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SEXUALISED SEXISM: POPULAR CULTURE, SEXUALISATION AND VIOLENCE AGAINST

WOMEN AND GIRLS

MADDY COY

As of July 2014, there have been a slew of campaigns, two Westminster government
reviews1 and countless papers and books which have catapulted the issue of sexualisation
into public, policy and academic arenas.2 The result is a range of perspectives which speak
to differing priorities: much current policy concern is about ‘contamination’ of childhood;
for some commentators, sexualised popular culture is evidence of progressive liberalisation
of social attitudes; critical feminist analysis views the sexualisation of women and girls’
bodies in public space as part of ongoing social inequalities between women and men.
Women’s organisations which are experts on violence against women and girls (VAWG) see
similar patterns in sexualised popular culture as those that underpin the perpetration of
VAWG: masculinity equated with sexual conquest, representations of women and girls as
perpetually sexually available.

This briefing makes a case for understanding and naming sexualisation as ‘sexualised sexism’
in order to make clear its gendered dynamics and role as a conducive context for violence
against women and girls. A final section outlines how international human rights approaches
support this analysis.

WHAT IS MEANT BY ‘SEXUALISATION’?

There are multiple possible interpretations of ‘sexualisation’; as Julia Long points out, the
term can mean sexualisation of individuals, or of popular culture more broadly.3 In policy
and public language, ‘sexualisation’ refers to the ways in which popular culture is saturated
with sexualised motifs: in advertising, music videos (and lyrics), computer/video games; the
presence and expansion of sexualised dance clubs (lap/pole/strip dancing) in city high
streets, including billboards for clubs; ideas – and ‘ideals’ - about women’s bodies that lead
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to padded bras for girls periodically surfacing on the high street. The sexual and digital
‘revolutions’ have transformed what it is possible to represent about sex in popular culture
and public space, and how these representations are created and disseminated.

A useful definition by Rosalind Gill suggests that sexualisation refers to: ‘the extraordinary
proliferation of discourses about sex and sexuality across all media forms. . . as well the
increasingly frequent erotic presentation of girls’, women’s and (to a lesser extent) men’s
bodies in public spaces’.4 However, she has subsequently asked if the term sexualisation
might be too unclear, and if ‘sexism’ is more fitting to capture the gendered inequalities
reflected and reproduced in much popular culture. 5 Mostly, when we talk about
sexualisation of popular culture we are talking about the (hetero)sexualisation of women
and girls’ bodies.

This is why the term ‘sexualised sexism’ might be more helpful, for two reasons: first, it
makes clear that sexualisation is deeply gendered, and that its limited and reductive
portrayals of women and girls reinforce gender as a social hierarchy. The gender pay gap
persists, women are significantly under-represented in political decision-making and
positions of power, VAWG is endemic in all communities, and ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’6 is
remains promoted as an aspiration for women and girls. This has individual and social
dimensions, as Lauren Rosewarne notes:

sexualised outdoor advertising displays work to make public space a gallery for men

where women are used to decorate space in a way that sexually objectifies women

and offends and harasses female public space users, thus making it less pleasant -

and even impossible – for women to enjoy public space.7

bell hooks talks of ‘racialised sexism’8 where race and gender intersect to perpetuate
stereotypes which become archetypes- for example, the strong black woman, submissive
Asian woman. How sexualised sexism is racialised is critically important: there are race and
class distinctions in how women are portrayed as sexually available. While much feminist
critique is concerned with women being presented as desirable not desiring, black women
are often shown as always ‘wanting it’. Similarly the figure of a female ‘chav’ is a woman
tainted by material and sexual excess, of being ‘too much’ (while often wearing too little).

Secondly, it follows from this concept of sexualised sexism that a feminist critique of
sexualisation is concerned with women’s equality, not with notions of obscenity and
morality, although it is sometimes misrepresented as such.

Discussions about sexualised sexism often slip into the harms and impacts of pornography,
although it is more precisely the creep of conventions of pornography into popular culture
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that is referred to in the sexualisation debates. These include porn aesthetics (for example,
removal of women’s pubic hair becoming a normalised beauty practice) and porn practices
(for example, the creation of porn genres - ‘revenge porn’ and ‘creepshot’ websites - where
sexualised and often pornographic photographs of women are circulated by and among
men without her consent). Far from a glib mantra of the mainstreaming of sex, what is
mainstreamed are ‘certain versions of sex – those constructed and distributed by
pornography and the sex industry’.9 In this commercial story of sex in both pornography and
wider sexualised sexism, women’s bodies are relentlessly commodified. For instance,
content analyses of music videos highlight their ‘pornographic performances’10 where
sexism and racism intersect in particular representations of black women’s bodies that echo
histories of colonialism.

