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Introduction

Re-vision—the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction—is for us more than a chapter in cultural history: It is an act of survival. Until we can understand the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know ourselves.

Adrienne Rich (1972)

Woman is not born: she is made.

Andrea Dworkin (1981)

In 1999, the year I turned sixteen, there were three cultural events that seemed to define what it meant to be a young woman—a girl—facing down the new millennium. In April, Britney Spears appeared on the cover of Rolling Stone lying on a pink bed wearing pink panties and a black push-up bra, clutching a Teletubby doll with one hand and a phone with the other. In May, a sixty-foot-tall naked image of the children’s-television presenter Gail Porter was projected onto the Houses of Parliament in London—where fewer than one in five MPs were women at the time—in a viral caper to promote a men’s magazine. And in September, DreamWorks Pictures released American Beauty, a movie in which a middle-aged man has recurring sexual fantasies about his teenage daughter’s best friend; the film later won five Academy Awards, including Best Picture.

All three texts now seem to me suffused with a kind of winking, postmodern irony. (Fuchsia satin sheets? A Teletubby doll to signal transgression?) In the Spears profile, the interviewer weaves back and forth between lust—the logo on her Baby Phat T-shirt, he notes, is “distended by her ample chest”—and detached observation that the sexuality of millennial teen idols is all just a “carefully baited” trap to sell records to suckers. The projection of Porter’s image, executed without her knowledge or consent by a marketing agency called Cunning Stunts, was sold at the time as one big hilarious prank, while nevertheless seeming to affirm that women belonged in softcore photo shoots, not in government. In American Beauty, Lester’s fixation on an underage girl is sold as a textbook midlife crisis, even as the movie itself turns the character of Angela into a highly eroticized floral centerpiece.

At sixteen, though, I didn’t discern any of this. What was obvious to me was that power, for women, was sexual in nature. There was no other kind, or none worth having. More crucially, the kind of power being fetishized in popular culture on the cusp of the twenty-first century wasn’t the sort you accrue over a lifetime, in the manner of education or money or professional experience. It was all about youth, attention, and a willingness to be in on the joke, even if we were ultimately the punch line.

I started thinking about writing this book early in the 2020s, in a moment when time no longer seemed linear, progress no longer felt inevitable, and every ugly trend I’d come of age with as a Y2K teen had looped its way right back around. Hillary Clinton’s failed presidential campaign in 2016, followed by the explosion of testimony regarding sexual abuse and harassment that manifested as the #MeToo movement a year later, made certain realities self-evident. The recreational misogyny of the aughts was back, this time with new technology and a cult figurehead, Andrew Tate, who’d once appeared on the reality series Big Brother while under investigation for rape. Wives-and-girlfriends tabloid obsession had been reinvented for TikTok, where doll-like women murmured in affectless monologues about living the financially dependent dream of a “soft, feminine life.” The body-positivity movement, which had done its utmost to claim space for normal bodies in media and retail, was rapidly being shunted out of favor by the rise of weight-loss medication and a whole new crop of women with whittled-down waists and jutting rib cages.

Everything old was new again, and yet things were also darker and more disengaged. In 2022, the overturning of Roe v. Wade marked the most tangible rollback of women’s rights in half a century. Culturally, the motif of the moment was impossible to avoid, and it seemed to pinpoint how small our collective ambitions had become. Women my age were suddenly trading friendship bracelets and decoding messages supposedly embedded in pop lyrics with the intensity of CIA cryptographers. We went on girl trips, traded girl talk, had “hot girl summers,” and picked at girl dinners. In 2023, I put on my best millennial-pink blazer—the one I wear for panel discussions—and stood in a line of women all equally psyched to have our photos taken in an adult-sized doll box, as if a moment of visual solidarity could make up for losing our reproductive rights. The Barbie world, with its all-female Supreme Court and hegemonic femininity, only made it clear that we were all still playing with scraps of power. At the end of 2024, once again, a competent, accomplished, empathetic woman was beaten in the US presidential race by a failed businessman and convicted felon whose platform was elevated by some of the most proudly vicious misogynists and white supremacists in modern memory. Who wouldn’t want to be a girl again, given the alternative?

So much of this malaise felt familiar. There was a moment at the beginning of the twenty-first century when feminism felt just as nebulous and inert, squashed by a cultural explosion of jokey extremity and technicolor objectification. This was the environment that millennial women were raised in. It informed how we felt about ourselves, how we saw each other, and what we understood women as a collective to be capable of. It colored our ambitions, our sense of self, our relationships, our bodies, our work, and our art. I came to believe that we couldn’t move forward without fully reckoning with how the culture of the aughts had defined us.

With this book, I wanted, from the position of a critic, to excavate how and why every genre of entertainment at this time—music, movies, TV, fashion, magazines, porn—was sending girls the same message, one that we internalized with rigor. I wanted to understand how a generation of young women came to believe that sex was our currency, our objectification was empowering, and we were a joke. Why were we so easily persuaded of our own inadequacy? Who was setting the agenda? Why, for decades and even now, has virtually every cultural product been so insistently oriented around male desire and male pleasure?

I didn’t necessarily expect to find all the answers. My main goal was to reframe recent history in a way that might enhance my own perspective. But what became clear was how neatly culture, feminism, and history run on parallel tracks, informing, disrupting, and even derailing each other. I also became fascinated by the echoes—connections, repetitions, and trends across time and genres. They’re still reverberating now, as we continue to seesaw erratically between progress and backlash.

As I look back, all these trends, and the culture they stood for, now seem inextricable from the rise of postfeminism. Less an explicit ideology than a mechanism to attract media attention and sell things, postfeminism emerged in the 1980s and 1990s as a reaction to women’s activism, bolstered by the sense that second- and third-wave feminists were somehow inhibiting our collective freedom. In The New York Times Magazine in 1982, Susan Bolotin observed that young women were suddenly disavowing a personal connection with feminism despite acknowledging what it had achieved. A smear campaign against the women’s movement appeared to have done its job; younger women, Bolotin noted, interpreted feminists as being “unhappy” and “shrill,” even as they embraced the new opportunities that the efforts of other women had given them.

