though they were children physically and men-
tally. Of course, the real-life consequences of such abuse look nothing
like the fairy tale world of incest porn; these girls all exhibited many
symptoms consistent with PTSD.

The reduction of the daughter to an object to be used by the father
is most stark on the UseMyDaughter.com site (the banner reads:
“Want to Fuck My Daughter?”), which tells the story of a drunken
father pimping out his daughter to any man who will pay. The images
and the sex in the films are standard Gonzo porn, but the narrative
that contextualizes the images tells a story of economic degradation
and poverty, with the way out being the daughter’s prostitution. The
text introducing the site reads:

Meet my daughter Janessa, she’s 19 years old and like her mom, she is
so freakin’ hot. And its no fucking secret to the world that she loves to
fuck. What a fucking slut! i think she got that from her mom. God damn
her womb is so polluted . . . aaanyways. My daughter fucks some stu-
pid guys anywhere she goes. I was like WTF!? for free? Shit! I didn’t
raise her to get fucked for free! Well, im a bum old, and im always fuck-
ing wasted so fuck that, now i let her fuck any guy she wants as long as
the guy pays me some cash bucks. . . . Aww fuck that, why dont you hit
join now!!! Watch this slut take cocks for cash in my pockets.40

The “daughter” or slut, as the father constantly refers to her, is
depicted as an active and willing player in the scenarios, often leaving
her father by the roadside as she speeds off with the latest john. The
text makes constant reference to the father’s drinking and poverty as
a way to minimize his culpability in turning his daughter into a pros-
titute and also finds a way to put the blame on the absent mother by
mentioning her “polluted” womb.

All the sites discussed so far, even the Gonzo ones, depict scenar-
ios in which the men do not use overt force to get the girl to comply
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with their sexual demands. Rather the fathers seduce, manipulate, and
cajole the girl into submission. This picture actually mirrors what goes
on in the real world of child molestation as most of the victims are
subject to a seasoning process in which the perpetrator first seduces
the child with gifts, affection, calculated acts of kindness, and offers of
friendship or mentoring. Having forged a bond, the perpetrator then
manipulates and exploits the emotional connection to erode the
child’s resistance to sexual activity and to ensure the child’s silence.
For perpetrators this is a safer way than overt force because it does not
leave visible scars, and because it is an act of breaking the child’s will,
the victim is more likely to keep the abuse hidden for fear of appear-
ing disloyal to the perpetrator. Moreover, the bond acts as a kind of
glue for the child, keeping her or him connected even when the adult
is perpetrating awful acts of sexual violence. The pornographers are
well aware of this seasoning process, and they do an excellent job of
depicting it in their movies by showing a whole range of techniques:
from gift giving to strategic acts of kindness, in which the perpetrator
poses as a kind (sexual) mentor. Always brazen, the pornographers
constantly use the word “breaking” to refer to what they are doing to
the girls, and one site even calls itself “Breaking Them In.”

Probably the most detailed, graphic, and violent example of PCP
porn that acts as an instructional manual on how to break a girl is the
Cherry Poppers series, produced and directed by one of the founders of
Gonzo porn, Max Hardcore. Known for his brutality and use of
bizarre objects (such as dental tools) to torture women, Hardcore has
reached almost legendary status in the industry as a man willing to
take porn to ever more extreme levels. In the Cherry Poppers series of
11 episodes, Hardcore shows the user in unbearable detail how to
physically and emotionally season a girl (often dressed in school uni-
form and knee-high socks) into compliance and silence. As a way to
illustrate this, I will describe a scene from Cherry Poppers Vol. 10, in
which Hardcore, on finding the younger sister of his girlfriend alone
in her house, proceeds to show her “what boys like” and warns her
not to tell her sister what happened as “she’ll get mad.”

Hardcore begins by showing the girl how to fondle his penis,
instructing her to “give it a little kiss, don’t be afraid to suck it. Just like
a sucker, just like a lollipop.” He continues to instruct her in a soft,
gentle voice. She removes her clothes and continues to perform fella-
tio on him; “take a deep breath,” he tells her, taking his penis out of
her mouth at times to let her breathe. He also shows her how to pro-
duce enough saliva to make the oral sex pleasurable for him. After
Hardcore puts her on the sink and shaves her pubic area, he pene-
trates her with his fingers before vaginal intercourse, something
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rapists of girls often find necessary in order to stretch the child’s
vagina so that it won’t be torn or ruptured by an adult penis. He then
does the same with her anus. Throughout the sexual activity, Hardcore
alternates gentle talk of her being a “good girl” with rougher
reminders that she is a cunt. “Say it,” he demands, yelling at her, and
she repeats, not looking at him, “I’m a little cunt.” Alternation
between being gentle and abusive goes on throughout the film and is
a strategy pedophiles use to terrify, seduce, and confuse the victim.
The very last scene is Max Hardcore taking a picture of the naked and
semen-covered girl as she smiles for the camera.

At the very moment when Hardcore takes a picture of his victim,
he reveals, intentionally or unintentionally, possible links between
PCP, real child porn, and molestation. Studies show that a good pro-
portion of pedophiles take pictures of their victims to document the
abuse for (1) their own or other pedophiles’ future masturbation, (2) to
blackmail the child into silence as they threaten to show the photos to
friends if the child reveals the abuse, and (3) to show future victims
how to perform sex. Max Hardcore’s behavior in Cherry Poppers looks
like a studied account of how to season and rape a child, and any man
watching him will be well schooled in the nuts and bolts of perpetra-
tor behavior. Cherry Poppers, and indeed all the other sites mentioned,
are carefully crafted to give the user a sense that the girls depicted are
indeed girls and not women, but how these images play out in the real
world has yet to be researched. These sites have not been the focus of
empirical analysis. We can explore, however, how these sites may act
as socializing agents for their users by constructing a particular set of
ideologies that normalize children as legitimate sexual partners for
adult men.

IMAGES AND IDEOLOGY: THE WORLD ACCORDING TO PCP

Once he clicks on these sites, the user is bombarded through
images and words with an internally consistent ideology that legit-
imizes, condones, and celebrates a sexual desire for children. The
norms and values that circulate in society that define adult–child sex
as deviant and abusive are wholly absent in PCP, and in their place is
a cornucopia of sites that deliver the message (to his brain via the
penis) that sex with children is hot fun for all. As the user clicks on the
PCP sites, he enters a pseudo-virtual community that welcomes him
in through constant usage of the word “we,” rather than the singular
“I” or “you.” In identifying with the others implicit in the word “we,”
he gets to participate in a ready-made group of like-minded men who
actually know him so well that they can anticipate his likes and needs,
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as in the teaser for MySexyDaughter.com: “We know you enjoy rough
and bewildering incest action, so we have a very special thing for
you.”41

For those men whose primary sexual interest is children, PCP is an
obvious first step into the world of child pornography because it is a
relatively safe way to access images that can be used for masturbatory
purposes. With their use of uninitiated porn performers who look
young, the strategic placing of childhood props, and a written text that
highlights and sexualizes the girl’s supposed child status, the PCP
sites are a workable substitute for those men not yet ready to break the
law and open themselves up to possible prison time, not to mention
the stigma of being caught with such material. This “community” he
has found by typing into Google a collection of words that speak to his
most secret sexual desires plays an important role in validating his
feelings and desires because the sites constantly highlight just how
much the object of his lust enjoys the sex.42 For these men PCP sites can
be seen as kind of a low-stakes primer, nudging, encouraging, and in
a way seducing them into joining the club with promises of commu-
nity, friendship, and understanding, the very things that a nascent
pedophile may lack the most. In a perverse way the sites are season-
ing the would-be-user in much the same way a professional predator
seasons his prey. They first find out what the mark lacks and then
tease and manipulate him into compliance with the promise of fulfill-
ing these deeply felt needs.

