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ABSTRACT
Sexualization might seem like a sympathetic explanation for sexting because it
positions girls as innocent victims of mass culture. However, there are problematic
unintended consequences with understanding sexting, the practice of sharing per-
sonal sexual content via mobile phones or the internet, in this particular way. One
troubling implication is that it provides a rationale for holding girls who sext crim-
inally responsible for producing child pornography. A second is that when girls’
acceptance of sexualization is positioned as a key social problem, the solution that
emerges is that girls must raise their self-esteem and gain better media literacy
skills. Despite the value of such skills, a focus on girls’ deficiencies can divert atten-
tion from the perpetrators of gender- and sexuality-based violence. Finally, dis-
courses about sexualization often erase girls’ capacity for choice, relying instead
on normative assumptions about healthy sexuality. Interrogating the pathologiza-
tion of girls’ apparent conformity to sexualization and mass culture highlights the
complexity of agency.
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Introduction

If the question is: “Why are girls sexting?” one answer that might seem
appealing is “Sexualization.” The theory is that girls create suggestive images
of themselves on their mobile phones because they are imitating what they
see in mass media. Most people do not seem to consider that in some cases,
sexting might be a choice to express oneself sexually (Karaian 2012; Gold-
stein 2009). Observers in newspaper articles, TV talk shows, policy debates,
and the justice system use a range of explanations for sexting, including ado-
lescent hormones and still-developing brain structures, the technology of
the mobile phone, peer pressure, and girls’ low self-esteem (Hasinoff in
press), but the particular implications of the explanation that sexualization
is a cause of sexting is the focus of this article.

Since the mid-2000s, sexualization has been identified as a crisis in news
media, documentaries (Newsom 2011; Palmer 2012), reports (Zurbriggen
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et al. 2007; Papadopoulos 2010), and best-selling paperbacks (Oppliger
2008; Levin and Kilbourne 2008; Durham 2008). The international atten-
tion to this issue is particularly concentrated in the US, Canada, Australia,
and the UK. Discussions about sexualization’s effect on girls usually assume
that it causes girls to be too sexually active, too early, in an unhealthy or
unnatural way. A number of feminists have criticized these discourses for
conflating sexuality with sexualization, erasing girls’ agency, pathologizing
working-class femininities, flattening differences among girls and women,
and promoting a simplistic version of media effects (Egan and Hawkes 2008;
Attwood 2006; Lerum and Dworkin 2009; Egan 2013).

Sexualization positions girls as both its victims and its agents. As for the
former, sexualization is thought to take away girls’ agency by undermining
their capacity to make authentic, healthy, self-determined choices about
their gender and sexual embodiment. At the same time, sexualization also
posits that girls are agents in that their choices and actions have an effect on
others and society in general. In the first half of this article, I describe how
girls are blamed for the assumed effect of their choices: when they sext they
are essentially blamed for promoting child sexual abuse. The idea is that
girls’ private images end up on the internet and in the hands of child abusers,
who use this material to increase their desires and groom potential victims.
These assumptions underpin one of the main legal problems with sexting;
in most states sexting can be legally classified as child pornography if the
image depicts a person who is under 18 years of age, and if it is explicit
enough. Girls are also blamed for sexualization in general, in that they are
asked to help solve the problem by raising their self-esteem and abstaining
from sexually objectifying themselves. In the second half of the article, I
examine the implications of the contention that girls who choose to sext
consensually are always following sexualization’s directives rather than their
own authentic desires. I find that this reinforces limited normative defini-
tions of what constitutes healthy sexuality, underestimates the interrelation-
ships between dominant culture and individual agency, and inadvertently
blames girls who are victimized by privacy violations.