Postfeminism was vague; it seemed to define itself mostly in opposition to a boogeyman version of feminism, encouraging women to embrace casual sex, spend with abandon, and be as stereotypically girly or overtly sexy as they desired. All these things were insistently sold as being empowering, a word that now makes me deeply suspicious any time I encounter it in the wild. Over the course of the 1990s, postfeminist ideals slowly saturated popular culture. It wasn’t a coincidence that the decade began with the ferocious activist energy of riot grrrls and ended with the hypercommercialized Spice Girls, whose genius, as the journalist Caity Weaver wrote in 2019, was in “depicting a young girl’s idea of adulthood . . . sleepover antics turned career.” To be deprived of ambition is to be infantilized. One defining postfeminist avatar was Sex and the City’s Carrie Bradshaw, a doll-like consumerist with a rainbow-colored shoe collection whose Upper East Side apartment was one big dress-up box. In literature and later in film, Bridget Jones pioneered an enduring new female archetype: the trainwreck. (The book, a New York Times review noted in 1998, “captures neatly the way modern women teeter between ‘I am woman’ independence and a pathetic girlie desire to be all things to all men”—the paradox of postfeminism in a nutshell.)

Up until this moment, the women’s movement had been gaining momentum. The publication of Susan Faludi’s Backlash in 1991, and the shock of Anita Hill’s Senate testimony at confirmation hearings for Clarence Thomas in the same year, helped shape feminism’s third wave, a movement that was really trying to be inclusive, sex-positive, and hopeful about the future. What stunned me while researching this book is just how efficiently this energy was blunted by mass culture. In music, rock’s angry women were sidelined throughout the decade and replaced by pop’s much-younger, much-less-opinionated girls. In fashion, powerful supermodels who demanded to be paid what they were worth and supported each other were phased out in favor of frail, passive teenagers. As the 1990s went on, culture gradually redefined feminism from a collective struggle to an individual one. Instead of an inclusive movement that acknowledged intersections of race, class, and gender, we got selective upward mobility and rampant consumerism. All these modes would continue to play out throughout the decades to come, through the corporate feminism of Lean In, the girlboss moment, and the “I’m not here to make friends” ruthlessness of reality TV.

This inversion of protest was how the aughts began. The trick postfeminist mass media had pulled off, as Natasha Walter argued in her 2010 book Living Dolls, was that it had co-opted words such as liberation and choice to sell women “an airbrushed, highly sexualized, and increasingly narrow vision of femininity”—one in which we were expected to choose a life of being both willing objects and easy targets.

To me, the shifting cultural ideals for womanhood in the 1990s help clarify why the aughts were quite so cruel, as the tenets of postfeminism became mandates that none of us could really opt out of. There was only one way to exist in public, and it was a trap. As emerging stars got younger and younger— “It’s Totally Raining Teens!” a notorious Vanity Fair cover from 2003 declared—the pressure on them to check all the wildly divergent boxes required to make it only intensified. Seventeen-year-olds were expected to be sexy virgins, girls with porn-star looks and purity rings, able to sell anything to any demographic. This is not a balancing act that anyone can pull off for long. And the more visibly expressive or submissive women became in their sexuality throughout the decade, the more was demanded of us in turn.

I’ve structured this book chronologically, from the 1990s to the present, as a way of trying to parse what was happening in culture against the backdrop of what was happening in history. And, as you’ll see, virtually every era, art form, historical moment, trend, and icon reflects the influence of the genre that became, over the past twenty-five years, more ubiquitous than any other mode of entertainment. The title Girl on Girl was initially supposed to be a joke—a wry nod to all the ways in which women seemed to have been turned against themselves and each other, handicapped as a collective force over the course of my adult life. But the more research I did, the more porn seemed to have filtered its way through absolutely everything in mass media.

The influence of porn charges through music: in the opening interlude of Lil’ Kim’s Hardcore, in Fiona Apple’s unsettling video for “Criminal,” and in the moment in 2003 when Snoop Dogg arrived at the MTV Video Music Awards (VMAs) with two adult women on leashes. It’s in art and fashion: in Jeff Koons’s explicit Made in Heaven series, in David Bailey and Rankin’s 2003 photographic series that the pair nicknamed the “pussy show,” in the work and life of Terry Richardson, and in the Y2K obsession with the visible G-string. Porn is behind the near-extinction of pubic hair as well as the proliferation of dangerous Brazilian butt lifts, and it’s at least partly behind the ballooning rates of cosmetic surgeries over the past quarter century. It’s literally present, grainy and muffled, in the opening scene of American Pie and thematically there in the wave of teen sex comedies that imitated it. Porn is behind the art-house trend for movies that married explicit sex with emotional and physical brutality. It’s there in the upskirt pictures of young female stars published in the late 2000s and in the ways in which sex tapes featuring young female celebrities were stolen and disseminated across the internet. It’s heavily discernible in the perplexing sexual relationship between Hannah and Adam on Girls. It’s even in politics: Just days after the 2008 Republican National Convention, Hustler Video started production on a hardcore movie titled Who’s Nailin’ Paylin?, featuring actresses parodying Sarah Palin, Hillary Clinton, and Condoleezza Rice.

There are plenty of other subjects under consideration in the chapters that follow: the limiting and regressive conception of women on reality television, the rise of female auteurs and autofiction, and how the girlboss era turned the individualistic ethos of postfeminism into gold, among others. But it fascinates me that so much of what I was trying to figure out kept coming back to porn. It’s the defining cultural product of our times—the thing that has shaped more than anything else how we think about sex and, therefore, how we think about each other. “Porn does not inform, or debate, or persuade,” Amia Srinivasan wrote in her 2021 book The Right to Sex. “Porn trains.” It has trained a good amount of our popular culture, as you’ll discover in this book, to see women as objects—as things to silence, restrain, fetishize, or brutalize. And it’s helped train women too. In a 2013 study, the social psychologist Rachel M. Calogero found that the more women were prone to self-objectification—the defining message of postfeminism and porn alike—the less inclined they were toward activism and the pursuit of social justice. This, to me, goes a long way toward explaining what happened to women and power in the twenty-first century.