Sometime these sites reel in the user by tossing out a challenge to
his masculinity, a sure way to get most porn users to bite because
pornography is after all ultimately about pumping up masculinity
through the debasement of everything that is coded as female—in this
case children. Nowhere is this clearer than on the animated incest site,
which tells the men that incest is “an amazing way of learning about
yourself and your dearest people!” But then the site tells the user that
if “he is not yet brave enough to try,” the next best thing is “our hand-
drawn group incest stories based on totally crazy things real people
tried.”43 The implicit question here is: are you man enough to take the
first step and masturbate to images that are truly so deviant and trans-
gressive that it takes someone really brave to do the real thing?

Although these PCP sites may satisfy the user for a time, desensiti-
zation eventually leads to boredom and the need for harder and more
extreme porn. The obvious next place to go is real child pornography.
Here a real child is used, and the truly illegal and hence secretive
nature of the porn is only going to add an even greater erotic thrill to
the user, who has been somewhat desensitized by now. Indeed Quayle
and Taylor44 found in their study of men convicted of downloading
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child pornography that even the real thing became boring after a while,
with men seeking out more overtly violent images of younger and
younger children. Although this descent into utterly abusive and vio-
lent child porn is not a given for PCP users, these sites may only whet
his appetite for more, not fewer, images of real child pornography
because they will always fall short on delivering their promise of
watching a real child turned into a whore as their legality means that
she was not a child.

But what about those men who are not looking for a substitute to
the real thing? Rather they prefer to have sex with adult women, yet
they masturbate to the PCP sites. It is obvious that such men are visit-
ing these sites. The sheer volume of traffic makes clear that these sites
are generating interest across a broad range of men. Why would they
go to these sites rather than the thousands of others that offer a dizzy-
ing and increasingly cruel array of sex acts that are played out on the
adult female body? The answer is the same for these men as it is for
pedophiles: desensitization. In one of the few studies on men’s use of
pornography in the age of the Internet, Pamela Paul45 spoke to a cross
section of porn users, many of whom expressed shock at just how
quickly their viewing preferences had turned to increasingly violent
and bizarre porn genres that they previously had found distasteful.
Now, however, they actively sought out these sites. Many of these
genres featured adult women—including urination, bestiality, and
heavy bondage—but for some men, children became the object of
their sexual desire, especially after they clicked on the pop-up ads for
teen porn, which led them into the PCP sites and eventually into real
child porn. For some men the teen sites were just a stepping-stone to
the real thing, as they moved seamlessly from adult women to chil-
dren. David G. Heffler, a psychotherapist who counsels child pornog-
raphy offenders, was recently quoted in a story in the Buffalo News. In
the article, he stated that in his clinical work he has had many men
who revealed that “after looking at adult porn a long time, they get
bored. They want something different. They start looking at children.
Then, they can’t get enough of it.”46

This slide from adult to child pornography flies in the face of con-
ventional wisdom. We tend to think of men who are sexually aroused
by children as pedophiles who form a distinct and separate group from
other men by virtue of their deviant sexual interests and behavior.
However, after a thorough analysis of the empirical literature, sociolo-
gist Diana Russell47 argues that the research on pedophiles points not
to a model of two clearly defined groups (pedophiles and non-
pedophiles), but rather to a continuum with some men clearly situated
at either end, and others are not only scattered along the continuum
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but also subject to shifts, depending on the particular constellation of
their life experiences, at any one time. Russell notes that although past
researchers have pointed to unusual life experiences, such as the loss of
a spouse, substance abuse, and unemployment as contributory factors,
today studies suggest that ongoing use of pornography increasingly
plays a role in shifting men along the continuum.

Russell’s analysis of how men can be socialized into eroticizing
and sexualizing children through PCP leads her to the profoundly dis-
turbing conclusion that for both pedophiles and non-pedophiles alike,
this type of pornography “can serve as a bridge between adult pornog-
raphy and child pornography.” Because there are no actual large-scale
empirical studies on this subject, it is impossible to point to any find-
ings. But if Russell is correct, and the anecdotal evidence suggests that
she is, then the continued and increasing popularity of PCP will have
devastating implications for child sexual abuse. First, the demand for
real child pornography will increase, which will mean a greater num-
ber of children being abused for the purpose of production, and sec-
ond, a greater number of children will be at risk of being sexually
abused by men who use the pornography as a stepping-stone to con-
tact sex with a child. The research on the relationship between con-
suming pornography and actual contact sex with a child suggests that
a percentage of men will act out their desires on real children after
viewing child porn. Quayle and Taylor found in their study of con-
victed child offenders that “for some respondents, pornography was
used as a substitute for actual offending, whereas for others, it acted
as both blueprint and stimulus for contact offense.”48 Although the
actual percentage of child porn users who also sexually victimize chil-
dren varies from study to study, with some putting the number as low
as 40 percent49 and others as high as 80 percent,50 the weight of the evi-
dence is that masturbation to images of sexualized children is linked
to actual child sexual abuse for a significant proportion of men.

In addition to the psychological literature on the effects of child
pornography on individual men’s behaviors and attitudes, there is a
wealth of research within media studies that show that people con-
struct their notions of reality from the media they consume, and the
more consistent and coherent the message, the more people believe it
to be true.51 Thus the images of girls in PCP does not operate within a
social vacuum; rather they are produced and consumed in a society in
which the dominant pop culture images are of childified women,
adultified children, and hyper-sexualized youthful female bodies.
Encoded within all of these images is an ideology that encourages the
sexual objectification of the female body; an ideology that is internal-
ized by both males and females and has become so widespread that it
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normalizes the sexual use and abuse of females. This does not mean
that all men who read PCP will rape a child, or even be sexually
attracted to a child. It does mean, however, that on a cultural level,
when we sexualize the female child, we chip away at the norms that
define children as off limits to male sexual use. The more we under-
mine such cultural norms, the more we drag girls into the category of
“woman,” and in a porn-saturated world, to be a woman is to be a
sexual object deserving of male contempt, use, and abuse.

With the advent of the Internet and the resultant mass explosion
of porn production and consumption, we entered into an experimen-
tal zone. Never before has pornography been so accessible and anony-
mous, the two key factors that make it especially attractive to men. If
the porn industry wants to keep increasing its consumer base and rev-
enue, it will have to continue to ramp up its images because its con-
sumers are easily bored and always on the lookout for more extreme
images. No one can predict where all this will lead, but we do know
that images of childified women are a big moneymaker, and in the
porn industry, as in all other industries, maximizing profit is the only
thing that matters. For those of us who put the welfare of children
above profits, it will take a well-organized movement to stem the
legal, political, and cultural power of this multibillion-dollar–industry.
Without any such protest, pornographers will continue to do business
as usual, and our culture will become an even more pornified and
hostile place for women and children.
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The process of imposing a sexualized subordinate identity on
women begins in childhood. Men’s dominance over women is
established by sexual objectification, a dehumanizing process that is
at the psychological core of violence against women.1 Sexual objec-
tification subordinates women to men by exaggerating differences
and by treating women and girls with contempt, ridicule, and
violence, thus placing them in an inferior status. It also paves the
way for sexual violence against women and children: incest, rape,
sexual harassment, battering, prostitution, pornography, and sex
trafficking.