Sending a sexual image to another person is neither inherently liberating
nor is it necessarily the result of coercion. The act of sharing an explicit
photo of oneself can be done under extreme duress or with as much free
will as any other choice. While we all make choices within contexts we did
not create, the dominant discourses about girls tend to entirely erase their
capacity for agency in sexual decisions. I argue that girls who choose to create
sexual photographs of themselves should not be the primary site for inter-
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vention in efforts to prevent privacy violations and harassment. In practical
terms, I suggest that consensual sexting should never be criminalized and
that educational interventions ought to focus on privacy violations rather
than on the supposed ideological passivity of girls who create sexual images
of themselves. Moving past the easy explanation that sexualization causes
sexting opens up spaces for thinking about the complexity of girls’ agency
and the stakes of pathologizing conformity to mass culture.

Using Sexualization to Explain Sexting

The construction that girls are victims of sexualization is evident in much
of the news coverage and mainstream discussion of sexting, which often ref-
erences the cultural context of sexualization as one of the possible reasons
that girls might be sexting. For example, a New York Times article about sex-
ting provides this background information: “[The teenager’s] world is
steeped in highly sexualized messages. Extreme pornography is easily avail-
able on the Internet. Hit songs and music videos promote stripping and sex-
ting” (Hoffman 2011: A21). Since this comment is not attributed to any
particular person, the article suggests that it is obvious and uncontroversial
to say that teenagers are “steeped” in a toxic brew of sexual depictions in
entertainment, advertising, and pornography. Likewise, journalists describe
sexting as “a sign of the disconnect between the legal system and an increas-
ingly sexualized adolescent cyberculture” (Marks 2009: n.p.) and as a result
of “an increasingly sexualized culture” (Fields 2011: B4). On a segment
about sexting on NBC’s Today Show (2013) one expert guest offers this
explanation for sexting: “We live in a hyper sexualized culture right now.
And kids can’t escape from it.” The other Today Show expert guest agrees: 

Unfortunately, there are so many messages out there that say that [sexting] is nor-
mal. Whether it’s what’s on TV, what’s on the internet, the marketing campaigns
that are out there for teens that objectify and sexualize women, we know that this
is the message that teens are getting. 

Jean Kilbourne is also quoted in a newspaper article explaining that girls
are not to blame for sexting because “[t]hey grow up surrounded by these
images …. Girls are just encouraged to present themselves as porn stars”
(Frank 2010: 1B). These observers’ theories about sexualization’s impact on
girls rely on an overly simplistic model of media effects. Sexualization is
commonly positioned as an all-pervasive and all-powerful force, entirely
determining how girls think about sexuality and gender. Journalists and the
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experts they quote claim that adolescents are, as I pointed out above,
“steeped in” (Hoffman 2011: A21), “bombarded by” (Knowles 2010) and
“surrounded by” (Frank 2010: 1B) sexualized imagery. The passive voice in
these sentences positions media as a force that acts upon teenagers in a way
that is overwhelming, unstoppable, and even violent.

In these thoroughly mainstream news media contexts, sexualization is
not positioned as a controversial explanation for sexting, or as an untested
new theory, but as an obvious common sense reason for why teens sext. In
these discourses, sexual representations in mass media have direct and
inevitable negative effects on young people. A Canadian documentary dis-
tributed by the Media Education Foundation examining how “the acceler-
ating pressure to be sexy—and sexual—is changing kids’ behavior and
undermining their health” is titled: “Sext up kids: How Children are Becom-
ing Hypersexualized” (Palmer 2012: n.p.). The fact that sexting is a pun in
the title of one of the latest documentaries about sexualization is a strong
indication that the link between sexting and sexualization is seen to be so
obvious and self-evident that it needs no explanation or evidence. 

The widespread concern about the sexualization of girls is rooted in
serious problems, including sexual violence, harassment, and continuing
gender inequalities. But the discourse about sexualization tends to position
girls’ supposedly passive media consumption as the primary point of risk
and intervention, which leads to solutions that hold girls responsible for
ending sexualization. When sexualization is positioned as the primary prob-
lem, recommendations usually center on formal and informal self-esteem
and media literacy training for girls (Hasinoff in press; Karaian 2013). It
also puts girls in a familiar and difficult position: they are seen to be passive
victims of sexualization and at the same time to be strong and capable of
solving this social problem.