In no way is this book complete. I’ve left out more than I was able to include, mostly because I wanted to make connections and understand patterns. The historical moment I’ve considered was largely defined by heteronormativity, gender essentialism, and a rigid binary—all of which has limited my ability to write outside those frameworks. This is just a small piece of a much larger project of reappraisal. Analyzing history together is, above all, an expression of hope: We try to understand all the ways in which things went wrong so that we can conceive of a more powerful way forward.






Chapter 1

Girl Power, Boy Rage

Music and Feminism in the 1990s

I heard someone from the music business saying they are no longer looking for talent, they want people with a certain look and a willingness to cooperate.

Joni Mitchell (2004)

When will this caveboy shit end?

dream hampton (1991)

In 2003, the music critic Jessica Hopper published an essay in Punk Planet titled “Emo: Where the Girls Aren’t,” detailing the alienation she felt from one of the most influential artistic genres of the era. “Girls in emo songs today do not have names,” she wrote. “Our actions are portrayed solely through the detailing of neurotic self-entanglement of the boy singer—our region of personal power, simply, is our impact on his romantic life. We’re vessels redeemed in the light of boy-love. On a pedestal, on our backs.”

Many of us could sense this dynamic at the time, even if we couldn’t quite rationalize it. What Hopper was articulating about emo was true of much music in the aughts: The most popular anthems of the decade were sticky, leaden strip-club soundtracks, full of rote clichés about male sexual prowess and devious, grasping women. In my late teens and twenties, I danced in clubs to Sisqó’s “Thong Song,” Christina Aguilera’s “Dirrty,” and 50 Cent’s “P.I.M.P.” without realizing that something had shifted. It’s impossible to analyze millennial culture without first going back to the 1990s, where flash points in music would uncannily anticipate and inform what was coming. During that decade, music was the site of some of our most crucial battles over sex, power, and feminism. It was where provocateurs and rebels came to play and to protest. Women in music in the 1990s were angry and abrasive and thrillingly powerful. And then, just like that, they were gone—replaced by girls. The backlash that banished them would reverberate across all forms of media, so relentlessly and persuasively that people of my generation would hardly think to notice what we’d lost.

At the tail end of 1990, Madonna released a video to accompany her new single, “Justify My Love,” that set the tone for the coming decade: audacious, wildly sexual, a little bit trollish. The song was a hypnotic, trip-hoppy declaration of lust; the video was a conceptual, wildly sexual exploration of fantasy and desire that detonated pre-internet popular discourse. Madonna, shot in black-and-white, is seen walking down a hotel hallway toward an assignation, limping slightly in heels and a black raincoat, clutching her head as if in pain. As she passes different doorways, we see fleeting glimpses of the people occupying various rooms, watching us watch them. The star is joined by her lover (played by her real-life boyfriend at the time, the amiable lunk Tony Ward); a man laces a woman into a rubber corset; a dancer in a unitard contorts into shifting positions; Ward watches Madonna with another partner, his expression a picture. More people arrive; Ward gets trussed up in fetish netting; everyone tests the amorphous boundaries of sexuality, gender, and dominance. Finally, Madonna puts on her coat and leaves, laughing, renewed and jubilant, no longer tired.

The brazen, unnerving sexuality of the video was the whole point. By the end of that year, the AIDS epidemic had claimed more than 120,000 lives in the United States, one-fifth of which were in New York, the epicenter of fashion, art, music, media, and advertising. Cultural anxiety regarding the idea that sex could literally kill you had led to two wildly divergent schools of thought in media. One, nicknamed the New Traditionalism, preached a revival of old-fashioned family values, where women went home and stayed there. (The 1987 movie Fatal Attraction made this fear of a corrupted American culture literal, in the form of Glenn Close’s sexually adventurous, bunny-boiling career woman, the fling who won’t be flung.) The other, the New Voyeurism, embraced sex, but as a spectator sport. “At a time when doing it has become excessively dangerous, looking at it, reading about it, thinking about it have become a necessity,” a Newsweek feature on Madonna declared in 1992. “AIDS has pushed voyeurism from the sexual second tier . . . into the front row.”


For the rest of the 1990s, culture would be shaped by the push-pull of these two opposing forces. The New Traditionalism and the New Voyeurism seemed at odds, but both were essentially promising women the same thing: that fulfillment and prosperity lie in catering to men’s desires. Music, though, was where women were pushing back. The “Justify My Love” video reads now as a brazen affirmation of sexual freedom in a turbulent era. But there was a twist. The subject of the video was Madonna—the fantasies, the imagery, the pleasure all hers. If it was alienating to men, or to mainstream audiences, she didn’t care. The video ended with words on a screen: “Poor is the man / Whose pleasures depend / On the permission of another.”

Madonna must have anticipated mass outrage, and she got it. But she also helped ignite a sex-positive wave of music that put women’s desires front and center. In 1993, Janet Jackson released Janet, a silky, carnal record all about lust. The video for her track “Any Time, Any Place” teases the same voyeuristic impulses at play in “Justify My Love”; people spy on each other through peepholes and letterboxes and an elderly neighbor looks on, disapprovingly, as Jackson pushes her lover’s head down while he’s on top of her—a revolutionary assertion of sexual power and equality that would later be echoed in videos and lyrics by TLC, Mary J. Blige, and Lil’ Kim.

At the time, music videos were still a novel art form. The 1990s predilection for voyeurism wasn’t just a response to AIDS: Images became more ubiquitous and more freighted because consumers now had the ability to watch music as well as listen to it. When MTV launched in 1981, it turned the nature of pop and rock stardom inside out. What you looked like as an artist became, overnight, as crucial as the sound you made. Artists such as Madonna, Cyndi Lauper, and Tina Turner, whose unique aesthetics made them immediately recognizable on-screen, flourished in the new medium. But Madonna and Jackson both also seemed to recognize all the ways in which video made women targets. Twelve days after the launch of MTV, Duran Duran began production on the video for “Girls on Film,” a six-minute short in which topless models had pillow fights, mud wrestled, kissed, poured champagne over each other’s breasts, and straddled an oversized pole covered in shaving cream—adapting hokey sexist imagery for a new technological era.

