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ABSTRACT

Girls and their Body Image:
Sociopolitical Issues in Art Education

Heather M. Veltman, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 2007

The thesis is feminist action research based on girl’s body image in art education
with a small sample of eleven and twelve year old girls from an elementary school in
Montreal, Canada. The purpose of the study was to discover if art can assist young girls
in resisting cultural stereotypes of feminine beauty. Pre-adolescence was chosen as an
age-group to investigate if feminist theory and art-making strategies could promote a
positive self image in giris. Issues-based art education was determined to be an
appropriate teaching method to explore sociopolitical issues by looking at art and making
art. A secondary goal of the study was to understand the dynamics related to teaching and
learning about gender oppression, to identify factors that facilitated, and barriers that

impeded the successful implementation of the body image project.

The results of the research indicate that the participants’ body image
dissatisfaction was influenced by media images, but that it originated in body-based
harassment from boys at school. Also, the stereotype that ‘girls are nice,” seen as an
inherent feature of femininity, was a major stumbling block for the girls that necessitated
self-silencing strategies. Nevertheless, it appeared that the girls used the body image

workshops to practice their voices to address issues of gender inequity. Through analysis,

11



what the participants said, in combination with their silence about significant life
changes, offered insights into gaps where girls’ self-esteem—and body image--can be

enhanced through feminist education and art.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This research is about girls and their body image as it relates to their art
education. Specifically, it is feminist action research based on a small sample of eleven
and twelve year old girls in fifth and sixth grades in an elementary school in Canada. The
goal of the study was to discover if art can assist young girls in resisting cultural
stereotypes of feminine beauty. I chose pre-adolescence as an age-group to investigate
whether feminist theory and art-making strategies could promote a positive self image.
Issues-based art education appeared as the most appropriate form of teaching in this aim.

In this first chapter, I introduce the purpose of the study and the research
questions. I explain how my interest in the topic evolved from my prior research on body
image. I conclude by addressing how the topic of girls’ body image fits into recent

inquiry within issues-based art education.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study is to describe the effects of an art education project on
body image that occurred in a Canadian alternative elementary school in Montreal,
Quebec. The study aims to shed light on the dynamics related to teaching and learning
about gender oppression to identify factors that facilitated, and barriers that impeded the
successful implementation of the issues-based art teaching project. The specific questions
guiding my research are presented here to explain how the research was structured. The

first two questions are:



1-Can art assist adolescent girls in resisting cultural messages that lead to

dissatisfaction with their bodies?

2-Can art contribute to a positive self image?

In question one, I aim to understand how girls negotiate meanings of femininity
by differentiating between cultural ideals of the female body and their own bodies.
Although the literature points to such evidence (as seen in Chapter Two), do the actual
participants in my body image art workshops express body dissatisfaction and does this
lead to efforts to change body shapes or to improve ‘looks’? Are these girls dissatistied?
What do they already know about stereotypes and how does this influence them? Can
critical analysis of stereotypes of femininity lead to a resisting posture?

Question two deals with the relationship between art and a positive self image.
Can specific art projects, ones that introduce alternative facets of feminine life not visible
in everyday media images and traditional art images, promote personal introspection that
leads to a positive image of the female body, and hence a positive body image? In the
encounter between feminist ideas and art, can girls move to a critical space that leads to
resistance, self-validation and action? And finally, will it be possible within the research
to know if the girls evolve from a negative stance to a positive one? I ask the question in
this way because of my desire to understand the social and political contexts that lead
girls (and eventually women) to be dissatisfied with their bodies while also reflecting on
educational and psychological strategies for resistance to stereotypes. 1 seek to use an
i1ssues-based perspective in art education to understand how art can be used as a means

for validating a positive self-image in girls.



While these two central questions drive my research, there are other secondary
questions that contribute to my focus. They are specifically related to teaching from an
issues-based approach to art education. These questions are:

3-What effect does issues-based art education have on students, teachers and

curriculum planning?

4-What tools can the art educator learn to adequately cope with student’s

emotional reactions to new self-knowledge or notions of oppression, in order to

move them toward a positive space of empowerment and change?

Question three focuses on the effects of issues-based art education as observed in
practice. How are the students affected by this type of teaching for social justice and what
does this means for curriculum planning and teaching art?

Question four aims at understanding how art educators can address issues of
social justice within the issues-based approach while also being sensitive to the multi-
faceted layers of personal, familial, social and political elements that are brought to the
surface by the teaching project. How can the issues-based art educator do her job in ways
that are ethically responsible toward the participants as individuals? What educational
tools can assist a teacher who directs an issues-based art project?

All four research questions and their related issues imply investigation into the

practical applications of issues-based art education to understand the challenges, pitfalls

and strengths of the research project on girl’s body image.

Interest in the Topic

Body Image Research with Women.
My interest in the topic of body image developed out of my Master’s research

(Veltman, 2002), when I conducted a ‘Body Image Art Workshop’ for women at



Concordia University. This workshop was a strong instigator of intense, emotional
discussion about what constituted negative and positive images of women. Faced with the
myriad media images of female beauty, the women participants revealed their frustration,
anger and deep ambivalence toward the ideology of femininity with its consequences of
negative feelings of self-worth and over-emphasis on beauty and body. What the women
felt was negative were images of women as “sex objects for men, passively on display to
sell something.” They were outraged with media images which instilled an unattainable
desire for a perfect body.

On a positive note, the women were relieved by the positive images they had
found where women were portrayed as active and realistic (working women, women with
children, women of colour, women without make-up, older women, etc.). In the second
part of the workshop, the participants produced personal artwork, almost exclusively self-
portraits that connected the prior discussion of positive and negative images to personal
representations of self: active, real women (not models or movie stars).

The women in the workshops said that they felt more accepting of their bodies as
they grew older. One participant compared her positive feelings today to the negative
feelings she had as a girl, and then talked about her daughter’s negative body image. She
believed that contemporary girls suffered as much, if not more, from body image
dissatisfaction than did earlier generations of girls. The idea that ‘nothing has changed’
intrigued me. I was also fascinated by the fact that the women’s intense discussion on
body image inspired them to do art. They claimed to be less embarrassed about
discussing their artwork afterward. These two incidents motivated me to learn more about

girls’ body image as a topic for research in art education.



Body Image Research with Teenagers.

A few weeks after the workshop for women, one of the participant’s daughters,
aged eleven at the time, requested a body image workshop for girls on behalf of a small
group of her girlfriends. Initially, I was unable to arrange the workshops. Later, I
organized a pilot study at Concordia University in the Spring of 2003. I was surprised and
intrigued that the girls, now aged thirteen, still wanted the workshops!

I learned in the body image workshop for teenage girls that the girls’ definition of
a positive body image was completely opposite to the women’s definition. For them,
positive was defined as “being tall and thin,” “looking good,” “being in fashion” and
being appropriately sexy according to one’s age. Negative was described as “bad
hairstyle,” an “ugly dress,” having wrinkles or body fat. The girls in the workshop
revealed their familiarity with images of conventional female beauty, their acceptance of
double-standards concerning female sexual behavior and the devaluation of women
whose bodies did not correspond to the social norms: thin, tall, young, mostly white and
good-looking. Not only were the norms of feminine attractiveness unquestioned but they
were later reaffirmed in their artwork.

I showed the girls various art images of women to offer them an opportunity to
reflect on different ways of representing and thinking about feminine beauty. I began
with the artwork of many well-known mainstream male artists. The girls became angry
with the images representing gender inequality (a clothed man in the company of a naked
woman, for example), images that used the woman’s body for something else (as a table
or a violin) and by images that smacked of violence against women (a naked woman tied

up). They defined these images as “very negative.” However, they were equally shocked



by feminist art portraying “fat” women, realistic photography and drawings of real bodies
and breasts with goose-bumps, wrinkles, sagging skin, stomach folds, etc. To them, these
images were also “very negative.” The girls had great difficulty articulating their surprise
and dismay that I would consider the depiction of fat or wrinkles as a form of social
critique, and hence positive.

The most poignant aspect of the workshop was when the girls discussed their
paintings of “girls going to a party, dressed to be sexy.” When I asked: “Are you beautiful
girls?” they responded that they felt “more ugly than beautiful” and that “all girls
consider themselves ‘not pretty.”” One participant gravely said “I know I’m ugly.” This
conversation revealed the girls’ very low self-concepts concerning beauty. They said that
their strategy for dealing with perceived personal shortcomings was to focus even more
on external standards and to work harder to make themselves prettier. It makes sense
then, that in their art they portrayed themselves in tight clothing, with exposed navels, lip
gloss, dyed hair, jewellery, sparkles and make-up.

The discoveries I made in the body image art workshop conducted with both
teenage girls and women revealed the need for more research into girl’s studies in art
education. As a teacher of girls, the mother of a girl and a former girl myself, it also put
me into contact with my own body image issues. Like the women in my first body image
workshop, I have become more self-accepting of my body over time, as I grow older and
more confident. Contact with feminism and feminist art education played an important

role in my change of consciousness.



Overview of the Problem

Girls and their Body Image in Art Education.

In art there has been considerable literature devoted to women’s bodies and body
image within feminist art criticism and feminist art theory since the 1970s. Analysis of art
images has served to understand how gender inequalities are structured through
representations and through gender-biased looking paradigms. Given the widespread
attention to the topic of body image in general, and to women’s bodies in representational
practice, it is surprising that there has been little research on body image within the field
of art education. Few studies within art education have exclusively focused on girls as a
branch of feminism. Thus, there is a need for more feminist research on gir! studies
within art education to broaden the perspectives of art teachers who work with girls.

The topic of body image is an example of how issues of oppression and
empowerment can be actualized through the issues-based approach to teaching art. As
such, it represents a fertile area for research in art education. Since the 1990s, body image
has been a popular topic in many fields, particularly in sociology and psychology.
Numerous research studies have been devoted understanding the sources and solutions to
girls’ and women’s negative body image perception (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002). Empirical
research in psychology, for example, sought to determine how idealized media images of
women influence girls’ cognitive and affective development (Yamamiya et al, 2005).
Some researchers like Frost (2001) have used art as a tool for understanding, critiquing
and researching girls’ body image, from a sociological feminist perspective. If art is
considered a valuable research tool in other fields, it also holds potential for research on

body image within art education.



Issues-based Art Education.

Recent debates in art education have called for an approach to teaching children
that educates for social justice. This involves the idea that education can be oppressive or
conversely can liberate individuals from biased beliefs and practices that perpetuate
oppression. Schooling is analyzed as a process of socialization informed by historical,
political, and social issues (Nemiroft, 1992), while teaching is perceived as reproducing
ideological content that serves to privilege some individuals above others. Viewed from a
critical position, teaching holds the radical potential for transforming society by revealing
oppressive power structures fo students in the aim of learning “how culture and other
social factors affect and influence the development of who they are, what they believe,
what they create, how they do it and why” (Nyman, 2002, p. 64). Teaching becomes a
tool for creating equitable learning for all students.

Issues-based art education is informed by these critical debates in education and
integrates these ideas into the teaching of art. Children in classrooms are encouraged to
critically understand, interpret and evaluate art and current visual culture in relation to
their own lives (Gaudelius & Speirs, 2002). Learning in this context is perceived as
integrative of all life experiences, acknowledging difficulties and differences, and moving
toward celebration and change. Issues-based art education is viewed as emancipatory
teaching to empower students while promoting social change. However, some questions
concerning the practical implementation of issues-based art education need to be

examined in the institutional classroom (Herrmann, 2005).



Need for the Research

In light of the above, there is both a need for research on girl studies within art
education, particularly related to the topic of body image, and for research on the process
of teaching for social justice in the form of issues-based art education. On the one hand,
there is a need to develop places for girls to understand and unlearn sexist bias to better
resist the oppression of women. On the other hand, it is pertinent to develop methods of
teaching controversial subject matter, especially concerning issues of oppression. This
study was consequently developed to respond to these needs, while focusing primarily on
the topic of girls and their body image.

It was my expectation that contact with feminist art and art-making would
improve the girls’ feelings about their body image. 1 aimed to offer the girls the
possibility of reflecting, criticizing, rejecting and choosing femininity before
experiencing what Brown and Gilligan (1992) and Basow and Rubin (1999) describe as a
crisis in female development involving body hatred. I therefore offered my workshops to
young girls in 5™ and 6™ grade who were likely on the verge of puberty, a crucial stage in
the development of female identity. Lessons were structured around the goal of blurring
the sexualized, essentialist and stereotyped readings of the female body in
representational practice. By introducing alternative ways of viewing and thinking about
women’s bodies, as seen in feminist art, it was hoped that feminist art education would
encourage “girls to be active producers of their own cultures rather than passive
consumers of what is mass-manufactured for them” (Harris, 2005, p. 167).

Furthermore, I believed that it would be profitable for the participants of the body

image workshops to go beyond images, art, and feminist theory into the concrete



dimension of the physical body through movement and bodywork. I viewed this approach
as a feminist strategy to move through the idea of ‘woman as image.’ I structured the
body image workshops to alternately talk about the female body, look at representations
of the female body, but also to encourage the girls to feel their bodies in the classroom.
Reconnecting with the body was perceived as “highly integrative of academic, cognitive
and social effects” (Nikitina, 2003, p. 54). Movement and bodywork were viewed as an
integrative pedagogy within the body image research.

In sum, it was my belief that the issues-based art education workshops on body
image would help participants develop greater resistance to stereotypes, which in turn

would be translated into greater self-esteem.

Sketch of the Study

The research outlined here is feminist action research based on girls’ body image
in art education with a small sample of eleven and twelve year old girls from an
alternative elementary school in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. The five participants were
white, middle-class and francophone Quebecois girls; three participants were in 6™ grade
and two were in 5 grade. The research took place between April 13™ and June 17" 2004
and spanned fifteen two hour workshops, after school from 3:30-5:30 PM. The location
for the research was in a regular classroom in the participants’ school.

The action research was organized according to an overall unit plan that was
meant to introduce themes related to the topic of body image by looking at art and
making art. Each lesson plan was structured to include a discussion of themes, to look at

artwork, to do movement exercises and to make art. Fieldnotes were chosen as the
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principal means for collecting data to document what the girls said and did, as well as

how I felt and acted while teaching from an issues-based approach to art education.