Blaming Sexting for Child Abuse

The idea that the creation of a sexual depiction of a minor harms society is
sometimes used as a rationale for criminalizing sexting. Conversations about
sexualization often assume that most (if not all) mediated representations
of female sexuality contribute to the problem of sexual violence. Girls’ self-
produced sexual images are seen as part of this problem. As such, some peo-
ple support using child pornography laws against sexting teens. This is
possible because these laws specify no age limits or exceptions for teen sex-
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ting, thus a 17 year-old can be charged for creating and possessing a photo
of herself if it is explicit enough. Indeed one study estimates that 23 percent
of people arrested for child pornography production in 2009 were 17 years
old or younger (Wolak et al. 2012). Child pornography laws were passed in
the 1980s in a moment of renewed public concern about child abuse and
new video recording technologies that facilitated its documentation (Adler
2001). While child pornography laws were not designed to apply to the con-
sensual sharing of private personal sexual media among teenagers, legal
reforms are nearly impossible because legislators do not want to be perceived
as decriminalizing child pornography in any form.1

Some observers even insist that sexting should be actively prosecuted as
child pornography. For example, a former prosecutor speaking on The
O’Reilly Factor (2004) argues in favor of the criminal prosecution of a 15
year-old girl who posted images of herself online because she believes that
such images harm “all children.” She explains: 

This isn’t a crime just against this one child [herself ]. This is against all children.
Because those pictures, while they may not have injured her, led perpetrators to
seek more images, more pictures of kids, which puts more kids at risk as victims
(n.p.). 

Likewise, legal analyst Mary Leary (2007) insists: “If we are to combat the
sexual objectification of children, we need to prosecute, regardless of the
age of the creator” (41–42). The logic is that any sexual depiction of a
teenager, regardless of consent or the conditions of its production, con-
tributes to the sexual objectification of children and thus promotes sexual
violence against them.

It may seem like common sense that private sexts would routinely end
up in the hands of child pornography collectors. For example, one judge
justifies convicting a consensual teen sexter whose images were never dis-
tributed by arguing that the girl should expect that her boyfriend would
eventually widely distribute the private photos (“A.H. v. State” 2007). In
fact, there is little evidence that private sexting images are regularly distrib-
uted online, and there are no peer-reviewed studies of the type and quantity
of child pornography available on the internet.2 One reason for the lack of
data is that researchers cannot legally view child pornography for scholarly
purposes. Since it is impossible to determine whether or not private sexts
regularly become part of the underground child pornography market, panic
about this can circulate unimpeded by empirical evidence that might con-
tradict it. At the very least, the existing data suggests that the vast majority
of teenage sexts are shared consensually among peers, and in cases in which
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they are distributed without permission, they are usually shared among
teens and very rarely uploaded to public websites.3 Nonetheless, many
online safety campaigns dramatize the relatively unlikely scenario of a mid-
dle-aged online predator viewing a girl’s private sexual image (Hasinoff in
press; Shade 2011).

While some studies (see Kim 2004; Alexy, Burgess, and Baker 2005)
have found that a majority of people convicted for possessing or distributing
child pornography have also abused children, these findings are based on
an atypical sample since most people who view child pornography are never
arrested or convicted. Moreover, such studies cannot determine if individuals
would have abused children if they had never viewed child pornography—
or if others might view child pornography as an alternative to abusing actual
minors. If child pornography indeed causes the abuse of children, the rates
of victimization might have increased since the mid-1990s as more people
gained internet access, yet the available data shows a steady and significant
decline in reported cases in the US since 1990.4 This is not to say that view-
ing child pornography has no impact on potential abusers—the point is that
because sexual violence has existed since long before the invention of pho-
tographs and videos, the relationship, like any effect a media representation
might have on an individual, is unclear and complex.

In more concrete terms, the possibility that a sext may contribute to a
potential abuser’s fantasies or grooming techniques is not a good enough
reason to prohibit consensual sexting for teens,5 especially given all the other
problems this prohibition creates (Hasinoff in press). The abuser who is
using a sexting image to groom a victim or who might be incited to abuse
by viewing such images is still the only person who can bear any significant,
meaningful, or measurable responsibility for the specific incident of sexual
violence he or she has committed. 