Not merely the display of images, sexual objectification is an
active, engaged, ongoing process that harms women and girls in a
myriad of complex interactions on the street, in homes, at jobs, in
schools, and in relationships with partners and families. For example,
one woman described the intrusive sexual objectification of hate
speech euphemistically termed “catcalls:”

While it is true that for these men I am nothing but, let us say, a “nice
piece of ass,” there is more involved in this encounter than their mere
fragmented perception of me. They could, after all, have enjoyed me in
silence. I could have passed by without being turned to stone. But I
must be made to know that I am a “nice piece of ass”: I must be made
to see myself as they see me.2

Prostitution is “ground zero”3 for the sexual objectification of
women. As Andrea Dworkin wrote,

10
Prostitution and the
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When men use women in prostitution, they are expressing a pure
hatred for the female body. It is as pure as anything on this earth ever
is or ever has been. It is a contempt so deep, so deep, that a whole
human life is reduced to a few sexual orifices, and he can do anything
he wants.4

Prostitution of children is best understood as commercialized rape of
children. Children typically enter prostitution, an organized form of
child sexual abuse, as a result of sexual or physical abuse by care-
givers. They are then recruited by pimps, kidnapped, or sold into
prostitution by parents or caregivers.

Girls are sexualized when they are very young. A 2007 report by
the American Psychological Association documented the sexualiza-
tion of girls as young as 4 years who were targeted by every form of
media, including television, music videos, music lyrics, movies, mag-
azines, sports media, video games, the Internet, and advertising.5 The
APA report noted that the sexualization of girls was linked to low self-
esteem, depression, and eating disorders.

Today, popular culture markets prostitution to girls as glamorous,
fun, sexy, and an easy source of income. Girls who are poor or who
are marginalized on the basis of their race or ethnicity or who lack
alternatives are especially vulnerable to these messages. As a result
children and their parents spend lots of money helping girls mimic
smiling strippers and escorts—the mainstreamed mask of prostitu-
tion.

As girls are becoming increasingly sexualized by popular culture,
they are more likely to be the object of men’s sexual fantasies, and
because children are more easily controlled than adults, children are a
lucrative sector of the prostitution market. 

THE POWERFUL EFFECT OF THE MEDIA ON CHILDREN’S
ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOR

What is it that corporations are selling to children? Is it simply a
thong here, a grossly sexualized doll there? Corporations project rigid
and stereotyped ideas of femininity and sexuality onto children who
are not able to analyze or reject that objectification of themselves,
according to columnist Cynthia Peters. In her analysis of a fashion lay-
out titled Babes in Coutureland,6 which featured 6- to 10-year-olds strik-
ing sexual poses, Peters writes that corporations:

want to colonize the farthest reaches of our souls in order to better make
money off of us. Sexuality is a potentially dangerous independent
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island nation—a rogue state that must be brought into service of the
marketplace from a very early age. Teach 7-year-olds that sexual expres-
sion is a matter of accessorizing and you’ve secured a lifetime of pur-
chases in the lingerie department. Dissociate sex from nonmarket
feelings (pleasure, desire, intimacy) and associate it instead with con-
sumable superficialities, and you’ll not only keep the rabble in line,
you’ll have them lined up at the mall.7

U.S. culture is market-driven, and corporations don’t hesitate to
employ deeply sexist and racist advertising to children as long as
those messages sell products. In Brandchild: Remarkable Insights into
the Minds of Today’s Global Kids and their Relationships to Brands, Allen
Kanner, co-founder of Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood,
noted that the 2002 global market share of products sold to teenagers
was $202 billion.8 Television, social networking Web sites such as
YouTube and MySpace, movies, music videos, video games, and
magazines aimed at children convey powerful messages that are
psychologically incorporated, directly influencing children’s atti-
tudes and behavior. Many of these messages have damaging effects
on children:

Excessive media use, particularly where the content is violent, gender-
stereotyped, sexually explicit, drug- or-alcohol-influenced, or filled with
human tragedy, skews the child’s world view . . . and alters his/her
capacity for successful, sustained human relationships.9

A 10-year review of research on the effects of media on children
documented that media exposure resulted in increased violent and
aggressive behavior, increased high-risk behaviors, and accelerated
onset of sexual activity. Adolescent psychiatrist Villani recommended
that health care professionals inquire about children’s media history in
order to assess the extent of exposure to toxic messages, their degree
of internalization, and risk.10

For the most part, the extensive research regarding damaging
media influences on children has been ignored. Analyzing the public’s
response to scientific facts about media violence and media disinfor-
mation about the violence in its own industry, psychologists Bushman
and Anderson conclude,

Fifty years of news coverage on the link between media violence and
aggression have left the U.S. public confused. Typical news articles pit
researchers and child advocates against entertainment industry repre-
sentatives, frequently giving equal weight to the arguments of both



146 THE SEXUALIZATION OF CHILDHOOD

sides. A comparison of news reports and scientific knowledge about
media effects reveals a disturbing discontinuity: Over the past 50 years,
the average news report has changed from claims of a weak link to a
moderate link and then back to a weak link between media violence
and aggression. However, since 1975, the scientific confidence and sta-
tistical magnitude of this link have been clearly positive and have con-
sistently increased over time. Reasons for this discontinuity between
news reports and the actual state of scientific knowledge include the
vested interests of the news, a misapplied fairness doctrine in news report-
ing, and the failure of the research community to effectively argue the
scientific case.11

Bushman and Anderson suggest that a parallel exists between the
arguments of the tobacco industry against the scientific evidence for
the harms of smoking on the one hand, and the arguments of the
entertainment industry against the scientific evidence for the connec-
tions between media violence and aggressive behavior. They describe
the struggle between science and corporate interests as a “war of
deception” by the tobacco industry, which is heavily invested in
peoples’ continued smoking.12 A misapplied fairness doctrine is oper-
ative when media coverage of the harms of prostitution pits research
evidence “balanced” by interviews with sex industry advocates who
insist that prostitution is a job choice.

We have not yet seen as many years of research on the effects of
the sexualization of girls as we have on the effects of media vio-
lence. Nonetheless there is compelling evidence that girls are
adversely impacted by images of their own commodification and
sexualization.13 Smith and colleagues summarized behavioral
effects of the sexualization of girls, including the earlier age of sex-
ual activity, risky sexual behavior, viewing prostitution as humor-
ous and enjoyable, noting that “the media acts as an advertising
agent for prostitution.”14

The message sent by the media to girls is that they should always
be sexually available, always have sex on their minds, be willing to be dom-
inated and even sexually aggressed against.15 Although Merskin was
describing the sexualization of girls in the media, this statement is
also precisely what is expected of women in prostitution. Prostitution
itself is part of what it means to be female today. When femaleness is
commodified and turned into a commercial product, girls are in effect
transformed into prostitutes. They are turned into their sexual char-
acteristics alone, genitals marked by “wink, wink” thongs, breasts
marked by shirts saying “hooters,” mouths marked by garish lipstick.
Girls become sex and nothing else, as analyzed by feminist scholars
Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin.16
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CULTURAL MAINSTREAMING OF PROSTITUTION 
VIA THE SEXUALIZATION OF GIRLS, RAUNCH 
CULTURE, AND PORNOGRAPHY

Contemporary U.S. culture is saturated with pornography that
humiliates and injures women. New York Times columnist Bob Herbert
noted that the “disrespectful, degrading, contemptuous treatment of
women is so pervasive and so mainstream that it has just about lost its
ability to shock.”17 Advertisers for Clinique skin moisturizer, for exam-
ple, using the pornographic gaze, display a woman with lotion spat-
tered like semen across her face to simulate the john’s triumphant,
humiliating ejaculation into her eyes and nose.18

Pornography is intensively and deliberately distributed to Inter-
net consumers, particularly young boys who are systematically
groomed as the next generation of pay-for-porn customers and johns.
The graphic, brutal, and demeaning exploitation of women whose
photographs are on the Internet remove any hint of tenderness or inti-
macy in sexual relationships.19 One in three children who are online
receive unwanted pornography. “I go to Web sites about racing dirt
bikes,” commented one boy, “and when I’m on there pop-up ads come
up with naked pictures of girls and guys.”20

