
 M y best gay friend loves Madonna. 

He always says, “She’s so fierce!” I 

agree. No one can deny that she is 

fearless, sexy, smart, and an all-around bad-

ass. But when the name “Christina Aguilera” 

comes up, my best gal pal says, “What a ’ho! 

The poor thing chalks up her new image to 

‘liberation.’ She’s tragically brainwashed!” 

While we’ve all been pedestal-placers and 

star-trashers at one time or another, what is 

it exactly that makes us categorize women 

as either the vixen or the victim? According 

to my friend, Madonna “just has something 

special,” she has “It.” But what is “It” exactly? 

I need definitions, dammit!

The answer, unfortunately, is not a 

simple one, and requires that we look 

not just at society, but inward at our own 

feelings about sexuality. This may cause us 

to feel uncomfortable, and lead to some 

pretty heated debates on the subject. I’ve 

become very preoccupied with the fact 

that most female artists are viewed as 

“good” or “bad” in terms of their sexual-

ity—while men are not given a second 

thought in that regard. Women have been 

punished by society for their strengths 

(sexual and otherwise) since the dawn of 

time—even before Eve and her juicy little 

apple came along. While we’ve certainly 

come a long way, baby, the hyper-sexual-

ized pop culture that saturates our society 

has confused the hell out of a lot of us. 

In fact, in recent years, the depiction of 

women’s sexuality in the media seems to 

have constrained and liberated us at the 

same time.

The Flapper Philosophy
Before the sexual revolution of the ’70s, 

there was a post-Victorian revolution in 

the ’20s called the Jazz Age that brought 

in the radical new look and attitude of 

the flapper—gone were petticoat lay-

ers, restrictive corsets, and constrained 

manners. The times had changed. It was 

the dawn of modern psychology, women 

had fought hard to win the vote, and the 

flapper—a sexually liberated, smoking, 

cussing babe with bobbed hair, rouged 

knees, and slinky dresses—was the image 

of the new, “liberated” woman. Paula Fass, 

author of The Damned and the Beautiful: 

American Youth in the 1920’s, explains this 

transformation: “The use of cosmetics 

symbolized the woman’s open acceptance 

of her own sexuality. And by the mores 

of that period, cosmetics were immoral. 

They were associated with prostitutes.” 

She continues, “By appropriating the 

right to use such sexual aides, respectable 

women proclaimed that they too were 

endowed with a sexual personality. They 

had taken on as potential wives all the 

characteristics of lovers. The two kinds 

of women were no longer separate and 

distinguishable at first glance but one and 

the same.” (For that fusion of archetypes, 

Louise Brooks is totally my hero.)

A Page in Herstory
While watching reruns of “Ozzie & Harriet” 

on Nick at Nite, it’s difficult to imagine that 
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these sexually liberated flappers existed 

before the prudish hausfrau stereotypes 

of the ’50s. But the end of WWII brought 

on a conservative and idealized view of 

the nuclear family, and sexuality was 

forced underground. Enter Bettie Page. 

The vixen cheesecake model played out 

every boy’s and girl’s fantasy in front of 

the camera, behind closed doors. She 

has become an icon of the era, and today, 

many young post-feminists ironically 

emulate her look, sporting Bettie-bangs 

and fishnet hose. But here is the debate: 

Why do we idolize Bettie Page as a sym-

bol of the new feminist, and at the same 

time, write someone like Pamela Anderson 

Lee off as a bimbo? Bettie really wasn’t 

doing anything that different from what 

Pamela has done in the pages of Playboy, 

so what gives? Janet Jakobsen, director 

of the Center for Research on Women at 

Barnard College, makes an interesting 

observation. “The ’50s [was a time of ] 

very constrained sexuality. It was before 

the Pill. It was before sexual liberation. It 

was during the McCarthy era, when they 

were busy hunting sexual perverts in the 

government … so that sort of feeling of 

‘busting out’ of ’50s repression is very 

clearly seen as a libratory move.” It would 

make sense that a woman could relate to 

the sexual liberation of Bettie Page, given 

the contrast of ’50s society. Regarding 

Pamela in the 21st century, 

it gets a little more com-

plicated. “Today we have a 

really hyper-sexualized pop 

culture in which women are 

commercialized in various 

ways,” Janet asserts. “It’s 

hard to really see Pamela 

as bursting from cultural 

constraints, because sex is all around 

us.” The fact that sex is everywhere in our 

society has led to a truckload of confusion 

for everyone. Christina Aguilera chalks up 

her new “Dirrty” image as a “liberation” 

from the teen pseudo-sexy image she was 

given by her record label. But because her 

original image was already a sexual one, 

her going further in this direction makes 

it difficult to see this as a personal libera-

tion. On top of that, our capitalist culture 

has commercialized the hell out of her 

sexuality. This is only one example of how 

sexism feeds into society. When money 

and sex are combined in our culture, we 

always end up with a sacrificial whore.