Current debates about the impact of pornography on young people have (re)opened a
window in for critical feminist perspectives to be heard. However, the policy focus - and
much of the research - is on the dangers to mostly ungendered children, rarely young
women and young men, and rarer still adult women, or adult men in the form of influencing
values and perceptions. Much sound and fury about sexualisation pivots around alarm that
it is premature and inappropriate for children and young people. Generation is an important
factor in addressing how young women and men’s views, beliefs and values are formed, but
as the overarching theme of sexualised sexism is the perpetuation of stereotypes about
women and men, a gender analysis is absolutely critical.11 Cultural studies scholar Angela
McRobbie has argued that how we learn about gender used to be rooted in social
institutions such as schools and churches, but as the importance of these institutions has
been diminished, popular culture has become a conduit for instilling gendered codes of
behaviour.12 The stories that are told about women/girls and men/boys in the images,
characters and symbols of popular culture shape perceptions of ourselves and others,
according to what are often ‘unwritten rules’.13

Since violence against women and girls is defined by the United Nations as cause and
consequence of gender inequality, rooted in, and also reproducing, disparities in power,
economic resources and respect14, sexist, sexualised representations of gender play a part in
creating environments where violence becomes possible.
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SEXUALISED SEXISM AS A CONDUCIVE CONTEXT FOR VAWG

EVAW has long framed sexualised sexism as a ‘conducive context’15 for violence against
women and girls (VAWG).16 A ‘conducive context’ means building foundations which are
necessary for violence to be possible; influencing attitudes and expectations and
normalising certain practices. This is not to claim a causal relationship between sexualised
popular culture and VAWG: men who perpetrate violence make a choice to do so. Yet to
dismiss possible associations between representation of women’s bodies as sexualised
commodities, and practices of gender where men sexually violate women’s bodies is
intellectually evasive. For instance, images of female bodies as fragmented curves to be
judged and admired by an (assumed) male audience and an equation of masculinity with
sexual conquest do not exist in a vacuum, but in a social context where young men are
lauded as players, dons, legends for having sex, and young women are judged as sluts and
jezebels. Recent research with young people in England reveals that this sexual double
standard is alive and well in their perceptions of how women and men should behave.17 So
too are these representations part of the same socio-cultural landscapes in which rape
myths remain tenacious, with significant proportions of the population believing that
women’s clothing choices render us at least partly to blame for being raped.18 Ideas about
how to be a man continue to be associated with winning both physical and visual access to
sexualised female bodies; for some young men collecting ‘man points’ – rating from their
peers – is dependent on persuading and often harassing young women to send ‘sexts’, and
on sharing pornography with each other.19 Women’s decisions to participate in sexualised
sexism – for example in glamour modelling - are situated in contexts where sexualised
representations are equated with female empowerment. Persistent social, economic and
political inequalities experienced by women and girls are rarely interrogated during
discussions of what constitutes power and empowerment.

Most of all, this sexualised sexism is pervading popular culture in contexts where significant
proportions of women and girls experience some form of violence, violation and bodily
intrusion.

 Crime surveys indicate that approximately 404,000 women experience sexual
violence every year in England and Wales. 85,000 women are raped every year.20
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 One in five women in England and Wales report being subject to sexual violence,
including sexual threats, unwanted touching or indecent exposure, since the age of
16.21

 One in three girls aged 13-17 in England, Wales and Scotland report some form of
sexual violence from partners.22

 Over two fifths (43%) of women aged 18-34 in London have experienced sexual
harassment in public space.23

 Almost one in three girls aged 16-18 have been subject to unwanted sexual touching
at school.24

Thinking about sexualised sexism as a conducive context for VAWG means recognising how
gendered templates for what it means to be a woman/girl and man/boy have consequences
for sexual encounters, and how these templates are further inflected by race and class. It
alerts us to connections between men’s non-consensual and abusive practices, from well
codified criminal forms such as rape and sexual assault, to those that are less understood
and/or enabled by new technologies, such as ‘creepshots’, sexting and ‘revenge porn’. How
men and boys make sense of representations of masculinity, not just femininity, in
sexualised popular culture, and how they interpret possible implications for their own lives,
is barely explored.25 The expertise of women’s organisations in these dynamics is, however,
an often unacknowledged piece of the jigsaw here.

EXTENDING THE KNOWLEDGE BASE: DRAWING ON PRACTICE-BASED EVIDENCE

What can be included as evidence of ‘impact’ is at the heart of many discussions about
sexualised sexism. Research on elements of sexualised popular culture provides many pieces
of a jigsaw, and while too broad to cover in depth here, key findings underline the
importance of a gender analysis. Studies with men who visit sexualised dance clubs -
contexts where women who dance are constructed as a ‘particular commodity, a body that
can be viewed upon demand’26 - reveal that some men are explicitly seeking ‘masculine
spaces’ where they are not required to interact with women as equals.27 Investigation into
the textual content of lads mags shows that quotes from articles in them are often
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indistinguishable from statements by convicted rapists.28 The evidence base on exposure to
sexualised music videos, albeit small, is consistent and persuasive about associations with
attitudes that condone or tolerate sexual violence, including endorsement of the sexual
double standard, and acceptance of rape myths.29

