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PROLOGUE

MY NAME IS ANDI, and I’m a pop cultureholic. I subscribe to twelve different magazines and have piles and piles more gathering dust in various parts of my house. I have elaborate plans to someday make sense of the hundreds of books and CDs I own, but for now they sit on shelves and in storage receptacles crying out for order. I have a uselessly encyclopedic memory for bands, album and song titles, and lyrics that came about because I spent much of my first two years of high school hiding out in the library and reading back issues of Rolling Stone. My computer brims with podcasts and blogs that would require eleven more hours in each day to keep up with, but even if I had those extra eleven hours I’d likely spend at least eight of them watching TV.

I’m lucky, however, because I can legitimately say that keeping up with popular culture is my job. Twelve years ago, I cofounded Bitch: Feminist Response to Pop Culture with my high school friend and fellow pop junkie Lisa Jervis. Lisa and I were both obsessed with how women were represented in pop culture. On every channel, in every magazine, in every darkened movie theater, we saw the way pop culture limited women’s roles—they were girlfriends and victims, hookers and corpses, sex bombs and cock teases—and we wanted to talk about why. As ardent feminists and voracious readers, we were primed to dig into some analysis of how feminism had affected pop culture and vice versa, but apart from some deeply academic (and thus somewhat inscrutable) papers and books, we couldn’t find much. And so we decided to write  our own. We started Bitch as a zine in which our love of pop culture and our dedication to feminism could mingle, and in the process we tried to reframe pop culture: No longer a guilty feminist pleasure, it could be a locus of activism. We wanted to talk about why women rarely appeared on the covers of Rolling Stone or Spin and why, when they did, they were invariably missing most of their clothes. We wanted to talk about why daytime talk shows treat teen girls pursuing sexual pleasure as a problem to be contained. We wanted to talk about why the unisex Big Wheels of our youth had been replaced at the toy store by gender-specific pink “Princess Coaches” and blue “Rough Riders.” We wanted to talk about the fact that pop culture was not just the fluff that came over the airwaves and through the newsstands but rather was the material from which young people’s impressions of their world are molded.

I’m not totally sure when pop culture took over a significant chunk of my own social education, but I do know that, as for many women, my discovery of what I came to know as feminism was sparked by pop culture—pop culture involving Burt Reynolds, to get embarrassingly specific. I have no idea what I was watching around the age of seven—a TV show? a movie?—but the image that shocked and enraged my young self was that of Mr. Reynolds entering a bathroom in which a woman was showering, popping his head behind the shower curtain, and snapping a photo of the unsuspecting lady. Folks, I was livid. At an age when nothing seems more private than nudity, and nothing more undignified than having that nudity exposed, I wanted to hunt down Burt Reynolds on behalf of that showering gal and kick him in the shins, repeatedly. It would be years before I read texts and novels that articulated the pain and powerlessness women experience from sexual harassment and assault—works such as Susan Brownmiller’s Against Our Will and Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye—but in that moment I was ready to start fighting so that no woman would ever again have to know the violation of being surprised in the shower with a flashbulb.

Through my years editing Bitch, speaking at colleges, and talking with fellow pop-loving feminists, I’ve heard many stories in which a girl’s simmering anger at being catcalled on the street, belittled by a  male teacher, or simply made to feel like “just” a girl was later made clearer through a snippet of film dialogue or a passage in a book. Popular culture has become our common language, and to become fluent in it is, like it or not, a key part of making sense of the larger world. Pop culture is also a key route to making the concept of feminism—which still manages to send many women and men into a kind of nervous tizzy—both resonant and relatable. Perhaps the most gratifying part of my work has been seeing others make connections between popular culture’s representations of women and girls and the need for feminism—not as a lofty, highfalutin, political movement but as a part of everyday life. I regularly read letters from high school girls saying things like, “You know, I thought I was the only one bothered by [name of TV show or movie], but I’m so happy to know I’m not alone,” and from adult women and men saying they’re happy to have a way to talk with their daughters about sexism in a contemporary context. Letters such as these are the best proof that offering a feminist critique of pop culture is, unfortunately, a job that still needs doing.

In outlining the long and often contentious relationship between feminism and pop culture, this book only scratches the surface of its history. There are places where I’m sure I’ve left out something important or defining. So if you, like me, are a book-collecting, magazine-subscribing, TV-obsessed, feminist pop omnivore, I probably don’t need to tell you to look at this book as just the start.






CHAPTER 1

POP AND CIRCUMSTANCE: WHY POP CULTURE MATTERS




So: Pop Culture. Let’s Define It.