Organizational Layout of the Study

The research is organized into to five chapters. In Chapter One, I introduce the
study and provide an overview of the structure and content. I explain how my interest in
the topic evolved from my prior research on body image. Then I offer a sketch of the
study itself by clarifying the purpose statement and the research questions. I conclude
Chapter One by addressing how the topic of girls’ body image fits into recent inquiry
within issues-based art education.

The remainder of this study comprises of Chapters Two to Six, a reference list
and appendixes. Chapter Two presents a review of literature on feminist social critique,
girls’ body image and issues-based art education. Chapter Three delineates the
methodology of action research, the design of the study and the research procedures. A
description of the Body Image workshops is presented in Chapter Four. Chapter Five is
an analysis of the data and a discussion of the findings. Chapter Six concludes the study
by making recommendations for further research. A reference list and appendixes are

found at the end of the thesis.

11



CHAPTER 2

Conceptual Context and Theoretical Orientation

In this chapter I discuss the three important theoretical strands to my research:
feminism, girl studies and issues-based art education. This review of literature is divided
into three parts to provide an overview of the conceptual context and theoretical

orientation that informed the action research project on girls and their body image.

Part one presents a review of literature on feminist social critique and explores
how the topic of body image emerges from longstanding feminist interest in the body.
Cultural conceptions of femininity, popular and visual culture representations of ideal
beauty and the construction of gender identity are examined. I give an overview of some
feminist strategies to understand how stereotypes can be challenged through art-making

and art viewing,

Part two focuses on girls and their body image. I review research known as ‘girl
studies’ to understand the influence of the ‘Girl Power’ movement in shaping ideals of
girlhood. I also look at issues that affect contemporary girls born into feminism that are
contextually different from those of other generations of women. Then, I examine the

topic of body image by reviewing some empirical research from the field of psychology.

Part three investigates the world of teaching within an issues-based approach to
art education. The issues-based philosophy of teaching sociopolitical issues is examined,
while also making comparisons to current debates in art education. Some criticisms are
explored to understand the practical difficulties involved in teaching issues-based art

education.
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Feminist Social Critique

Critical feminist literature establishes the theoretical underpinnings of this action
research in art education. Feminist social theory, feminist art theory and feminist art
education provide the conceptual context and theoretical orientation to the topic of body
image. Generally, the topic of body image is perceived as a single-focused concern that
narrows onto women’s weight and eating disorders. In fact, body image research is a
diverse field with a variety of theoretical positions, of which feminism is one (Cash &
Pruzinsky, 2002). According to Cash and Pruzinsky, feminist thought has nevertheless
permeated most body image research since the 1990s.

To fully understand the complexity of body image for girls in relation to its
significance for art education, I will break the topic into its two parts: body and image.
Each part will be addressed from a feminist lens. First, I give a historical overview of
women’s struggles to regain control of their bodies. I make a connection between
violence against women and the cultural reinforcement of stereotypes through images.
Second, 1 review important theories from feminist art. These concern representation of
the female body as seen in canonical and mainstream art involving privileged viewing
practices. I also take a rapid glance at some of the strategies employed by feminist artists
to challenge stereotypes of women. These involve using art to resist stereotypes and to
express women’s experiences of their bodies. I will return to the specificities of body

image as a topic of its own, in part two of this chapter.
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The Female Body

Women'’s bodies within feminism.

The history of feminism is bound up with concerns for the female body,
particularly since the 1970s (Davis, 1997). In Quebec, as in the rest of Canada and
elsewhere, women were deeply impressed with the idea that their private lives (and their
bodies) were connected to a social system of domination that made women dependent on,
and subservient to men. Originally inspired by Marxist thought, patriarchy was
conceptualized in terms of men’s power as a dominant sexual class. Power over women
was perceived as enacted through the female body by control of maternity and female
sexuality (Toupin, 1997). For feminists then, the body was viewed as a transformative
site for political struggle to gain equal rights for women through a process of self-
determination.

Feminist activism was consequently solutions-focused, and sought to use the
theory to change the world. Activists worked to gain control over contraception, the right
for abortion, and women’s reproductive health in general (Davis, 1997). Issues like
violence against women, sexual abuse, harassment, incest and rape were brought to
public attention as crimes. Support groups and centers were established for women, such
as health centers, shelters for victims of violence, rape crisis lines, and self-defense
courses (Toupin, 1997). Women’s groups staged attacks on patriarchy such as
manifestations against pornography, beauty contests, military parades, genital mutilation,
and more (Davis, 1997; Toupin, 1997).

At a grassroots level, women’s collectives were inspired to celebrate women’s

achievements by creating alternative spaces ‘for women only’ such as women’s studies
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courses, women’s theatres, women’s festivals, women’s libraries and more (Toupin,
1997). Sexuality became a major feminist theme where women were encouraged to
discover their bodies for themselves, not only for reproduction or in service of male
sexuality. Thousands of women participated in sexual re-education courses, where they
overcame the fear and self-loathing of their female bodies (Heinman & Lo Piccolo & Lo

Piccolo, 1976; Kitzinger, 1983; Barbach, 2000).

Academic feminism.

In the academy, feminist research exploded within all the traditional fields such as
education, psychology, anthropology, sociology, art, etc. (Davis, 1997). Sexist bias was
discovered to be everywhere: within education, the workplace, the church, political
parties, the government, the justice system, the economy, the family, and the heterosexual
couple (Toupin, 1997). As a response, much research was devoted to the analysis of
stereotypes in the perpetuation and maintenance of patriarchy. Feminists aimed to
discover how stercotypes resulted in differences in status and privilege that adversely
affected women’s life chances for happiness and success (Frost, 2001).

Feminist interest in debunking stereotypes about woman’s nature based in biology
led to inquiry into female identity construction. Although originally focused on white,
middle-class women and their bodies, feminism quickly moved to examine how women
were discriminated against within the intersections of race, class, ethnicity, sexual
orientation, religion, ableness and much more (Davis, 1997). The idea that womanhood

was a shared (or universal) experience was replaced by the understanding of a
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multiplicity of female experiences in the body, where gender remained nevertheless a
distinguishing site of oppression (Toupin, 1997).

In this sense, feminist theory can be seen as deconstructing and reconstructing
female subjectivity through two interrelated strategies. The first strategy concerns naming
social injustices to raise consciousnesses about change. The second strategy involves
empowering women through celebration of the feminine-identified (Harris, 2004). Both
naming and celebration work together to break with stereotypes and to create new
identifications with the feminine. Feminist theory-through-activism has been engaged in
the active desire to position women as knowing subjects (Gaudelius, 1998). This is an
important breakthrough that continues to live on in postmodern theories (although it is
not always acknowledged as such) (Broude & Garrard, 1994). Davis (1997) maintains
that feminist interest in the female body--as subject--can be largely credited for “putting

the [female] body on the intellectual map” (p. 1).

Embodiment theory.

The topic of body image is directly related to feminist embodiment theory, which
was addressed by feminists in the later 1990s. Embodiment feminism addresses the idea
that female biology creates the possibility of women as a group (Davis, 1997). Although
this idea is not entirely new,' it stands in opposition to postmodern feminisms that
fragmented subjectivity into intersecting parts (race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, and

more), arguing against the possibility of women as a coherent group due to differences in

! There was a large debate on the question of essentialism, for example, especially Judy Chicago’s The
Dinner Party, in the 1980s.
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status and privilege (Davis, 1997). Embodiment feminism looks for commonality through
a “thin reed of biology” (Fine, 2004, p. xii) but makes the point that women are not to be
defined by their commonality. A shared gender nevertheless constitutes a tentative terrain
of affinities and possible empowerment (Davis, 1997). By the same token, violence
against women, particularly sexual assault, is one of those problems that profoundly
influences women’s ability to live autonomous lives in and through their bodies. It is an
issue that has a serious psychological impact on women and girls. Patriarchy and the
climate of violence against women affect girls in their body image, as I will discuss later

in this chapter.

The issue of sexual violence—as an everyday preoccupation for women—has not
been solved by women’s greater access to power. In fact, visual culture reminds us that
stereotypes about women and their sexuality, circulate in the form of images. Although
sexist language is less tolerated in society, images are still justified as ‘freedom of
expression’ regardless of their sexist content. Images normalize male and female
positions in regards to power and sexuality—unequal ones—where female sexuality is
shown to be at the service of male sexuality, according to pornographic codes (Paul,
2005; Levy, 2005). Stereotypical ideas and images are related to the ways women’s
bodies are treated in real life. On the most basic level, equality between the sexes can be
established by how women are treated by the men in their lives...in their homes, in their

families, in schools, in the culture and on the street.

Violence against women and girls in Canada and Quebec.
The topic of violence against women conjures a misogynistic image of male

dominance, where men—as a group--are portrayed as dangerous. Paradoxically, women
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and girls are trained to believe themselves incapable of violence against men, even to
defend themselves (Clarke, 2005).? It can be argued that for women to live normal lives,
without excessive paranoia yet without knowledge of self-defense, it is necessary to
occult statistical evidence about men’s private lives. Statistics convey a social reality that
girls and women live in an unsafe environment where sexual violence is a threat. It
demonstrates that the feminist project of creating social justice has not achieved all of its
goals. Canadian and Quebecois statistics confirm that women, especially young women,
are the principal victims of rape and that they should expect, and be prepared for,
violence. According to Statistics Canada (2003), sexual assault was the fourth most
frequent criminal act of violence between 1999 and 2003.° The fifth most frequent
criminal acts of violence were “other sexual offences” (p. 1). Women and particularly
young girls were reported as predominantly the victims of sexual assault (see Appendix
1).

The government of Quebec produced a research report on sexual assault in 2001
entitled Governmental Orientations toward Sexual Assault.’ Like the Canadian statistics,
the Quebec report found that young girls--from all socioeconomic groups--are the most at
risk for sexual assault. This report correlates its findings with an earlier study that
estimated that one out of three girls and one boy out of six will be sexually assaulted

before becoming an adult (Tourigny & Guillot, 1999).

> In this regard Clarke (2005) says that the “only violence permitted [women] is the sneaky kind:
conspiracy, manipulation, deceit, poison, a stiletto in the back... when women are violent, we see it as
shocking” (p. 315) and sensationalist. A good example of this is the recent media attention given to the
Canadian rapist/murderer Karla Homolka and her bizarre sado-masochistic sexual life in prison.

* The first three were homicide, attempted murder, and robbery

* In French: Orientations gouvernementales en matiére d’agression sexuelle (2001).
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The researchers who wrote the Quebec report on sexual assault (2001) make clear
that 98% of perpetrators of sexual aggression and assault are male, “coming from all
social groups and independent of ethnocultural affiliations, age groups or educational
levels” (p. 35). Nineteen percent of aggressors are under eighteen years old and the
research shows that more than half of adult aggressors began committing sexual assaults
when they were teenagers. This shows that the rate of recidivism is very high. In Quebec,
70% to 80% of sexual assaults are committed by someone known to the victim. The
reports states: “A husband, lover, friend, acquaintance (friend of husband, brother of a
friend), therapist, co-worker, employer, co-student, neighbor or family member” (p. 30).

The major obstacles to fighting against sexual assault, according to the writers of
the report, are “the stereotypical conceptions of women’s behavior” (p. 36). They say:

A strong proportion of the Quebec population believes that women accept sexual

relations and then report to being assaulted; that women are ambivalent and that

when they say ‘no’ they mean ‘yes’; that women provoke sexual aggression
through their attitudes, behavior or clothes; that women are generally attacked by

strangers; that sexual aggressors are ‘crazy maniacs.’ (p. 36)

The researchers argue that these erroneous beliefs distract public attention away from the
real responsibility of sexual aggressors by doubting or justifying the reality of aggression.

These social myths, prejudices and stereotypes also discourage women and children from

making formal criminal complaints.

Living in a rape culture.
As if violence itself was not enough, the Canadian (2003) and the Quebec (2001) reports
make clear that most women live in fear of violence. This is what Buchwald, Fletcher and

Roth (2005) call “a rape culture” (p. xi). They say:
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A rape culture is a culture of intimidation that keeps women afraid of being

attacked and so it confines women in the range of their behavior. That fear makes

a woman censor her behavior--her speech, her way of dressing, her actions. Fear

undermines her confidence in her ability to be independent. Living in fear takes

up a continent of psychic space. (p. 219)

For Buchwald, Fletcher and Roth (2005), there is a connection between the
attitudes expressed toward women in the culture and a reality of sexual violence. They
see evidence of a rape culture the representation of women on “t.v. programs and in
advertisements, newspapers, novels, poetry, songs, opera, rock, rap, on billboards, shop

windows, museum walls” (p. xiv). These authors believe that transforming a rape culture

involves understanding—and changing--gender stereotypes and power relations seen in

images.

Feminist Theory in Art

Within feminist theory in art, a connection i1s made between the representations of
women and the construction of female subjectivity in relation to stereotypes of the
feminine (Gaudelius, 1998). Viewing traditions in art, the definition of the artist as
typically male, and the portrayal of the female nude are analyzed from a feminist lens
(Parker & Pollock, 1981). It has been argued that representations of white women’s
bodies have reinforced cultural stereotypes about women’s nature and that images of
female beauty have played a role in constructing femininity as an essential element of
women’s identities and lives.” Within patriarchal binary oppositions, woman is marked as

‘other’ (Gaudelius, 1998) and femininity is depicted and viewed as body/beauty/sex

3 It is important to note that white male artists in the western canon of art history have focused most of their
attention on stereotypes of white western women as representatives of an idealized femininity. These
stereotypes have been applied to women of colour as well but with the additional stereotypes of race and
class. The focus on white women in art has also marked the erasure of ‘other’ femininities.
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(Mulvey, 1975/84). The unseen, neutral, unmarked or disembodied mind/hero/power can

be identified as male (Mulvey, 1975/84).6

The beautiful woman as ‘objet d’art.’