According to tracking data compiled by familysafemedia.com,
68 million daily pornography search engine requests are made. These
requests represent 25 percent of all Web searches. There are 1.5 billion
pornography downloads a month, representing 35 percent of all Web
downloads.21 Revenue from online pornography is greater than the
combined revenues of the top technology companies: Microsoft,
Google, Amazon, eBay, Yahoo!, Apple, Netflix, and EarthLink.22

Prostitution of girls was a marginalized concept as recently as
25 years ago. Only superficially addressing the prostitution of chil-
dren, Hollywood produced films in the 1970s with 12-year-olds as
prostitutes—Brooke Shields in Pretty Baby (1978) and Jodie Foster in
Taxi Driver (1976). Soon after, films began to glamorize prostitution. In
1984 the protagonist in the film Angel was a girl who was “high school
honor student by day, Hollywood hooker by night.” By 1990 Pretty
Woman mainstreamed pimps’ messages about the glamour of prosti-
tution to teens. Today prostitution itself is defined as female sexuality,23

and girls are paying close attention.
In the 1990s pop singer Madonna and Britney Spears brought pros-

titution from the fringes to the mainstream.24 Yet some analysts make
futile attempts to split off real prostitution from pretend prostitution. A
reviewer wrote, “The girls were emulating pop stars like Christina
Aguilera and Britney Spears, not porn stars like Jenna Jameson.”25

Where has that reviewer been hiding out? Any previously existing
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boundary between “pop stars” and “porn stars” has been deliberately
obscured.

For example, Britney Spears, like JonBenet Ramsey, grew up as a
child beauty pageant star. At the age of 17, she became the middle
aged man’s fantasy of the schoolgirl who is secretly a slut. The man
who pornographized Spears in her music videos had previously
directed humiliating and violent pornography.26 Spears has been
described as “the canary in the coal mine of U.S. culture.”27 The cultural
coal mine is the sexualization and commodification of girls who are
presented as consenting participants in their own sexual exploitation.28

The largely invisible creators of the coal mines are corporations who
supply the market created by johns, pedophiles, and other predators
who demand that women, girls, or prostitutes should be continually
sexually available to them, happy to be subordinate, turned on by
rape. At Spears’s 2004 wedding to Kevin Federline, all male guests
were told to wear tracksuits with the word “Pimp” on the back;
Federline’s father wore a suit reading “Pimp Daddy.” Women and
girls attending the wedding wore tracksuits that read “Maids.”29

The culture itself has become a compelling force for the sexualiza-
tion of girls and the mainstreaming of prostitution. Today prostitution
is marketed on the Internet and via cell phones. Distribution of
pornography and advertising for prostitution via cell phones is a com-
mon corporate practice. Criddle has described the use of cell phones
by pedophiles. Because some cell phones have no fixed IP address and
are untraceable, pedophiles watch the current-time rape of children
via cell phone, sometimes paying an additional fee for their own par-
ticipation in the child rape and pornography by text-messaging
demands for specific crimes to be committed against children. They
then dispose of the phones.30

Young women’s magazines advertise pornified girls inviting sex,
from Seventeen’s 2002 ads for Hotkiss and Candies31 to Vanity Fair’s 2008
topless-but-holding-a-sheet cover photo of 15-year-old Miley Cyrus
(Disney’s “Hannah Montana”), who tearfully told reporters that she
was manipulated into the pose by photographer Annie Leibowitz.32

Young women’s magazine Marie-Claire ran an article in 2002 about
women’s sexuality with tips from a prostitute in a Nevada legal brothel
and also from Jenna Jameson, a woman who had prostituted in more
than 50 videos.33 Several years later the magazine ran a second article,
“Prostitution Gives Me Power,”34 mainstreaming prostitution as an
excellent job for young women. Describing prostitution as social work,
the author, a legal Dutch prostitute, boasted that she could set her own
work hours, carefully select her johns, and keep all the profits.
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Young women are taught the sexuality of prostitution, which in
essence means that they ignore their own sexual feelings (or lack of
them) and learn that their role is to service john-like boyfriends who
have learned about sex via pornography. Thirteen-year-old girls who
are Jenna Jameson fans attend her book tour for readings from How to
Make Love like a Porn Star.35 Today 15-year-old girls ask Cosmogirl sex
advice columnists if they can get pregnant from anal sex.36 This ques-
tion likely results from pressure from a boyfriend who had seen anal
sex, common in today’s pornography. Yet the answer from CosmoGirl
simply addressed the physiology of anal sex rather than the social
context of the question and the possibility that the child was experi-
encing sexual coercion as a result of pornography seen by a
boyfriend.

The World Wide Web’s most frequent use is accessing pornogra-
phy that is indistinguishable from prostitution and trafficking.
Pornography consists of actual photographs of real women and
children in prostitution that are used to traffic women and girls.37

So-called “soft pornography” or “amateur pornography” and videos
that mainstream prostitution and prostitution-like activities such as
Girls Gone Wild generate billions of dollars. For Girls Gone Wild
footage, Joe Francis takes his film crew to clubs where teenagers are
partying. After girls are drunk, Francis persuades and entices them
into being filmed. Francis has been jailed on charges of child abuse
subsequent to his production of child pornography.38

The pornographification of young women has been described as
raunch culture by Ariel Levy who provides a depressing volume of
evidence that some women today have embraced their own degrad-
ing objectification.39 Seeming to have abandoned the hope of real
equality with men, women and girls enact prostitution. Lap dancing
and pole dancing have become mainstreamed as women’s and girls’
sexuality. Pole dancing, once the exclusive province of women prosti-
tuting in strip clubs, has moved to women’s homes and exercise
classes. Classes in pole dancing are now advertised as fitness exercises
to girls 7 to 11 years old.40 Stripper-chic outfits mainstream prostitu-
tion for young women and girls although it is not called prostitution.
In the following example from an Internet teen dating advice column
at allexperts.com, a girl is specifically taught how to prostitute by
doing a lap dance for her boyfriend:

Question: hi jen, well i have a lil problem its not really a problem but it
is for me. . . . i wanna give my boyfriend a lap dance, bc he wants me 2
and i think it would be fun but i cant dance and have no idea how to lap
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dance, i cant go and buy ne videos or ne thing bc im not 18 so 
i would have to use my parents credit card to buy it online and that
wouldnt work and i dont wanna buy it at some store and i dont think 
i would be able to buy it. please help.

Answer: Hey Holly, well to give a lap dance you have to feel sexy. so
wear your sexist [sic] undies and bra, and provocitive clothing. you
should start by giving him sexy looks and winks and little teasing kisses.
its all about dominating. put on some music you can grind too. you start
off infront of him and just dance kinda dirty. if you can’t dance and can’t
get a friend to show you, just rub yourself infront of him. spread your legs
slightly and rub your chest your neck, down ur stomach and ur inner
thighs. lick ur finger, look really sexy. thats when you start stripping. start
with shirt. after you take it off, get on top of him and rub your chest all in
his face and roll your body against his. *he has to be sitting up* have your
hair down and flowing around, so it looks wild. and continue from there.
everytime you take something off, make sure it looks sexy and rub
against him like ur life depended on it. make him want you. give him a
hardon by watching you strip and rub against him. get on top of him kiss
down his body. do everything and anything you want. remember you are
in control and thats why your making him want you. its your show, make
him beg. hope i helped bye bye love Jen41

In 2001 Hustler began marketing prostitution to teens with makeup
kits to teens marked with the Hustler logo.42 Although Hustler was
understood as hard-core misogyny in the 1980s, according to AdultVideo
News, today T-shirts with the Hustler logo are hip and trendy for chil-
dren.43 Girls’ panties that said “Who needs credit cards . . . ” on the front
and “When you have Santa” on the rear were removed by Walgreens
only after consumer protests. Feminist activist Jessica Valenti com-
mented, “There’s nothing quite like telling adolescent girls that they
don’t need to worry about finances since they have their very own mon-
eypot between their legs.”44 Another indicator of the mainstreaming of
prostitution to girls is adolescents’ waxing their pubic hair to emulate
pornography actresses.45

Not satisfied with just the teenage market, corporations have 
initiated campaigns designed to sell eroticized products to preteens,
children, and even toddlers. Underpants labeled “hottie” or “wink,
wink,” and other articles of clothing linked with stripping are
designed for girls. Clothing stores sell thongs to girls that read “feel-
ing lucky?,” which is a line used by prostitutes while soliciting johns.
And stores sell sparkly T-shirts that say “porn star.”