Madonna’s and Jackson’s videos openly challenged the idea of women’s performing for men’s pleasure. In the 1986 video for “Open Your Heart,” which incorporates a vast nude painting by the Polish artist Tamara de Lempicka, Madonna played a peep-show dancer in front of an audience of leering, dead-eyed onlookers. The following year, a study found that while rock videos were “cable’s first real contribution to entertainment programming on television,” the majority of videos shown on MTV depicted women as sex objects or two-dimensional stereotypes. Madonna was more pro-sex than possibly anyone else alive, but for her, sexuality was synonymous with power. Her 1992 coffee-table erotica book Sex was another manifestation of her fantasies: surreal in parts, kinky in others, sometimes outright comical. The author Mary Gabriel argues that it “may have been the first major book of female sexual imagery ever published that was not created to titillate a heterosexual man.” And yet the message the entertainment industry would end up taking away from the book was that it was sexual—and that it sold, and sold, and sold.

In some ways, the story of what happened to the feminist movement during the 1990s can be told by tracing the evolution of a single slogan. In 1991, Kathleen Hanna was in Olympia, Washington, in her final semester of college, preoccupied with the fanzine she was making for her punk band, Bikini Kill. Hanna had been reading some of the feminist psychologist Carol Gilligan’s work on adolescent girlhood, confidence, and resistance and was brainstorming titles for her next zine with Bikini Kill’s drummer, Tobi Vail. “Let’s put a word with ‘girl’ that doesn’t usually go with ‘girl,’ ” Hanna recalls suggesting in her 2024 autobiography, Rebel Girl.

“Power,” Vail replied. “Girl Power.”

By the end of the 1990s, Girl Power would be a universally familiar slogan, and yet the more it was recited, the less it seemed to stand for. Girl Power as an early-1990s ideology was intensely, intentionally political. It filtered punk’s rage through lived experience, demanding more space and respect for women at live shows and throughout the industry as well as creating radical texts that often resembled—with their use of collage, drawings, and block letters—a girl’s diary. One flier Hanna wrote for a Bikini Kill show featured a list of imperatives titled “The Revolution Starts Here + Now Within Each One of Us” and included exhortations such as “Resist the internalization of capitalism, the reducing of people + oneself to commodities meant to be consumed.” Other contemporary zines associated with the nascent movement that would be named “riot grrrl” explored subjects such as postmodernism, bisexuality, inclusivity in feminism, and the work of the surrealist French playwright Antonin Artaud.

There was no political Teen Vogue during the 1990s. The magazine I read as a tween in the United Kingdom was Just Seventeen, a heavily consumerist, boy-obsessed glossy named after the Beatles’ lyric about dating a teenager. It offered leg workouts, twenty reasons to call your crush, even explicit sex tips, but nothing about Artaud or self-commodification. The writer Olivia Laing, also growing up in Britain that decade, was luckier: They discovered riot grrrl via a blistering performance by the punk band Huggy Bear on Channel 4’s The Word and immediately sent off a stamped-addressed envelope to claim their own zine. “It’s easy to be dismissive about teenage girls—frivolous, vapid, superficial—but looking again at these secret texts, what I’m struck by is their intensity of thought,” they wrote in The Guardian in 2018. “Early zines discuss ways to empower girls, to stay safe, to reclaim streets and mosh pits. . . . But the potential self-righteousness is undercut by an avant-garde irreverence of style. Mainstream culture is literally chopped up and rearranged, embroidered for good measure with a doodling of guns and stars.”

I’ve always wondered why people diminish girlhood as somehow cosseted or twee, when the reality of coming-of-age as a young woman is so raw, filled with emotional violence and literal blood. Do girls not suffer enough to be taken seriously? In Rebel Girl, Hanna recounts the experiences that led her to punk activism: her abusive father, whom she and her sister once had to talk out of shooting both them and himself; an unplanned pregnancy and abortion that, because she was underage, she had to write an essay to be granted; the time her ex-boyfriend papered her college library with pictures of her naked; her experience volunteering at a women’s shelter after her roommate was violently assaulted by a stranger; her time as a dancer at a gentleman’s club; and her rape at the hands of an intimate friend whom she trusted. She remembers thinking that the kind of feminism she was looking for might not exist. The name “Bikini Kill” was a reference to Bikini Atoll, the coral reef in the Marshall Islands where the US government tested nuclear weapons after forcibly repatriating inhabitants. The military, Hanna writes, “taped a picture of Rita Hayworth to the side of one of the bombs, an act against Hayworth’s will that left her known as a ‘bombshell.’ ”

What charged the riot-grrrl movement from the beginning was anger at this kind of diminishment and abuse. In the late 1980s, punk music was thriving in Washington, DC, and in the Pacific Northwest, but it made little space for women and girls who felt marginalized within the music scene and unsafe in their day-to-day lives. By the early 1990s, bands such as Babes in Toyland, Bikini Kill, Heavens to Betsy, Excuse 17, 7 Year Bitch, and Bratmobile were coalescing as a ferocious but nebulous movement. In 1991, Hanna and Vail published the “Riot Grrrl Manifesto,” arguing that visibility, encouragement, and safety were necessary for women artists to thrive, and that an “angry grrrl rock revolution” was coming that would seek “to save the psychic and cultural lives of girls and women everywhere.” As bands toured, they disseminated this message all over the country, leading to riot-grrrl chapters nationwide.