In the patriarchal context where art making has privileged male dominance, an
unequal power relationship is signified through the visibility of female sexuality and
invisibility of male sexuality, where the male is portrayed as active and the female as
passive (and dependent on the male) (Parker & Pollock, 1981). Inequity is evident in
historical conceptions of art, artist and viewer that revolve around a masculine art
making/viewing paradigm. Art, in this sense, is a social and ideological activity that
engages the viewers into the gaze of the artist, who is defining subject matter through ‘the
look.” According to Parker and Pollock (1981):

Woman is present as an image but with the specific connotations of body and

nature, that is passive, available, possessable, powerless. Man is absent from the

image [as artist or viewer] but it is his speech, his view, his position of dominance

which the images signify. (p. 116)

In art this gaze is directed at female nudes in innumerable paintings and drawings,
sculpture and photography. Often reclining, women, culturally defined as beautiful
appear as willing objects of male sexual scrutiny and desire. According to Mathews
(1991):

[The] genre of the female nude originates in antiquity, but its modern format of a

passively seductive woman’s body laid out across the canvas was popularized

Titian’s Venus of Urbino (1538). From Titian to Ingres to Tom Wesselman and

David Salle, the convention of the nude as used by males remains largely

unchanged in its objectification of women, whatever other meanings may be
present in the work. (p. 416)

% Parts of this section have been adapted from my unpublished paper, Veltman (2001) Looking and Looking
Back, Representation and Art.
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A link can be drawn between a woman’s beauty and her sexuality. A beautiful
woman is understood as sexy but not too sexual, in the sense of overly powerful or
overpowering (of the male). “Rather than being inhabited by a consciousness, these
bodies become vessels to be inhabited by male desire....[and] female sexuality is only
represented in male terms” (Mathews, 1991, p. 416). Paradoxically, this type of imagery
appears to capture a fragment of reality. Responsibility for the pose is displaced from the
artist onto the sexual nature of the model (Parker & Pollock, 1981). The erotically
charged image seems to imply that woman’s sexual nature, like nature itself, wants to be

tamed (Bordo, 1993).

It can be argued that canonical female nudes partake of a visual continuum with
contemporary media and pornographic images that are bound up with issues of male
ownership of female sexuality, images that are bought and consumed (Dines, 2005). As

Pointon (1990) says:

The female nude functions, not as a category with clear parameters but as a form
of rhetoric. It is the way the body functions in the grammar of representation,
invoking ideologies of the body and its economy, that is significant rather than its
erotic power as estimated by any particular viewer, or its pose, or the extent of its
covering. (p.14)

As such, the female nude in representational practice reflects the “symbolic

violence” inflicted on women “meant to reinforce patriarchal hegemony” (Hall, 1997, p.

259). Desjardins (1989) believes that:

No matter how complex or mediated the relationship, there is a connection
between cultural representations of woman/woman’s body and not only how
political power is distributed among the sexes but also how gender identity is
reinforced and perpetuated in that culture. (p. 67)
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The social prescriptions of gender as expressed through stereotypes--contained within
images—can be interpreted as “a means to regulate and organize women and men in

different locations and value systems” (Grosz, 1988, p.100).

When beauty becomes censorship: representations.

The social construct of gender defines a female identity that is narcissistically
bound up with the image of woman. Signified foremost as ‘body,” women--just like their
image--are to be looked at as objects of beauty, in real life. The recurring images of
female beauty in art and in the media instruct women how to act and how to be sexual
just in the right way---a perfect body with a perfect attitude.” These images affect

women’s feelings about themselves.

In relation to beauty, women’s active participation in the ideal of femininity is
most troubling and riven with contradictions. Foucault (1980) explains this in terms of
how power structures individuals into a priori subject positions, such as male or female
from birth. These cultural signifiers serve to construct gender definitions, meanings and
identities (Hall, 1997). For Foucault, representations are not only related to power, but
are the result of it and work in a circular way. Power does not operate from above but
rather works through and in individuals in their everyday life, demanding the active

participation of the subject (Hall, 1997).

As a result, representations reinforce pre-existing power positions, often using

“seductive images as a means to persuade and gain consent of the targeted group”

7 The images also represent women as invariably affluent and white (Davis, 1997) which leaves out a large
proportion of women who are not.

23



(Gledhill, 1997, p. 348). Hall (1997) calls this the “poetics of stereotyping that underlies
the politics- which is invested with power” (p. 263). In this way, art and media
representations promote an ideal femininity that is culturally fabricated and that appears
stylistically enticing. Sherlock (1992) calls this “culture disguised as nature” which
attempts to evade “the history of the body as disciplined and punished, the body subject
and subjected, which is produced in institutional contexts and not merely born” (p. 18).

Linker (1984) goes further:

Since the fabrication of reality depends on repetition to fix or stabilize meanings, most
texts within cultural circulation serve to confirm and reduplicate subject positions.
Over time these positions acquire the status of identities...Hence the forms of

discourse are at once forms of definition, means of limitation, and modes of power. (p.
392)

Analysis of the stercotype of women’s beauty illustrates how representations
serve to construct reality, by instilling a desire for female perfection that is oppressive.
Images of female beauty in art and in the media, as well as their underlying ideology
influence the reaction of real men to real women, as well as women to themselves
(Sherlock, 1992). The ‘look’ or ‘gaze’ is internalized and follows women everywhere
(Berger, 1972). Women resort to self-surveillance that includes monitoring clothes and
movements. Many women become engrossed with ‘body projects’ to transform the body
according to social ideals by use of makeup, fashion, dieting, fitness regimes, and
cosmetic surgery. Better looks become a means for achieving a better self (Davis, 1997).

In this way, the stereotype of women’s beauty is involved in creating an identity
perceived as feminine, yet women work hard to achieve the ‘right look.” At the same
time, comparisons with idealized images in the media (and in art) are known to cause

women’s dissatisfaction with the real body (Tiggemann, 2005; Yamamiya et al, 2005).
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Female spectatorship.

Women’s attempts to embody the ideal of femininity demonstrate ample practice
in looking through a masculine viewing paradigm. Mulvey’s (1975/84) thesis of the male
gaze argued that women are constrained within a passive female spectatorship and
therefore can only see other women in terms of the male gaze. According to Gledhill
(1997) however, there may also be a “disjuncture between patriarchal text and female
audience” (p. 373). This bn'ﬂgs forth the notion of female spectatorship.

Desjardins (1989) believes that Mulvey’s definition women’s “oscillation between
a feminine and a masculine position” (who variously identifies with the active subject
and with the objectified female body), does not offer “an optimistic view that a spectator
can transform a text at the level of reception.” (p. 71). Sherlock (1992) feels that the
definition of female spectatorship “as a male masquerade....fails to deal with the multiple
and often contradictory positions all human beings assume” and finds it to be “a position
without political hope” (p.52). These thoughts are similar to the arguments of Smith
(1990) who sees women as ‘secret agents’ behind the gendered constructions of
femininity. For Griselda Pollock (1993) viewing art is much more complex than
‘either/or,” ‘masculine/feminine’ frameworks. She says: “The psyche is indelibly marked
by the culture which forms it, while also containing more than any culture will officially
sanction...[Therefore] we can read art symptomatically for meaning shaped by the drama
of the subject” (p. 11). This suggests that women (and men) may be able to find ways of
interpreting art that do not strictly adhere to the male gaze or to objectification of the

female body. It testifies to women’s active sexuality and desire, and active gazing as
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opposed to a passive one. It also points to the varying degrees with which the male gaze
objectitfies women.

Nuance on the theory of the male gaze is enlightening for teaching cultural codes
and the ways that images are ‘read.” At the same time, it invites learning about other
artistic visions of women, ones that express women’s experiences. Alternate images of
women are seen by many feminists as a good means to give girls and women more power
to define themselves. By viewing images that are different from the mainstream, “spaces
of liminality,” become apparent, that is, “in-between places...that are central to how
adolescent girls construct a sense of self” (Bettis & Adams, 2005, p. 10). In bell hooks’
(2003) words, freedom within system of domination is in the “margins and gaps, on or
through the body, where agency can be found” (p. 94). These gaps are apparent in

feminist art.

Feminist Art-making Strategies

Feminist artists have been involved in challenging stereotypes of women through
strategies and counter-strategies to critique dominant modes of representing women’s
bodies and these can be useful in the teaching of art. The following section explores some
approaches toward representing women’s bodies or experiences. These were sources of

inspiration for the body image art workshops.

Reclaiming the female body in art.

In response to a male dominated art world that represented woman as the negative

rather than the alternative of man, the Feminist Art Movement of the 1970s spurred
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artists to explore (and reject) the stereotypes of femininity. Feminist artists sought to
reclaim ‘woman’ by giving it a new meaning, one that was about female experience
rather than about male fantasy. The idea that personal experiences of oppression were
related to a larger sociopolitical reality inspired women to create autobiographical art.
Frequently, they used their own bodies as subject matter. This emphasis on new visions
of the female body “forced into view the underlying erasure of ‘woman’ from the
aesthetic and epistemological structures of western culture” (Irigaray, 1985, p. 78). Thus,
by using the body as a site for political struggle, the re-appropriation the female body was
a way of asserting an active female subjectivity in opposition to stereotypes of femininity.
Although complex and problematic, many feminist artists hoped to reclaim ‘woman’ and
‘body’ outside of patriarchal discourse, and to explore what the ‘male gaze’ cannot or

does not wish to see.

Lippard (1993) has suggested that feminist artists engaged in what could be called
“talk back” to the culture that oppresses women (p. 4). ‘Talk back’ as a feminist strategy
is concerned with confrontation as a means to explode stereotypes. Some artists
challenged the idea that women and girls are innately feminine or naturally concerned
with beauty or image. By playing with different forms of representation, femininity is
shown to be a cultural disguise that girls/women put on, and by extension can take off.
This is the case when feminist artists use the nude to disturb voyeuristic pleasure. By
placing women in conventional viewing poses intended for aesthetic pleasure, but
subverting body size or other features of idealized femininity, viewing pleasure is denied.

As such, the body becomes a site for political intervention. By making direct reference to
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physical experience by portraying goose bumps, moles, sagging skin or cellulite, the
female body becomes a canvas on which to inscribe meaning.

Other feminist interventions on the body involve addressing issues of domesticity,
motherhood, menstruation, aging, sexual abuse or rape. These examples demonstrate the
various ways feminist artists have made political art to raise awareness about women’s
experiences, while also addressing the viewer’s expectations of art and “what’s
contained, or expected, within art’s ‘frame’” (Cottingham, 1994, p. 29). The idea that art
is essentially concerned with aesthetics and beauty (especially feminine beauty) is defied.

Feminists who infringe on taboos by breaking the codes of voyeuristic pleasure
work to create what Wolff (2003) has referred to as the ‘grotesque’ nude “which has
orifices, genitals, protuberances” (p. 416). She asks:

What happens when the female body is affirmed and displayed, in defiance of the

dominant ideals of the ‘perfect body’ acknowledging the reality of actual women,

the diversities of shape and size, the functions of corporeal existence (eating,

excreting, menstruation, sex, pregnancy, aging, illness)? (p. 418)
As a response, Wolff refers to Rosso’s (1986) notions of the grotesque and the
‘carnivalesque.” She says: “Women and their bodies, certain bodies, in certain public
framings, in certain public spaces, are always already transgressive-dangerous and in
danger” (p. 418). Wolff (2003) argues that hardcore pornography uses the grotesque body
as a justification for sexual domination. Thus, as a feminist strategy, the grotesque is
likely to be neutralized, although there is nevertheless the hope of what she calls
“leakage” of new ideas into consciousness (p. 418).

In another vein, some feminist artists set out to create a ‘feminist erotic’ that

would portray women’s autonomous sexual self-identity, replacing the oppressive fantasy

of woman with representations of women’s sexual experience, specifically by and for
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women. As such, female sexuality was portrayed by looking trough the eyes of the
‘embodied’ artist to empathize with female experience. Other strategies involved
tantalizing the viewer’s curiosity by alluding to female sexual body parts without
explicitly showing them, revealing life-like aspects such as body hair and round shapes.
The purpose of expressing ideas of sexuality through art is to celebrate women’s
autonomy and also to counter the self-loathing that many women experience in western
culture. Other celebratory feminist art-making strategies intended as a means for
empowerment involved depicting feminine experience not usually seen in art. Images of
women from a variety of ethnic, racial, cultural, and class-based diversity, as well as
images of women in childbirth, breastfeeding babies and in company of children became
suitable as subject matter for art.

Certainly the artwork proposed by feminist artists offer more depth to the total
number of representations of women that have circulated in art and in popular culture
during all these years. However, it can be argued that if viewing pleasure is still located
within women’s bodies and women’s sexuality, “the inevitable recuperation of the female
body to the patriarchal spectacle of women” remains (Nead, 1992, p.68). When images
intended to resist the male gaze are subsequently co-opted by it, then they have failed to
alter the traditional identification of women with their biology, with nature or as objects
for male sexual possession (Pollock & Parker, 1981). This quandary illustrates the
importance of the political agenda in feminist art that actively (and overtly) seeks to resist

patriarchal inscriptions of the feminine.

It can be seen that representation of the female body is complicated and fraught

with difficulties. Many feminist artists abandoned the representation of the female body
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altogether. Instead, they chose to suggest the body (and its experience) through clothing,
text or blurred forms. Other artists aimed to transform the figure into an androgynous
being, where ‘gender bending’ would create confusion about sexual identity and prevent

the automatic categorization of individuals into gender roles.

Challenging the gaze.

Is it then possible to challenge, resist or change a dominant regime of
representation? What are there counter-strategies that can be proposed, in the effort of
subverting current representational practice? (Hall, 1997). Are there ways to function
both inside and outside dominant viewing codes? Hall discusses a counter-strategy that
he calls “through the eye of representation” that seeks to contest representation from
within representation (p. 274).