Prostitution is glamorized and marketed to girls as a fun and glam-
orous activity with products such as eroticized Halloween costumes46

and dolls. The prostitute-like Bratz dolls, dressed in stripper outfits with
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miniskirts, fishnet stockings, feather boas, and collagen-injected lips are
marketed to 7- to 10-year-olds. Bratz dolls have dissociated, deadened
expressions that appear world weary and used up—the same expression
seen on the faces of sexually assaulted children and prostituted women.
Bratz product designer Paula Treantafelles acknowledged the corpora-
tion’s pursuit of the preteen market. At the age of 7 to 10 years, “they’re
very different from four-to-six year-olds.” Using the same language that
pimps use to sell sex to johns, she proudly noted that Bratz “are about
self-expression, self-identity,” and even promote “girl power.”47

Other Bratz dolls sexualize female infants. Marketed to toddlers,
Bratz Babyz, with painted toenails as well as bottles, are advertised as
infants who “already know how to flaunt it, and they’re keepin’ it real
in the crib!”48

PROSTITUTION IS MARKETED TO GIRLS AND YOUNG
WOMEN AS POLE DANCING, STRIPPING, OR EXERCISE

School systems throughout the United States are highly restrictive
regarding the content of sex education courses, sometimes not permit-
ting education about sexual intimacy at all. Yet at the same time girls
are receiving powerful messages about prostitution via popular cul-
ture. Sexualized content on Black Entertainment Television (BET) and
Music Television (MTV) was analyzed by an organization of parents
promoting corporate responsibility in entertainment. In a 4-month
period of time from December 2007 to March 2008, depictions of strip-
pers increased dramatically.49

As recently as 30 years ago, stripping was a sexy dance on a stage.
Today stripping is usually indistinguishable from prostitution. Stages
still exist, but most stripping is done via lap dances in which a strip-
per grinds herself against a john’s crotch in a club, often in a “private
dance” where acts of prostitution are purchased via a $500 bottle of
champagne in the VIP room.

Middle school students at a 2005 career day in California were told
that stripping and exotic dancing were excellent careers for girls. A smil-
ing job counselor told a group of students that strippers can earn very
good salaries, especially if they have breast enlargement surgery. “For
every two inches up there, it’s another $50,000,” he enthusiastically told
the girls.50 An Abercrombie & Fitch (A&F) marketing catalog included a
pseudo-advice column that explicitly promoted stripping/prostitution
as an empowering summer job for students. In addition to photos of
pornography and prostitution, the A&F catalog included images of
teacher–student sex.51
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In Taiwan a similar mainstreaming of sex industry careers for
teenage girls is taking place. Prostitution of Taiwanese girls was
described by a postmodernist as “simply another form of sexual explo-
ration.”52 Justifying enjo-kosai (casual prostitution) for teenagers, Ho
reasoned that because the girls had already been exposed to a surround
of sexuality in the media, and because they were sexually adventurous
at adolesence anyway—they might as well benefit from prostitution
because they would learn management skills and make money.

Stripper clothing is popular with girls. Pamela Anderson, the star
of a TV cartoon show Striperella is also a pornography actress. Anderson
is a role model for girls who flock to her book readings.53 A preadoles-
cent girl demonstrated stripper maneuvers on a pole installed in one
of the bedrooms in the home she lives in on Keeping Up with the
Kardashians, which ran on E! television.54

Pole-dancing toys were marketed to 4- to 5-year-olds by Tesco, the
largest chain in the United Kingdom. Tesco sold a pole-dancing kit
complete with instructions for mimicking prostitution: “Unleash the
sex kitten inside . . . simply extend the Peekaboo pole inside the tube,
slip on the sexy tunes and away you go! Soon you’ll be flaunting it to
the world and earning a fortune in Peekaboo Dance Dollars.”55 Other
prostitution-themed items sold by Tesco included T-shirts for 6-year-
old girls with the words “so many boys, so little time.”56 Another com-
pany offered older teens classes in pole dancing, advertised as fitness.
“By putting children in a pole-dancing exercise class, you’re teaching
children a sexual body language that they don’t know the meaning of
but adults do,” stated a critic of the classes.57

RACISM, HIP-HOP AND PROSTITUTION

A 2006 RAND study of 1,461 12- to 17-year olds found that
degrading lyrics—but not sexual lyrics that were not degrading—
influenced adolescents’ sexual behavior. The study’s authors
described prostitution-like roles for girls as degraded hoes and roles
for boys as pimp-like or john-like sexual studs in popular teen music.58

Although the sexual objectification of girls occurs in many forms
of music, not exclusively in hip-hop,59 it is especially toxic in hip-hop’s
misogynist and racist lyrics in which women are hoes and bitches
deserving of contempt and violence.60 The misogynist racism that
labels women as hoes has a powerful effect on girls’ lives, especially
African American girls’ lives. Thulani Davis noted that African
American girls have been especially harmed by rap culture, which
stereotypes them as hypersexual, sexually irresponsible, and uninter-
ested in intimate relationships.61
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Many hip-hop songs teach children that the value of women,
especially black women, is between their legs.62 Pimping has been
glamorized for boys, as in the cartoon Lil Pimp, in which a white 9-year-
old boy runs a stable of hoes with his pimping pals.63 Pimping is
increasingly seen as a positive role for young men. A Dolce & Gabbana
fashion ad showed a 20-something male model wearing a T shirt say-
ing “I Sell Sex.”64 Maternity tops and children’s clothing have been
imprinted with the word “pimp.”65

Abused as a child, Karrine Steffans has written about her teenage
relationships with much older hip-hop bosses. Pimplike if not an
actual pimp, one man required her to get on her knees when he
decided that she needed to “suck Daddy’s dick and Daddy won’t be
mad at you no more. That’s what a good girl is supposed to do.”
Steffans learned from painful experience that women in rap videos
who smilingly tolerate rappers’ racist and misogynist epithets are
there because of a lack of self-esteem and a lack of educational and job
opportunities in their communities.66

Although sometimes billed as the incarnation of sexual liberation,
Lil’ Kim’s lyrics glamorize prostitution. Goldberg aptly described Lil’
Kim’s music as “permeated by the malice and despair of sport fuck-
ing” and reflecting a “defeatist ‘ho mentality.”67

Now I’m back to my old ways, like in the old days
Flirtin, not givin a fuck, what?
Got you lookin in the mirror sayin, “Damn!”
Sick thinkin bout the next man fuckin this tight pussy
Niggaz want me, even though they got a honey
If I’ma be number two, they givin me some hush money68

In his documentary Beyond Beats and Rhymes, Byron Hurt inter-
viewed young women about rap music. Unsurprised or perhaps
silenced by the misogyny of men in the rap music world, the young
women seemed to accept the misogynist words ‘ho and bitch as defi-
nitions of themselves.69

VIDEO GAMES NORMALIZE BEING A JOHN FOR 
BOYS AND BEING BOUGHT FOR SEX FOR GIRLS

Video games run the gamut from fun and instructional games to
those that mainstream violence, rape, and increasingly prostitution.
The best known of these games is Grand Theft Auto published by Take
Two Interactive and Rockstar Games. Several versions of the game
exist, all involving use of a prostitute. In some versions players who
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are overwhelmingly teenaged boys have the option to sexually exploit
a prostitute, beat her up, run her over, or shoot her in order to earn
points in the game. Points are also earned in GTA Vice City by owning
a strip club or a pornography production studio.