Actually, this is quite a bit easier said than done. Definitions of popular culture depend on who’s defining it and what his or her agenda is. In a purely literal sense, popular culture is any cultural product that has a mass audience. In Shakespeare’s time, it was the theater. In ours, it’s everything from Top 40 radio to The Simpsons to Paris Hilton. But historically, pop culture grew out of low culture, the uncouth counterpart to so-called high culture. If high culture comprised the art, literature, and classical music made by and for the world’s educated elite, low culture was the baser stuff with which the masses contented themselves. As the phrase “pop culture” gradually came to take the place of “low culture,” it was defined more by what it wasn’t—elegant, refined, erudite—than by what it was. Mass culture that supposedly engaged the prurient interests and visceral (rather than cerebral) urges of people assumed to be ill educated and unworthy of “real” art. Museum exhibits were high culture, comic books were low; literature was high culture, pulp magazines and novels were low. As the Marxist literary critic Walter Benjamin wrote in his famous essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” “The masses seek distraction whereas art demands concentration from the spectator.” High art was supposed to entertain, yes, but it was also supposed to inform, enrich, and inspire. It was considered enough, however, for popular culture to simply amuse.

Thus pop culture came to be understood—and, by many, looked down upon—as that which entertains masses of people by “distracting” them and by calling on their common references. (“Entertaining,” of course, is a subjective word: I, personally, am not entertained by Sylvester Stallone movies, but even though I’ve never sat through the entire length of one of them I cannot deny knowing the names of at least eight. Why? Because Mr. Stallone’s oeuvre entertains enough other people that his movies have become part of a lexicon of our culture.)

The economics of pop culture further complicates defining it. Popular culture is available to anyone with the money to access it. In Shakespeare’s time, that meant a sausage merchant might take in a performance alongside an aristocrat if both bought a ticket. These days, the symphony is still considered high culture—but what about symphonies that give free concerts in public parks attended by people who drink beer to the rarefied strains of Dvorák? We pay to consume pop culture: $10 for a movie ticket, $17.95 for a CD, $4.95 for a magazine, $75 for a Broadway play, $50 per month for cable TV and Internet access. But we’re also sold to popular culture via its dependence on advertising. Advertising didn’t come along, after all, because producers of radio broadcasts and television programs decided they wanted to break up an hour by telling listeners and viewers about products they could buy; those broadcasts and programs existed so advertisers had an easy vehicle with which to peddle their wares.

This book focuses on American pop culture, so it makes sense to point out here that the United States—while obviously not the only nation that produces pop culture—leads the world in its export. Pop culture has replaced more tangible products as the United States’ biggest export, and as countries such as India, Malaysia, and Russia have replaced state-owned broadcasting channels with those that are privately owned, our cultural reach into other continents has deepened. Even ill-gotten American pop culture is flourishing abroad—the growth of both technology and piracy worldwide has led to a booming trade in illegal DVD sales and unlicensed movie broadcasts.

Our pop products—from Mickey Mouse to Michael Jackson to Levi’s—are cultural, and sometimes literal, currency in other countries. But the things the United States is selling so cheaply to these new capitalist markets aren’t necessarily our best efforts. It can be disheartening to hear that a show such as Baywatch is the most-watched TV show the world over, or that girls in Fiji—a nation that has historically prized plump bodies—began suffering from eating disorders shortly after the island nation introduced U.S. television in 1995. But such information also reinforces the idea that pop culture, entertainment or not, is absolutely crucial to how people understand and live in the world. It may be just as critical in shaping societies as the more prestigious offerings of high culture.




So What Are We Talking About When We Talk About Pop Culture?

Well, we’re talking about television. We’re talking about movies. We’re talking about radio. We’re talking about MTV, NBC, BET, VH1, and HBO. We’re talking about websites and LiveJournals and sports radio. We’re talking about fashion magazines and celebrity tabloids. We’re talking about board games such as Clue and Monopoly, toys such as Barbie and Bratz, online pursuits such as Doom and Second Life.

We’re also talking about things that were in no way created to entertain us but that nevertheless become part of our mass consciousness: social and political events that stand as touchstones of collective experience—the Vietnam War, the impeachment hearings of President Clinton, the horrors of 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina—as well as coverage of these events on daytime talk shows, nightly news, and everything in between. As we talk about these events—and dissect the meaning of how others talk about them—those very conversations become pieces of popular culture: Think Anderson Cooper’s excoriation of FEMA during Hurricane Katrina, or Jerry Falwell’s assertion that “the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians” were responsible for the terrorist attacks of 9/11.

And we’re talking about the commercial forces that inspire and encourage us to open our wallets in pursuit of visceral pleasure,  personal expression, and group identity—the beauty advertising that tells us that a certain foundation will imbue us with confidence, the car commercial that appeals to our hedonism, the sneakers that are deliberately marketed to us so that we’ll feel stronger and healthier every time we lace them up. Advertising has long been an aspect of pop culture whose focus is deliberately on women. Soap operas, for instance, got their name from the detergent manufacturers such as Procter & Gamble that created episodic melodramas that were broadcast on radio during the day, when housewives were most likely to be listening.

We’re also talking about the way we understand both the time and place in which we live and the way we define ourselves as individuals. When we look at our lives—both personally and collectively—we view them largely through the lens of popular culture, using songs, slogans, ad jingles, and television shows as shorthand for what happened at the time and how we experienced it. When we see a short film in which the Doors song “The End” plays over a black-and-white clip of soldiers in uniform, we understand it as a reference to the Vietnam War, because the Doors were a popular band during the years in which that war took place. That same clip updated to 2006 and accompanied by a song off the Green Day CD American Idiot would just as readily be understood as a reference to the war in Iraq.