In 1992, the Chicago Reader examined the riot-grrrl scene, noting that one of its earliest political acts wasn’t a song but a list of men who date-raped women, scrawled on the wall of a restroom at Evergreen State College. The idea of secrecy—that the movement was empowered both by public expression and private discourse among its followers—was pivotal to riot grrrl’s early popularity, while also contributing to its downfall. Without a formalized structure, the coalition was splintered and vulnerable to charges that it was juvenile, precious, and not sufficiently inclusive. Many punk fans felt left out: The musician Ramdasha Bikceem founded her own zine, GUNK, at the age of fifteen, where she wrote about feeling doubly excluded from both the music she loved and the riot-grrrl scene that she characterized as “white middle class punk grrrls.”

By 1993, frustrated with the condescension with which riot grrrl had been portrayed in the media, Bikini Kill had stopped doing interviews, which limited riot grrrl’s influence. But Hanna’s “Girls to the Front” ethos also forcibly carved out space for both female punk fans and baby feminists outside the music scene, and the spirit of creativity and confession contained in zine culture would be reborn online in the years to come. By 1996, independent riot-grrrl conventions had taken place in a dozen cities across the United States, as well as in Europe and Asia, when the movement’s “Girl Power” slogan was appropriated by an all-new girl band several thousand miles away.

The riot-grrrl movement and the Spice Girls were sharply at odds. Riot grrrl evolved organically out of art women were making on their own to signal their presence as an engaged, political fandom. The Spice Girls were created by a father-and-son producer team who put an ad in a trade paper announcing auditions. Riot grrrl was a creative manifestation of third-wave feminism. The Spice Girls pioneered and embodied postfeminism and its messaging: Feminism was over, having achieved all it needed to; women were free to dress and adorn themselves however they wanted; any individual choice could be empowering if someone declared it to be so; consumerism was the path to self-fulfillment. If the emerging model for pop stars was “sexy teenager,” the Spice Girls were sexy women who behaved like toddlers at a wedding: grabbing things at random, spinning round and round and round, throwing food on the floor. They embodied “freedom” if you understood that concept as “total absence of impulse control.” They made you want to immediately go shopping. And they talked, often, about Girl Power.

In 1997, the Spice Girls published a book with that very title, a text that borrowed zine aesthetics, but with a more polished production value. In it, they defined “Girl Power” as including elements such as “You believe in yourself and control your own life” and “You and your mates reply to wolf whistles by shouting, ‘Get Your Arse Out!’ ” On one page, Victoria Beckham (Posh Spice) was quoted as saying: “We want to be a household name. We want to be a Fairy Liquid or Ajax.” Geri Halliwell (Ginger Spice) explained that the Spice Girls self-categorize as types because they’re “about freedom of expression, which is why we wanted to retain our own personalities.” There was no one way to be a Spice Girl, because Girl Power as an ideology was as malleable as Play-Doh. It was for everyone.

If that made it feel like a movement full of opportunity, the reverse was actually true, as the sociologist Jessica K. Taft argued in 2004. The Spice Girls’ version of “Girl Power,” she wrote, was constructed in such a way as to neutralize feminism—to loudly and deliberately replace it with a more modern alternative—and to “make no indication that this alternative [was] a model for social or political change.” Taft interpreted Girl Power as having four distinct tenets: antifeminism, postfeminism, individual power, and consumer power. The relentless positivity of its content, the idea that women could achieve anything as long as they were willing to present themselves the right way and hustle, anticipated the girlboss moment of the 2010s, and was just as myopic regarding structural inequities in society. But Girl Power was irresistible. “You can be a leader, you can be strong, you can be confident,” an ad for Space Camp Barbie read in 1999, capturing the mood. “Girls can do it all.”

Girl Power was almost instantly appropriated by brands, who saw in it a powerful new consumer demographic. The December 1997 issue of Fortune, Taft noted, contained a six-page spread on Girl Power and marketing, which explained that 88 percent of girls between thirteen and seventeen “just love to shop.” For millennial girls, buying things was suddenly being presented as a political act—one that negated the need for other kinds of activism. To invert a quote from The Handmaid’s Tale, the riot-grrrl movement wanted women to have freedom from: sexual violence, abuse, injustice, fear. The Spice Girls embodied freedom to: have fun, earn money, pursue pleasure. There are no prizes for deducing which ideology was easier to package and sell.

By 2001, the movie Josie and the Pussycats—one of my favorites—was ruthlessly satirizing the ways in which teens were being manipulated by pop culture into spending their disposable income on consumer goods in order to prop up the American economy. In the film, subliminal messages are hidden in pop songs to dictate trends and must-have items, and if unwitting stars discover the truth, they’re quickly dispatched in plane crashes. In reality, nothing so underhanded was necessary. Within eighteen months of releasing “Wannabe,” the Spice Girls would sign endorsement deals with companies including Pepsi, Polaroid, Cadbury’s, Chupa Chups, and Hasbro. By the end of 1997, they’d collectively earned around half a billion dollars from marketing deals alone. “Life is different in Spiceworld,” Slate’s David Plotz wrote that year. “If there is a product that 12-year-olds use, there will be a Spice Girls version of it in your mall by Thanksgiving.” Girl Power was everywhere you looked, in technicolor block-capital letters that stood for not much at all.

What made riot grrrl and records such as Janet and Madonna’s Erotica seem so radical in the early 1990s was partly what women artists dared to do and partly what they were rebelling against: not just the novelty misogyny of “Girls on Film” and women cavorting on cars in Whitesnake videos but an emerging taste for tracks that were hateful, violent, and even abusive. During the 1990s, hip-hop—an art form that had evolved in part out of disenfranchisement and social protest—was rapidly gaining commercial power. But as the money at stake grew exponentially, the genre’s charged antiestablishment energy was in need of a safer, more profitable target.

Even before Madonna’s “Justify My Love” was banned from MTV, debates about sexual content in music were raging. After the Moral Majority 1980s, the 1990s were emerging as a new decade of sexual liberation, where looking was sanctioned because it was so much safer than touching. But the act of looking requires an object, and in mainstream culture, at least, its object was women. In 1989, the Miami dirty-rap group 2 Live Crew released its third album, As Nasty As They Wanna Be—a record replete with braggadocious, exhaustively explicit storytelling that quickly ignited a moral panic. A Florida judge declared As Nasty As They Wanna Be officially obscene, citing its “violence” and “perversion,” and banning it from sale. In June 1990, when the group performed a handful of tracks at a club in Broward County, the rappers were arrested, kicking off a national conversation about censorship, art, racism, and musical tradition that largely evaded the significant details of 2 Live Crew’s musical treatment of women—specifically Black women.