“Next time, I’m going to just run them over,” said a 16-year-old boy
as he selected a Grand Theft Auto III mission on his PlayStation 2. He
loves the game. “What you can’t do in real life, you can do in the game,
like carjack people and shoot police,” he said. And, in that version, he
can also kill prostitutes for points in the game.70 In 2008 Take Two and
Rockstar have established a trafficker as the GTA IV protagonist.71

“Of course we have an ethical responsibility, individually, collec-
tively as companies, and collectively as an industry,” said game
designer Steve Meretzky, “We can’t, on the one hand, crow about 
the power of software as a learning tool, and on the other hand say
the immersion in realistic graphic violence has no impact on a
player.”72 Echoing these sentiments, game designer Richard Garriott
explained,

I am a devout believer that “role playing” is one of the most powerful
teaching tools in the world. Think about young kids out on playgrounds
playing imaginary games, be it pretend warfare, or tea parties in the
clubhouse. In all these cases, kids are trying out interpersonal actions
and honing their interpersonal skills. They find out that when you don’t
play well, others won’t play with you. They find out that pulling some-
one’s hair makes that person cry, and hopefully that makes the aggres-
sor sad. To unleash a game that does not respond with the real world’s
countermeasures to player behavior, means that the game really does
have a risk of “teaching” bad behavior, or at least misses the opportu-
nity to reinforce “right” and “wrong.”73

Brenda Brathwaite, who designed the game Playboy: the Mansion,
has written about the emergent sex occurring in video games such as
GTA. Virtual prostitution was one of the first emergent behaviors in
video games.74 For example, a skateboard video game is encoded with
software that permits the gamer to unlock videos of women who are
stripping.75 Boys are likely to access sex simulation games such as
VirtuallyJenna, which was created with real-time 3-D game technol-
ogy. According to the game’s designer, the goal is to simulate sex so
that gamers’ sexual needs are satisfied in a few minutes.76

The video-game rating system fails to protect children from con-
tent that has been shown to adversely affect them. For example, Tony
Hawk’s Underground, rated T for teen-appropriate, includes use of a
strip club,77 and Playboy: the Mansion, rated M for 17 and older, features
a prostitution-like mission in the game in which the player—who
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enacts game protagonist Hugh Hefner—meets a rock star and his twin
girlfriends. If the player succeeds in seducing and sleeping with the
twins, they send their friends Brazilian triplets for the next mission.78

These games are played by young children as well as teenagers.

SOCIAL NETWORKING SITES AND THE 
PROSTITUTION OF CHILDREN

Children grow up using the Internet for games, educational
resources, for social information about music and movie stars, and
they also use the World Wide Web to post information about them-
selves and to network with other youth. Sexual boundaries have dis-
appeared on Youtube, MySpace and other social networking sites.
Promoting a pseudointimacy that facilitates the dissemination of pri-
vate sexual thoughts and photographs, the social networking sites can
be used by any child with a computer. On several sites the fine print
grants the Web site owner permission to use or modify the child’s
photo in perpetuity in any medium chosen.79

Sexual boundaries have disappeared on many social networking
sites. Popular social networking sites MySpace, Facebook, Flickr,
Stickam, and Yahoo host adult pornography, child pornography, and
solicitation for prostitution. MySpace, for example, lists thinly veiled
prostitution advertising, such as “Find a Booty Call.”80 Stickam,
another socially risky Web site used by teenagers, encourages them to
post live Web-cam sexual behaviors.81

Espin-the-bottle, a social networking site aimed at teenagers, is owned
by the Hearst Corporation. Espin is advertised as a sexualized “flirting
and dating” site for persons aged 13 to 57. The Espin site accepts adver-
tising from companies that promote ways to help children hide their
Internet use from parents. The site targets children with sexualized
quizzes that encourage sexualized responses that are then posted on the
site.82 Another site, MissBimbo.com, encourages girls to compete to
become the “hottest, coolest, most famous bimbo in the whole world.”83

Today the sale and purchase of prostitution takes place online. Johns
today use the Internet more frequently than the street to find women and
girls for prostitution. Pimps, johns, and other sex predators use the social
networking Web sites to groom children for prostitution. Children are
then rented out on commonly used prostitution Web sites such as
redbook.com, eros.com or Craigslist. Pimps use the same tactics online
that they use on the street: enticement, persuasion, grooming, coercion,
denial and minimization of harm, social isolation, intimidation, and vio-
lent threats.84 They entice, persuade, and coerce vulnerable runaway or
homeless girls into prostitution, then instruct them in the use of an escort
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service cell phone, and show them the nearest Internet café or public
library where the girls post ads and answer calls from johns.

Craigslist originated as an online community bulletin board but
now releases 25,000 new advertisements every 10 days for “erotic
services,” which is code for prostitution.85 In Sacramento, California, a
crossroads for organized criminals who sell girls in Seattle, Los Angeles,
San Francisco, and Las Vegas, hundreds of ads for prostitution a day
are posted on Craigslist.86 Because Craigslist is free and content is not
filtered prior to being displayed on the site, pimps advertise for pros-
titution via bulk e-mails.

In 2008 a 15-year-old ran away from her home in western Wisconsin
and was subsequently pimped out on Craigslist where 15 separate ads
offered her for sale to Milwaukee johns. In another case, a 16-year-old
girl was pimped by a man who raped her, took photographs of her
while she was naked, and posted them on Craigslist. At the time of his
arrest, the girl told police that he had beaten her and threatened her at
gunpoint.87 In 2008 federal agents arrested two Detroit pimps who had
placed 2,800 ads for prostitution on Craigslist, MySpace, and other
social networking sites. The pimps were charged with sexual exploita-
tion and sex trafficking of children. The children were transported by
organized crime networks in Detroit, Chicago, New York, Cleveland,
Milwaukee, Houston, and College Park Maryland.88 The girls’ prosti-
tution was photographed and sold as pornography.

In 2007 an attorney demanded that MySpace provide information
on how many registered sex offenders were using the popular teenage
social networking site. It was soon discovered that 29,000 registered
sex offenders had profiles listed on MySpace.com.89 One sex offender
lived in San Bruno, California. According to his MySpace page, the
41-year-old San Bruno resident was single, a Sagittarius, a nonsmoker
and nondrinker, and he listed a woman who stripped online among
his six MySpace friends. California’s online database of registered sex
offenders offered a different profile of the same man who had convic-
tions for forced sodomy, oral sex, and “lewd and lascivious acts” with
a person under the age of 14. A 22-year-old San Francisco man created
a typical MySpace college student persona, professing a love for
poetry, nature, and obscure coffeehouse bands. His profile failed to
mention that he was a convicted child molester.90

SEXUAL ABUSE AND PROSTITUTION OF CHILDREN

Girls and young women are vulnerable to prostitution because of
a relentless confluence of oppressive forces in their lives. Sexism, racist
or ethnic discrimination, poverty, and the sexualized culture itself are
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coercive social influences that push girls and young women into
prostitution.

The relationship between a sexualized culture and girls’ vulnera-
bility to prostitution is particularly clear in Las Vegas, epicenter of the
North American sex industry. “There’s this whole generation of girls
growing up in Las Vegas, surrounded by the sex industry and they
naturally fall into it. It’s a normal everyday thing.”91 A woman
reported that her 18-year-old daughter served soft drinks in Las Vegas
clubs. She believed that her daughter was being groomed by club
owners for prostitution. Watching out for her daughter’s safety in Las
Vegas, she said, felt like “standing in the middle of a river, trying to
hold it back.”92 Her fears were well founded. In Las Vegas the prosti-
tution and trafficking of 11- to 17-year-old girls is “rampant,” accord-
ing to the police.93 A strip-club manger told me that he recruited
women for stripping by first placing them in waitress or bartending
jobs. Once they were accustomed to the sex industry subculture and
they saw how much money passed through women’s hands, he per-
suaded young women to strip. Stripping often included prostitution
in the VIP room or champagne rooms of the strip club.

