Michelle Klemens

WMST 050

The Body Project

March 18, 2003


For many generations of young girls in America, the process of coming of age has been problematic.  The one aspect of coming of age that binds the generations together in commonality is the biological and emotional process of menarche that transitions a child into a young woman.  In her book The Body Project, Joan Jacobs Brumberg puts forth an argument that the emerging consumerism of the United States has transformed this biological process from a private and hidden reproductive event into a capitalistic ritual centered on personal hygiene.


Brumberg’s book is concerned about the welfare of girls and their obsession with self-image.  As more of the body becomes visible and unveiled over time, more issues arise that are directly connected to the body’s presentation.  The desire to be beautiful has led to the sexual exploitation of the body by allowing more skin to be shown in public.  There are many types of what Brumberg terms “body projects” that young girls undergo in order to reshape and develop their bodies to match their generation’s ideals concerning image perfection.  “These projects demonstrate how the experience of living in an adolescent body is always shaped by the historical moment” (p. 98).  The body projects Brumberg discussed constitutes creating a certain self-image of the body through dieting, working out, emphasis on perfect skin and figure, having fashionable clothing and purchasing numerous beauty products. 

The main principle of a body project is that girls often see their body as an imperfect object that needs improvement.  Many times these projects fixate on the appearance of the external body and rarely leave time for the development of the internal body, such as intellect or character.  Girls spend so much time and energy preparing themselves for society that they have little energy left to focus on other aspects of their lives.  Body projects are not a simple issue that can be blamed directly on men or society’s emphasis on gender roles.  According to Brumberg, “the body is a consuming project for contemporary girls because it provides an important means of self-definition, a way to visibly announce who you are to the world” (p. 97).  Commercialization, consumerism and the desire to be accepted by peers are all factors that help to reinforce the need to continually perfect one’s body.

Brumberg argues that the development of body projects conincides with the mass production of necessary items such as sanitary napkins and bras, which were once made in the home.  Corresponding with this transition was the way girls were educated about the biological change that occurred at puberty.  During the Victorian era, mothers used silence in order to keep their daughters “pure” and unaware of their genitalia and sexual existence as long as possible.  Physical activities and participation in education were limited during the time of menstruation in order to ensure protection of the hymen.  This greatly reflected the prudishness and general sexual ignorance of the time. 

Menstrual education later evolved during the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century into the participation of single-sex groups and organizations.  “In the late nineteenth century, this impulse to support and nurture the character of female adolescence led to a vast organization complex of single-sex groups all devoted to the common mission of keeping girlhood wholesome and chaste” (p. 17).  These groups concentrated on teaching young girls on how to act properly, gave them a sense of belonging and transmitted tradition gender roles.  With the development of adolescent consumerism and the manufacturing of sanitary goods during the twentieth century, education was provided by information found in medical pamphlets, brochures and the hands-on experience provided by free samples.  The last transition deals with the sexual curiosity and personal hygiene of young girls who obtain the greatest amount of information about sexual activities, menarche and menstruation from the media, peers, and school officials.  

There is one group that benefits immensely from the mass production and common consumption of feminine products.  The manufacturing industry that produces these goods targets the emotional and psychological vulnerability of girls in order to sell their products.  Advertisements have created, throughout time, a perfect hair, skin, and body image that many girls aspire to have for themselves.  Even immigrants to the U.S. find themselves menstruating in an American way.  Instead of continuing with their traditional and cultural practices, many immigrant groups also sought to buy the mass-produced goods “In immigrant homes, many young women wanted to adopt the new ways because they were easier, less cumbersome, and clearly the modern, scientific thing to do” (p. 41).  As well, minorities often found themselves wishing for Caucasian features that have deemed the most desirable and attractive for adolescent girls, such as light skin and straight hair.  In this way, immigrants and minorities also helped to fuel the consumerism, to the benefit of the manufacturers.  

Exposure and attention to highly desirable characteristics was first brought about by the modernizing of bathrooms so that they included mirrors, and the development of specialized media aimed specifically at women, such as a wide selection of women’s magazines.  Brumberg warns against this type of generalizing of the masses because it makes young girls even more self-conscious about the features they have, and about those they do not have.  Adolescence is a very emotionally charged and difficult time due to the many psychological and physiological changes that occur during puberty.  The added pressure of trying to mold the body into a form that can never be achieved lowers girls’ self-esteem unnecessarily.  

Brumberg explains how the female body and the hymen, which was once believed to belong to the family or the husband, have evolved into the sole possession and concern for the female.  The sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s made it acceptable for women to be as sexually aggressive as men.  Many women found that experience in using internal sanitary products and the curiosity of sexual exploration made it less awkward to visit gynecologists and demand information about their bodies.  “In sharp contrast to Victorian doctors, who advised using the mother as an aid to the clinical examination, gynecologists at the end of the twentieth century treated the adolescent female as if she were independent of her parents” (p. 172).  

Young women are now facing greater sexual options, as well as illness and dangers, than any generation that came before them.  In the late twentieth century, young women were given the right to choose their own measures of birth control without parental permission.  Brumberg concludes that proper measures of guidance and instruction between mothers and daughters needs to be re-established in order to protect young girls.  Education about sex and sexuality needs to explore all aspects of modern sexual issues.  As well, guidelines that spell out the principles of sexual ethics, such as sexual responsibility, respect and reciprocity, need to be communicated.  Throughout the book, Brumberg talks about the socioeconomic and cultural influences that have decreased the age of menarche.  She emphasizes the fact that emotional and mental maturity do not develop at a parallel rate as menstruation, therefore young girls who seek independence from their parents still need security and reassurance from them.  

After reading the book, I took a step back and really thought about the implications of coming of age and how it applied to my life.  I agree with Brumberg in that there is too much emphasis on perfection from many different sources.  Peers at school pick on kids who don’t “measure up,” young boys harass girls about the development of breasts and hips, the agenda-setting media continually reminds the public of what perfect beauty is, and manufacturers of beauty products continue develop miracle formulas that vanish the natural “hideousness” of aging.

What is beauty and how do we measure it?  Beauty is, and should be, in the eye of the beholder.  Beauty means many different things to different cultures and peoples.  It is important for young girls to realize that development of character and intellect are very important at a young age.  These attributes carry one throughout her whole life.  External beauty is only skin deep and only lasts for a short while until the manufacturers of age-defying beauty products remind you that you past the age of youthful beauty.  Brumberg’s concern about the dangers of body projects and the obsession with self-image are warranted.  It is not until a young girl is truly happy and confident with herself, regardless of her body type, that she will begin to be free from the confines of self-consciousness.  A big part of this freedom can be achieved when a young girl is allowed and able to develop her mental and emotional state to match that of her biological developments.  