And this is why pop culture can never be dismissed as being “just” about entertainment. Take the Vietnam War example: In the late 1960s and early 1970s, rock, folk, and experimental music were some of the chief expressions of an entire generation’s disillusionment with what it saw as a pointless war waged by a repressive, hypocritical government. The music was entertaining in that it was pleasing to the ear, the performers were interesting to look at, and the experience of it was often enhanced by drugs. But the music was also a social statement, and it resonated not only with the people who were making it and hearing it then but with people of later generations who heard it and found that they, too, were moved by the melodies, the lyrics, and the emotions contained within. The same can be said for music that  came out of specific cultural communities—hip-hop in the 1980s, for instance, or Riot Grrrl in the 1990s. Each form had its own reasons for existing beyond simply providing the pleasure of hearing and seeing it, and it’s impossible to talk about the music without acknowledging those reasons.

As it happens, the barrier that once existed between high culture and low culture has been whittled away to the thinnest of shards, and the voices that once conferred status on one form over another have become so many and so diverse that they often drown each other out. Shakespeare, Homer, and Dickens were the low culture of their respective eras, yet because of the vagaries of time are considered high culture in ours. Comic books, once derided as pabulum for kids and illiterate adults, have become the subject of retrospectives in major art museums. And television, movies, and music have become fodder for the realm of “cultural studies” at colleges and universities.

Cultural studies is the all-purpose umbrella term for the interdisciplinary examination of a phenomenon or phenomena—a groundbreaking novel, a record-breaking film, an icon such as Michael Jordan—in the context of its social value, influence, and ideology. It’s usually informed by sociology, anthropology, literary theory, political science, and race and gender studies. You may be studying it right now. In any case, the rise of cultural studies—which might encompass anything from African American film theory to Jewish American humor in literature to Madonna studies—has further chipped away at the distinctions between high and low (after all, if you can study it in college, it can’t be too trashy, right?) and made pop culture both past and present an increasingly rich source of fodder for examination and analysis. We are, in the words of Walter Benjamin, still seeking distraction, but pop culture these days seems to demand the concentration he proposed to be the domain of high-art spectators. And it gets it: These days, newspapers such as the New York Times cover TV and blogs with a relish that would have been unthinkable even two decades ago. Most media provide far more space for reviewing television shows than for reviewing literature. And even those who  create high art—painters, sculptors, installation makers—use tools of and references to mass culture for inspiration.




So What’s This Book About?

The subject of this book is feminism and pop culture, and it tackles two sides of that topic: first, how popular culture has inspired, fueled, and furthered the women’s movement and feminism; and second, how feminism has been depicted in popular culture. In the most general sense, the aim of this book is to provide a survey of the way feminism has interacted with popular culture as both catalyst and subject.

In the past decade or two, feminism and popular culture have become more closely entwined than ever before. This can in part be chalked up to the growing interest in cultural studies as an academic discipline and the resulting number of academic papers, conferences, and books devoted to feminist analyses of various facets of pop. (The field of studies devoted to Buffy the Vampire Slayer alone is proof that feminist cultural studies is no passing fad.) But it can also be explained by the fact that, well, there’s a whole lot more popular culture to watch, read, examine, and deconstruct. Television networks are continually expanding their programming slates, and many in the past few years have switched to a year-round programming schedule that makes the phrase “summer rerun” nearly obsolete. Print magazines such as Bust,  Entertainment Weekly, Radar, and Bitch are interested in pop culture as common language and as genuine pleasure. And the Internet teems with blogs, e-zines, and social-networking sites that not only dissect existing pop culture but create their own.

There are feminist issues that seem, it’s true, more immediately vital than whether TV or movie characters are reflecting the lives of real women. There are the continuing problems of the gap between men’s and women’s wages, of glass ceilings and tacit sex discrimination in the workplace. There is the need to combat violence against girls and women and promote sexual autonomy. There are ongoing battles, both individual and collective, against limiting cultural definitions of “mother” and “wife.” There’s the fact that the Equal Rights Amendment,  first proposed in 1923, has as of this writing still not been ratified by the United States Congress—meaning that under the U.S. Constitution women are not equal to men. And there are even broader, more global, and more complex issues of what it means to be a woman, a feminist, and a seeker of human and civil rights. But like the disintegrating line between high and low culture, the distinctions between political and pop have also all but disappeared. Pop culture informs our understanding of political issues that on first glance seem to have nothing to do with pop culture; it also makes us see how something meant as pure entertainment can have everything to do with politics.

I first heard the term “male gaze” in high school, and it sent me back to my seven-year-old self, watching Burt Reynolds watch that naked woman in the shower. I got angry all over again. It seems that for many women, a formative experience with that uncomfortable gaze—maybe in an issue of Playboy, maybe in an oil painting in a museum—becomes a defining moment. The male gaze affects how women view pop culture and how we view ourselves. And the concept of the male gaze itself is one that’s crucial to understanding why reforming and reframing popular culture is a feminist project.