He says:

[This counter-strategy] is more concerned with the forms of representation than

with introducing a new content.... It positively takes the body as the principle site

of its representational strategies, attempting to make the stereotypes work against
themselves...It makes elaborate play with ‘looking,” hoping by its very attention,
to ‘make it strange’--that is, to de-familiarize [the gaze], and so make explicit

what is often hidden--its erotic dimensions. (pp. 274-275)

Therefore the postmodern counter-strategy seeks to challenge the illusion of reality
within representation by emphasizing the modes of construction. In other words, the
mechanisms of the gaze are made obvious or disturbing, similar to what Mulvey
(1975/84) termed “intrusive camera presence” (p. 367). Through various pictorial
signifiers, the actual subject of the artwork becomes ‘looking at looking’ and the viewer

is made aware about her/his complicity in dominant forms of viewing (Hall, 1997). As

Bal (1991) notes: “The awareness of one’s own engagement in the act of looking entails
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the awareness that what one sees is a representation, not an objective reality, not the ‘real
thing™” (p. 142).

In sum, the feminist artists analyzed above shed light on the varying strategies to
create awareness about gender stereotypes in representational practice and to find an
authentic place for women in art and in society. There is no consensus among feminists,
however, about the best approach to take. Faced with the difficulty of challenging a
malesteam viewing tradition, it becomes apparent that there is no perfect feminist
artwork, nor ideal theory of representation. Nevertheless, it has been suggested that by
focusing on the interactive processes in art as a means to raise consciousness, the
‘feminist meaning’ can reside in the production and reception of viewing, the success of
which depends on the individual spectator (Hall, 1997). Art-making and spectatorship
can be a means to think through the gendered body in order to break the logic of the
disembodied objectifying (male) viewer (Meskimmon, 1998).

In this way, the gazing “I” of female subjectivity can be expanded through art, in
the form of resistance, ‘talk back’ or celebration. The viewing/criticizing/making of art
can provide opportunities to grapple with lived contradictions related to subject positions,
as opposed to fixed identities that derive from ideals or stereotypes (Ellsworth, 1992). For
girls this can mean understanding the sterecotype of femininity and re-evaluating its
effects on the body and mind. This is the goal of the issues-based project devoted to

exploring body image with young girls.

Summary

This section of the literature review focused on how feminist theory provided the

conceptual and theoretical underpinnings of the action research on girls’ body image. In
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the first part, a historical overview of women’s struggles to regain control of their bodies
was presented to show how the female body has been an important feminist site for
personal and social change. The social climate of gender oppression in which images and
ideas of women circulate was described. As such, the content of images is seen to play a
role in shaping and reinforcing stereotypes of women’s submissive sexuality and men’s

dominant sexuality, which is played out in real life.

In the second part of this section, feminist theories in art were reviewed.
Canonical art representations of the female body were explored as well as typical viewing
practices which are related to unequal gender positions. Feminists have argued that
stereotypes of the feminine and theories of the male gaze are both informed by and
inform real life practices. In corollary, feminist art-making strategies shed light on
different ways of thinking about women’s experiences and representing their bodies. This
is useful for teaching girls how to define themselves—their lives and their bodies--in
empowering ways. Feminist art serves as an inspiration for “girls to be active producers

of their own cultures” (Harris, 2004).

Girls, Bodies and Body Image

To discuss the relationship between girls and their body image, it is useful to look
at what it means to be a girl, what girls’ lives are like and what issues concern them
today. I have divided Part Two of this literature into three sections: girl studies, girls’

issues and girls’ body image.
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In section one, I establish current theories in the field of girl studies, particularly
Girl Power’s influence on the new generation of young girls. I have done this to
understand how girl’s lives are contextually different than other generations of girls, in
light of the influence of feminism. Then, since the research study on girls’ body image
takes place in a school environment, I review the educational research to understand how
schools become major sites for the reproduction of gendered identities. Next, I explore
the issue of sexual harassment in schools which is a trivialized yet significant aspect of
girls’ educational experiences and which strongly influences their self-esteem and body
image. In section two, I carefully examine Brown’s and Gilligan’s (1992) research on
girls and women’s psychological development. Although their research is more than a
decade old, their findings are very insightful for working with girls today. I also review
the work of educator JoAnn Deak (2002), a partner on Brown and Gilligan’s research
team, who provided insights about issues that preoccupy today’s girls, particularly
concerning important turning points in their lives. In section three, I look specifically at
the topic of body image by reviewing empirical research from the field of psychology. I
examine some of the strategies suggested by various researchers to improve girls” body

image.

Girl Studies

Girl studies have been part of feminist interdisciplinary work for a long time, as
girls and women are often seen in their relationship to one another. The term ‘girl studies’

has only been coined since the 1990s when an explosion of research on girls became a
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subspecialty of feminism—a girl’s movement (Harris, 2004). Michelle Fine is often
credited as one of the first feminists to bring gender into to the male-focused ‘youth
studies’ within sociology (Harris, 2004). And Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan
(1992) are renowned for having pioneered feminist research on girls in their
groundbreaking work Meeting at the Crossroads: Women’s Psychology and Girls’
Development.

Within education, Arnot (2002) is well-known for feminist research identifying
schools and schooling as important sites where femininities were constructed. In 1992,
the American Association of University Women published How Schools Shortchange
Girls and in 1994 Sadker & Sadker published Failing at Fairness: How America’s
Schools Cheat Girls. Both books revealed discriminatory practices within schools that
favored boys over girls. Mary Pipher’s (1994) bestselling hit Reviving Ophelia: Saving
the Selves of Adolescent Girls created a whirlwind of concern about the sexualized,
media-saturated, violent culture that ‘poisoned’ girls. In all of these books, girls as a
group were portrayed as experiencing a common psychosocial crisis that silenced their
voices, as they entered adolescence. Later research provided important insights about
how girlhood, as womanhood, was not a common experience that could be generalized
but rather constructed within different intersections such as race, class, gender and
anglocentric (hetero)sexuality (Harris, 2004). Nonetheless, the research in girl studies
made relevant connections between the cultural definitions of girlhood and the ways girls
negotiated these meanings into their lives. The ‘girl’s movement’ was focused on
developing strategies to build a healthy resistance in girls to combat oppression (Harris,

2004).
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Early feminist work in girl studies was premised on the idea of transforming the
culture to give girls greater freedom and more opportunities than was given to other
generations of women. According to Taft (2004), the idea of girls as powerful originated
“in the riot grrrl movement and third wave feminism, as an explicitly political concept”
(p. 69). It was expected that girls would reap the benefits of feminism. Harris (2004)
contends that “feminism has furnished young women with choices about sexuality,
chances for education and employment, and new ways of asserting autonomy and rights”
(p. xvii). However, she maintains, mostly “privileged young women are reaping the
benefits in a world of greater choices and opportunities but fewer structures of support”
(p. xvii). One of the structures of support is feminism, which is portrayed as irrelevant in
commercialized versions of Girl Power. I will return to this point further on in my
discussion.

Reviving Ophelia is often cited as having triggered widespread popular interest in
girls’ issues, which eventually led to the ‘girl’s movement.”® According to Ward and
Benjamin (2004), vast programs were launched to improve student-teacher classroom
interactions in relation to gender expectations in schools, while curricular reforms were
introduced to include more achievements by women. Girls were encouraged to enter
male-defined fields like mathematics, science and technology. Similar ideas circulated in
Quebec educational circles, as can be seen in the report produced by the Quebec Council

of Higher Education (1999) Improving School Success for Boys and Girls.”

¥ Reviving Ophelia spent three years on the New York Times nonfiction bestseller list and sold over 1.5
million copies (Ward & Benjamin, 2004).

? In French: Le Conseil Supérieur de I’Education (1999), Pour une meilleure réussite scolaire des gargons
et des filles.
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Along side with the new concern for girls came literature about ‘mean’ girls
(Harris, 2004). Bestsellers like The Secret Lives of Girls by Lamb (2002), Odd Girl Out
by Simmons (2002) and Queen Bees and Wannabes by Wiseman (2002) portrayed girls
as experts in relational aggression and female bullying. This new image depicted insult-
hurling, gossipy and back-stabbing girls as equally violent as boys, whose relational
aggression was possibly more damaging in the long term than was boys’ physical
aggression (Ward & Benjamin, 2004). Many feminists saw this negative vision of girls as
part of the backlash against feminism that served to contradict Belenky’s (1984) portrayal
of girls as caring and nurturing and Brown and Gilligan’s (1992) research on the
sophisticated relational awareness and interpersonal skills of girls (Ward & Benjamin,
2004). For Chesney-Lind and Irwin (2004), the ‘mean girl’ image served to neutralize
arguments about gender discrimination because female and male aggression were placed
on par. Problems like sexual harassment or assault were rendered invisible. They argue:

Alternative aggressions are, fundamentally, weapons of the weak. As such, they

are as reflective of girls’ powerlessness as they are of girls’ meanness. Women

and other oppressed groups have not, historically, been permitted direct
aggression without terrible consequences. (p. 51)

Girl Power: anti-feminist, postfeminist, individual power, consumer power and
fashion statement.

By the later 1990s, the notion of Girl Power shifted to combine both feminist and
anti-feminist representations of girls. Girls in Girl Power were portrayed as intelligent,
ambitious and autonomous, yet fashionable and sexualized with the appearance of a ‘talk
back’ (not nice) attitude. The notion of feminist ‘talk back’ or girls as political agents was

lost in mainstream girl power (Griffin, 2004). Taft (2004) identifies four meanings
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associated with Girl Power: anti-feminism, postfeminism, individual power and
consumer power.

The Spice Girls can be seen as the epitome of the ‘new girl” image, also defined
as anti-feminist by Taft (2004). As an all-girl pop band, the Spice Girls were presented by
the media as empowering and celebrating girls’ strengths while emphasizing a ‘sassy’
attitude. Girl Power asserts its difference with feminism by making it “softer, sexier, less
active” while highlighting “beauty and appearance [therefore] kicking feminism up the
arse” (Taft, 2004, p. 71). In this sense, Girl Power has an irreverent ‘talk back’ attitude to

feminists (stereotyped as unfeminine ‘butches’'’

). The Spice Girl/Girl Power image fit
well with mainstream culture’s investment in sexualized female beauty in antagonism
with feminism. Feminist values are “invoked only to be dismissed” (Mc Robbie, 2004, p.
8) while maintaining the central role of appearance in feminine identity (Fritzsche, 2004).

Girl Power as a form of postfeminism implied that feminism was over (or dead)
because equality between the sexes had been achieved. If anything, girls had too much
power or were too dominant (Taft, 2004). The question was raised repeatedly in the
media whether feminism was to blame for turning boys into ‘losers’ (Sommers, 2000;
Bouchard, et al, 2003)."" Young girls are incited to disengage with feminism, or at best,
resist calling themselves ‘feminists.” According to Mc Robbie (2004), the disempowering

of feminism was achieved by focusing the media’s gaze on the Girl Power image, thereby

directing public attention away from ‘girls as victims’ and onto ‘failing boys.’

' This unfeminine and homophobic portrayal of feminists is ironic given that feminism put forth the notion
of female sexual agency, for and by women especially in heterosexual relationships..

' Many television specials in Quebec, between 2002 and 2003, such as on ‘Enjeux’ and ‘Le Point’ on
Radio Canada (SRC) for example, were devoted to the topic that boys were dropping out of high school at
alarming rates. The overly feminized world of education and the cultural influence of feminism were often
cited as somehow conspiring in an ‘unfair’ situation for boys.
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Taft (2004) describes how Girl Power affirms that “girls can do or be anything, so
long as they work for it” (p. 72). This idea of individual power presents the world as a
“meritocracy” and “hides the material and discursive forces shaping identity and the ways
that these gendered, raced, classed, and sexualized identities may give privileges or pose
challenges” (Taft, 2004, p. 73). Similarly, Girl Power conflated as consumer power
reduces the notion of girls’ power to their ability to consume. Popular culture presents
girls as “voracious consumers” who love to shop and are “inappropriately
(hetero)sexualized for their age” (Ellen, 2000, p. 35). This idea is also related to capitalist
interests in making girls into targets for marketing.

In all cases, Girl Power was above all a fashion statement (a ‘look’) that involved
tight spandex clothing, spaghetti strap t-shirts, low cut jeans that expose skin, profuse use
of makeup, glitter and platform shoes. It was essentially concerned with image. The sexy,
young, ferociously independent, glamour girl was itself a highly consumable
representation within a tradition of sexualized images of women in art and the media. All
of the types of Girl Power demonstrate how an idea originating in feminism, (i.e. girl’s
political power) can be recuperated by patriarchy into a spectacle of the female body and
by capitalism to sell goods.

It is important to note that Girl Power is exclusive to affluent, white, thin girlhood
(Harris, 1997). By representing only one type of idealized girl, other girls whose bodies
are rounder, taller or shorter, or who feel in any way embarrassed about growing up, are
marginalized.'> By implying that gender equality has already been achieved, Girl Power

denies the fact that “all girls are influenced by, and must negotiate, persistent gender bias

"2 The same can be said of girls whose personalities are not outgoing or sassy, or who are reserved about
their budding sexuality.
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in institutions” (Ward & Benjamin, 2004, p. 21). For Mc Robbie (2004), this represents
“a complexification of Faludi’s (1992) backlash thesis...that presents neoconservative
values in relation to gender, sexuality and family life” (p. 4). Girl Power is not about
helping girls deal with the unequal gender organization of society. Mc Robbie says: “The
new female subject is, despite her freedom, called upon to be silent, to withhold critique
in order to count as a modern, sophisticated girl” (p. 9). Even with a sassy attitude, young
girls are still nice. For Mc Robbie, freedom, choice and consent within Girl Power are
closer to constraint than social change

In sum, the key issues for feminist research in girl studies today are concerned
with providing safe (non exploitative) spaces where girls can experience their agency and
power, through naming, knowledge and “analytic tools...to gain personal fortitude to
navigate and thrive in the shadow of cultural bias” (Ward & Benjamin, 2004, p.24).
Harris (2004) suggests further feminist inquiry into:

The relationship between popular cultures, material conditions and gendered

identities, the role of social institutions such as school and the media in shaping

femininities, and the places and voices young women utilize to express
themselves. (p. xix)

Schools as sites for the construction of gender.

