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The Media’s Role in Our Daughters’ Self-Image


In Francine Russo’s essay, “Your Mirror Image?”, she theorizes that the media is not responsible for young girls’ obsession with their weight and that it’s the mother that is ultimately the role model for their behavior. She backs up her belief with research study statistics and personal stories from mothers who have daughters with self-image problems. I agree with Russo’s claim that “Self-contempt passes from generation to generation” (234), but I cannot completely agree that the media is not the real danger. Our televisions are plastered with visions of beautiful, skinny women who have attained their figures with plastic surgery or by eating disorders. Our magazines are filled with air-brushed glimpses of the “perfect body”. Even the Disney movies our children are exposed to at a very young age are filled with animations of disproportionate, gorgeous characters. I believe our girls are paying attention to these images and are aspiring to look the same.
Wow!  Your opening paragraph ROCKS!

I myself have two daughters who are at very impressionable ages: nine and ten. They see women on the television who have had plastic surgery or who have an eating disorder and say things like “I hope I can look like her when I grow up”. They don’t realize that their bodies are not natural or healthy. They see beauty and don’t care that it’s artificial; all they see is their image of perfection on the screen in front of them. Take Mary-Kate Olsen for example. She is my girls’ idea of the “perfect” girl. She is beautiful, has a lot of money, stars in television shows and movies, and created her own fashion line. What they don’t know is that she has admitted to having an eating disorder. For that reason alone, I cannot help but discourage my daughters from looking at her as a role model, even though she is a very successful young woman.

Another place the media bombards our daughters with images of phony perfection is in magazines. I cannot even take my daughters to the grocery store without seeing pictures of women who are presented artificially. From fake eyelashes to airbrushed photos, the editors must believe this is what we want to see. Quite the opposite is true, at least of for us mothers with impressionable daughters. One day, while my daughters and I were waiting to get haircuts, they saw a photo of Britney Spears in a magazine. They were both saying things like “She looks so good even after having kids, Mommy” and “How come you don’t look like that”. I was appalled and decided to show them the “real” Britney Spears. After we got home, I searched the internet for images that showed what she really looked like. It didn’t take long for me to find a side-by-side comparison of a picture that was taken of her and the later version, which was digitally altered. I excitedly brought the girls to the computer and said “Look at these two pictures and tell me which one is real.” They both immediately pointed to the digitally altered image, and made a point to say the other picture was “gross”. When I informed which one was real, they didn’t believe me, because the media has never presented the accurate picture of Britney Spears.

An excellent specific example above!

Ever since my girls first started watching Disney movies, they have seen the media’s idea of perfection on the screen. The main characters are drawn and presented with such unrealistic proportions that there’s no way they resemble any natural living human, yet that’s what our youngest daughters are supposed to look up to. These movies have such a great story behind them that it’s hard to focus on the fact that they have this flaw. Cinderella had a wicked stepmother, but she ended up living happily ever after with Prince Charming. Sleeping Beauty was poisoned, yet later rescued by her Prince. Pocahontas was a beautiful Native American who fell in love with a man nobody approved of. These stories are triggering our toddlers’ earliest beliefs that as long as you’re beautiful, you’ll be happy.

Given all the ways that the media presents false beauties, I believe there is a real danger to our daughters. Although I do agree with Russo that “. . . mothers who are fixated on their body image are more likely to have daughters with eating disorders than less self-conscious moms” (233-234), I also believe that even daughters with the most self-confident mothers will aspire to look like the artificial women they see on their television screens. All we can do as mothers is help them realize they have their own natural beauty.
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Kelli, this is a wonderful essay!  It is filled with good examples and makes an excellent point.  Well done!  I would like your permission to use it as an example in future classes—I can make it anonymous if you would like.  No pressure either way, but let me know.
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