What is the male gaze? Put simply, it’s the idea that when we look at images in art or on screen, we’re seeing them as a man might—even if we are women—because those images are constructed to be seen by men. John Berger’s 1972 fine-art monograph Ways of Seeing didn’t coin the phrase, but it did describe the gendered nature of looking this way: “Men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most relations between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. The surveyor of women in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object—and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.”

A year or two later, Laura Mulvey took this concept further in what’s become a well-known work of psychoanalytic film theory, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” In talking about the way narrative film reinforces the gender of the film’s viewer using a sequence of “looks,” 

Mulvey drew on Freudian psychoanalysis. She wrote that the male unconscious, which, according to Freud’s theories, is consumed with a fear of castration, deals with that fear by seeking power over women, who represent the castrating figure. So by positioning women as nothing more than objects to be looked at, sexualized, and made vulnerable, the male unconscious reassures itself that, really, it has nothing to fear from women. As Mulvey put it: 
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Ah, the male gaze. It’s the idea that women are portrayed in art, in advertising, and on screen from a man’s point of view, as objects to be looked at. Here, photographer Nick Bruno photographs a model in his studio.

In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. Woman displayed as sexual object is the leit-motif of erotic spectacle: from pin-ups to strip-tease, from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley she holds the look, plays to and signifies male desire.


 

Despite the clunkiness of the phrase “to-be-looked-at-ness,” Mulvey pinpointed the way that images of women onscreen (and, by extension, on television, in magazines, on billboards . . .) seek to align viewers of any gender with the male gaze. So it makes sense that many girls and  women grow up seeing images of girls and women the way men do—the images themselves are simply constructed that way. The mother figure is sexless; the cheerleader is hypersexual. The girl alone in her house is a potential victim, the man coming to the door an obvious rapist. Seeing the visual cues of the male gaze, in turn, affects how women understand images of other women on screen.

What “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” didn’t suggest, however, is that perhaps there is a corresponding female gaze that informs how women see images of both themselves and of men and affects the images they themselves create. This, of course, had largely to do with the fact that female screenwriters and directors were few and far between at the time Mulvey was writing—and, in many places, remain so. Since the 1975 publication of Mulvey’s article, feminist and cultural critics have responded to it—both directly and indirectly—with essays and books that attempt to define a female gaze and parse the many ways in which images of women can be claimed as powerful and even subversive. And many more authors, filmmakers, musicians, and artists have made work that takes on the male gaze directly, flipping the script on the likes of Berger and Mulvey with imagery that is unsettling in its confrontation of the looker.

Television was, for most women, the first place they saw themselves represented. And for a long time, they didn’t see much besides loving wives, dutiful daughters, gossiping girlfriends, fashion plates, and the occasional dowdy maid, nanny, or granny. The same went for magazines and books. In Where the Girls Are: Growing Up Female with the Mass Media, author Susan J. Douglas wrote of postwar pop culture and feminism, “Here’s the contradiction we confront: the news media, TV shows, magazines, and films of the past four decades may have turned feminism into a dirty word, but they also made feminism inevitable.” Without pop culture’s limited images of women, many actual women in the real world might not have been inspired to fight for more and better representations of themselves.

What’s Your Worst Memory of Women in Pop Culture?

“There’s an episode of M*A*S*H where the guys rig the shower tent, so when it collapses suddenly while Hot Lips, the only woman, is showering, all the guys are on lawn chairs and snacking on popcorn, enjoying the show. It’s played for major sitcom laughs. I saw this when I was about twelve. I wish I could say I was horrified when I saw the way the show represented the body of the only major female character, but I wasn’t. I didn’t laugh, either. I was simply confused. I suppose this is when I began to see how female bodies were treated as public property in a way that men’s bodies weren’t.”

—Anna

 

“When I was growing up, I was a real tomboy—I dreamed of joining the Army or a street gang or a rock band, wore tough muscle tees, cropped my hair, etc. (I totally sucked at sports, but for some reason this didn’t deter me.) As a result, I had all kinds of pop culture dissonances going on—it was the late ‘70s. You can imagine. For some reason, one thing that really got to me was the host on Family Feud, Richard Dawson. He was really oily and would always kiss all of the lady guests. I had this fantasy of going on the show in this Georgia Bulldogs shirt that I owned and refusing to kiss him when he approached me. Somehow, this seemed highly symbolic to me. I would mentally rehearse various ways of rejecting him, up to and including popping him in the nose.”

—Jessica

 

“I really wanted to watch the movie The Hotel New Hampshire because I had a huge crush on Rob Lowe. So my friend and I rented it. What I didn’t know was that the movie also had this awful scene where Jodie Foster’s character is gang-raped in the woods by a bunch of guys from her school. There was a lot of thrusting, and it was just awful. I went home feeling sick to my stomach, and then I couldn’t even talk to my parents about what was bothering me because saying I had seen a rape scene was too embarrassing—I associated it with sex, and I didn’t want them to know I thought about sex. I have still never seen The Accused  because I can’t watch Jodie Foster be raped again.”