As girls are sexualized in the media and in their lives, men’s sex-
ual abuse of them is facilitated, and a market for sex with children is
cultivated.94 As a result girls of increasingly younger ages are at risk
for sexual abuse not only by pedophiles but by men who have been
culturally conditioned to sexual arousal by children. Pedophiles’ niche
in the sex industry is a result of the massive expansion of online
pornography, an increasing emphasis on sexualized images of chil-
dren and “amateurs,” and children’s extensive use of the Internet.95

There is an invisible continuum between sexual abuse of children,
their internalization of the perpetrator’s objectification of them, and
their subsequent entry into prostitution. Most women enter the sex
industry as adolescents. Boyer and colleagues interviewed 60 women
prostituting in escort, street, strip club, phone sex, and massage par-
lors (brothels) in Seattle, Washington. All of them began prostituting
between the ages of 12 and 14.96 In another study, 89 percent of young
women had begun prostitution before the age of 16.97 In other studies,
78 percent of 200 adult women in prostitution began prostituting as
juveniles, and 68 percent began prostitution when they were younger
than 16 years of age.98 Two Canadian studies indicated that most
women enter prostitution by age 15.99

Adult and child “prostitutes” thus are not two different classes of
people, but the same people at two different points in time. The expression
“child prostitution” itself is a misnomer because child prostitution is,
in fact, the crime of sexual assault of a child. Yet in many parts of the
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world, including the United States, “protection [of children in prosti-
tution] is administered through incarceration, and punishment is sym-
bolically transformed into welfare.” Arresting children for prostitution
instead of offering them shelter, emergency services, and long-term
safety is a crime.100

Almost all women in prostitution have a history of childhood sex-
ual abuse. Having been sexually assaulted once, usually by someone
she knows, girls are 28 times more likely to enter into prostitution than
non-sexually assaulted children.101 In Canada, 82 percent of 100 women
prostituting in Vancouver had a history of childhood sexual abuse.
The women told us that they had suffered sexual abuse from an aver-
age of four perpetrators.102 In a large-scale study of age of entry into
prostitution, 70 percent of adult women said that their childhood
sexual abuse affected their entry into prostitution.103

Familial sexual abuse functions as a training ground for prostitu-
tion. Andrea Dworkin has described sexual abuse of children as “boot
camp” for prostitution.104 The sad statement of Ashley Youmans, “I
know what my purpose is,” referring to her sale of sex to Spitzer
reflects her own history of abuse.105 As one young woman told Silbert
and Pines, “I started turning tricks to show my father what he made
me.”106 Growing up with sexual abuse and parental neglect, Nora
Kuzma (known as Traci Lords in pornography made of her when she
was 15), named her pornography “scripted prostitution.”107

Which girls are most vulnerable to prostitution? Childhood sexual
abuse increases the likelihood of prostitution for girls and women.
Women who have survived severe assaults from multiple sexual
abuse perpetrators in childhood were more likely to enter prostitution
as young women.108 Marginalization because of race, ethnicity or
poverty also increases the likelihood that a girl will be prostituted.

West and colleagues found that being sexually abused as a child
not only increased black women’s risk of being assaulted again as
adults, it also increased their risk of prostitution. Sexual abuse sur-
vivors who were later revictimized as adults were three times more
likely to have been involved in prostitution than women who had not
been revictimized as adults.109

The most extreme poverty creates girls’ most extreme vulnerabil-
ity to prostitution. A girl from Guatemala described her life before and
after joining a gang for survival. She was abandoned at age 6 and lived
on the street with her brother, who was shot. She then joined the rival
gang that had not killed her brother. Sexual abuse, abandonment by
families, and abandonment by the state led to her entry into the gang.
The gangs then continued the abuse under the pretense of protecting
her from even worse harms. Girls are frequently gang raped as initiation
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to gang life and later prostituted to raise money for the gang. They are
expected to transport drugs or guns. One girl was given a choice
between what the gang called group sex and a group beating for her
gang initiation. She chose the beating.110

DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN CHILD PROSTITUTION AND
ADULT PROSTITUTION THAT DON’T EXIST IN REALITY

Unlike familial child abuse and rape, the commercial use of chil-
dren for sex generates enormous profits. Yet there are splits in peoples’
understanding of prostitution because of propaganda from johns and
pimps. In many peoples’ minds, there is a split between adult and
child prostitution, a split between indoor and outdoor prostitution, a
split between legal and illegal prostitution, and a split between prosti-
tution and sex trafficking.

This compartmentalization of sexual violence benefits a perpetrator,
whether he is a hip, friendly child pornographer like Joe Francis, an
Abercrombie executive justifying thongs for 6-year-olds, or an arrested
pedophile. All of these forms of exploitation are part of a continuum of
abuse, some more extreme than others. It is a tragic tactical error to split
them off from each other—thereby permitting sex predators the “right”
to exploit someone who is defined as less harmed than someone else.

Johns and pimps promote distinctions between good and bad
prostitution. They tell us that there are nice johns who buy consenting
adult women and bad johns who buy children. They tell us that there
are nice johns who buy voluntary prostitutes and bad johns who buy
trafficked women. They say that there’s a world of difference between
high-class escorts and sex slaves, and that there’s a big difference
between street and indoor prostitution. Their message is that although
there are a few real victims, for the most part prostitution is a victim-
less activity. The johns and pimps inform us that it is our task to figure
out who are the “real victims.” If the john pays enough, they tell us, if
the woman he buys is over 18, if she’s indoors, if she smiles and says
“I consent,” then he can use her for sex.

Drawing distinctions between who is hurt the most or the least in
prostitution is much the same as saying that a battered woman was
only black and blue and that her arm wasn’t broken; therefore she is
not a serious battering victim. It’s like making a distinction between a
slave who had the “privilege” of working in the master’s house and
another slave who was treated worse in the master’s fields. When we
make these distinctions regarding the severity of battering, slavery,
and prostitution, we in effect set aside a subclass of oppressed people
whose suffering we agree to ignore.
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Johns benefit when we separate out a group of women in prosti-
tution whom we concede can be offered up for sale—the older teens
who are turning tricks in the VIP room of the strip club, the ones doing
hand jobs in the massage parlors, the ones who are paid more, the
ones in the legal brothels. Pimps benefit when we spend time making
spurious distinctions between internationally trafficked victims and
home-grown victims of domestic trafficking, and when we spend
inordinate amounts of time and resources to determine whether or not
she has had her 18th birthday. When some kinds of prostitution are
labeled “high-end” or “voluntary,” prostitution is mainstreamed and
business prospers.

ALTERNATIVES TO MAINSTREAMING PROSTITUTION 
TO CHILDREN: INTERNET LITERACY, MEDIA LITERACY,
AND EDUCATION ABOUT SEXUAL INTIMACY

Learning from pornography, children frequently attempt sex that
is casual or nonrelational, without consequences or commitments.
Levy described the “imaginary licentiousness” that girls enact in order
to be grown-up. One girl explained, “Sexually, we didn’t really do
anything, but you wanted to look like you did.”111 Trained by popular
Western culture, girls learn to present a hypersexualized, prostitution-
like version of themselves to the world. When boys then treat girls as
pornography teaches them to, girls are frozen or automaton-like,
hyper-aggressive, or hyper-passive.

In 2000 PBS Frontline staff asked girls questions about sex and
relationships. Their responses were compelling.

Interviewer: You said the girls are getting to be more like boys. Can you
explain that a little bit?