In order to avoid treating sexting like child pornography and citing it
as a cause of sexual abuse, it is necessary to think through the unintended
consequences of trying to remedy the injurious potential of representations.
The feminist debates about pornography in the 1970s and 1980s that aimed
to curb harmful representations never found a way to resolve the problems
of anti-pornography laws.6 Censorship is such a thorny theoretical and prac-
tical issue because it raises questions about the power of speech, in and of
itself, to cause a particular action or form of harm (Butler 1997). Since the
meanings and effects of representations are always context-dependent, devel-
oping an absolute definition of injurious representations is essentially impos-
sible. Indeed representations can exacerbate or perhaps even create social
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problems, but the costs of censorship are too high to try to regulate this type
of harm. Criminalizing sexting means blaming the victims of privacy viola-
tions who created images of themselves and will likely be disproportionately
applied to the people whom the prison system already disproportionately
targets for other sexual crimes: people of color, queer people, and trans peo-
ple (Sullivan 1996; Filler 2004; Spade 2012). Consider also that whatever
vague and immeasurable harm to children a single image out of many mil-
lions might possibly produce, an act of sexual violence observably and sig-
nificantly harms a specific person. Yet the prison sentences for possessing
child pornography images can equal or even exceed those for committing
an act of sexual assault. It is simply unjust to hold a consensual sexter respon-
sible, even in part, for the sexual abuse another person has committed.

Blaming Girls for Sexualization

The anti-sexualization rhetoric inadvertently blames girls by reinforcing the
idea that they can prevent sexual violence—both at an individual and social
level—if they embody a particular type of sexual and gender presentation
marked as respectable and as middle-to-upper class (Egan 2013). In the
American Psychological Association report on the sexualization of girls, one
of the examples of the phenomenon is “a 5-year-old girl walking through a
mall wearing a short T-shirt that says ‘Flirt’” (Zurbriggen et al. 2007: 2).
There are no details about whether the girl picked out the t-shirt or if an
adult chose it for her, but viewing the girl wearing the shirt as a problem in
and of itself contains the dangerous implicit implication that if she were
harassed or assaulted, her clothing would be partly to blame. The report dis-
pels this problematic conclusion later on, noting: “Girls do not ‘cause’ harass-
ment or abusive behavior by wearing sexy clothes; no matter what girls wear,
they have the right to be free of sexual harassment, and boys and men can
and should control their behavior” (Zurbriggen et al. 2007: 34). But dis-
turbingly, the report positions women and girls as the link between media
images and sexual exploitation, since the majority of the solutions the report
offers focus on changing girls’ attitudes and behaviors to solve the problem
of sexualization. One favored method is through media literacy programs,
which can “teach girls to critique and understand the salience of sexualizing
images in the media … [and] be better protected from these images” (42).
Throughout the report, and in most discussions of sexualization, girls’ passive
acceptance of objectifying media representations is viewed as a key problem. 
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By focusing on increasing girls’ agency, this approach fits with the con-
temporary discourses about girlhood that scholars such as Gonick (2006)
and Harris (2004) describe as valorizing self-determining, individualistic
girls, and concentrating anxiety on girls who do not achieve these ideals.
Maintaining sexual propriety is seen as a vital project of self-regulation for
girls (Duits and Zoonen 2011) and part of their “endless…work on a per-
fectible self ” (McRobbie 2007: 718). Achieving these things is seen as proof
that she has resisted the passive position of sexual object that mass media
offers her and thus assured her mental health and long-term happiness.
Eisenhauer (2004) argues that some feminist advocates assume that girls
need to work on resisting sexism and gender conformity in order to become
as enlightened and self-actualized as adult women supposedly are. Resisting
sexualization is often portrayed as an empowering act that will benefit girls
by increasing their self-esteem and assuring their mental health, but it can
also require rejecting the personal pleasure, privilege, and safety that
embodying sexualization and femininity might provide in some contexts.
As such, some anti-sexualization advocates have unfairly high and unrealistic
expectations of girls to manifest more personal strength and resolve than
most adults.