Since the research on girls’ body image took place in an elementary school, it is
useful to review educational research that analyzes the role of schooling in the
construction of gender. As such, feminist research has shown that schools are important
sites for the reproduction and construction of gendered identities (Arnot, 2002). This is
significant in understanding how girls’ relationships to their bodies are constructed

through daily life interactions.
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In this regard, the Quebec Council of Higher Education published a report in 1999
entitled Improving School Success for Boys and Girls.” Tt cites educational research
demonstrating that the “socialization into stereotypes [is] responsible for differences
between boys’ and girls’ achievement in school” (p. 37). It states that gender not only
colors childhood but that it “structures different cultural experiences for girls and boys”
(p. 40).

The report on education in Quebec (1999) revealed that girls enjoyed school,
persevered, were motivated, “receptive of mind and inhibitive of aggression” (p. 52). In
stereotypical terms, the social expectations to be docile, cooperative, self-reflexive and
nice coincided well with teachers’ classroom management and resulted in positive
evaluations of girls. Clearly, girls functioned well in the classroom. However, the report
offers more complex explanations for understanding girls’ success in learning. It was
discovered, particularly by Bouchard and St-Amand (1996), that the success of girls was
largely related to the perception of education as an opportunity for women’s social
mobility. Within the last thirty five years, feminism has played an important role in
making girls aware of inequality and opening up the field of female possibility. This has
influenced girls “across all social levels” (p. 63). The report gives evidence that mothers
play an important role in this process. Working class mothers, for example, encourage
their daughters to succeed in school to ensure a better future than they had. This is
reputed to increase the motivation of working class girls. These findings from educational
research contradict earlier ideas that girls were more conservative and more attached to

gender stereotypes than boys (Bouchard and St-Amand, 1996).

1 In French: Le Conseil Supérieur de I'Education (1999), Pour une meilleure réussite scolaire des
gargons et des filles.
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Thus research in education reveals that contemporary girls are less threatened by
masculine-associated activities than earlier generations of women and hence more
flexible in their gender identity. Flexibility is an advantage that girls profit from in
school, particularly in the primary years. As they get older, however, research
demonstrates that girls are more influenced by gender stereotypes and predominantly
choose careers that are person or relationship-oriented, such as teaching, where the status
and pay is relatively low. Boys choose “instrumental” or practical careers that ére more
lucrative (p. 75)."*

The report on education in Quebec (1999) cited research showing that boys
succeeded far less well in school than do the girls because boys are “prisoners of
contradictory expectations” (p. 52). While the social stereotype of masculinity fosters
behavior and attitudes in boys that are “independent and aggressive, competitive,
impulsive” (p. 52), these traits stand in the way of good classroom functioning. Also,
boys were shown to strongly reject what they perceived as feminine-identified subjects
essential to school success, especially reading and writing (including legible calligraphy).
School attitudes like perseverance, application or compliance were viewed as feminine
attitudes, and as such rejected by boys. Worse yet, adopting feminine-associated behavior
like paying attention or working quietly was reported to be “a factor of unpopularity” for

boys (p. 53). Popularity was associated with “causing trouble” or “being a class clown”

1 According to the report, boys chose “instrumental” or practical careers that are more lucrative (p. 75).
However, this was also evident in choices within the classroom. Girls preferred to read poetry and novels
whereas boys preferred to read technical information on a computer screen.
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(p. 53). The stereotype of masculinity involving the “abnegation of the feminine” resulted
in boys being more rigidly attached to their gender-identification (p. 54).1°

The report also described research demonstrating that fathers were strong role
models for their boys in the production and reproduction of masculinity, a factor noted to
create distance between boys, learning and school success. Particularly working class
fathers (but not exclusively) distanced themselves from their children’s learning and
rarely participated in homework. This is what Amot (2002) calls “domestic pedagogic
work” (p. 9) and contributes to the idea that school is feminine-identified.'® School-based
researchers discovered that the stereotype of masculine identity, more than any other

factor, was responsible for boys’ lack of school success.

Teachers and gender.

The Quebec report on education (1999) demonstrated that teachers were also
influenced by gender expectations. The report reads, “Although it has been established
through research that girls in mixed classrooms speak three times less often than boys,
they are perceived [by teachers] as always talking too much” (p. 51). This relates to the
stereotype of women as ‘verbal,” ‘gossipy’ and ‘talkative.” On the contrary, research in
education revealed that “boys mobilize more of the teachers’ attention than girls, taking
unrequited initiatives, monopolizing ‘the linguistic space’ and speaking without having

been interrogated. Girls seem to fade into the decor” (p. 51). The report reveals that

15 According to the report, boys whose parents had a high level of education adhered less strongly to the
stereotype of masculinity, and succeeded far better in school.

' The report also addresses the suspicion that boys fail because early childhood education is a field
dominated by women. Although 98,4% of preschool teachers and 85% of primary school teachers in
Quebec are women, research studies in education have found no substantial evidence to correlate failure in
school with the gender of the teacher.
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teachers remember boys’ names faster and better than girls’ names. Girls “appear more as
something of an indistinct mass” (p. 51). This is partly due to the teachers’ desire to keep
the class under control. Noisy boys and calm girls reflect social stereotypes, yet “since
boys are always a menace of disruption,” girls are often forgotten (p. 52).

Other research referred to in the report, demonstrated the ways gender dynamics
incited teachers, both male and female, to spontaneously proffer more attention to boys
by asking them more questions, exchanging ideas with them more often, offering them
leadership roles in the class, and appreciating the content of their work in depth. It was
found that girls were praised more often for the presentation and neatness of their
schoolwork and less for the content. In addition, various research experiments
demonstrated that when teachers made special efforts to be more equitable in their
interaction between the sexes, “the boys became more agitated and redoubled efforts to
get the teacher’s attention” (p. 52). It can be concluded that boys are apparently aware,
perhaps only dimly, of the extra attention they receive.

To conclude, the Quebec report on education (1999) addresses the idea that
although girls of different backgrounds have an impressive record of school achievement
“with the same diploma, women have more difficulty getting recruited on the workforce
and they continue to receive lower pay” (p. 73). It states: “In spite of social progress,
women are still subjected to ‘systemic discrimination’” (p. 73). In their conclusion, the
researchers recommend that teacher-education programmes in university include the
unlearning of stereotypes, so that students can be made aware of the connection between

gender roles in relation to learning and the workforce. Also, schools should be involved
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in informing parents, especially fathers about the process of gender socialization in

relation to learning and success.

Sexual harassment in schools.

The existence of sexual harassment targeted at girls by boys in schools has been
confirmed by the report Quebec Council of Higher Education (1999) described above. It
reads: “Most research on education demonstrates that girls are victims of éivhigh 1e§e1 of
sexual harassment, as soon as they get to high school” (p. 71). Larkin and Rice (2005)
have demonstrated how sexual harassment has a powerful effect on girls’ body image. In
a recent study conducted in Montreal, Kingston and Toronto, 3000 high school students
reported to being sexually harassed, that is 75 % of students (three out of four) were
harassed over a three month period (Meunier, 2005, p. 9). This finding is similar to
American studies that confirm peer-to-peer sexual harassment as a part of everyday life
in schools (Stein, 2005). Although sexual harassment becomes more prominent in high
school, girls have reported being harassed as young as eight and nine years old (Larkin &
Rice, 2005). Harassment causes heightened body self-consciousness which has a negative
impact on body image perception (Larkin & Rice, 2005).

Examples of sexual harassment are “attempts to snap bras, groping at girls’
bodies, pulling down gym shorts, flipping up skirts, nasty personalized graffiti,
sexualized jokes, taunts and skits that mock girls’ bodies, staring, leering or stalking”
(Stein, 2005, p. 64). Harassers use the Internet to spread rumors about girls. Sometimes
girls are harassed to participate in unwanted sex to recuperate a stolen purse. In everyday

talk in Canadian high school hallways, girls are regularly referred to as ‘sluts,” ‘bitches’
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and ‘cock teasers’ (Meunier, 2005. p. 9). Stein argues that sexual harassment is often
rationalized by teachers and educators as ‘teasing,” ‘flirting’ or is seen as developmental
‘interest’ in the other sex.

The normalization of harassment disregards how the female body becomes the
focus of inequitable gender relations (Larkin & Rice, 2005). For the victims, the effects
of harassment range from “absenteeism, lower grades, sleeplessness, physical symptoms,
dropping out of class or school” (pp. 60-64). Girls report to developing phobic attitudes
such as “fear of separation from adults, fear of taking the schoolbus, fear of recess or
lunchtime” (p. 60). Since harassment rarely gets punished, girls’ trust in adults is
diminished and they withdraw their belief that school is a safe or fair environment (Stein,
2005). Generally, students view harassment “as a public performance which is
normalized, expected and tolerated” (p. 61). For boys, it is often viewed of proof of
virility within their peer group.

Sexual harassment specifically “interferes with a student’s right to receive equal
educational opportunities” and lessens the quality of school life in general (p. 61). Stein
sees schools as training grounds for gender violence. She argues that sexual harassment is
an important problem which is rendered invisible in the school setting, and which
demonstrates male sense of entitlement to sexual domination. Rooted in sexual
stereotypes, harassment reminds girls, on an everyday basis, that their bodies are

subjected to the male gaze.
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Girl psychology.

In light of gender-related difficulties that girls experience in their daily lives such
as harassment or unequal treatment from teachers, Brown and Gilligan’s (1992) research
is insightful for understanding the development of girls’ psychology. Although their
research dates from the early nineties, Brown and Gilligan are often cited as the pioneers
of girl studies. I have found their analysis useful for working with girls today, since most
of the issues they describe have not been fully resolved. Three of their ideas are
particularly relevant for understanding how girls can resist oppressive circumstances that
negatively affect female development. These are: encouraging girls to develop their
voices, teaching them to be critical of the social injunction that ‘girls are nice,” and
building stronger connections between women and girls. According to Brown and
Gilligan (1992), voice, breaking from ‘niceness’ and relationships are the keys for

empowering girls.

Naming and voice.

Brown and Gilligan (1992) originally conceptualized voice as the key element
(often missing) in girls’ development and women’s psychology. Their research was based
on interviews with young girls, and they traced the girls’ abilities to name their
experience over a period of ten years. They discovered that girls, aged seven and eight
years old, were outspoken and unafraid to face situations of conflict. Young girls
appeared to navigate relationships realistically, expecting people to disagree or have
different feelings. They accepted conflict as a normal part of life and were therefore

willing to speak out about injustices. The researchers refer to younger girls’ fearless
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attitudes as the “whistle blowers in the relational world” (p. 42) because they use their
voice.

Brown and Gilligan (1992) found that as girls moved into puberty, around ten or
eleven years old, they lost their willingness to use their voices to defend themselves. On
the edge of adolescence they appeared to “lose their vitality, their resilience, their
immunity to depression, their sense of themselves and their character” (p. 2). Pre-
adolescent girls seemed to lose their voice, which was analyzed by Brown and Gilligan as
a factor that contributed to making women passive about their oppression. Finding ways

to help girls develop voice was seen as a way to empower women.

Being nice.

Brown and Gilligan (1992) argue that girls’ gradual loss of voice is related to the
stereotype of femininity and the social expectation that girls will be nice at all times.
Girls learn early on that to be loved and accepted they must be “‘nice girls’ who ‘wait
their turn,” ‘be polite’ or ‘be patient.” Nice girls ‘make more friends’” (p. 45). They learn
from the culture that they must choose between stereotypes of good and bad women.
Their choices are to be nasty or nice, selfish or self-silencing. The necessity of ‘always
being nice’ orchestrates behavior to keep girls from “saying too much or speaking too
loudly” (p. 52). The authors say that “girls learn to separate what they know from what
good girls should know, what they do from what girls should do, what they feel and think
from what nice girls should feel and think” (p. 91). Through disassociating from their
feelings, girls are less able to recognize their thoughts and emotions, especially in

situations of conflict with others. This conundrum, at the developmental turning point of
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adolescence, divides women between themselves, and in themselves. This is what the
authors call “the tyranny of niceness” (p. 53).

According to Brown and Gilligan (1992), niceness--a typically white, middle-
class, Christian norm of femininity--is oppressive as a form of social control that appears
as self control. The injunction to be nice makes it increasingly difficult for girls to face
conflict as they get older. Bad feelings that are “too loud, or too sad, or too sexual” go
underground because of “displeasure with fighting...distaste for conflict, [and] the wish
to make everyone happy” (p. 180). Girls’ anger is so socially unacceptable, that they

139

resort to relational aggression, such as “‘whispering,” ‘telling secrets,” ‘making fun of’
and ‘laughing at’ which are ways to prevent girls from risking too much or acting in ways
that are too threatening, too different” (p. 45). Brown and Gilligan say:
Open conflict and free speaking that were part of girls’ daily living thus gave way
to more covert forms of responding to hurt feelings or disagreements within
relationships, so that some girls came to ignore or not know signs of emotional or
physical abuse. (p. 218)
They argue that since “women’s voices have been traditionally trivialized, dismissed, and
devalued” (p. 41), women’s and girls’ unhappiness should be taken seriously and listened

to. Girls need to be encouraged to express conflict and anger in public situations or within

relationships, without the fear of consequences.

Connections between women and girls.
Brown and Gilligan (1992) affirm that girls’ empowerment to express conflict
comes from building better and more authentic connections between girls and women.

This is because of the way girls feel that they must choose between ‘having a voice’ or
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having relationships. If girls are ‘not nice’ because they express conflict, then their
relationships are at risk. This is a process Brown and Gilligan (1992) call “giving up
relationship for the sake of ‘relationships™ (p. 232). When teachers break with the idea
that ‘girls are nice’ and encourage girls to use their voices in relationships, they help

counteract the negative influence of cultural stereotypes.

To have genuine relationships with girls, Brown and Gilligan (1992) argue that

2 (13

teachers need to invite the girls’ “most urgent questions into conversation, into
relationship” (p. 230). They found that when teachers expressed their desire to get closer
to girls, the “girls responded with a desire for even greater closeness with their teachers”
(p. 230). Brown and Gilligan analyze girls’ development and women’s psychology as a
process that is “inescapably political” (p. 16) within patriarchy. They affirm that it is

necessary for “a healthy resistance to turn political and for political resistance to turn into

psychological resistance” (p. 16).