Heather: Like how guys will like have this girl and go have sex with
her or somethin’. And then they’ll just completely drop her you know.
Some girls are startin’ to act like that. Like, “I just wanted to have sex
with him. Now it’s over.” And there’s just girls that are just startin’ to
feel the same way about guys, because guys have done that so many
times to them they just start doin’ the same, you know.

Nicole: It’s kind of like the girls are comin’ back and treatin’ the guys like
they treated us. Like playin’ ’em and goin’ out with three different guys at
a time instead of the guy goin’ out with three different girls at a time.

Brandi: Sex sucks actually. So I think only guys are gonna benefit
from it. I think sex was made for guys, because you just lay there and
you’re just like, Get off me, what are you doing?

Interviewer: Do you think that girls enjoy sex as much as guys do?
Nicole: No. No. I would give anything to be a guy for one day and

have sex.
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Heather: I mean the first time that you have sex you think it’s cause it
means somethin’. But then you realize it doesn’t. You just don’t really
care anymore. So that’s pretty much how it is now. I mean for most
girls it—there’s still like a few feelings involved, but not like it used to
be at all. Girls are startin’ to get like guys like, “Hey, that’s all I wanted
from you. Next.”

Interviewer: It’s kinda sad.
Heather: It really is.
Interviewer: It seems like girls who have a lot of sex have a worse rep-

utation than guys. Is that true?
Katy: If a guy does that then they’re considered a pimp cause they get

all these girls. A girl does that and they’re considered a slut.
Brandi: Yeah, girls can sleep with the same amount of guys that guys

can sleep with girls and they will be called the biggest slut, the biggest
ho, but the guy is the pimp and the yeah, you know, you’re the man.
They get props for it but we get lowered for it. So it’s not fair.

Katy: A slut’s worse than a pimp. A pimp’s good. Like, if you’re like
walkin’ down the street and you see a guy with like four girls around
him you’re like, “man, that that guy’s probably got somethin’ goin’ on”
you know. “He’s real cool. He got he he” ah, excuse me. “He’s got all
these girls.” A girl walks around with like four guys it’s like “look at
that little slut.” That’s that’s not good.

Interviewer: That doesn’t seem fair.
Katy: It’s not. Girls can’t stand it, but that’s how we have to live.112

Some children understand that their sexualization is linked to
pornography.

Okay I am under 16 and I will tell you why so many teens wanna have
sex. I am definitely not one of them! But all the guys in my class watch
porn and are having all these sexual fantasies and a few of them even
touch you in places which aren’t suitable. They are growing up too fast
and, personally, I think a lot of it is down to those horrible porn maga-
zines like playboy etc.113

Children receive their sex education from online pornography. A
2001 Kaiser Family Foundation study found that 70 percent of 15- to
17-year-olds saw online pornography. Girls (25 percent) were signifi-
cantly more likely than boys (6 percent) to report that they were very
upset by the experience of accidentally encountering Web pornogra-
phy.114 Child psychologist Michael Carr-Gregg expressed concern that
adolescent girls mimicked group and anal sex because they assumed
the normalcy of sex acts seen online.115

Children blog about their need for sex education, and not only
regarding the anatomy and physiology of sex. They describe a need
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for education in how to develop intimate relationships. A 16-year-old
complained,

If you want to blame anyone for the underage promiscuity blame
schools. if they spent more time goin into the ins and outs as it were of
sex and all aspects based around it maybe kids wouldnt be so inter-
ested. the schools are so regimented on what they will and wont say that
they leave too much up to the imagination. From experience if schools
actually taught sex education properly instead of throwin in a 50 min
lesson about “how sex is when the penis penetrates the vagina” and
actully taught about the emotions, experiences and body parts, us kids
wouldn’t need to find out for ourselfs.116

An Australian boy complained about sex education that did not
teach him anything about sexual intimacy. He commented, “They
should warn you in school about how bad you feel after a one-night
stand!”117

A 2007 study validated these children’s descriptions of what sex
was like for them. Surveying 618 9th- and 10th-grade adolescents
about their sexual behaviors and attitudes, the authors found that ado-
lescent girls who engaged in oral sex were likely to feel used and to
feel bad about themselves. The authors recommended that sex educa-
tion include discussion of the social and emotional aspects of sexual
intimacy in addition to the physiology of sex and STD risks.118

Blogs and Web sites that monitor social networking sites have
appeared, some more sophisticated than others. Some sites compile
listings of arrests of sex predators on Web sites and generally raise
social awareness of the use of social networking sites for sexualiza-
tion of children, including prostitution of children. See, for exam-
ple, http://blog.blogblocker.com/category/facebook/ and http://
myspacemurders.org/ or Linda Criddle’s Look Both Ways: Help Pro-
tect Your Family on the Internet.119

Children need media literacy education so they can counteract
toxic messages about their sexuality. Today media literacy resource
material must include not only resources on sex stereotyping, but
specific education on the damaging effects of the media’s sexualiza-
tion of children, with recommendations for ways to discuss these
issues with children of different ages. Smith and colleagues suggested
that parents and pediatricians challenge corporations that promote the
sexualization of children.120 Galician and Merskin provide a model for
evaluation of common myths about sexuality and love, providing
examples for parents and teachers of the deconstruction of these
myths in movies and television.121 Media Awareness Network pro-
vides extensive resources for educating children about pornography

http://blog.blogblocker.com/category/facebook/
http://myspacemurders.org/
http://myspacemurders.org/


and sexual advertising.122 MediaWatch is another site offering media
literacy materials and a feminist analysis of sexism and violence in the
media.123 There are many tools available to decrease or eliminate the
toxic intensity of media sexualization of girls. Many of these tools will
benefit parents and teachers, as well as children. Hopefully, these
resources will raise everyone’s awareness about prostitution. And,
hopefully, some girls will manage to grow up with an autonomous
sexuality that is their own rather than a sexuality imposed on them by
a culture dominated by pimps and johns.
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Series Afterword

The rich diversity of cultures created by humankind is testament to
our ability to develop and adapt in diverse ways. But however varied
different cultures may be, children are not endlessly malleable—they
all share basic psychological and physical needs that must be met to
ensure healthy development. The Childhood in America series exam-
ines the extent to which American culture meets children's irreducible
needs. Without question, many children growing up in the United
States lead privileged lives. They have been spared the ravages of war,
poverty, malnourishment, sexism, and racism. However, despite our
nation's resources, not all children share these privileges. Additionally,
values that are central to American culture—such as self-reliance, indi-
vidualism, privacy of family life, and consumerism—have created a
climate in which parenting has become intolerably labor-intensive,
and children are being taxed beyond their capacity for healthy adap-
tation. Record levels of violence, psychiatric disturbance, poverty, apa-
thy, and despair among our children speak to our current cultural
crisis.

Although our elected officials profess their commitment to “fam-
ily values,” policies that support family life are woefully lacking and
are inferior to those in other industrialized nations. American families
are burdened by inadequate parental leave, a health care system that
does not provide universal coverage for children, a minimum wage
that is not a living wage, “welfare to work” policies that require par-
ents to leave their children for long stretches of time, unregulated and
inadequately subsidized day care, an unregulated entertainment



industry that exposes children to sex and violence, and a two-tiered
public education system that delivers inferior education to poor chil-
dren and frequently ignores individual differences in learning styles
and profiles of intelligence. As a result, many families are taxed to the
breaking point. In addition, our fascination with technological inno-
vation is creating a family lifestyle that is dominated by the screen
rather than human interaction.

The Childhood in America series seeks out leading childhood
experts from across the disciplines to promote dialogue, research, and
understanding regarding how best to raise and educate psychologically
healthy children and to ensure that they will acquire the wisdom, heart,
and courage needed to make choices for the betterment of society.

Sharna Olfman, PhD
Series Editor
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