The most problematic implication of blaming girls for sexualization is
that it diverts attention and blame from the typical perpetrators of gender-
and sexuality-based violence—men and boys. Objectifying portrayals of
women no doubt reinforce the idea that it is acceptable for men to view
women as sexual objects, which is linked to misogyny, sexual assault, and
physical violence. Indeed, in some parts of the American Psychological Asso-
ciation report sexual images in media are said to cause harassment and abuse
by teaching men that women and girls are sexually available to them. Yet,
in comparison to the many mass-market books and hundreds of studies of
girls and objectification, the effects of sexualization on how men view sex-
uality, their identities, and their relationships are rarely studied or discussed
(Garner 2012). In general, although depictions of women in video games
and rap music are sometimes a source of concern, men and boys are often
not asked to do any work to resist the ill effects of sexualization; instead this
task falls almost entirely to girls and women. For example, in the opening
monologue of the documentary Miss Representation (Newsom 2011), the
narrator draws a link between beauty ideals in mass media and her own
experiences of sexual violence. The men whom she describes as “prey[ing]
on her vulnerabilities” are positioned as an inevitable and natural part of the
cultural landscape, and her narrative implies that women and girls need to
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work on resisting and fixing the problem of sexualization in media. Sexual-
ization is positioned as a problem here not because it encourages men to
think that rape is acceptable, but because it weakens women and girls, mak-
ing them vulnerable to sexual assault. 

Consider that even within the discourse of sexualization, the effect on
men should cause far greater concern than the effect on women. At worst,
girls who passively accept sexualization wear skimpy clothing and overvalue
their sexual attractiveness, which some researchers believe is a cause (rather
than a correlate) of depression, low self-esteem, and eating disorders (Zur-
briggen et al. 2007). Yet for men and boys, the imagined effects are much
worse: accepting sexualization’s premise that women and girls are little more
than sexual objects could lead them to devalue women and even to commit
acts of sexual violence. When passive acceptance of media sexualization is
seen as the problem, it is far too easy to view the girls here as the primary
problem and point of intervention and to let the ubiquity of discrimination
and rape culture fade into the background. To the extent that feminists and
the left might try to resist the objectification of women and girls in mass
media, the only effective or fair response could be to focus on changing male
behavior and offering men and boys tools to become more critical mass cul-
ture consumers and producers.

Agency and Choice: Rethinking Sexualization’s Assumptions

Viewing sexting as a result of sexualization makes it difficult to recognize or
understand the complexity of girls’ choices. The discourses about sexualiza-
tion construct an idealized agency that is dependent on normative ideas
about healthy sexuality and that obscures the complicated interrelationships
between mass culture and the individual. By positioning girls as dangerously
and excessively obeying dominant media culture, discourses about sexual-
ization inadvertently pathologize conformity and exalt resistance to mass
culture as the only healthy or genuine form of agency. These assumptions
lead to a simplistic view of sexting that entirely erases girls’ capacity for
choice and thus has the problematic effect of conflating consensual sexting
and privacy violations.

Many people justify focusing anti-sexualization interventions on girls
by arguing that girls need to be taught to resist it for the sake of their own
mental health. In many scholarly discourses, healthy sexuality is usually
defined as the effective use of birth control and STI-prevention measures,
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and is implicitly often limited to monogamous, loving, long-term relation-
ships. As such the concept of “healthy sexuality,” Smith and Attwood (2011)
explain, “is intensely normative, ruling out many pleasurable, non-coercive
practices including, at the very least, casual sexual encounters” (333). Such
a construction of normative sexual choices as healthy and freely chosen is
common. For example, in most US states, teenagers can marry earlier than
they can legally have sex. In this way, consent is pre-approved for sexually
normative choices like marriage. In the context of girls and sexting, abstain-
ing from sex is often viewed as a genuine choice while engaging in sexting
is often positioned, for privileged girls at least, as a sign of victimization by
peers, mass culture, or their own low self-esteem (Hasinoff in press). Not
all girls who sext are making the choice with the same (or, necessarily, any)
degree of agency, but the point is that assessments of another person’s choices
inevitably rely on the observer’s normative assumptions.