In the pages of The New York Times, and subsequently in court, the 2 Live Crew rappers were defended by the academic and historian Henry Louis Gates Jr., who declared that they were simply engaging in “heavy-handed parody, turning the stereotypes of black and white American culture on their heads.” He argued that they were “acting out, to lively dance music, a parodic exaggeration of the age-old stereotypes of the oversexed black female and male.” Moreover, Gates wrote, it was hard not to deduce that 2 Live Crew was being targeted specifically because its members were Black and, therefore, were being interpreted as more threatening to American culture than were contemporary White rock musicians or comedians whose artistic output was just as provocative.

Most other public intellectuals agreed. And yet in defending 2 Live Crew from charges of obscenity, as the law professor and civil rights advocate Kimberlé Crenshaw countered in the Boston Review, Gates was disregarding something crucial: the striking misogyny and sexual violence in the group’s lyrics and what they represented. “The first time I listened to 2 Live Crew, I was stunned,” Crenshaw wrote. “The issue had been distorted by descriptions of As Nasty As They Wanna Be as simply ‘sexually explicit.’ Nasty is much more: it is virulently misogynist, sometimes violently so. Black women are cunts, ‘ho’s,’ and all-purpose bitches: raggedy bitches, sorry-ass bitches, lowdown slimy-ass bitches. Good sex is often portrayed as painful and humiliating for women.”

In 1989, Crenshaw had coined the term “intersectionality” to describe how women of color experienced overlapping forms of discrimination that mainstream discourse often overlooked; just a year later, a cultural flash point was proving her thesis. Black women, Crenshaw wrote in the Boston Review, the most frequent targets in rap, were being asked to choose between an antiracist defense of the group that ignored its misogyny and an indictment of the group’s violent sexism that could be construed as racist. (She was also “deeply skeptical about the claim that the Crew was engaged—either in intent or effect—in pursuing a postmodern guerilla war against racist stereotypes,” a repudiation of the ironic-sexism defense that was way ahead of its time.)

As Nasty As They Wanna Be is ribald, comic, and lyrically grotesque. A scene from the song “Bad-Ass Bitch” in which Brother Marquis describes spit-roasting a woman with two of his friends now feels intentionally cruel and dehumanizing to me in the way that much online porn does, no matter how technically impressive the contortions. But it was also representative of a turn that rap had taken at the end of the 1980s, starting on the West Coast and quickly gaining momentum. Some historians and critics have theorized that as hip-hop became a bigger business, major labels demanded that artists depoliticize their work. As a result, the anger and frustration once aimed at injustice in America was simply redirected toward women. But by the time 2 Live Crew appeared in court, hardcore depictions of sex were also more prominent in US culture than they had ever been, thanks to VHS technology, and their popularity would continue to surge throughout the 1990s. In 1985, there were roughly 75 million adult-film rentals per year in the United States, most from brick-and-mortar video stores. A decade later, the number was 665 million.

Women artists emerging in this moment, particularly in hip-hop, were faced not only with a culture that disparaged women as bitches, “chickenheads” (a derisive term for a woman giving oral sex whose head bobs up and down), and gold diggers but also an industry enamored with video that prized women for their sexuality as much as their talent. Rap, the feminist cultural critic Michele Wallace wrote in 1990, was seen by some women at the time as “basically a locker-room with a beat.” It hadn’t always been this way. In 1986, Salt-N-Pepa had become the first female rap act to reach platinum status in the United States with “Push It,” a pulsating, exuberant track that burned with sexual power. (Years later, Cheryl “Salt” James told The Guardian that according to someone she met who worked in an aquarium, whenever they played “Push It,” sharks started mating.) In 1988, the seventeen-year-old MC Lyte’s album Lyte as a Rock asserted both her force as an artist (“I Am Woman”) and her emotional vulnerability (“Paper Thin”).

But with the 1990s came a palpable shift. In 1991, the year Anita Hill testified to a Senate committee—with Crenshaw on her legal team—that Clarence Thomas had sexually harassed her, the N.W.A. rapper and producer Dr. Dre pleaded no contest to physically assaulting the TV host Dee Barnes in a nightclub in Hollywood. (The subsequent Rolling Stone headline read: “N.W.A.: Beating Up the Charts.”) In an article for The Source that year, the journalist dream hampton—whose music writing throughout the 1990s was pivotal in honoring hip-hop as an art form while laying out its failures—argued that the “verbal and mental abuse” directed at women in hip-hop was evolving into real, physical violence. The article was so controversial when it came out, she told The Atlantic years later, that Spike Lee offered to get her a bodyguard.

In America, 1992 was dubbed “The Year of the Woman,” as women ran and were elected to office in record numbers. “To me, the [1991 Senate] hearings were not about determining whether or not Clarence Thomas did in fact harass Anita Hill,” the feminist Rebecca Walker wrote in an article for Ms. titled “Becoming the 3rd Wave.” “They were about checking and redefining the extent of women’s credibility and power.” In hip-hop, male artists seemed to be engaged in a similar effort. As Kathy Iandoli writes in God Save the Queens, 1992 was replete with sexist and outright hateful tracks that were wildly popular: Boogie Down Productions’ “13 and Good” (“That’s statutory rape / But she was GOOD”), Dr. Dre’s “Bitches Ain’t Shit” (“Bitches ain’t shit but hoes and tricks / Lick on these nuts then suck the dick”), Too $hort’s “Hoes” (“Who said that hoe ain’t old enough? / If she could bleed then she could fuck”). These were lyrics that record labels had actively condoned, preferring sexually violent imagery against women to more combustible language directed at police or the state. And the success of these records underscored a question once posed by the author and academic bell hooks: “How many disenfranchised black males would not surrender to expressing virulent forms of sexism, if they knew the rewards would be unprecedented material power and fame?”

