
the body project an intimate history of
american girls
the body project an intimate history of american girls, a seminal work by Joan Jacobs
Brumberg, offers a profound and meticulously researched exploration of how American girls
have perceived, experienced, and navigated their physical selves throughout different
historical periods. This comprehensive article delves into the rich tapestry of this history,
examining the societal influences, cultural expectations, and personal narratives that have
shaped the female body in America. We will uncover the evolution of ideals, the impact of
consumerism and media, and the ongoing struggle for self-acceptance. Brumberg’s
groundbreaking study provides invaluable insights into the complex relationship between
girls, their bodies, and the broader American landscape, making it a crucial read for
understanding adolescent female development and its historical underpinnings.
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Expectations and Body Image

Joan Jacobs Brumberg's "The Body Project: An Intimate History of American Girls"
meticulously unearths the historical construction of female adolescence and its profound
impact on girls' relationships with their bodies. From the earliest colonial settlements to the
cusp of the 21st century, societal norms and expectations have dictated what it means to
be a proper young woman, often placing an immense emphasis on physical appearance



and behavioral control. Brumberg highlights how these external pressures were
internalized, becoming an "intimate history" for generations of American girls. The very
notion of girlhood, as distinct from childhood or womanhood, is a relatively modern
construct, and its development is intrinsically linked to the evolving ideas about the female
form.

Early American society, particularly during the Puritan era, emphasized discipline and
restraint. Girls were expected to be demure, obedient, and focused on domestic duties.
Their bodies were largely viewed through a lens of purity and potential for reproduction,
with little emphasis on individual expression or autonomy. The Victorian era further
solidified these ideals, promoting a delicate, almost ethereal femininity that discouraged
overt displays of physicality or burgeoning sexuality. This period laid the groundwork for a
long history of American girls grappling with societal dictates about their physical selves.

Victorian Ideals: Restraint, Purity, and the
Unseen Body

The Victorian era, spanning much of the 19th century, presented a complex and often
contradictory set of expectations for American girls. On one hand, there was a romanticized
ideal of delicate, almost fragile femininity. This meant that overt displays of physical
strength or robust health were often seen as unfeminine. Girls were encouraged to be
modest, retiring, and focused on their moral and intellectual development, with their
physical bodies often rendered secondary or even hidden from public view. Corsetry,
though controversial, became a symbol of this era, emphasizing a cinched waist and a
posture of demureness. The ideal Victorian girl was often depicted as pale, slender, and
graceful, a stark contrast to the more active and robust image of some earlier agrarian
societies.

Brumberg's research illuminates how this emphasis on restraint and purity shaped girls'
internal lives. The suppression of natural bodily functions and desires was a significant
aspect of this period. Girls were taught to be ashamed of their developing bodies, leading
to anxieties and a sense of secrecy surrounding their physical maturation. This era also saw
the burgeoning of medical discourse around female health, often framed through a lens of
hysteria and weakness, further reinforcing the idea of the delicate female constitution. The
Victorian "body project" for girls was one of self-denial and meticulous adherence to
prescribed norms of appearance and behavior, laying the groundwork for future anxieties
about body image.

The Dawn of Modernity: Shifting Perceptions and
the Rise of the Adolescent

As the United States transitioned into the 20th century, so too did the understanding and
portrayal of adolescence. The concept of the "adolescent girl" began to emerge more
distinctly, separate from both childhood innocence and adult responsibilities. This shift was



driven by a confluence of factors, including increased urbanization, the expansion of
education for girls, and evolving social norms. The body began to be viewed less as a
vessel for reproduction and more as an instrument of self-expression, albeit within defined
societal boundaries.

The early decades of the 20th century witnessed a burgeoning consumer culture that
began to target young women. Advertising started to focus on beauty products, fashion,
and ways for girls to enhance their appearance. This marked a significant turning point,
introducing the idea that a girl's body could be actively "worked on" or "projected" to meet
societal or personal aspirations. The burgeoning awareness of the female body as a site of
both social expectation and potential personal agency became a defining characteristic of
this era, setting the stage for the dramatic changes that were to follow.

The Twenties and Thirties: Flappers, Fashion, and
the Expressive Body

The Roaring Twenties brought about a dramatic cultural upheaval, and this was nowhere
more evident than in the changing image of the young woman. The "flapper" became an
iconic figure, embodying a newfound freedom and a rejection of Victorian constraints. This
new ideal emphasized a more boyish silhouette, a shorter hemline, and a more active
lifestyle. For American girls, this era represented a significant moment in the history of the
body project, where the body became a canvas for expressing rebellion, independence, and
a modern sensibility.

