Out-of-Body Image

Caroline Heldman

On a typical day, you might see ads featuring a naked woman’s body temptin
buy an electronic organizer, partially exposed women’s breasts being used ¢
line, or a woman’s rear—wearing only a thong—Dbeing used to pitch a new running g,
Meanwhile, on every newsstand, impossibly slim (and digitally airbrushed) cover « ir(l)e’;
adorn a slew of magazines. With each image, you're hit with a simple, sublimina] mesg S
Girls’ and women’s bodies are objects for others to visually consume.

If such images seem more ubiquitous than ever, it’s because U.S. residents are oy
exposed to anywhere from 3,000 to 5,000 advertisements a day—up from 500 to 2,0
a day in the 1970s. The Internet accounts for much of this growth, and young PC,Ople
are particularly exposed to advertising: 70 percent of 15- to 34-year-olds use social pet-
working technologies such as MySpace and Facebook, which allow advertisers to infiltrate
previously private communication space.

Although mass media has always objectified women, it has become increasingly provoca-
tive. More and more, female bodies are shown as outright objects (think Rose McGowan’s
machine-gun leg in the recent horror movie Grindhouse), are literally broken into parts
(the disembodied woman’s torso in advertisements for TV’s The Sarah Connor Chronicles)
or are linked with sexualized violence (simulated crime scenes on America’s Next Top
Model featuring seemingly dead women).

A steady diet of exploitative, sexually provocative depictions of women feeds a poison-
ous trend in women’s and girls’ perceptions of their bodies, one that has recently been
recognized by social scientists as self-objectification—viewing one’s body as a sex object to
be consumed by the male gaze. Like W.E.B. DuBois’ famous description of the experience
of black Americans, self-objectification is a state of “double consciousness . . . a sense of
always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others.”

Women who self-objectify are desperate for outside validation of their appearance and
present their bodies in ways that draw attention. A study I did of 71 randomly selected
female students from a liberal arts college in Los Angeles, for example, found that 70
percent were medium or high self-objectifiers, meaning that they have internalized the
male gaze and chronically monitor their physical appearance. Boys and men expetrience
self-objectification as well, but at a much lower rate—probably because, unlike women,
they rarely get the message that their bodies are the primary determination of their WOfth-

Researchers have learned a lot about self-objectification since the term was coined 1
1997 by University of Michigan psychology professor Barbara Fredrickson and Colorado
College psychology professor Tomi-Ann Roberts. Numerous studies since then have show?
that girls and women who self-objectify are more prone to depression and low self-estec™
and have less faith in their own capabilities; which can lead to diminished success in Life-
They are more likely to engage in “habitual body monitoring”—constantly thinking ab0**
how their bodies appear to the outside world—which puts them at higher risk for eag?s
disorders such as anorexia and bulimia. And they are prone to embarrassment about bOh;r
functions such as menstruation, as well as general feelings of disgust and shame about ¢

bodies.
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ce. Those with low self-objectifica-
tion reported an average GPA of 3.§ » Whereas those with high self-objectification reported

a 3.1. While this gap may appear small, in graduate-school admissi
difference between being competitive and being out of the runnin
Another worrisome effect of self-objectification is that it diminj
person’s belief that she can have an impact through the political p
of mine, 33 percent of high self-objectifiers felt low political
percent of low self-objectifiers. Since political efficacy leads to
having less of it means that self-objectifiers may be less likely to v

rocess. In another survey
efficacy, compared to 13
participation in politics,

I igative report on it last year. The
APA found that girls - S :

ng, toys, music, magazines
and television programs that encourage them to be sexy or “hot”—teaching them to think
of themselves as sex objects before

their own sexual maturity. Even thong underwear is
being sold in sizes for 7- to 10-year-olds. The consequence, wrote Kenyon College psychol-