—Donna

 

“I saw the movie Grease with my best friend and her parents when I was, I don’t know, ten maybe. I loved it, and my friend and I got the record soon after and sang along to it all the time. As a city girl, it struck me really hard that there wasn’t one black person in it—that led to a long conversation with my friend’s parents afterward about segregation. So that was one thing. But the sexual stuff was kind of nuts, and I’m embarrassed now to think about  my friend and I singing, ‘Look at me, I’m Sandra Dee/Lousy with virginity’ and not knowing what the hell it meant. Our parents must have been dying. I’ve seen it several times since and wonder how many girls internalized the whole Sandy versus Rizzo, virgin-whore thing. I know I did. Grease wasn’t the only reason, but I’m sure it had a lot to do with forming my friends’ and my perception of how we appealed to guys.”

—April

“The thing that comes to mind is the day that Mattel announced that the ‘New Barbie’ had been released, and if you came to the toy store with your old Barbie and turned her in, you got a discount on the New Barbie. I waited in line with my mom for a long time, in a snake line of moms and little girls. And finally they took my old Barbie, with her perfect ponytail and striped swimsuit and high-heeled mules, and gave me . . . an abomination! I hated New Barbie. Even at age six I could tell she looked cheap. Her face was hard, not delicate, her skin was sticky and semi-soft, instead of hard plastic. Her breasts were too big. She didn’t have painted toenails. She had holes in the bottoms of her arches. She didn’t have blue eye shadow painted on her lids. And worst of all, her hair was like brown dental floss—it was shiny, but icky, not like the beloved, soft ponytail on old Barbie that I loved to pet. I had to cut it all off, and then she had bald spots. Decades later, I still felt such bitterness over this that when Mattel offered a collectors’ edition of Barbie, I bought her. And some little kid visiting our house stole her sunglasses the first day I brought her home. People just can’t keep fucking around with Barbie. I never believed in ‘new and improved’ again.”

—Susie

 

“I watched part of the ‘crime-scene corpse’ episode of America’s Next Top Model where the models were challenged to pose as sexy murder victims—covered with bruises, bloody, broken-looking, in come-hither clothing and vampy makeup. Some of them looked like victims of domestic violence; some looked like they’d been raped. And the celebrity judges looked at the pictures and they were all, ‘Ooh, you look so beautiful and dead in this one! I love the broken leg and the bruises! Sexy! Gorgeous!’ One of the models had lost a close friend to a drug overdose before the episode was shot, and she was complimented on how well she did during her session (in which she posed as a very glamorous strangling victim). A small piece of my soul crumbles away when I think of it. I get so tired of seeing sexy dead women.”

—Anne



From the start of the modern women’s liberation movement (not to be confused with the so-called first wave of feminism, or the suffrage  movement), its most successful members understood that activism doesn’t happen in a vacuum and that in order to make change, it’s often necessary to put idealism in the most understandable context. For many people, that context is the popular culture that’s consumed as entertainment. So it’s probably no accident that some of the highest-profile actions of the second wave movement involved popular culture. There was the 1968 protest in Atlantic City of the Miss America Pageant; a 1970 sit-in at the offices of prescriptive women’s magazine Ladies’ Home Journal; a “nude-in” held at Grinnell College in 1969 to protest a speech by a representative of Playboy. Each of these demonstrations made the case that pop culture matters, and that dismantling such pop products—or remaking them to reflect real women’s lives—was an imperative part of women’s liberation. As Douglas wrote, “[I]f enough people think studying the media is a waste of time, then the media themselves can seem less influential than they really are. Then they get off the hook for doing what they do best: promoting a white, upper- middle-class, male view of the world.” Feminism is full of unfinished projects, and liberating pop culture from the male gaze is just one. As we’ll see throughout this book, it continues today in myriad ways.




The Commerce Connection

In examining how feminism has informed pop culture and vice versa, it’s instructive to look at the way the evolution of the women’s movement has been mirrored in pockets of popular culture. This evolution has almost never been linear; as with women’s experiences as a whole, many representations of women in pop culture have stayed stubbornly behind the curve of liberation expectations. But others have changed with the times, alternately gratifying and frustrating the women who watch carefully, looking for accurate portrayals of who they are and can be.