Fashion played a pivotal role in this transformation. The restrictive corsets of previous eras
gave way to more comfortable, less constricting garments. Makeup became more
commonplace, and hairstyling evolved to embrace shorter, bouncier styles. This was a
period where American girls began to experiment more openly with their appearance, using
their bodies to signal their modernity and their desire for a life beyond the confines of
traditional domesticity. The Twenties and Thirties demonstrated how social and cultural
shifts could profoundly influence the way girls perceived and utilized their physical selves,
ushering in an era of increased attention to external presentation.

Mid-Century America: Conformity, Consumerism,
and the Idealized Silhouette

Following the social upheavals of the early century and the exigencies of World War II, mid-
century America, particularly the 1950s, presented a return to a more traditional, albeit
modernized, ideal for young women. The post-war era emphasized domesticity and the
nuclear family, and this was reflected in the prevailing image of girlhood. The "ideal
silhouette" of this period was often characterized by a more overtly feminine form, with an
emphasis on curves and a polished, "put-together" appearance.



Consumerism surged in this era, with magazines, movies, and advertising all heavily
promoting a particular vision of the American girl. This vision often involved a healthy, but
not overly athletic, physique, a radiant smile, and immaculate grooming. The body project
for girls in this period was largely about achieving a state of aspirational perfection, often
linked to future marriage and domestic success. Dieting, exercise, and careful attention to
fashion became integral to this pursuit. Brumberg's analysis highlights how the pervasive
influence of media created a powerful and often unattainable standard that many girls
internalized, shaping their self-perception and their relationship with their physical selves.

The Body Project in the Digital Age: Media, Social
Media, and New Pressures

The advent of the digital age and the explosion of social media have dramatically reshaped
the landscape of the body project for contemporary American girls. While previous eras
were influenced by print media and television, today's girls are bombarded with a constant
stream of images and idealized portrayals of bodies across multiple platforms. Social
media, in particular, has created an environment of perpetual comparison and curated self-
presentation, where the pressure to conform to often unrealistic beauty standards is
amplified exponentially.

The rise of influencers, filtered images, and the performative nature of online life mean that
girls are not only exposed to idealized bodies but are also encouraged to meticulously craft
and present their own. This digital body project can lead to increased anxiety, body
dissatisfaction, and a preoccupation with external validation. The constant accessibility of
these platforms means that the pressures associated with the body project are more
pervasive and inescapable than ever before, creating new challenges for adolescent girls
navigating their identities and their physical selves.

Beyond the Surface: Internalizing the Body
Project

One of the most profound insights from "The Body Project" is the understanding that this is
not merely about external appearances; it is about how societal pressures and cultural
ideals become deeply internalized. For generations of American girls, the constant
messaging about how their bodies should look, feel, and behave has shaped their very
sense of self-worth. The "body project" becomes an ongoing, often unconscious, effort to
align one's physical reality with the prevailing cultural narrative.

This internalization can manifest in a variety of ways, from obsessive dieting and excessive
exercise to a pervasive sense of shame or inadequacy. The desire to fit in, to be accepted,
and to be considered attractive often drives girls to engage in behaviors that can be
detrimental to their physical and mental well-being. Brumberg’s work underscores the
historical persistence of these pressures, demonstrating that the journey towards self-
acceptance for American girls has been a long and complex one, marked by the continuous



negotiation between societal expectations and individual identity.

The Enduring Legacy of The Body Project

Joan Jacobs Brumberg's "The Body Project: An Intimate History of American Girls" continues
to resonate deeply because it provides a crucial historical framework for understanding the
ongoing challenges faced by young women in relation to their bodies. The book’s
meticulous research and insightful analysis reveal that the contemporary struggles with
body image, eating disorders, and self-esteem are not new phenomena but rather the
latest manifestations of a long and complex historical trajectory.

By tracing the evolution of societal expectations, media influences, and cultural ideals
surrounding the female body from the Victorian era to the late 20th century, Brumberg
offers a powerful lens through which to view contemporary issues. The enduring legacy of
"The Body Project" lies in its ability to illuminate the deep-seated societal forces that shape
how American girls perceive themselves, encouraging a more critical understanding of the
pressures they face and fostering a more compassionate and informed approach to
adolescent female development.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Body Project: An Intimate History of
American Girls' fundamentally about?
It's about how American girls have understood, navigated, and experienced their bodies,
from the late 19th century to the present, focusing on cultural shifts, social expectations,
and personal agency in shaping their identities and relationships with their physical selves.