A narrow interpretation of evidence as generated solely by academic research is common in
the sexualisation debates. Yet just as it is through the collectivised voices of women and
girls that we learned so much about VAWG, we can also build knowledge of how sexualised
sexism manifests in everyday lives. The experiences of young women subject to coercion to
send sexually explicit photographs (‘sexts’), often shared without their consent30, alert us to
how representations of sexualised sexism (images) can be linked to practices where sexism
is sexualised (sexual harassment). The ‘total normalisation of sexualised communications
and imagery that young people are receiving and negotiating in their day to day lives’ is
documented in research.31 This knowledge has also, often, reached us through women’s
organisations, whose everyday work is peppered with examples of connections between
sexualised sexism and VAWG: men sharing sexualised images of women on social media
without their consent; women and girls discovering that films of them being raped are
circulating on the internet as ‘porn’; evidence that pornography influences not just men and
boys’ expectations of sex, but also those of women and girls. The common thread here is
entitlement to women’s bodies that is visible in so much popular culture, and underpins,
and justifies, men’s violence.

This is not ‘anecdata’, although it is often dismissed as such by elitist conceptions of
academics as the only ‘knowers’. It is expertise accumulated through decades of direct
intensive, reflective interactions with women, young people, children, men. It is knowledge
derived from patterns in what specialist organisations have heard and observed that ‘draws
us ever closer to understandings… which have the authority of commonality’.32 This is
practice-based evidence,33 from organisations which promote a model of sex based on
mutuality and equal respect, in which women and girls experience, and express, desire and
pleasure. That organisations grounded in respecting, maintaining and expanding women
and girls’ choices see that sexualised sexism diminishes possibilities for women to achieve
meaningful equality should give us all pause for thought.
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INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATIONS TO ADDRESS SEXUALISED SEXISM

Requirements to address sexualised sexism are enshrined in several international human
rights protocols on gender equality.

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW),
a legally binding treaty, which the UK signed in 1981,34 requires states to ‘modify the social
and cultural patterns of men and women with a view to eliminating prejudices and practices
based on the idea of the inferiority or superiority of either sex and/or on stereotyped roles
for men and women’. While this does not specially refer to sexualisation or objectification,
commentary on CEDAW’s General Recommendation 19 extends the analysis: ‘traditional
attitudes by which women are regarded as subordinate to men or as having stereotyped
roles… contribute to the propagation of pornography and the depiction and other
commercial exploitation of women as sexual objects, rather than as individuals. This in turn
contributes to gender-based violence’.35 Here an explicit link is made between gender
inequalities, gender stereotypes (e.g. masculinity equated with sexual conquest, and
femininity with sexual availability), sexualised sexism, and VAWG. The CEDAW committee
also urges that states ensure ‘the media respect and promote respect for women’.36

That sexualised sexism creates a conducive context for VAWG is acknowledged in human
rights instruments. The Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA) (1995), for example, stated that
‘images in the media of violence against women, in particular those that depict rape or
sexual slavery as well as the use of women and girls as sex objects, including pornography,
are factors contributing to the continued prevalence of such violence’.37 BPfA strategic
objectives on the media reiterate this more explicitly, requiring states to ‘encourage the
media to refrain from presenting women as inferior beings and exploiting them as sexual
objects and commodities, rather than presenting them as creative human beings’ and
‘promote the concept that the sexist stereotypes displayed in the media are gender
discriminatory’.38

In these approaches, sexualised sexism in the media and popular culture is recognised as
part of a spectrum of commercial sexual exploitation of women and girls. Its harms are
noted as the perpetuation of discrimination against women and girls and reinforcing
stereotypes about both women and men. Connections with VAWG are explicitly identified.
These were reaffirmed in the agreed conclusions from the 2013 Commission on the Status
of Women under the aim of preventing VAWG: ‘to train those who work in the media and to
develop and strengthen self-regulatory mechanisms to promote balanced and non-
stereotypical portrayals of women, with a view to eliminating discrimination against and the
exploitation of women and girls and to refraining from presenting them as inferior beings

34
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and to exploiting them as sexual objects and commodities’. 39 The 2014 preliminary report
on the UK by Rashida Manjoo, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Violence Against
Women, also singled out ‘negative and over-sexualised media portrayals of women and
girls’ as ‘cultural practices’ that ‘facilitate violence against women and girls’.40

A final note is that sexualised sexism in popular culture has reinvigorated feminist organising
and activism, with many notable victories: restrictions on the sale of lads mags41; changes in
the licensing of sexualised dance clubs42; a Bill proposing to criminalise the possession of
pornographic simulations of rape in England and Wales43; considerable public support for
Page 3 to be withdrawn from national newspapers44; a platform for young women to
challenge racism and sexism in music videos45; the creation of a website to support women
subject to revenge porn.46

It is now time for governments to also take seriously the array of international obligations
on addressing sexualised sexism. These international obligations make a clear call for all
political parties to develop policies on sexualised sexism, linked to strategic approaches to
end and prevent VAWG and underpinned by a gender analysis. If commitments to
eliminating gender inequality and VAWG are to be met, sexualised sexism requires action.
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