In 1970s pop culture, for example, women were no longer just playing the role of the sweet, pliant housewife. They were going to work (The Mary Tyler Moore Show), getting divorced (An Unmarried Woman), having abortions (Maude), standing up for injustice (Norma Rae), and rocking hard (bands such as Heart and Fanny). They were also talking  to each other, and in some cases, to men such as daytime talk-show host Phil Donohue, about their increasingly politicized personal decisions and debates. Not all women portrayed in pop culture were doing these things, of course—but both individual women and the media paid attention to the ones who were, because—like it or not—they were upending conventional notions of what women could and should do. In the 1980s, there were TV characters who seemed to be striving for feminist ideals, but for most of them—as it was for women in the real world—it was almost impossible to be feminist superwomen in a world that was still stubbornly unequal. There were Kate and Allie on the sitcom of the same name, two women who pooled their resources in the wake of divorce, raising their children together in what was both a clever housing arrangement and, more important, a necessary solution to working single motherhood. There were Murphy Brown and Molly Dodd, single working women grappling with having power in the professional sphere even as their single status was assumed to plague them. There was working-class mother and worker Roseanne, blithely snarking and cursing her way through the monotony of dead-ends jobs and ungrateful children on her titular sitcom. (Jennifer Reed’s essay “Roseanne: A ‘Killer Bitch’ for Generation X” in the 1997 book  Third Wave Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism proclaimed that Roseanne “voices the inevitable rage that comes when the knowledge created by feminist thinking and action encounters the intractability of oppressive forces.”) At the movies, there were madcap comedies about women who stood up to discrimination in the workplace (9 to 5) and even more madcap takes on housewifery (The Incredible Shrinking Woman, Freaky Friday); there were princess narratives about hookers with hearts of gold (Pretty Woman) and cautionary tales about the perils of female sexual agency (Fast Times at Ridgemont High). And in music, there was MTV, which made a handful of women into rock stars while relegating countless others to a background in which they writhed, half-naked and faceless, for the better part of a decade.

The 1980s also saw female action heroes sidling up to their historically male counterparts; even if viewers didn’t regard the onscreen  ass-kicking undertaken by characters such as Ellen Ripley of the Alien  series or Sarah Connor of the Terminator movies as putting feminist theory into practice, these characters were nevertheless expanding the definition of what women could do onscreen and validating individual women who longed to see other females doing more in the face of danger than looking pretty. For all of these women, feminism was a work in progress.

In the early 1990s, music was a primary site in which women were challenging the roles that the industry had constructed for them, and performers from Hole’s Courtney Love to Meshell Ndegeocello to Fiona Apple were rattling the walls of music’s girl ghettos and calling out the forces, both personal and institutional, that wanted to hold them back. And in the 2000s, pop culture is a stew of progressivism and backlash: On one TV network, a woman might be the president of the United States; on another, she’s effusing that being a Pussycat Doll is the dream of a lifetime. New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd asserts that women want to be saved from their ambition, and the next day a righteous clutch of bloggers debate the point furiously. Feminism—that is, explicit references to the women’s liberation movement—as reflected in popular culture might charitably be described as a funhouse-mirror view: You can discern the basic construction, but the overall effect is grotesquely distorted to maximize its worst features.

This is unsurprising when you consider that ever since there’s been a women’s movement, there have been public outcries against it. Simply put, everything about the women’s movement has unsettled and dismayed people who are afraid of how the self-actualization and social and political equality of half the population will affect their own social and political power. And so myths about women and feminism were born at the same time as the women’s movement itself, and they have proliferated and echoed throughout pop culture and news media like a game of Telephone, twisting and morphing into something many real women simply don’t recognize. You’ve heard these myths before. Some of them are specifically about feminism, such as Pat Robertson’s statement that “feminism encourages women to leave their husbands, kill their  children, practice witchcraft, destroy capitalism, and become lesbians.” Some are more generally about women and their changing desires and roles, such as the spate of news articles in the past decade that posit that because young girls are doing better in school, young boys’ education and chances for success are compromised. Feminist mythmaking in the media counts as pop culture in itself. Take the “marriage and terrorists” statistic heard ’round the world in 1986: Newsweek magazine, in an article titled “Too Late for Prince Charming?”, reported that single, college-educated women older than forty were more likely to die at the hands of terrorists than to marry. The statistic was greeted with skepticism by real, live women everywhere and at least one fictional woman: In the 1993 romantic comedy Sleepless in Seattle, Meg Ryan’s character asserts that the figure couldn’t be true. “It feels true,” replies the coworker played by Rosie O’Donnell. In fact, Ryan’s character’s suspicions were correct—in a 2006 mea culpa, Newsweek admitted that the statistic was wrong, writing that, as of 1996—ten years after the original story—a single woman of forty in fact “had a 40.8 percent chance of eventually marrying,” and it went on to note that her odds of marrying after forty these days “may be only slightly worse than the probability of correctly choosing ‘heads’ or ‘tails’ in a coin toss.”

When pop culture presents feminism to the public via mainstream media, the results are mixed at best. For many women, this means that it’s important to examine representations of women and agency in the expected places (network television, major labels), but it’s even more important to start scouting the margins—the blogs, the underground publishing collectives, the tiny bedroom record labels—for alternatives and to begin creating them ourselves. Parsing feminism and pop culture is not as easy as looking vigilantly for what’s “good” (that is, feminist) in pop culture and calling out what’s “bad” (antifeminist and regressive).

Pop culture has always been about commerce, and feminism and pop culture will always be uneasy bedfellows in a larger culture that remains conflicted (to say the very least) about how much power, agency, and autonomy women should have. A significant chunk of the advertising industry has always been devoted to reaching women, and in  most cases its messages have instructed women to be on guard, lest they compromise their most important quality: their looks. Lucky Strike magazine ads from as far back as 1928 touted the appetite-suppressing qualities of smoking; ones for Camay soap in that same decade warned women that “The Eyes of Men . . . The Eyes of Women Judge your Loveliness Every Day.” (There’s that darned male gaze again.) As the decades progressed, women were sold products to combat everything from halitosis and “intimate odor” to dry hair and naked toenails with copy that was about as subtle as a sharp stick in the eye. In her 1985 book, Femininity, Susan Brownmiller wrote of this state of affairs, “Because she is forced to concentrate on the minutiae of her bodily parts, a woman is never free of self-consciousness. She is never quite satisfied, and never secure, for desperate, unending absorption in the drive for perfect appearance—call it feminine vanity—is the ultimate restriction on freedom of mind.”