They conclude:

When women and girls meet at the crossroads of adolescence, the
intergenerational seam of patriarchal culture opens. If women and girls together
resist giving up relationship for the sake of “relationships,” then this meeting
holds the potential for societal and cultural change. (p. 232)

Girl Issues

To get a good grasp of what pre-adolescent girls are like, and to be able to invite
girls into conversation, as Brown and Gilligan (1992) have argued, it is useful to

understand some of the developmental and social issues that affect them. Themes that are
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important preoccupations for girls such as menstruation, first sexual experiences and

relationships with peers and parents are explored.

Age group characteristics of pre-adolescent girls.

The work of Deak (2002), a clinical psychologist specializing in girls, offers some
good insights as to how complex the lives of pre-adolescent girls really are. Deak worked
on Brown and Gilligan’s 6ﬁgina1 research team during the ten years of the
Laurel/Harvard study on girls, described above. Deak’s subsequent research is based on
twenty years of observations and on “the responses of thousands of girls over decades of
professional work in schools” (p. 198).

Deak (2002) describes pre-adolescents girls between the ages of eight and thirteen
years old as the “pollywogs of homo sapiens” (p. 70). They are no longer little girls and
not yet teenagers, caught somewhere between the two. That is why Deak refers to them
as “tweens,” a cross of the words ‘teen’ and ‘between’ (p. 71). She argues that girls this
age often say, “Don’t treat me like a baby” while later insisting that they are “too young
for responsibilities” (p. 71). For Deak, tweens’ bodies and hormones are in full
effervescence, giving them a “changeling energy” that changes from “girl to girl, day to
day, and hour to hour [and] makes a girl seem alternately goofy, sweet, serious, crabby,
distressed, and defiant” (p. 70). Girls’ bodies are involved in a dramatic transformation
that will propel the girl into a ‘new’ womanly self.

Deak (2002) offers recommendations for working with pre-adolescent girls. She
suggests encouraging girls’ sense of autonomy and agency, while emphasizing the

necessity for parents and teachers to establish a core philosophy and bottom line about
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behavior. Especially helpful is Deak’s advice about staying connected to girls by
remaining sensitive to “crucible moments” and “crucible events” in their lives (p. 48).
These are important events or turning points that have a major influence on how a girl
negotiates her experiences into her identity. For Deak, menarche and early sexual
experiences are central ‘crucible events’ that require gentle guidance from the adults in

girls’ lives.

Important turning points for girls: menarche and sexuality

Menarche, or the first menstruation, is the beginning of girls’ physical sexual
maturation. For Fingerson (2005), “menstruation is a central experience for [girls and]
women” (p. 116). Deak (2002) affirms that menarche is “the most obvious crucible event
of the tween years, making the start of what amounts to a complete physical
transformation” (p. 78). It causes girls to become very self-conscious about body
functions and body image. Deak says:

Menarche is more than a milestone, it is the main event. These changes will affect

every aspect of a girl’s life, from academics to athletics, from the shape of her

body to the shape of her thoughts, from her most social moments to her most

intimate relationships, including the relationship she has with herself. (p. 78)
In the past menarche happened during adolescence, somewhere near twelve or thirteen
years old. Today, it happens at earlier ages, sometimes as early as third grade for early

maturing girls (Deak, 2002). Deak describes how ‘hormone talks’ were commonly given

in fifth grade but have been moved down to fourth grade in recent years. Now, faced with
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increasing evidence that girls are maturing earlier and earlier, many educators are
considering giving the ‘talks’ in third grade (Deak, 2002)."”

Deak (2002) describes how, in practical terms of every day life, young girls live
with the anxiety of getting their first period in school. This involves the possibility of
staining their clothes, being embarrassed in front of classmates and/or becoming the
object of taunting. These issues are related to a tension between what Fingerson (2005)
calls “a private menstrual identity” and a “public menstrual identity” which involves
managing bodily needs in the privacy of one’s home and managing them in public spaces
(p. 115). A girl learns to negotiate this new physical reality, while psychologically
adjusting to the idea that others know about her menstrual status because of her age. To
some extent, girls need to develop the ability to discuss menstruation with her friends and
her mother. In this sense, a change in physiology leads to “shifting and changing
identities” (p. 131).

While most women would agree that menstruation is a landmark of physical and
social transformation, it is also stigmatized by a taboo. Fingerson (2005) remarks: “It is
surprising that menstruation—an integral and continuing event with significant
implications for health and well-being is considered a taboo topic....and has generally
been neglected in mainstream social research” (p.116). She argues that dominant cultural
biases that view menstruation in pejorative terms as disgusting or unspeakable “are
detrimental to women’s health and psychological well being” and negatively influence a

girl’s self-esteem and relationship to her body (p. 133). Fine (2004) calls this “the politics

17 In the school where the action research on girls and their body image was undertaken, there was no
sexual education whatsoever. The responsibility for discussing issues of physical maturation was entirely
up to the the parents, in the privacy of their homes. Teachers advised parents, for example, to ask their pre-
teens to wash and brush their teeth!
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of intimate daily life” (p. xi1). As an alternative to the negative evaluation or shame
surrounding a normal biological process, Fingerson (2006) affirms the need to provide
girls with more support by celebrating menstruation. New cultural traditions are needed
to redefine female embodied experiences in positive terms, which would include rituals
for menarche, childbirth, menopause and other important ‘crucible’ events. Says Fine
(2004):

Through the collective body of girls and women...where live the outrage,

analysis, knowledge, critique shouted and stuffed back into our bodies...we need

to invent traditions of passing down oral histories, secrets, whispers, and screams
of girls/women—before, within, and across homes, communities, cultures, and

nation-states. (p. xiv)

By shedding the taboo of the female body with its ‘messy’ reproductive capacities, it is
radical to think that girls and women can come together to ‘speak the body’ and create
the possibility of an ‘us.’

Another important issue that strongly influences young girls’ relationships to their
bodies is sexuality (and what to do about it). For Deak, sex is a “key crucible event of
adolescence” and “all high school girls feel an incredible pressure to deal with sexual
issues” (pp. 121-123). Because there is a “mismatch between outer growth and inner
maturity and wisdom,” Deak (2002) believes that it is imperative to talk about sex and
sexuality with girls (p. 78). She sees this as cultivating “survival savvy” to “protect girls
from innocence and ignorance” (p. 84) because “sexual activity is part of the social
conversation as early as the tween years” (p. 85). Deak recommends that educators
provide age-appropriate information to “give them a comfort level” to “dispel the

mystery, and to help them manage the uncertainty without excessive anxiety” (p. 85).

Although she recommends talking “gently” to tweens, Deak advocates discussing “the
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sociological backdrop” to shed light on the “slut-look, the push to date or have a
boyfriend...or the do-whatever-boys-like” behavioral theme (pp. 85-88). As research has
shown, girls are more sexualized and actively sexual, yet more dissatisfied with sexuality
than ever (Frost, 2001).

According to the report from the Quebec Council on the Status of Women (2002)
News from Her, Young Women from Quebec—I15 and 29 years old,'® girls in Quebec
become sexually active on average at sixteen years old. However, many girls engage in
sex at fourteen or fifteen years and some at thirteen years old and younger. Younger and
younger girls (ages 12-13) are pressured to perform oral sex (Deak, 2002). On average
21% of girls aged fourteen and fifteen are sexually active and reported to not using
condoms. This puts them at a higher risk for AIDS, in addition to the fact that they get
infected with sexually transmitted diseases in 75% of reported cases.'”

Research on sexuality found that young girls’ precocious sex is linked to girls’
strong desire to be loved and accepted, making them “afraid of affirming themselves or
displeasing” (Quebec Council on the Status of Women, 2002, p. 7). To not seem
displeasing or demanding to their boyfriends, and to be nice, young girls put themselves
at risk for pregnancy or disease.

Bouchard and Boily (2005) make a connection between girls’ acquiescence of
precocious sexual activity and the pornographic culture that eroticizes girls’ childhood

through fashion, popular culture and magazines for girls based on stereotypes of

18 In French, Le Conseil du statut de la femme, 2002, Des Nouvelles D Elles.

' One result of such statistics is that hepatitis shots were administered to all children in fourth grade in
Quebec schools in 2004, including the school where the action research was undertaken. On inquiry, the
nurse explained to me that children today are at risk because they are sexually active earlier than ever
before. As such, ten year old boys and girls received the vaccine, including all the girls in the body image
action research.
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femininity. Robert (2005), a clinical sexologist, believes that the pornographic culture has
found its way into children’s bedrooms—through images--and has turned adolescent
sexuality into a “performance of genitality” (p. 129). Sexually active girls complained to
Robert that they are stigmatized by the sexual double standard. This creates a struggle for
contemporary girls who want to be ‘sexy’ and ‘cool’ but do not want to be viewed as

disreputable ‘sluts.’

Sexual equality narratives.

For Milnes (2004), teenage sexuality is tightly woven with gender stereotypes.
She argues that popular culture fosters what she calls “sexual equality narratives” which
imply that girls have the freedom to engage in the sex they desire (p. 153). She contends
that Girl Power encourages girls to see a masculine-identified sexual identity as
progressive for women by embracing “promiscuity, rejection of intimacy, romance,
commitment, fidelity and love” (pp. 158-163). Promiscuity is presented as the choice of
the ‘liberated,” ‘independent,” and ‘modern’ girl. Milnes asserts that other narratives of
female sexuality are insinuated as “conventional, less daring, [belonging to] ‘older’
people in the old days” (p. 164).

In this paradoxical way, Milnes (2004) argues, girls seek to challenge romantic
models that portray women as sexually passive by adopting alternative, more active
models. Casual sex, however, does not seem as fulfilling to girls as they expected, either
in terms of the actual experiences themselves or for their reputations as ‘sluts.” Milnes
research findings show that girls and women “reported to participating in unpleasant sex

four times more often than men” (p. 153). She concludes that young girls did not
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experience casual sexual relationships “on the same terms as men” (p. 166). She adds:
“Transgressing the dominant cultural construct of female sexuality can have profound
implications for young women” (p. 165). For her, sexual freedom has not yet been
achieved for girls. She recommends more opportunities for girls to discover a middle-
ground between the stereotypes of male and female sexual identities.

In Robert’s view (2005), sexual liberation has become a sexual oppression that
has traumatized young people, especially girls who are ‘educated’ by the media and the
pornography industry, which promotes unequal sexual roles...How can girls take charge
of their sexuality by making wiser decisions and becoming more resistant to pleasing
others? For Robert (2005), like Deak (2002), this can be achieved by better sexual
education that ‘gives the facts’ yet layers sexuality in feelings, relationships, and not just
technique and performance. Better self-knowledge can support girls, who already
struggle with the selfish-selfless constructs that make them vulnerable to peer pressure

and exploitative sex.

Girls and Their Body Image

Up until now, I have reviewed research that gives evidence that stereotypes of
femininity negatively influence women’s and girls’ experiences of themselves in their
bodies. This section investigates research on the topic of girls’ body image specifically. It
examines research on body image, statistics on girls’ body image dissatisfaction and
feminist analyses of body image issues. Approaches for improvement of body image are

also reviewed.
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Research on body image has been strong in the last fifty years, particularly in the
field of psychology. Within popular consciousness, body image refers principally to
women’s and girls’ common dissatisfaction with their bodies and their body image, what
Rodin et al coined in 1985, as ‘normative discontent.” As such, body image is generally
perceived as a ‘single-focused’ concern on women’s weight issues and eating disorders.
In fact, body image research is a field specialized in diverse theoretical positions and
conceptual foundations (Pruzinsky & Cash, 2002). Pruzinsky and Cash (2002)
acknowledge however that feminism has played a pivotal role “in shaping the theoretical
foundations of the field” (p. 6). It is intriguing for art educators to discover that a
common tool, used in the field of psychology for assessing body image, is drawing
(Radika & Hayslip, Jr., 2002).%°

Body image can be defined as “the intersection of the physical body with
cognitive and emotional activity” within a mental self-representation of the image the
body (Wiederman, 2002, p. 287). This definition makes apparent a link between an image

of the body, the real body and girls’ feelings and perceptions about themselves.

Girls and body image dissatisfaction

Feminist literature on girls’ body image reveals how the binding nature of gender
stereotypes leads to low-self esteem and body image dissatisfaction which is one of the
characteristics of women’s oppression under patriarchy (Frost, 2001; Tiggemann, 2005).

As seen with Brown and Gilligan (1992) and Deak (2002), female adolescence is a

* According to Radika & Hayslip, Jr. (2002), “the earliest projective technique used to examine body
experiences was the Draw-A-Person (DAP) test” in the early 1940’s. The DAP is based on the “body image
hypothesis”...however there is recent debate about the reliability of the method. Body image is also
regularly treated within the field of art therapy.
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particularly stressful time of change where girls are negotiating great physical,
psychological, social and environmental changes. Not only are adolescent girls’ bodies
changing shapes, but they are moving out of the relatively protected space of grade
school into the larger more gendered, heterosexist arena of high school (Striegel-Moore
& Cachlin, 1999). Although physiological and cognitive developments contribute to the
stresses of adolescence, “sociocultural factors appear most critical in girls’
dissatisfactions with themselves” (Frost, 2001, p. 45).

Whereas girls aged 8 to 11 tend to be “strong, self-confident and outspoken,” with
little regard for gender ‘appropriateness,’ early adolescence is characterized by the search
for a stable gender identity (Basow & Rubin, 1999). In the United States, after only one
year of high school (grade 7 in Quebec), white middle-class girls show a significant drop
in self-esteem and academic performance, going from 55% ‘happy as I am’ to 22%
(Basow & Rubin, 1999, p. 36). Rather suddenly, girls move out of a space of relative
freedom to ‘be who they are’ to being perceived as objects of ‘the gaze.” Or they are
depicted as “psychologically unstable beings locked in enfeebled and unreliable bodies”
in need of rescue by a male hero (Frost, 2001, p. 7). All of these messages work to make
girls feel firmly locked inside their bodies and contribute to feelings of worthlessness
(Frost, 2001). Levine & Smolak (2002) call the multiple challenges girls face
“synchronous stressors” (p. 75).