Michele Wallace described the bind Black women found themselves in: “Feminist criticism, like many other forms of social analysis, is widely considered part of a hostile white culture,” she wrote in The New York Times. “For a black feminist to chastise misogyny in rap publicly would be viewed as divisive and counterproductive,” even leading to accusations of “collaborating with a racist society.” But music itself allowed more room for contradiction and dissent. In 1993, the year Janet Jackson proclaimed her own sexual power, Queen Latifah released Black Reign, featuring the Grammy-winning “U.N.I.T.Y.,” a track that directly challenged how Black women were derided, harassed, and abused in popular culture. “Who you calling a bitch?” she demanded furiously. That same year, Salt-N-Pepa released “Shoop,” a breezy, swaggering song that turned the tables on catcalling, reaching number four on the Billboard singles chart and helping the group’s album sell more than five million copies.

“Shoop,” Black Reign, and Mary J. Blige’s What’s the 411? helped coalesce what the writer Joan Morgan later labeled “hip-hop feminism”: a movement that centered Black women’s voices and storytelling; acknowledged intersectionalities of race and gender; and was pro-sex, pro-pleasure, and conscious of the ambiguities for women who made and loved music and who wanted the space to be able to champion and critique it at the same time. (In a sign of how complicated gender dynamics were within the industry, What’s the 411? was produced by Sean “Diddy” Combs, who in 2024 was arrested for charges including sex trafficking and hit with dozens of lawsuits regarding allegations of sexual assault that dated as far back as 1990.) “I needed a feminism that would allow us to continue loving ourselves and the brothers who hurt us without letting race loyalty buy us early tombstones,” Morgan wrote in her 1999 book When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost: A Hip-Hop Feminist Breaks It Down. In the absence of an ideology that supported her, she figured one out for herself.

So much of the music created by women in the early 1990s was responding to, and enraged by, real, systemic injustices. Sonic Youth’s “Swimsuit Issue,” written by Kim Gordon, was inspired by a sexual-harassment suit against an executive at Geffen Records, the group’s label, and alluded to Anita Hill’s Senate testimony. “Don’t touch my breast / I’m just working at my desk,” Gordon spat, against violent, jagged guitar chords.  In 1992, Sinéad O’Connor, fervent even as her hands shook slightly, tore up a picture of the pope on Saturday Night Live to protest sexual abuse within the Roman Catholic Church. Tori Amos wrote “Cornflake Girl” after a discussion with a friend about female genital mutilation. Hole’s “Miss World,” the Juliana Hatfield Three’s “Supermodel,” PJ Harvey’s “Dress,” No Doubt’s “Just a Girl,” and Bikini Kill’s “Lil Red” raged against oppressive beauty standards and approved markers of femininity for women. Skunk Anansie’s debut album, Paranoid & Sunburnt, indicted everything from racism and child abuse to organized religion and condescending men. (“He tried to intellectualize my blackness. . . . Motherfucker don’t you lecture-ize me.”) In 1999, at the tail end of the decade, Kelis delivered “Caught Out There,” one of the most explosive tracks about infidelity of all time, complete with pain-soaked expressiveness and intermittent primal screams.

The anger expressed on these records was sharp, and it pointed at an industry and a culture that wanted women to be pretty, passive, and powerless. “A lot of what the ’90s was about was this huge question of ‘How do we live as women within some kind of idea of the feminine but not have it wreck us?’ ” is how the music critic Ann Powers once characterized the era. Liz Phair’s 1993 Exile in Guyville was a low-fi, song-by-song response to the Rolling Stones’ Exile on Main Street that chewed up musical sexism and spat it back out in songs such as “Explain It to Me” and “Flower.” (“I want to fuck you like a dog / I’ll take you home and make you like it.”) Alanis Morissette’s Jagged Little Pill, produced by Madonna’s Maverick imprint after most other major labels passed on it, turned one woman’s reaching her breaking point into thirty-three million records sold and five Grammy Awards.

Women were making music about abortion, about sexual assault, about domestic violence. They were spelling out all the ways in which they felt belittled and diminished as artists, in an industry where it was silently forbidden to play two songs in a row by female acts. The media responded with coverage much like NME’s 1992 interview with Tori Amos, which bore the headline “Ginger Nut,” and Q’s May 1994 cover feature on PJ Harvey, Bjork, and Tori Amos that blasted: “Hips. Lips. Tits. Power.”

But the more women vocalized their objections, the more male artists seethed in response. The nodded-out angst of grunge soon gave way to the toxic masculine wasteland of nu metal. Songs such as Korn’s 1996 “Kunts” (“Fuck you titty sucking two balled bitch / with a fat green clit, my big cornhoto bitch / oh shit, fucking ass licking piss sucking cunt”) and Limp Bizkit’s 1997 “Sour” (“Mellow out! / Bitch”) took all the most misogynist elements of hip-hop and added gleeful middle-school immaturity to the mix. And the irony-as-defense motif was tweaked with new ingenuity by Eminem, a skinny White rapper from Detroit whose creation of a persona, Slim Shady, allowed him to fantasize about killing his girlfriend and disposing of her corpse, about drugging and raping a fifteen-year-old, and about ripping Hillary Clinton’s tonsils out. (In a throwback moment, Eminem also joked on “Guilty Conscience” with Dr. Dre, who produced The Slim Shady LP, about the time Dre beat up the rapper and TV host Dee Barnes.)

Music is just music, the justification goes. Eminem was, in the tradition of hip-hop artists before him, giving voice to a marginalized faction of society immersed in disaffection and despair. (Like most rageful artists from the 1990s, he’s also long since softened, tweeting in 2022 that he was outraged by the Supreme Court’s erasure of reproductive rights.) But music isn’t inert or always innocently detached from the ways in which we might interpret it. In 2006, a study by sociologists in Munich found that men who listened to sexually violent and aggressive lyrics—Eminem’s “Superman” and Offspring’s “Self-Esteem” were two of four songs included—were more predisposed to think negatively about women and to have thoughts of vengeance directed at them. Men in the study who listened to misogynist songs, when asked to make sandwiches for women and men, put more hot chili sauce in the sandwiches intended for women, suggesting a subconscious desire to punish them.