The women’s movement, however, gave advertising a new way to interact with women: namely, by speaking to them in the language of liberation. Advertisements still told women that their hair needed to be shinier and their bodies more toned for bikini season—they just did so more sneakily. From Virginia Slims’ famous “You’ve come a long way, baby” campaign to “new woman” perfumes such as Charlie and Enjoli to Nike’s “Just Do It” tagline in the 1980s and 1990s, corporations saw feminism as a fail-safe marketing tool and sought to link their products with images of strong, inspiring, and—of course—beautiful women. Advertising has increasingly capitalized on women’s shifting status in society and culture, using riffs on feminist slogans and sly references to landmark liberations to sell everything from running shoes to diet frozen pizzas to diamond rings. But is it liberation or co-optation? And does one necessarily cancel out the other? If feminist ideology and discourse are simply plugged into existing models, and if the basic message—in this instance, the message to buy stuff—remains the same, is it feminism? Furthermore, when this advertising sits alongside contradictory content—as it might in a magazine such as Teen Vogue, in which articles on the dangers of eating disorders immediately precede  fashion spreads peopled with rail-thin models—what message does that send? The very fact that pop culture depends on commerce for its reach and influence is what makes any association with feminism just a little bit suspect.




But Isn’t Pop Culture Supposed to Be Fun?

An important point to make in any survey of women, feminism, and popular culture is that their intersections aren’t simply ones of bloodless inquiry and pointed criticism. Popular culture is inescapable—it’s all around us and getting more so every day. (If you want proof, try keeping a running tally, on a normal day in your life, of how many advertisements you see, how many websites you visit, how many TV shows, movies, or books you hear referenced in daily conversation, how many songs you hear snippets of in passing.) But pop culture is so powerful precisely because it can be so very engaging and pleasurable. What’s better than going to a new action movie with friends after a long week of work, classes, or both? What’s more satisfying than bouncing along to your new favorite song on your headphones? And I personally know many people (fine, I’m one of them) who look forward to a long plane ride for the sole reason that the time can be passed by digging into an issue of Vanity Fair or Us Weekly. Pop culture can be social, it can be secret, and it can be frivolous—but it can’t be denied. The pleasure of consuming pop culture makes critiquing it one of the more challenging projects for feminists. Unlike eliminating the wage gap or securing reproductive autonomy for every woman, the relationship between feminism and pop culture has no finite, ultimate goal. There are many individual activists who use pop culture as a way to discuss women’s rights—such as Jean Kilbourne, whose Killing Us Softly film series looks at images of women in advertising and its skewed lens on violence, love, and success, or Ani DiFranco, the independent singersongwriter whose straightforward lyrics consistently address feminist issues. But there’s no one success in the ongoing feminist project of critiquing and reforming pop culture that would cause women to high-five each other and say, “Yep, we’re done here. All fixed.”

What’s Your Favorite Pop Culture Moment Ever?

“Sassy. Sigh. I remember being a tween and looking through my older sister’s Seventeen and YM magazines and just not getting them. I thought the hope chest ads were hokey. I thought the fashions were lame. I wanted  Seventeen’s ‘Sex and Your Body’ column to be scandalous—or at least interesting—and was disappointed on every count. Then Sassy appeared, and I felt like it was talking to me. I got it. I saw myself in it. I devoured it monthly. I wrote my undergraduate senior thesis on it. I went to work there for almost a year as an unpaid intern. I got into teen magazines because of it, hoping to make changes from within. I care about feminism and pop culture because of it. I wrote a book for teen girls about decoding media messages and beauty ideals because of it. It shaped my identity, my career path, my critical-thinking skills, and my passions.”—Audrey

 

“I’m always moved by movies about women and sports. My mother and I saw the movie A League of Their Own together, and I remember there was one scene where I started crying and I looked over at my mother and she was crying too. I can watch that movie and Bend It Like Beckham over and over. In both movies, the moments when the girls realize that they have this talent that’s completely unrelated to expectations of them as women always ring true, and I love reaffirming that feeling in myself by watching them.”—Donna

 

“A friend of mine in New York told me about this singer named Ani DiFranco and duped me a cassette tape of her first recording. It was just so raw and intense—it actually made me uncomfortable at first, but I started listening to it every single night on my headphones. It was the first time I had heard a girl use the word ‘cunt’—there was a line in one of her songs that went ‘My cunt is built like a wound that won’t heal.’ That was like, whoa. That line repeated in my head for days. It was just the most brave and honest thing I had ever heard in a song. It’s insane when I think about it now, but I actually stopped seeing a guy because I played him the tape and he just shrugged and was like, ‘It’s okay, but her voice is annoying.’ I haven’t listened to Ani DiFranco in years, but that tape definitely made an impact.”—Francesca