For girls in Quebec, as in the rest of Canada and the United States, body image
dissatisfaction is normative and obsessive. The report from the Quebec Council on the
Status of Women (2002) showed, for example, that 57% of girls want to lose weight for

aesthetic reasons. 35% of nine year old girls feel that they are ‘too fat’ (Lavallée, 2002).
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The writers of the report linked body image dissatisfaction to psychological distress and
depression, which is high in the teenage and pre-teen age group: 30% of girls reported to
being “highly distressed” (p. 4).

To alleviate the stresses involved in negotiating change, teenage girls look rigidly
to available social models of acceptable adult female behavior and gender roles, a process
often referred to as ‘gender intensification’ (Basow & Rubin, 1999). Popular culture
bombards girls with idealized images women—as objects. Girls turn their gaze onto
themselves for comparison, and when dissatisfied, they resort to increased “body
monitoring, anxiety about appearance, dieting to lose weight” (Striegel-Moore & Fanko,
2002, p. 185). Striegel-Moore and Fanko (2002) say: “Anti-fat attitudes are part of a
social ideology that holds individuals responsible for their life outcomes. Fatness is
correlated as a defect of character” (p. 187). It is not surprising that negative attitudes
toward ‘being overweight’ are already present in three year olds (Striegel-Moore &
Fanko, 2002). Yet, as the authors argue, this comes into contrast with sedentary life-
styles and the fast-food industry, where girls and young people in general are encouraged
to eat unhealthy foods. In contemporary times, the cosmetic surgery is perceived as a
rapid and easy way of removing ‘fat.” In Canada, it is estimated that 2000 young girls,
under the age of eighteen, undergo plastic surgery every year (Larkin & Rice, 2005).

The cultural obsession with fat makes girls unhappy with their changing bodies
and this influences their self-esteem. According to Levine and Smolak (2002), “Pubertal
development in girls is accompanied by an average weight gain of fifty pounds. This
includes twenty to thirty pounds of fat, much of it deposited in the hips, thighs, buttocks,

and waist” (p. 74). Hence, normal female development involves fat, which is also the
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trigger for menstruation. When girls attain approximately one hundred pounds, the
required degree of fat signals the onset of menstruation which moves the body further
away from ideals of thinness. This normal developmental event is reported to create great

distress among girls aged eleven to fifteen years old (Levine & Smolak, 2002).

Beauty and idealized images.

The media is greatly responsible for perpetuating idealized images of women.
Yamamiya et. al (2005) found that in the United States “94% of female characters on
television programs are thinner than the average American woman” and that “these were
characters whom the media associate happiness, desirability and success in life” (p. 75).
Striegel-Moore & Fanko (2002) argue that not only are women “over-represented in all
visual media, [but] that certain media, especially video, computer games and music
videos have high stereotypical content” (p. 188). The media also plays a role in
instructing girls and women how to attain the ideal body shape through diets, exercise,
steps in the application of make-up, hairstyles and fashions. These ‘how to’ suggestions
further embroil girls into the idea that they can and should be thin (Yamamiya et. al,
2005).

Girls and women, as well as boys and men, are conditioned to recognize what is
culturally defined as attractive for women. The current ideal of feminine beauty involves
“white, young, tall, firm but not too muscular, and somehow both slender and full-
breasted” (Levine & Smolak, 2002, p. 78). Particular facial features like almond shaped
faces, high cheek bones, small noses, long eyelashes, pulpous lips and perfectly smooth

complexions are preferred above others. Within a culture that places extreme emphasis
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on the female body, girls feel pressured to conform to images of thin and beautiful movie
stars, singers and fashion models. They learn that “power, prestige, wealth and male
attention are bestowed on women who are culturally defined as ‘attractive’” (Basow &
Rubin, 1999, p. 36). Striegel-Moore and Cachelin (1999) argue that beauty is not only
demanded of girls, it is viewed as “a core aspect of female identity” (p. 85). Striegel-
Moore and Fanko (2002) say:

To understand the powerful influence of the beauty myth on girls and women, we

need to appreciate that beauty is a central component of the female gender

stereotype. Experiencing herself as beautiful serves to affirm a girls’ or woman’s

identity as female. (p. 187)

Mazzarella and Pecora (1999) go even further by arguing that the culture instructs girls
that their body is their voice. They state:

While one could make the argument that in today’s culture girls are socialized to

believe it is more important to have a “perfect” body than a voice, it may be more

appropriate to argue that our culture inundates girls with messages that their

bodies are their voices—their identities. (p.2)

It can be said that the prevalent normative body ideal is one that is unattainable
for the majority of women and girls and that this is oppressive. Equally disturbing is the
fact that girls whose bodies do fit the norms are also dissatisfied with themselves. Many
who are considered beautiful and underweight believe themselves to be fat or ugly
(Levine & Smolak, 2002). When girls experience a discrepancy between the mental
image of their bodies and the representations of idealized images, they tend to magnify
their body size and features and consequently feel dissatisfied. Empirical research in

psychology demonstrates that “an idealization of thinness is positively correlated with

body image dissatisfaction” regardless of actual body shape (Yamamiya, et. al, 2005, p.
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75). This reveals the extent to which idealized representations of women’s bodies “can
adversely affect psychological well-being and the quality of life” of girls (Striegel-Moore

& Fanko, 2002, p. 183).

Harassment and body image.

Sexual harassment has been shown to contribute significantly to negative body
image in girls because the heightened body self-consciousness it causes (Larkin & Rice,
2005). Girls have reported being sexually harassed by their peers in school as young as
eight and nine years old. According to Larkin and Rice (2005), “Body-based harassment
was a major cause of body dissatisfaction that led girls to adopt body modification
strategies that had serious consequences for their physical and emotional health” (p. 223).
They argue that girls’ body dissatisfaction was more strongly related to harassment than
to ideals of thinness per se or distorted self-perceptions. In their research, they found that
although comments about being fat were the most common, girls were also harassed for
being too thin or ‘flat as a board.” Their research shows “that girls get negative comments
about their weight regardless of their body size or eating patterns” (p. 225). Also, girls
were teased about “early” or “late” breast development (p. 225). Other research
demonstrates that boys are more “likely than girls to make critical, harassing comments
to girls...about weight and shape,” and brothers are well-known perpetrators (Levine &
Smolak, 2002, p. 81). Levine and Smolak (2002) say that “females in developed
countries receive a clear message from multiple sources that the female body, much more
so than the male body, is to be looked at, evaluated, possessed by men, and in general,

treated as an object” (p. 81).
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In response to the pressure, Larkin and Rice (2005) have found “evidence that
early maturers start dieting sooner and late maturers are dissatisfied about a body that

293

does not qualify as ‘womanly’” (p. 227). The fact that harassment is normalized as
teasing “does not take into account the intersection of the body with inequitable social
systems” (p. 220). The authors advocate “mainstreaming body equity through the
elementary school curriculum...[because] interventions on body image and weight

preoccupation are most effective at the elementary school level before they become

firmly entrenched” (p. 229).

Resistance to negative body image.

So far the discussion on girls’ normative negative body image has focused on the
challenges of pubertal development, involved in negotiating powerful stereotypes,
idealized images and harassment. I will now look at the strategies for change proposed by
feminist researchers to help girls resist messages that lead to negative body image. These
include the use of media literacy education, feminist education, and movement
approaches which have been shown through research to be effective in dealing with body
image dissatisfaction.

It has been demonstrated through research that some strategies are effective in
helping girls resist negative self-appraisals of their bodies. Basow and Rubin’s (1999)
research, for example, gives evidence that not all girls are equally influenced by media
images or uncritically accept the mainstream gender stereotypes of women. Larkin and
Rice (2005) believe in developing prevention programs to help girls consider the broader

socio-cultural factors that influence their lives and their perceptions of their bodies. The
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idea that girls are naively controlled by images does not take into consideration the many
ways gender narratives are constructed, nor girls’ ability to transform the narratives upon
reception (Larkin & Rice, 2005). In this sense, Basow and Rubin (1999) believe that it is
useful to look at the experience of African American women, since they stand out as a
group with “high self-confidence in relation to beauty and body image” (p.36). The
authors describe how African American girls construct their identities in resistance to
racist notions that define the black body as unattractive. Therefore, African American
mothers raise their daughters to actively deconstruct the white culture’s ideals of white,
emaciated beauty (p. 37). The authors say:

[African Americans] emphasize truth telling, strong female role models, deep

connections to the broader community, and an androgynous female ideal—aspects
that appear to empower girls. (p. 42)

Levine & Smolak (2002) found that black adolescents are more likely to:

1-Associate positive characteristics with large, more buxom women

2-Define beauty in terms of ‘working with what you’ve got’ instead of a narrow

range of slender body types

3-Want to gain weight. (p. 77)
These factors are intriguing and can serve as models for helping girls with their body
image. However, the authors caution against clichés that portray African-American
women and other women of colour as immune from media images of white, heterosexual
femininity. According to hooks (2003), racist erasure of the black body within
mainstream femininity has a negative impact on African-American responses to their
body. Also, references to African-American ideals frequently disregard others body

issues such as higher rates of teenage pregnancy, abuse and delinquency (Larkin & Rice,

2005).
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To positively improve girls’ body image and self-acceptance, Basow and Rubin
(1999) identify “athletics, strong female role models, feminist beliefs and knowledgeable
educators” (p. 40). Along with physical exercise and involvement in sports, movement
exercises have been shown to be particularly effective for dealing with body image issues
(Levine & Smolak, 2002; Totenbier, 1995). Totenbier (1995) says: “Movement has a
primary influence on both development and change in body image” (p. 194). It allows
girls to experience the body and body image in dynamic ways that “make [the body]

more realistic...hence less frightening and more acceptable” (p. 205).

Media literacy education.

Empirical experiments in psychology give credibility to the belief that strategies
can be effective in helping girls and women improve their body image. Yamamiya et al
(20(55) describe their laboratory research that had a positive effect on a group of women
and girls. The first part of their research demonstrated that five minutes of exposure to
‘thin-and-beautiful’ media images affected the participants for over two hours and
resulted in a ‘state’ of negative body image. However, not all the women were equally
affected by images. The differences between the women were understood in terms of
their “level of internalization and socialization process” (p. 75).

The second part of the research involved a media literacy intervention program
involved two approaches. The first approach, called ‘Artificial Beauty,” helped the
women to understand that “media images are inappropriate as ‘standards’ because their
flawless looks are created by techniques such as make-up and air-brushing” (p. 75). The

second approach, called ‘Genetic Realities,” involved “understanding how genetics
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influence body weight/shape and that most women are biologically predisposed to be
heavier than women in the media” (p. 75). Participants were shown a variety of images of
women with different body sizes and shapes.

The results of the research revealed that two approaches of Artificial Beauty and
Genetics Reality “prior to media exposure prevented the adverse effects” of negative
body image (p. 74). These findings showed that images played a powerful role in
women’s evaluation of their body image. It was concluded that a positive body image
could be fostered by understanding how images are made, in conjunction with viewing
alternative images of women’s bodies. Research on media literacy demonstrates that girls

can be aided in the construction of their self-image—through images.

The influence of mothers and fathers.

Feminist research has found that mothers strongly influence girls’ body image
perception, by shaping a girl’s understanding of what it means to be a woman. According
to Levine and Smolak, (2002), mothers who have a positive body image themselves
influence their daughters’ self-perceptions in positive ways. Inversely, mothers whose
daughters were hypersexualized, were themselves hypersexualized (Robert, 2005). Also,
mothers who work, as well as nontraditional mothers, directly and indirectly teach their
daughters to recognize their own agency (Basow & Rubin, 1999). The Quebec report
from the Council of Higher Education (1999) demonstrated that mothers from all social
classes incited their daughters to resist stereotypes and to seek higher education. Mothers
are important figures in girls’ lives and generally help girls understand the cultural and

sexual biases that pressure them.
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Researchers have found that girls perceive their mothers as “important sources of
support” (Debold, et al.,1999, p. 193). In Deak’s (2002) words: “Mothers, as women,
generally bring advanced relationship skills, empathy, and other tools of emotional
literacy to the task of parenting” (p. 173). Girls and their mothers, as a result, generally
have a strong bond whether they actually get along or not. Girls look up to their mothers
as role models for what it means to be female.

Fathers and their daughters share different struggles than do mothers and
daughters, according to Deak (2002). During pre-adolescence and adolescence the father-
daughter relationship frequently breaks down, which negatively affects girls body image
and self-esteem. Deak analyzes the deterioration of communication between girls and
their fathers in light of gender stereotypes. The psychologists Kindlon and Thompson
(2000) and Kimmel (2005), who specialize in boy’s and men’s psychology, affirm that
men have difficulty expressing their emotions. Trained in the stereotype of masculinity
which emphasizes being “stoic, strong and silent,” boys and men have not learned the
“complexities of emotional awareness, empathy and self-expression” (Deak, 2002, p.
173). Deak describes the contrast between girls—who are generally highly sophisticated
in relational awareness from a very young age—and their fathers who “don’t practice
emotional literacy or connectedness very easily” (p. 173). As a result, girls reported to
feeling estranged from their fathers who no longer seem interested in their lives. The
breakdown in the father-daughter relationship is unfortunate because “an engaged father-

daughter relationship is essential to a girl’s self-esteem” (p. 182).
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Othermothers.

The idea that girls need and want better connections with their mothers and
fathers echoes Brown and Gilligan’s (1992) and Debold et al’s (1999) research findings
that showed that girls also had a strong desire for a genuine relationship of closeness with
their teachers. Debold et al (1999) call for “othermothers™ to play a role in girls’ lives by
acting “as a bridge across generations and perspectives” (p. 194) in a way that mothers
cannot usually do. Othermothers are feminist teachers who create safe places for girls to
practice their voices and to learn “a variety of ways to use tone, pitch, and volume”
(Bentley, 1999, p. 220). Debold et al (1999) argue that othermothers are sorely needed for
dealing with body image issues because “girls cannot act alone to move beyond their
bodies as their only realm of power into a larger arena of possibility. They need adults,

and the institutions that adults create and are part of, to join them” (p. 196).

