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OR JUST GIRLS:

Corporate Media Hype and the Polic

Meda Chesney-Lind, a professor of womens
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nationally recognized for her work o

gress resulced in national support of gender-
: — irls’ vio
juvenile justice system. Her recent book on girls’ use of

(coedited with Nikki Jones), won an award from th

and Delinquency for “focusing America’s atte -
» The following article was written specifically

criminal and juvenile justice systems.

for this collection.

It seems as though the bad news about American
girls just keeps coming, at least if you watch tele-
vision or read the papers. Gitls are going “wild,”
girls are “mean” (and certainly meaner than boys),
and girls are even getting as violent as boys. Cur-
rent media coverage of modern girlhood, at least in
the United States, is virtually all grim, and it is also
clear as to the source of the problem—girls are get-
ting more like boys and that is bad news for girls.
As an example, on June 2001, an ABC report on
trends in gang membership maintained that gitls
are “catching up with boys in this one area,” “join-
ing gangs for the same reasons as boys,” and doing
the same activities as boys: selling drugs and com-
micting murder (Gibbs). Likewise, on July 28, 2009,
New Jersey Attorney General Anne Milgram an-
nounced that law enforcement officials dismantled
an all female-led, gang-involved narcotics ring,
Dubbing the investigation “Operation Bloodette,”
Milgram went on to state that she wished “this was
not one [glass] ceiling women were breaking” and
that “women are taking over dominant roles in tra-
ditionally male-dominated gangs” (Read). Finally, in
March 2006, ABC's Good Morning America contrib-
uted to these stories with its series titled, “Why Girls

responsive program

ing of Girlhood (new)

studies at the University of Hawai'i, is
her testimony before Con-
ming for girls in the
lence, Fighting for Girls
¢ National Council on Crime

ntion on the complex problems of the

Are Getting More Violent: Violence Is on the Ris
among High School Girls” (ABC). One segment was
specifically labeled “Girls Are Beating and Bullying'

This last headline introduces a theme closely re-
lated to the news media’s obsession with girls' vio-
lence—a focus on “mean” girls. The manipulative and
damaging characteristics of girls’ social worlds have
been the subject of high-profile bestselling books like
Odd Girl Out (Simmons), and Queen Bees and Wannabes
(Wiseman). These, in turn, spawned hit movies, like
Mean Girls, and also innumerable articles. The Net
York Times Magazine ran a cover story titled, “Girl
Just Want to Be Mean” where the author noted ‘it
ot j}lst boys who can bully.” (Talbot 24), and othe!
media outlets quickly jumped on the bandwago™
running stories titled “Girl Bullies Don't Leave Black
Eyes, Just Agony” (Elizabeth), “She Devils” (Mexcal!!
and “Just Between s Girls: Not Enough Sugat: Too
Much Spite” (Pim'burgb Post-Gazerte).

Books like 04y Girl Out and Queen Bees and War
nabes all rely on recent psychological research O
aggression : FE O eyt
.. O particularly whar is called “relatio”
7208")&; or “indirece” aggression (Underwood €°*"
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L»cliﬂVi"rS (eg- rolling eyes, spreading rumg

. zINB and ignoring), used with the “intent to hurt
{ 4 " :
ot harm others” (Crick and Grotperter), and thus the

concept expands the range of behaviors thar are con
Jered aggressive in nature.

By identifying a “relational,” “covert” op “indirect”
1 EreSSion’ racher than physical type of aggression, re-
«earchers argued that they shattered the myth of’the
nonaggressive girl (Bjorkqvist and Niemela), These
esearchers note that girls are as aggressive ag -
when these indirect aggressions are considered, Ir;
fact, they claimed that they were not only shattering
myths but that they were unraveling years of gender
bias in which male researchers tended to only look at
male problems. Bjorkqvist and Niemela argued that
wsearchers, “the majority being males, . . . may, for
personal reasons, find male aggression easier to undet-
«and and a more appealing object of study” (5).
While this characterization of the “discovery” has
been widely accepted, there are reasons to be a bit
more skeptical that this concept benefits gitls. Firs9),
does this aggression really challenge stereotypes and
myths abour girls? Thinking about the behaviors in-
cluded in relational aggression, this research is argu-
ing that girls and women are manipulative, sneaky,
mean-spirited, and backstabbing—hardly new ideas,
which may, in fact, be one reason that the public and
the media embraced them so quickly.
A@ the literature on relational ag-
gression does not consistently support the notion that
gils specialize in chese forms of aggression while boys
ire more physically aggressive (Chesney-Lind et al.)
for example, University of Georgia researchers'ran—
domly selected 745 sixth-graders from nine middle
chools across six school districts in northeast Geor-
44 The student participants took computer By oye
“Ch spring semester for seven years, from sixth (0
“Welith grade (Orpinas et al.) _
Key findings included the following. First, coverg
elational aggression is extremely C?mmon; 3
eent of the students who Pa“iCiPated iRl

5 : ion
td at least one act of relarional aggresst

. » . metimes)a
ung basically everyone is mean SO

23 percent of boys and 94.3 petcentk()ftg;iz
ey d been the victim of such an artac ¢
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i?;:i):;::;gmti?e ;tudy' p?riod. Second, they ff)und
St egesregal te, hto sxgnlﬁc?ntly m()'re acts of rela-
1ikely - gbe r ﬂ t an'glrls did, and girls were mQre

. ctims. Finally, and of the greatest sig-
nificance, of the meanest kids (the ones who fell into
the “high” relational aggression group), 66.7 percent
were boys and 33.3 percent were girls (Orpinas et al.).