The Great Girl Divide
The commercialism of female sexuality 

has also fueled acrimony among women 

in society. Looking at modern pop stars 

with breast implants doesn’t often generate 

compassion for a woman who appears to 

have low self-esteem, nor does it often gen-

erate a feeling of admiration (I rarely think 

to myself, “Wow, her D-cup implants really 

make her a fantastic role model for my little 

niece”). Instead, we call her a ’ho. In Inga 

Muscio’s astonishingly eye-opening book 

Cunt: A Declaration of Independence, she 

quotes Soraya Mire, a Somali woman who 

made a powerful film on genital mutilation 

called Fire Eyes:

“In America, women 

pay the money that is theirs 

and no one else’s to go to 

a doctor who cuts them 

up so they can create or 

sustain an image men 

want. Men are the mir-

ror. Western women cut 

themselves up voluntarily. In my country, 

a child is woken up at three in the morning, 

held down, and cut with a razor blade. She 

has no choice. Western women pay to get 

their bodies mutilated.”

There’s some food for thought. This 

whole topic smacks of big-time American 

male double standards to me. Janet 

agrees: “Men in popular music display all 

kinds of sexuality, and there is rarely even 

comment on this fact. They can display 

sexuality with multiple women. They can 

display all different kinds of sexual desire 
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in the space of a three-minute video, and 

there is rarely a comment made about it.” 

But as soon as a woman starts grinding her 

hips, she’s judged as a victim or vixen, as 

if her sexuality is all that matters. In fact, 

from a very young age, we are looked at 

as feminine beings first, and are taught to 

display our femininity in accepted ways. 

Janet agrees that “women are trained into 

the system and come to accept it. We police 

each other in various ways, so that, for 

example, women who are ‘good girls’ are 

often ones who do mean things to other 

women who are perceived 

to be ‘bad girls.’ And part 

of it is saying, ‘Look, I’ve 

constrained my sexual-

ity; the least you can do 

is constrain yours.’” Inga 

states, “Women choose to 

be catty, cruel, prejudiced, 

competitive, or jealous of 

each other, partly because 

we grow up learning that 

negative behavior toward 

women is perfectly accept-

able, and partly because 

it is a difficult task to see 

ourselves in our perceptions. Seeing our-

selves requires effort and commitment.” 

Could there be something in Britney’s sexy 

image that stirs up our own sexist views of 

women? That possibility really bums me 

out, but the question is too important to 

ignore. No doubt Madonna agrees—she 

has said of her Erotica period, “I was 

really turning my nose up at the 

whole idea that women aren’t 

allowed to be sexual and erotic 

and provocative and intelligent 

at the same time.”

I’m in Control
The classical crossover string 

quartet called bond wants us 

all to lighten up a little bit and 

see that women are just “having 

fun” with clothes, that being 

sexy doesn’t necessarily devalue 

them as musicians. To me, the 

members of bond look like they 

stepped right off the corporate 

conveyor belt with their cellos 

and their fuchsia Wonderbras, 

but when asked if their image 

was a marketing ploy, the con-

servatory-trained musicians 

emphatically replied, “No. This 

is us. This is who we are.” To 

this, Janet rebuts, “Artists always 

respond as if they have control 

over their image. And the fact is, they don’t.” 

On the flip side, Janet states that bond’s sexy 

look is “an important intervention, because 

it’s saying that women can be sexy and 

have this highly disciplined form of musi-

cal training, and be powerful purveyors of 

American culture.… But it’s not the same 

thing as saying, ‘I control it, and I have this 

imminent power that I can use’—that sexu-

ality can be used against you, 

and you don’t have complete 

control over it.”

Big sigh. So, with sex 

saturating our society, cor-

porations commercializing 

women’s sexuality, and men 

and women judging women 

in terms of their sexuality, 

where does that leave us? 

Though women certainly 

have more freedom today 

than they did in the ’50s, it 

sure seemed a lot less con-

fusing back then. Let’s face 

it: Today’s society is a pretty complicated 

place for a woman to live in. We are all on 

our own paths to sexual empowerment, 

and we can support one another as sis-

ters trying to find our way in this world 

of mixed messages. “[We should] support 

women who choose their empowerment, 

however they choose it,” Janet declares. 

“[We should support] women who pursue 

their sexual desires and … point out that 

men are allowed to do this all the time. [It’s 

equally important to support] women who 

make other choices, who want to have a 

traditional family. Let’s stop saying, ‘Here 

is the one right way to be an empowered 

woman,’ because there is no one right 

Cher

“I was really turn-
ing my nose up 

at the whole idea 
that women aren’t 
allowed to be sex-
ual and erotic and 
provocative and 
intelligent at the 

same time.”—Madonna
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