Consider the privilege that comes with being seen as a person whose
choices are made freely, actively, and rationally; typically these assumptions
adhere best to white, economically advantaged adult men. Youth are often
considered peer-oriented, pathologically delinquent, and biologically unruly.
Analogously, women are seen to be more social and subject to their hor-
monal cycles and biological clocks; working class people are considered more
likely to lack personal responsibility and be dupes of mass culture (Walker-
dine 1997); and people of color are sometimes thought to blindly follow
cultural norms (Volpp 2000).7 Crucially, the implicit assumption under-
girding structural inequalities is that these explanations (biological, cultural
or otherwise), do not serve as excuses; people are told that they must work
to overcome these personal weaknesses to achieve equality. Moreover, assum-
ing that someone’s choices reflect only cultural and biological constraints
on their free will means that those choices need not be taken seriously or
considered authentic. The discourses about sexting girls’ false consciousness
bear a striking similarity to those about so-called Third World women. For
example, Abu-Lughod (2002) critiques mainstream feminist discourses that
position Muslim women who wear veils as being dominated by men and
incapable of agency. Like choosing to wear a veil, sexting is such an incom-
prehensible choice for some observers that they insist that the choice is inau-
thentic and thus the practice should be banned or criminalized in order to
protect women from themselves.

Assumptions about agency also have other normative gendered dimen-
sions. Devaluing the desire to be looked at, desired, or admired might be a
symptom of the tendency to privilege forms of agency that are seen to be
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masculine. Lamb (2010) explains: “Using active vs. passive, subject vs. object
as ways of describing good vs. bad sex, suggests to girls that there is only
one correct position from which to have sex, the position that has tradition-
ally been associated with men” (299). Likewise, it may be difficult to separate
any potentially negative effects of being an object of desire or objectifying
oneself from the fact that this role in the heteronormative sexual script may
also be devalued simply because it is marked as feminine. Studies on sexu-
alization and objectification typically examine only the negative outcomes
for women and rarely examine any potentially positive effects (Lerum and
Dworkin 2009; Vanwesenbeeck 2009). The point is not that self-objectifi-
cation is inherently good but that the discourses about sexualization assume,
without much evidence, that it is always bad.

I argue elsewhere (Hasinoff 2013) that sexting, as a form of media pro-
duction and participation, might offer unique forms of resistance and
agency. However, these forms of action are perhaps overvalued and idealized.
Sterne (2012) explains: “Neither activity nor passivity are goods in them-
selves; both have roles to play in culture, politics and personal life” (n.p.).
Thus it is interesting that accepting dominant cultural norms is seen to be
a particular problem in girls. There is a tendency to assume that girls are
victims of mass culture and that this is a flaw or weakness to be overcome.
Some scholarship in Girls Studies attempts to rectify the popular perception
that girls passively conform to mass culture by uncovering evidence of girls’
agency. This kind of contemporary feminist Girls Studies became especially
common in the early 1990s (Driscoll 2008). Driscoll argues that in this
mode of Girls Studies, “Every indication of the conformity for which girls
had become famous was mined for signs of agency” (21). Many scholars
who study girls through audience research and ethnographic work argue
that girls’ voices need to be heard and prioritized. Indeed this research serves
laudable goals and can offer a valuable counter-argument to accusations that
women and girls are passive and submissive. Yet by idealizing resistance such
studies sometimes view what counts as agency in a limited way: they respond
to the charge that girls are passive by arguing instead that they are agents.