, 1s that girls “are taught to view their

as tools to use to master the environment.”
Michigan communications professor Kristen Harrison (both
s Institute for Research on Women and Gender), recently dis-
objectification actually impairs girls’ motor skills. Their study of 202 girls,
und that self-objectification impeded girls’ ability to throw a softball, even
in age and prior experience were factored out. Self-objectification forced
8irls to split their attention between how their bodies looked and what they wanted them
t0 do, resulting in less forceful throws and worse aim.
One of the more stunning effects of self-objectification is its impact on sex. Nudity can
Cause great anxiety among self-objectifiers, who then become preoccupied with hovsf their
odies look in sexya] positions. One young woman I interviewed described sex as being an
out of body> experience during which she viewed herself through the eyes of her lover,
aqd, S0metimes, through the imaginary lens of a camera shooting a porn film. As a constant
Critic of hey body, she couldn’t focus on her own sexual pleasure. ‘ .
Self-objectification can likely explain some other things that researchers are just starting
EO Study. For instance, leading anti-sexist male activist and autl'wr. Jackson Kat,z observes,
Many YOllng women now engage in sex acts with men that prioritize the man S pleasu.re,
With little o Mo expectation of reciprocity.” Could this be another result of women seeing
Memselyes 46 oy al objects, not agents?
iSturbingly, sgmeogi]:lcst:,nd wo?nen celebrate their pbject status as a }florm of cl:rflpowe.r-
me.nt. This ig evident in a booming industry of T-sh}rts fF)r women t ;t l;;roc aim their
Ject Status, such as one on which “Fuck Foreplay” is written across a :, -uscta.d tub;hqf
Suggesting that the wearer is ready for p?netratlofl at g:ﬁ:ﬂi?rt: r?l(;kl:i.i (ht ;’;
fa © Propagates the notion that men do not enjoy foreplay.) Firse.” s
Pe, 1t words such as “Violate Me” or “No Means Eat Me Out First.
It would 1, o hoices reflected the sexual agency fgr women that
femip  chcouraging if these choices The notion of objectification ag
ISt have fought so hard for, but they do not.
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. 1. since objects are acted upon, rather than taking action themselye,
lCEﬁa e ements lies with boys and men, who come to feel entitleg to
ch arrang

—first in media, then in real .11fe. lie new co
: lization of self-objectification may it TISUIET Valyeg

At the root of this norma ization en” of yesteryear——mvoked in the 1960s by Johy F
in the U.S. Unlike the “PrOducerhCltlZour country can do for you, ask what you can do fo,
Kennedy’s request to “ask not W at“); o s e f today asks what the country, an
your country”—the more cpmmC;IH . Consumer citizens increasingly think of relationshipg
everyon}:: A i?(frll;l?:l (\;fhiceh' they receive something, making them more comfort.
with others as transac ) .
able consuming other human beings, visually or cherWISe' So what can we do about i

Self-objectification isn’t going anywhere gnytlm % SO}? ni Erecst: gl weall Em It:
First, we can recognize how our everyday actions feed the lar gebf df_:as > an brea 12€ that we
are not powerless. Mass media, the primary peddler of fema‘le odies, can be assailed with
millions of little consumer swords. We can boycott companies and engage in oth.er forms
of consumer activism, such as socially conscious investments and shareholder actions. We
can also contact companies directly to voice our concerns (see Ms.’ backpgge No Comment
section, for example) and refuse to patronize businesses that overtly depict women as sex
objects.

An example of women’s spending power, and the limits of our tolerance for objec-
tification, can be found in the 12-percent dip in profits of clothing company Victoria’s
Secret this year—due, according to the company’s CEO, to its image becoming “too sexy.”
Victoria’s Secret was not the target of an organized boycott; rather, its increasingly risqué
“bra and panty show” seems to have begun alienating women, who perhaps no longer
want to simply be shown as highly sexualized window dressing.

Another strategy to counter one’s own tendency to self-objectify is to make a point
of buyipg products, watching programs and reading publications that promote more
gutheqtlc women’s empowerment. This can be difficult, of course, in a media climate
in which companies are rarely wholeheartedly body-positive. For instance, Dove beauty
products launched a much-lauded advertising campaign that used “real women” (i.e., not

super-skinny ones) instead of models, but then Dove’s parent company, Unilever, put out

hyperse).mal ads for Axe men’s body spray that showed the fra
women Into orgiastic states,

Locating unadulterated television
and Oxygen, TV networks created s

empowering is illog
The real power 1n suctt
consume women as object

grance driving scantily clad

ar}d film programming is also tough. Even Lifetim¢
or sex objects and prese pCCl.ﬁcally for women, often p ortray us as weak victin®
. presenta narrow version of thin, white “beauty.” Action films that prom-
ise strong female protagonists (thi -

. nk of the women of Tomb
Raider) usually deliver th e women of X-Men, or Lara Croft from 10
o ese characters in skintight clothes, serving the visual pleasure ©

ti —] 1 3 . g C-
mfy v'vhlch, unfortunately, is the vast majorj y avo@ media that compels us to self-obJe¢
agazines. My research with college-

media, t'he lc?ss they self-objectify, particy



WOMEN'S PAY |

What would our lives look like if we viewed our bodies ag tools to master our environ-
ment, instead of projects to be constantly worked on? Wha if our sexual
were based on our own pleasure as Opposed to a narrow, consumerist idea of male sexual
pleasure? What would disappear from our lives if we stopped seeing ourselves as objects?
Painful high heels? Body hatred? Constant dieting? Liposuction? Unreciprocated oral sex?

It’s hard to know. Perhaps the most striking outcome of self-objectification is the dif-
ficulty women have in imagining identities and sex

. ualities truly our own. In solidarity, we
can start on this path, however confusing and difficult jt may be.
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