So while the media focuses on the “meanness’ of
gitls, the reality is that boys might be meaner than
girls. But what of the media hype regarding those
“bad” girls who are using violence, including those in
gangs? Are gitls really seeking violent equality with
their male counterparts, as the media insists? There
is also an important racial element to this discussion.
Stock media imagery of girls, particularly girls in
gangs, tends to suggest that these girls are just as
menacing as their male counterparts. Newsweek did
this by using a stereotypical headline, “Girls Will Be
Girls,” while showing a picture of a black girl holding
a gun and wearing a mask, with the subtitle “Some
girls carry guns. Others hide razor blades in their
mouths” (Leslie and Biddle 44). In essence, black and
Latina violence is positioned in ways that invite a con-
trast to the assumed “nonviolence” of white girls.

Media accounts of this “problem” also are caused
by girls trying to act like boys. There’s nothing new
about this argument, by the way. In the 1920s, op-
ponents of women's suffrage fretted about increases
in “intensely immoral” behavior among the “modern
age of girls” and, in the 1930s, commentators con-
cended that “women becoming more criminally
minded” as a result of “the fight for Emancipation”
(Pollock 84). By the 1970s, the argument was that
the second wave of feminism had “caused” a surge in
women's Serious Crimes (Chesney-Lind).

The current media backlash to efforts to improve
both girls and women's lives, though, has settled on
girls’ commission of violent crimes, particularly but
not always in gangs. Is this true that girls are more
violent today than in decades past?

Certain data, which the media tend to rely on heav-
ily, suggest that girls are getting in trouble more often
chan in the past and also that they are engaged in more
serious delinquent behavior. In 1983, arrests of girls
accounted for roughly one in five arrests (21.4 percent),



Srudies

| Sexuality

334 = Culrural Debaces 1n Women's, (Gender anc

n three ju-
FBI). And
n declin-

but by 2013, girls accounted for nearly one 1
venile arrests (28.8 percent) (United States,
while both male and female arrests have bee {
ing in recent years, arrests of juvenile boys decreasec

far more steeply, decreasing 20.5 percent during the
first decade of the twenty-first century compared to
a decrease in girls' arrests of only 15.4 percent. The
much vaulted “crime drop,” at least among youth, was
really a crime drop in just boys’ official delinquency.

Data on juvenile courts suggest that the number

of girls’ cases referred to the court has also increased.
The National Center for Juvenile Justice noted that
most of the surge in male and female delinquency
cases occurred between 1985 and 1997. During that
time period, the reported increase in cases involving
girls grew 97 percent versus a 52 percent increase
for boys (Puzzanchera and Hockenberry 14). And
the gendered pattern continues in the current period;
between 1997 and 2011, the male delinquency case-
load declined by 38 percent compared to a female
caseload that decreased by only 22 percent. As a
result, in 2011 females accounted for 28 percent of
the delinquency caseload, up from only 19 percent in
1985 (Hockenberry and Puzzanchera). Much of this
pattern is explained by soaring increases in arrests of
gitls for simple assault in over the past few decades.
While these have recently leveled off, one study of
court referrals found that “for females, the largest
1985—-2002 increase was in person offense cases (202

percent)” (Snyder and Sickmund 160).

What about other data on girl’s violence? The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in At-
lanta has monitored youthful behavior in a national
sample of school-age youth in a number of domains
(including violence) at regular intervals since 199]
in a biennial survey titled the Yourh Risk Behavior
Survey. As an example, a review of the dara collected
over the 1990s and into this century reveals thar,
although 34.4 percent of girls surveyed in 1991 said
that they had been in a physical fight in the previous
year; slightly over half (50.2 percent) of the boys re-

ported fighting. Two decades later, 2011, 24 4 percent
of girls and 40.7 percent of boys said they had beer,
in a physical fight in the last year (“Yourh Risk™). In
essence, the data show that girls have always beep

a¢ than their STErEOtype suggese |
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¢ least by their own 5
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To further il o
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reported violence 2 ' Stewm
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i o self-reported behavior .w;ch self-reporye dar
compar cwo different time periods (1980 anq 200
rests lﬂS et al). This research found that gjg; Wh(i
isdt;viet:ed to simple assault in 1980_had ab?Ut 2 One.
in-four chance of being charged with a crime, cop,
pared to girls in 2000, who had about a tlhree-in_fOUE
chance of arrest. Furthermore, t?lack girls in 20
were nearly seven times ABSES “kd?’ as their 19g;
counterparts to be charged with a crime.

In short, while girls had long reported that they
were acting out violently, their arrests, particularly iy
the 1960s and 1970s, did not necessarily reflect ty
reality. Instead, girls’ arrests tended to emphagi
petty and status offenses (like running away frop,
home); by the 1990s, that had changed dramatically,
as more girls were arrested, particularly for such
seemingly “masculine” offenses as simple assault—
and this pattern was particularly pronounced among
black girls.

Research increasingly suggests that these shifrs
in girls' arrest patterns are not products of a change
in girls' behavior, with girls getting “more” violent
Racher, girls are being more heavily policed, partice-
E‘WMI (Chesney-Lind and [rwin)
Girls are being arrested for assault because of argu-
ments with their parents, often their mothers (Buzaw
and Hotaling), or for “other assault” for fighting 0
school because of new zero-tolerance policies enacted
Zﬁ:; t;:stczl}zl'mb%ne shootings (Criminaliziflgl Ir:d dZ[
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abuse, and early marriages (“N|
gl . obel Pegce”
is iﬂfema“mal concern about the extensjy ) the growing numbers of
L - . & . ene: 3 ers & ARL Gt "» -
Jictimizations and girls' rights stands $sof  coming into the ; .10 bad” and “violent” girls
n stark uvenile justice system. Clearly, it is
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Conffﬁs . e United S he past twenty- stop bashing girls in the United States and
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