The alternative is to answer these accusations by changing the terms of
the question and responding that passivity is not inherently bad and that it
is perhaps more indistinguishable from agency than people usually think.
Conformity to cultural norms is not unique to girls, working class people,
or women in poor countries, nor is it a pathology—indeed most people,
most of the time, essentially accept rather than resist most norms. The dis-
courses about sexualization rely on a problematic but fundamental assump-
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tion that culture, especially mass culture, is opposed to and separate from
individual freedom and agency. For example, Mahmood (2005) critiques
liberal humanism for often viewing agency as “the capacity to realize one’s
own interests against the weight of custom, tradition, transcendental will,
or other obstacles” (8). Instead, agency must always be understood in con-
text, as a social relation rather than as an absolute fact. As Abu-Lughod
(2002) asks: “What does freedom mean if we accept the fundamental prem-
ise that humans are social beings, always raised in certain social and historical
contexts and belonging to particular communities that shape their desires
and understandings of the world?” (786). Consider that the opposition
between active and passive is often too starkly drawn. A fundamental insight
of cultural studies is that users and audiences accept, negotiate, and oppose
the terms of mass culture in complex ways (Hall 1980), and that perhaps
viewers—and sexters—are usually in some kind of grey area between resist-
ance and acceptance. 

This is not to say that sexting, to the extent that it can involve embody-
ing dominant norms of femininity for one’s personal pleasure, is an inher-
ently radical act that necessarily helps dismantle structures of oppression.
But neither is abstaining from sexting. The point is that both are choices
about sexual embodiment, with various risks and benefits, which can be rea-
sonably and authentically chosen in some contexts. It may be useful to cri-
tique the objectification of women, but it is unreasonable to assume that
the best way to solve its problems is by correcting girls’ supposed deficiencies
of agency. After all, the correction most interventions have in mind is that
girls conform to a norm of sexual propriety rather than to sexualization’s
norm of self-objectification. That is, the solution to sexualization that is usu-
ally offered still essentially asks girls to conform and obey, but to a different
norm of sexuality.

The most troubling implication of viewing sexualization as a cause of
sexting is the way it leads to a focus on girls’ supposedly bad choices and
diverts attention away from perpetrators of privacy violations. Indeed it
underpins a widespread lack of attention to the issue of consent in sexting
(Hasinoff in press; Albury and Crawford 2012). Girls whose images are
shared without their permission are often held responsible and punished
while the people who betrayed their trust are ignored; all sexting, consensual
or not, is seen as simply wrong for everyone involved (Slane 2009). Assum-
ing girls lack agency can make it difficult to see the distinction between shar-
ing a photo of oneself and distributing a photo of someone else without
permission. Yet consent to the former does not imply consent to the latter.
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Avoiding the easy explanation of sexting that sexualization provides can help
move the conversation away from blaming victims for their failures to ade-
quately resist mass culture or pressure from boys and back towards the struc-
tural and community-based solutions to ending rape culture that feminists
have been advocating for decades (see Friedman and Valenti 2008). Dis-
cussing sexualization can be a distraction from the continuing challenge to
promote sexual ethics based on consent and pleasure (see Carmody 2005)
and to apply this conversation to mediated sex acts like sexting. Surely the
best way to accomplish these goals is not by asking girls to assume the sole
responsibility for resisting sexualization.

Conclusion

Why are discussions about sexualization so appealing and popular? For
observers who are passionate about ending violence against women, girls
who seem to sexually objectify themselves can be a highly visible reference
to the structural problems and incidents of harassment and assault that are
less easy to see in everyday life. People who see a pre-teen wearing a crop-
top in the mall might cringe or sigh—such powerful affective responses
come from the connection these observers make between this girl’s self-sex-
ualization and the problems with a culture that objectifies women and tacitly
authorizes sexual violence. But these problems would likely persist even if
that girl (or all girls) abstained from self-objectification. At the same time,
if we actually did solve those larger problems, the crop-top would likely no
longer be worrisome because it would no longer seem to reference inequality
and violence. Who benefits the most when we ask girls to resist sexualization
and to avoid objectifying themselves? It is not clear that either girls or society
in general stand to gain much from fewer exposed midriffs—but concerned
observers would have to be reminded less often of the gendered and sexual-
ized violence that continues despite our best efforts to end it.