Conclusion

In conclusion, it has been demonstrated that idealized images of women do affect
girls strongly, yet messages circulating in the culture play a role in structuring responses.
Although girls are particularly vulnerable in early adolescence because of multiple and
‘synchronous stressors,’ resistance can be developed to face unequal gender relations. As
seen in the educational research on gender, and the research on sexuality, girls are less
rigidly attached to stereotypes than boys and want to be ‘liberated.’

Feminist research on girls shows that when girls and women come together in
safe places to learn about gender, a healthy resistance can be cultivated so that oppression

can be viewed as political and not solely personal. Armed with more knowledge, girls can
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make wiser choices about their ‘looks,” their sexuality and their lives. Media-literacy
education highlights the importance of images in the process of rebuilding a positive
body image for women and girls. Since images are at the heart of art education as a
specialty, including how images are made, what the content and issues suggest, and the
appreciation of a variety of alternative images, art education can contribute to structuring

new ways of looking and feeling, and being in relationships for girls.

Summary

Part two of this literature review focused on girls in general and girls’ body image
in particular. I began by charting the history of issues within girl studies to understand
current thoughts in the field to situate girls’ experiences. Although girl studies are a part
of feminist scholarship and, as such, the issues of girls are related to issues that affect
women, girls born into feminism have contemporary concerns that are contextually
different from those of other generations, as can be seen in the idea of Girl Power with its
sexual rhetoric. Other issues, such as sexual stereotyping within schools or harassment of

girls affect girls’ educational experiences and their body image.

Next, Brown and Gilligan’s (1992) research offered important insights into girls’
development and psychology whereas Deak’s (2002) helped understand important
turning points in a girls’ developing identity. The topic of body image was explored by
reviewing research from the field of psychology to demonstrate that representations do
affect girls negatively in their self-appraisal and what can be done about it. It is
noteworthy that media literacy and movement exercises were shown to improve body

image in conjunction with the presentation of varied images of women.
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Issues-based Art Education

The third theoretical strand to my research investigates the world of teaching from
an issues-based approach to art education. This section provides an overview of the
philosophy for teaching sociopolitical issues, while making connections to larger debates
in the field of education and to current debates in art education on the topic of visual
culture. Some criticisms are explored to understand the practical difficulties involved in

teaching from an issues-based approach.

Overview of issues-based art education

Issues-based art education inquires into social justice issues utilizing art. As an
approach to teaching, it has been gaining in popularity, as can be seen in Gaudelius and
Speirs’ book Contemporary Issues in Art Education (2002). Important figures within the
field of art education, such as Freedman, Duncum, Wyrick, Nadaner, Barrett, Krug,
Stankiewicz, Gaudelius, Speirs, Sacca and others argue that art can serve to understand
issues of social justice within education.

Reflection on social justice issues within art education has its origins in the
feminist and human rights movements of the 1970s, in multiculturalism as well as in the
critical and political emphases of postmodernism (Gaudelius & Speirs, 2002). According
to these authors issues-based art education finds its rationale in the educational theories
of Friere’s liberatory pedagogy, critical pedagogy, social reconstruction and visual
culture studies in art education. As such, it is an approach to teaching that partakes of a

larger critique of education in general. Within recent debates in education, schooling is
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analyzed as a process of socialization informed by historical, political, and social issues
(Nemiroff, 1992). Teaching is perceived as reproducing ideological content that serves to
privilege some individuals above others. Although education has traditionally asserted
itself as “universal and gender neutral” (Garber, 1992, p. 213), a relationship can be
drawn between canons of education and the socio-economic dominance of white, middle
class males (Walsh, 1990; Silvers, 1990; Jackson, 1997).

Conversely, teaching also holds the potential to transform individuals and seciety
by creating equitable learning for all students. As a reform movement, the quest for social
justice through education is particularly associated with educational theorists and radical
thinkers such as Gramsci, Marx, Marcuse, the Frankfurt school of critical theory and
more recently Giroux, Aronowitz, and Apple (Gaudelius & Speirs, 2002). Current
theories in education inform the issues-based approach to art education.

According to Gaudelius and Speirs (2002), issues-based art education can be
defined as a combination of “contemporary art, contemporary issues and teaching in the
elementary classroom” (p. 1). Nyman (2002) states that children need to know “how
culture and other social factors affect and influence the development of who they are,
what they believe, what they create, how they do it and why” (p. 64). Issues-based art
education “develops critical thinking skills, explores the construction of the multiple
identities that students hold, causes them to see the familiar in a new way, and builds
school and community relationships” (Gaudelius & Speirs, 2002, p. 141). It is a form of
teaching that seeks to neutralize the oppressive aspects of difference and marginality in a

racist, sexist, classist culture by making the overt and covert political issues visible in art.
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In parallel, the making of art is perceived as a means to strengthen students
‘selves’ by building a stronger sense of personal identity—and voice--through art
(Gaudelius and Spears, 2002). In this sense, the most significant ‘issue’ within the issues-
based approach is personal empowerment through critical knowledge. This, in turn, leads
to increased individual agency which is seen as a vehicle for social change. As Picard and
Potter (1992) state: “In this era of political and socially committed art...those who have
been ignored, ostracized and colonized in history can begin to define their own identities”
(p. 54). 1t is proposed that social change can and should be achieved through art

education.

Critics of the issues.

Some art educators however have reservations about making social issues central
in art education. Efland (2004) has rejected the idea of turning art education into a
sociology of art. Tavin (2005), Duncum (2003) and Gaudelius & Speirs (2002) have
responded to this by arguing that art is inherently sociological and inseparable from the
conditions of producing and diffusing art, which are related to privilege. Tavin (2005)
says:

All forms of art education are political through commission or omission in the

curriculum, through the choice of methods and materials, and for the simple fact

that much of art education takes place in institutions that are designed and

operated by those in power. The political is embedded in the language, codes, and

routines of daily classroom life. (p. 112).
In another vein, Smith (2003) claims that the focus on issues within art education is

“inherently talk-oriented” (p. 112), an idea backed up by Efland (2004) who believes that

lessons based on issues take away from the time allotted for art-making. What these
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authors do not discuss, is when and under what circumstances issues can be exposed to
children. What kinds of schools, teachers, special time slots and permissions are needed
for this kind of teaching? Do teachers teach issues without permission of parents,
principals, etc.? What type of imagery is unacceptable? How should teachers deal with
the problem of discipline? These questions illustrate that even though the goals and
theories of transformative teaching are significant, there is a lack of practical

methodology for implementation in the institutional classroom (Herrmann, 2005).

Teaching issues, some examples.

Cohen-Evron (2005) offers some useful examples for teaching issues-based art
education. She identifies four strategies for integrating critical issues into the teaching of
art. Although Cohen-Evron is dealing specifically with the issue of violent conflict in
Israel, much can be gained from her descriptions of how teachers taught controversial
topics through art.

1-Art creation as an act of therapy involving the expression of feelings and

thoughts related to violent experiences.

2-Art education as a means to broaden the gaze on the “Other” and beyond the
conflict

3-Art education as dealing with political art and imagery without detaching it
from the students’ reality

4-Confronting students with “difficult knowledge,” knowledge they resist because
it presents them with moral conflict in their own reality. (p. 311)

Cohen-Evron’s four approaches demonstrate how art teachers interested in social

reconstruction can approach the teaching of issues. The first point analyzed by Cohen-
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Evron is a passive approach to teaching about difficult issues in the classroom because it
is open-ended. The topic of violence was suggested for art-making but the teachers did
not discuss the art with the students. In points two, three and four, the teachers used art to
stimulate reflection on the ways art and/or the mass media influenced students’ identities.
A moral dilemma was provoked which forced students to come face to face with their
own participation in the ideology of the images. Teachers helped the students identify the
ways “authoritative discourses and institutional knowledge work to construct their
positions and identities” (p. 315). Representation was revealed as an ideological
discourse and students were able to make distance with the messages embedded in
images. They became more critical through art appreciation and they created new images
through art-making. The result was that social issues became personalized into ‘real’

knowledge within the school.

Unpopular culture.

What is poignant in Cohen-Evron’s (2005) research is not only that students were
confronted in their implication with knowledge or that they shifted their original “racist”
discourse (p. 319) but that she does not pretend that this kind of teaching is easy. In her
words: “The teachers took risks by teaching “unpopular things’” and worked “against the
grain of the discursive practices of schooling which did not encourage critical and
feminist pedagogies” (p. 315). Cohen-Evron acknowledges that principals censored
students’ critical artwork within the school, and teachers had to find ways to “avoid

conflicts with the educational system” (p. 316).
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In the classroom, students were thrown into “emotional and social disarray” and
they “started an uncontrolled noisy and emotional argument” (p. 319). “The art teachers
who invited the students’ voices confronted racist discourse” (p. 319) and they
encountered “pedagogical difficulties” (p. 321). However, Cohen-Evron rationalizes
these difficulties in terms of teachers’ level of experience. She says: “The experienced art
teacher was not threatened by losing control over her class and by the many racist slogans
which were shouted by the students” (p. 320). However, the inexperienced teacher was
very conflicted and almost “burst into tears” (p. 320). “She did not want to use her
authority and repress the students’ voices, yet being silent made it seem as if she agreed
with the horrible slogans” (p. 320).

Garber (2005), a well-known art educator who teaches for social justice, says:
“Anti-discrimination pedagogies where race, class, gender, age, abilities, nationality,
cultural background, religion, and other factors that pre-define people [should be]
explored consistently” (p. 9). She argues that students need to face their discriminatory
biases “not as expressions of individual perspectives that are relative and equal [but] as
historical, cultural and social practices” (p. 9). Although Garber believes in social justice
through an issues-based approach to art education, she asserts:

I have found discrimination the most difficult topic I have ever incorporated into

my teaching. Whereas students readily learn the cultural narratives of “others,”

they find this confrontation with themselves an extremely emotional process. The
process of learning sensitivity to forms of prejudice and discrimination is lengthy.

(p. 15)

This contradicts Cohen-Evron’s assertion that years of experience will facilitate issues-
based teaching. Garber maintains that issues of implementation are not the only

difficulties to consider. She says: “Although there are teachers developing social justice
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practices in isolation from the rest of the school, the barriers to doing so need to be
recognized” (p. 13). She argues that social justice teaching from an 1ssues-based approach
“can be high risk behavior” and that “teachers can be retaliated against or fired from their
jobs” for critiquing the status quo (p. 13). Instead teachers need a “professional
community of support to teach emancipatory education”

(p. 13). Finally, Garber cautions that teachers interested in social justice issues need to
keep students’ interests and needs in mind. By encouraging them to ‘cross borders,’ they
are placed at risk for social stigmatization. Also, teachers need to be sure that students are
not simply passive recipients of issues-based art education but that they become
producers of knowledge. In this respect Garber (2005) says: “In our zeal to convince our

students about the need for social change, we may silence their voices” (p. 13).

Anticipated Problems in Practice

As discussed above, issues-based art education aim to bring ‘real life’ issues into
the school to dismantle ‘distance’ and to reinvigorate art learning in a way that brings
about meaningful change. However, literature on occupation stress reveals that teaching
is already difficult, without any kind of controversial material. What difficulties do
teachers already experience in the classroom?

Research on teachers’ occupational stress reveals that “30% of teachers are
leaving the profession within 3 years of taking a first position” due to discouragement
and difficult student populations (Kottler & Zehm, 2000, p. vii). In Quebec, 41,3% of
teachers present symptoms of high psychological distress (Soares, 2003). Difficulties

with student behavior stand out as the number one cause of stress and dissatisfaction with
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teaching. Teachers reported to Greenberg (1984) that the most draining aspects of
teaching were related to the use of authority in classroom management. Dunham (1992)
writes that teachers struggles most with:

Disruptive student behavior, class size, lack of time, role conflict, role ambiguity,

conflicts with colleagues, parental pressure, organizational and curricular

changes, targets, reports, pedagogical reforms, evaluation of teacher performance,

poor working conditions, low status and low pay. (p. 84)

To complicate matters, Maher and Ward (2002) assert that the very idea of a
teacher, especially in elementary school, involves a feminine-association of ‘women’s
work.” They argue that “sexist assumptions and practices, enforced by gender differences
and gender expectations, shape the ways we think about school, our teachers, and our
children in schools” (Maher & Ward, 2002, p. 111). Bouchard et. al (2003) confirm that
women occupy 87% of teaching positions elementary school and 97% in preschool in
Quebec. The cultural injunction for girls to care for others, eventually leads women to
choose female-associated jobs in the workforce, regardless of their high levels of school
success in other areas (Bouchard & St-Amant, 1997).

It is thus through structural inequalities that the care-giving of children is
attributed to women. Teachers are expected to be pedagogically appropriate and generally
nice. Luttrell (1997) argues that the organization of school is highly gendered with its
“structural, but hidden reliance on ideal, not real, women” (p.116). And, “many people
believe teaching is easy, comes naturally to women because of their inborn capacities for
care-taking and nurturance” (Maher & Ward, 2002, p. 111). The feminine-identification
of teaching, as Maher and Ward (2002) argue, makes it a stereotyped, undervalued and

underpaid profession. The view that women are naturally suited for teaching is
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oppressive since caring is not always straightforward due to the complex dynamics in
large groups of children.

In response to these problems, Luttrell (1997) proposes recognizing the emotional
labor of teaching while valuing the care-giving dimensions, rather than making them into
an “‘extra’ demand on top of a load that is already too heavy to carry” (p. 123). To do so,
Maher and Ward (2002) assert that “caring must be learned” as opposed to believing that
it is part of feminine identity (p. 113). In other words, support for teachers involves
breaking with stereotypes of femininity, while also finding ways of supporting the person
behind the role, to foster the ‘good enough’ teacher who can better attend to children’s
development in the classroom (Luttrell, 1997).

The research above demonstrates that teachers face a good deal of occupational
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