What historical periods does the book primarily cover?
The book spans a significant period, beginning around the late 19th century with the rise of
industrialization and its impact on women's lives, and continuing through key eras like the
Progressive Era, the Roaring Twenties, the mid-20th century, and into the digital age.

How does the book address the influence of media and
popular culture on girls' bodies?
A central theme is the pervasive influence of media – from magazines and films to
advertising and social media – in shaping ideals of beauty, health, and femininity, and how
girls have internalized and often resisted these often-unattainable standards.

What are some of the key themes explored in relation



to girls' physical experiences?
The book delves into themes such as puberty and menstruation, body image and eating
disorders, sexuality and sexual health, exercise and athleticism, medical interventions, and
the evolving concept of the 'ideal' female body across different historical moments.

Who is the author of 'The Body Project' and what is
their background?
The author is Joan Jacobs Brumberg, a historian known for her work on women's history and
the history of childhood and adolescence. Her background allows for a deeply researched
and nuanced examination of the subject.

What makes 'The Body Project' relevant to
contemporary discussions about young women and
their bodies?
Its relevance lies in tracing the historical roots of many contemporary issues faced by
young women, such as body image pressures, societal expectations around appearance,
and the ongoing struggle for bodily autonomy, providing a historical context for
understanding these modern challenges.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles, each using , that relate to the themes explored in The Body Project:
An Intimate History of American Girls:

1. Thin Ice: Teenage Girls and the Pursuit of Perfection. This book delves into the intense
pressure young women face to conform to narrow beauty standards. It examines how
societal messages about thinness and idealized appearances contribute to anxiety and self-
esteem issues. The narrative explores the often-hidden struggles girls navigate as they try
to achieve an unattainable ideal.

2. The Culture of Thinness: Societal Influences on Female Body Image. This work critically
analyzes the pervasive cultural emphasis on extreme thinness for women. It traces the
historical evolution of these ideals and their impact on girls' perceptions of their own
bodies. The book highlights how media, fashion, and popular culture collectively shape the
desire for a slender physique.

3. Mirror, Mirror: Adolescent Girls and Their Bodies. This title offers a candid look at how
adolescent girls perceive and interact with their physical selves. It explores the emotional
complexities of body image development during a crucial stage of life. The book provides
insights into the anxieties, desires, and pressures that shape girls' relationships with their
bodies.

4. Girlhood and the Politics of the Female Body. This academic exploration examines how
the female body becomes a site of political and social contention for young girls. It analyzes
how societal norms and power structures influence girls' experiences of embodiment. The



book connects individual body experiences to broader feminist and cultural dialogues.

5. Wasted: Body Image and Eating Disorders in American Culture. This impactful title
addresses the serious consequences of the relentless pursuit of thinness, specifically
focusing on eating disorders. It investigates the cultural factors that contribute to the
development of these conditions among girls and young women. The book offers a crucial
examination of the destructive power of body dissatisfaction.

6. The Embodied Girl: Agency and Resistance in Adolescence. This book shifts the focus to
how girls actively engage with and sometimes resist dominant narratives about their
bodies. It explores instances of self-expression and empowerment in the face of societal
pressures. The title suggests a more nuanced understanding of girls' experiences beyond
simple victimhood.

7. Diet Nation: The Compulsive Pursuit of Thinness in America. This title scrutinizes the
widespread obsession with dieting and weight loss in American society, particularly as it
affects girls. It examines the industry built around these desires and its influence on young
minds. The book critiques the normalization of restrictive eating behaviors.

8. Her Body, Her Story: Navigating Female Adolescence. This collection of narratives
provides intimate accounts from girls about their journeys of self-discovery and bodily
awareness. It highlights the diverse experiences of adolescence and the complex
relationship girls develop with their physical selves. The book emphasizes the importance of
individual stories in understanding this developmental stage.

9. The Aesthetics of Hunger: Women, Beauty, and Sacrifice. This critical work delves into
the deep-seated cultural connection between female beauty and self-denial, particularly
concerning food and body size. It explores how the ideal of a "sacrificed" body has been
historically constructed and internalized by women and girls. The book questions the
societal messages that equate beauty with deprivation.
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