The fact that mass market paperbacks, newspaper articles, and academic
studies alike are united in viewing the solution to sexualization as essentially
a neoliberal self-help project for women and girls should raise some serious
suspicions (Duits and Zoonen 2011). Condemnation of sexualization in
media even unites people across the political spectrum—liberals might view
it as sexism or the commodification of intimacy and conservatives might
call it indecency or vulgarity, but they are worried about similar things (Gill
2009). The discourse about sexualization is so appealing in these diverse
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markets and contexts because it reproduces common sense ideas they all
share. These widely held beliefs include the following: girls are passive media
consumers; mass culture is an outside force that has a negative impact on
individuals, primarily on those imagined to be vulnerable; sexuality is best
restricted to so-called healthy expressions; only women who embody a par-
ticular version of class-marked femininity deserve respect or recognition as
agents; and men and boys bear little responsibility or capacity for change.
The dominant discourse about sexualization is so popular and marketable
because, while it is often feminist in origin and in intent, it is a fundamen-
tally conservative discourse. That is, it offers little that is new or challenging
to how people already tend to understand media, sexuality, and gender. The
solutions that discussions about sexualization often advocate —self-esteem
and media literacy for girls—are popular precisely because they are so fun-
damentally undisruptive to a system of gender and sexuality that still badly
needs changing.

Amy Adele Hasinoff is an Assistant Professor in the Department of
 Communication at the University of Colorado Denver. Her book, which
examines the construction of sexting as a social problem and offers alter-
native ways of thinking about it, is forthcoming from the University of
Illinois Press.
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Notes

1. Vermont’s attempt to decriminalize consensual sexting in 2009 was met with national
outrage that established the problematic consensus in the US that some form of crim-
inalization is necessary (Hasinoff in press). Indeed, most new sexting misdemeanor
laws fail to distinguish consensual sexting from the nonconsensual production, distri-
bution, and possession of private images and also criminalize a wider range of images
than do child pornography laws.

2. The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children estimates, based on internal
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data that combines commercially circulated online child pornography and undistrib-
uted images found in personal collections, that 14 percent of images were self-produced
with no adult involvement (Lanning 2010:97). However, it is not clear what proportion
of self-produced images came from minors who commercially or otherwise intention-
ally distributed them, how many were private images distributed by someone else with-
out permission that ended up on the internet, and how many were held in the private
collection of a minor’s adult romantic partner.

3. Empirical research is still emerging, but surveys have found that around 10 percent of
youth report that a private sexual image they created has been distributed to an unin-
tended recipient, and around 1 percent of youth report that such an image has been
uploaded to a website without their consent (Mitchell et al. 2012; Cox Communica-
tions 2009; Gatti 2009).

4. Based on many sources of justice agency data and victim surveys, Finkelhor and Jones
(2012) state: “Our judgment is that the decline in sexual abuse [since 1990] is about
as well established as crime trends can be in contemporary social science” (13). Still,
since sexual abuse is not accurately reported, it is also possible that disclosure has pre-
cipitously declined while actual incidents have increased or remained the same, or alter-
natively, that without the new factor of online child pornography the decline in
incidents would have been greater.

5. Some legal scholars (Wastler 2010; Humbach 2010; Weins and Hiestand 2009) argue
that there is precedent that might support this position. A Supreme Court decision
(“Ashcroft” 2002) striking down a law banning virtual child pornography, in which no
actual children are involved or depicted, explained that it is unconstitutional to prohibit
images that are not the product of sexual abuse or proximately linked to it. In theory
this could support decriminalizing consensual sexting, because this kind of sexting is
neither the product of abuse nor closely linked to it.

6. Moreover, many sex-positive feminists (including Susie Bright, Pat Califia, Avedon
Carol, Betty Dodson, Carol Queen, Gayle Rubin, Carole Vance, and Tristan Taormino)
argue that the best response to sexist representations of women in mass culture is not
censorship but the creation of better representations of sexuality. However, this logic is
rarely applied to teen girls and sex, since adolescents are explicitly prohibited from cre-
ating and sharing sexual representations of themselves.

7. White people are often presumed to follow so-called standard rationality and morality,
since they occupy the privileged normative position of supposedly having no culture.
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