“My most profound moment was watching Thelma and Louise with members of my college feminist collective (we were called Downer Feminist Council—terrible name) the summer in between my junior and senior years. We had this sense of great possibility and power that was connected to rage—like being pissed off was going to get me somewhere that felt really free. The next year, working at Ms. magazine, I fell for a woman who had a similar fixation on Callie Khouri’s opus. I now see it as a particular moment in history—we were women nurtured on second wave feminist critiques of sexism, we were emerging from the fog of the backlash, we shrugged off those shackles and got wind of power and now what were we going to do? I think that film helped to usher in the sensibility of the third wave—Thelma and Louise go on their journey, raising their consciousness, but they don’t get away. . . . We younger viewers started from their point of departure, and we didn’t have to sacrifice ourselves to be free, or at least more free.”—Jennifer

 

“K.d. lang on the cover of Vanity Fair magazine. That was hot. I realize now that it was some kind of lesbian fantasy aimed at guys—Cindy Crawford was giving k.d. a shave, in high heels and a bathing suit. But as a just-out lesbian, I really felt like, here is an icon who isn’t ambiguous or closeted. I had it on my wall for a whole semester.”—Liz

 

“When I saw Girls Town at a film festival with director Jim McKay in attendance, I was blown away by seeing a multiracial cast portray teenage girls in both a realistic and hopeful manner. I couldn’t believe I was watching these strong characters bond with each other, critique racism and their treatment by men, and carry out retribution against rapists. Not only did they avoid death at the end of the film (unlike Thelma and Louise), they carried on with their lives with integrity and respect for each other. It was such a complicated and hopeful picture of teenage girls’ lives and relationships. And it was directed by a white man who was smart enough to realize he couldn’t do justice to the story without women’s input; the young women in the film helped write it and improvised much of their own dialogue. It gave the film its realistic feel and showed how powerful collaborative feminist projects involving all genders can be.”—Wendy



So what could a feminist reclamation of—or just an improvement on—pop culture look like? Well, let’s start with Hollywood: With more feminist directors, producers, screenwriters, and network heads, perhaps women would stop being relegated to wife-and-girlfriend roles in action movies. Perhaps parts created for women of color would be not only more plentiful but also less stereotypical. Perhaps the juiciest roles for women—the ones that garner them attention, accolades, and little gold men—would be something other than, as Shirley MacLaine famously put it, “hookers, victims, and doormats.” That time, as of today, seems far off: In the fall of 2007, film-industry columnist Nikki Finke leaked an internal studio missive from Warner Bros.’ president of production, Jeff Robinov, announcing that the studio would no longer be making films with female leads. In a less-than-robust rebuttal, the studio issued a statement via the industry magazine Variety: “Contrary to recent reports in the blogosphere, Warner Bros. is still committed to women.”

Then there’s television. It’s a little too simple to say that in a more feminist pop culture, we wouldn’t see women in bikinis competing with each other to win a diamond ring from a man they’ve known for ten minutes, or looping around stripper poles on nearly every cable channel, or wearing tiny matching dresses and smiling toothy, Vaselined smiles while holding briefcases full of money. But it’s certain that we wouldn’t see quite so many of them.

What else would look different? Well, female musicians wouldn’t be encouraged to sex up their images for major-label deals or coverage in music magazines or on MTV. Female comedians would have as many sitcom deals as their male counterparts, and if some yahoo sent up the inevitable cry of “But women aren’t funny!” there’d be a plethora of people ready to prove him wrong. The term “chick lit” wouldn’t exist to describe/denigrate books written by women that happen to be about relationships.

Some people used to think that having more women in positions of power at publishing houses, movie studios, record companies, and TV networks would make a difference. Yet even when women have  held these positions of influence, their companies still produce plenty of material that demeans, objectifies, and insults women. Case in point: Sheila Nevins, as the president of HBO’s documentary and family programming, produced many incredible, award-winning documentaries, but she’s also responsible for the channel’s recent obsession with glamorizing sex work, executive-producing HBO’s series about strippers (G-String Divas), about porn stars (Pornucopia: Going Down in the Valley), and about prostitutes (Cathouse; Cathouse 2: Back in the Saddle). There’s simply no mandate that a woman, by virtue of being in power, will make choices that will elevate all women or that other women will automatically approve of. Getting one or two seats for women at the proverbial table won’t guarantee that the face of pop culture becomes one that’s friendlier to women; it’s simply one part of a larger push for women to be more proactive, more unapologetic, and more determined to make spaces in pop culture that represent all the dimensions of women’s lives. But in the meantime, there’s nothing wrong with loving, consuming, and creating pop culture with an eye toward how it can be better: smarter, less insulting to women (and men, for that matter), more diverse, and less hell-bent on perpetuating ugly and unhelpful stereotypes. And understanding more about feminism and pop culture’s long, difficult, and occasionally fruitful relationship is a good way to start.
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