This theory had already been proven to some extent at Woodstock ’99, a festival made notable for its dearth of female artists, extortionate prices, and horrific planning, as well as its eruptions of arson, rioting, and sexual assault. At the original Woodstock, as the feminist writer Ellen Willis observed in 1969, “the most exhilarating intoxicants were the warmth and fellow-feeling that allowed us to abandon our chronic defenses against other people.” At its sequel thirty years later, a lineup loaded with swaggering male acts scored an event where female attendees were reportedly harassed, groped, assaulted, and even gang-raped. The concert’s ethos could be captured in a single song, which Limp Bizkit played that weekend: “Break Stuff.”

Also in 1999, one of music’s defining feminist protests came to an end. Lilith Fair, the traveling festival founded by Sarah McLachlan, called it a day after three years of shows, $10 million raised for women’s charities, and relentless derision from the media (some industry insiders reportedly referred to it as “Lesbapalooza”). McLachlan declared in a media conference that the festival’s performers were “well into our 30s now, and we decided we wanted to have babies,” demonstrating that even some of the most visible and empowered third-wave feminists in media were struggling to have it all. But there had also been a quiet restructuring in music that made some of the artists who’d played Lilith feel suddenly homeless in the industry. “It was like, Wow. Where did all the girls go?,” the critic and writer Rob Sheffield told Vanity Fair in 2019. “You turn on rock radio, and there are no women at all. It wasn’t gradual. It was a very abrupt backlash between ’97 and ’99. All over the music industry.” Music’s women had, almost overnight, been replaced by pop’s girls.

Different theories abound as to how this shift happened. The musician Jaime Brooks argued that the new reliance on technology in music was giving more power to (almost exclusively male) producers and undermining the status of performers and songwriters. The Spice Girls’ explosive financial success had certainly emboldened scouts and music executives to prioritize pop acts, particularly ones that could appeal to a teenage fan base. The spirit of camaraderie and collaboration that Lilith had embodied was also fundamentally at odds with the individualistic, soundbitey essence of Girl Power 2.0. But the singer-songwriter Meredith Levande, in a 2008 essay published in Meridians, pointed to a different target: the 1996 Telecommunications Act. With media companies liberated to own as many different broadcasting outlets as they wanted, she argued, the same networks that owned music channels also had a vested interest in playing more sexualized content that could point people to their own highly profitable pay-per-view networks. Music channels were, in Levande’s theory, a gateway to porn. The more sexualized female artists were, the better.

Porn was an increasingly prominent cultural force in the late 1990s, before it became the default stylistic mode of the early 2000s. Around the mid-1990s, N.W.A.’s DJ Yella worked on the first of more than three hundred pornographic movies he’d direct over the course of his postmusic career. In 1996, Lil’ Kim’s debut record, Hardcore, opened with an interlude featuring a man going to an adult theater and paying for a ticket to a porn movie, unzipping his pants, and audibly masturbating as soon as Kim appears. (Kim told bell hooks in 1997 that her upfront schtick was about reclaiming power over her own sexuality, saying: “When you’re younger, it’s like, ‘I don’t want you to tell your family. No, don’t tell your friends if we have sex.’ But now it’s like, ‘We havin’ sex. Tell whoever—make sure you tell ’em how good I did it!’ ”) In 1998, the tired porn trope of the sexy schoolgirl was defibrillated by the video for “Baby One More Time,” in which the sixteen-year-old Britney Spears thrust her hips with an intensity that, now, I find more unsettling than her exposed midsection. The video works because Britney seems so earnest, so unaware of how people might be reading her. She looks so young. This is teen sexuality as postmodern spectacle: a mishmash of transgressive allusions transmuted into a product that can’t possibly be interpreted as serious.

By 2001, Britney was of age, Snoop Dogg was hosting the top-selling hardcore pornographic video in America, “Snoop Dogg’s Doggystyle,” and no one had to feign innocence anymore. That was the year Britney appeared in a TV ad for Pepsi, dancing so mesmerizingly in stonewashed jeans and a balconette bra that the world could only watch. (At the end of the ad, the former presidential candidate and noted Viagra spokesperson Bob Dole said, “Easy boy,” and the joke was that he was addressing both his dog and his penis at the same time.) The following year, a Russian double act created by a child psychologist with a porn fixation debuted a pop video that adapted multiple fetishes at once: underage girls, school uniforms, wet T-shirts, and girl on girl. If lesbianism manifested in 1990s culture as a group singalong to “Closer to Fine” onstage at Lilith Fair, by 2002, it was something more sinister: sixteen-year-old t.A.T.u. kissing in the rain while being watched by adults and other schoolkids from behind a wire fence.

I can’t help but read the arc of music in the 1990s as an explicit response to women’s taking control of their art, their image, and their careers. Madonna became, throughout the decade, one of the most vilified public figures in history, deemed responsible for everything from unbridled commercialism to the excesses of celebrity culture. Janet Jackson’s pillorying came later, when the appearance of her nipple during the 2004 Super Bowl halftime show offered an opportunity to redirect American outrage away from the Iraq War. After women rappers broke out on (relatively) equal terms during the 1980s, as Clover Hope argues in her 2021 book The Motherlode, from the mid-1990s onward, they were presented as being under the patronage of more powerful men: Lil’ Kim and Notorious B.I.G., Eve and Dr. Dre, Nicki Minaj and Lil Wayne. “This system of control,” Hope writes, “allowed men to keep power and promote women they considered worthy while keeping male approval as the key to success.” And as outspoken women proved their power commercially and collectively as touring acts, they were replaced on the radio and in the media by teenagers who didn’t—or couldn’t yet—complain.
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