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Introduction

Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve read myself to sleep. Often throughout my life I’ve awakened to find the light still on and a book resting in my hand after I’ve dozed off reading a few more pages. When I was ten and twelve it was The Chronicles of Narnia, To Kill a Mockingbird, and Jane Eyre. I’ve always been crazy for the great noir writers Raymond Chandler and Patricia Highsmith and James M. Cain. Reading has always been like breathing to me, necessary for existing and thinking. But recently, I find, as I try to make it through the pages, my mind keeps wandering to my phone. What’s happening there? What am I missing?

One possible reason for my sense of distraction is that for the last two and a half years I’ve been researching a book on girls and social media. I went on a sort of picaresque journey, visiting ten states (New York, New Jersey, Virginia, Florida, California, Arizona, Texas, Indiana, Delaware, and Kentucky) and talking to girls, ages thirteen to nineteen, about their lives on and off social media. After I met the girls and talked to them, I followed them on their accounts, seeing what they posted, checking on how they were doing. And even though they knew I was one of their followers on these public forums, sometimes the watching still felt, as girls call it, like “stalking,” and sometimes I would ask myself, What am I doing? What are we doing?

I followed apps girls said they liked, such as Yik Yak, the so-called anonymous Twitter. Yik Yak, launched in 2013 by two young men who met at Furman University in South Carolina, is popular with high school and college kids. Like many anonymous apps, it has appeared in the news in connection with cases of cyberbullying, and some school districts and colleges have banned it. But in the five-mile radius in which I’m able to view posts, an area including some New York City high schools and New York University, Yik Yak users are most often heard voicing concerns which echo those of young people throughout the ages: Am I attractive? Will anyone ever love me? How can I be expected to put up with my annoying roommate?

There are a lot of Yik Yak posts about sex. And many of these seem to be describing something different from what we know of young people in the past. There are posts about wanting sex, and seeking sex, even just cybersex, immediately, it doesn’t seem to matter with whom. (“Anybody wanna fuck?”) Technology makes such instant sexual connections possible. There are threads in which users exchange their names on other anonymous apps known as places for sexting and the sharing of nudes. Sometimes the language of such posts is reminiscent of the language of porn, riddled with disparaging words for women and girls. At first I found such posts jarring, but after a while I sort of got used to them, and they didn’t seem that remarkable anymore. On social media, things which once might have been considered outrageous or disturbing come to seem normal very quickly through widespread repetition.

And then, one Saturday night in October 2015, I was on my phone, scrolling through Yik Yak and not reading a book, when I heard about something which even blasé Yik Yakkers were finding shocking. “Oh my God, Syracusesnap.” “LMFAO Syracusesnap.” “What’s Syracusesnap?” people asked. Everybody wanted to know. Everybody had to know.

Syracusesnap was a Snapchat Story, a series of pictures or videos on Snapchat which stay viewable for twenty-four hours rather than the usual one to ten seconds per Snap. On Snapchat, famously launched in 2011 by three fraternity brothers from Stanford, Stories have become the most popular feature, with more than a billion viewed daily, according to the company. But few go viral. Within hours of its creation, Syracusesnap was being followed by college students and teenagers across the country. “Notoriety for the Story circulated faster than a Gossip Girl post,” said The Tab, a college news website, and the only news organization to write about this. In an era which has seen an almost total erosion of privacy, there are still things which exist only in the world of young people, hiding in plain sight, online, and Syracusesnap was one of them.

“Soon it wasn’t just Syracuse [University] students jumping on the bandwagon,” said The Tab. “Snaps from schools like Pitt, Cornell, and NYU were added to the story”—meaning that other schools were following Syracusesnap and contributing pictures to it. “ ’Cuse is lit!’ and ‘Wish we went to ’Cuse!’ were among some of the captions featured,” said The Tab. “Everyone add @Syracusesnap on Snapchat. You’re welcome,” someone tweeted. What was causing the excitement?

Syracusesnap featured pictures of kids in college dorm rooms drinking and doing drugs, but what was getting it all this attention were its many images of naked girls. Girls having sex. Sex with boys, sex with girls. The sex with boys was almost always in a standing, bent-over position, the girls’ heads pointing toward the ground. Some of these shots were adorned with cartoon pictures of footballs and references to Syracuse’s annual “Orange Central” homecoming and reunion week. It was as if some twisted public relations expert had melded pornography and school spirit to make Syracuse look like the best party school ever. But more on that later.

There were pictures of girls’ breasts and girls’ behinds, many where the girls were lying prone on a bed or on the floor, their faces hidden. There was a picture of a boy holding two girls’ bodies on his shoulders, their behinds, in identical black thongs, facing the camera, his dumbstruck face encased with butt cheeks. “Snap whore,” said a picture of a girl Snapchatting, her cleavage prominently showing.

There had been scandalous college Snapchat Stories before; in fact, such accounts can be found at colleges across the country. They’re a sort of rebellious parody of Snapchat’s Campus Stories, another feature on the app which many schools sponsor and monitor, and which typically shows students in their fun-filled and inspiring moments—looking joyful in the stands at winning football games, attending lectures.

In 2015, Arizona State University’s SunDevil_Nation became notorious for its shots of students brandishing bags of weed and snorting cocaine. UCLAyak, named in homage to Yik Yak, had sexually explicit photos and videos cycling “every few seconds,” according to the Daily Bruin, the University of California–Los Angeles paper. The anonymous psychobiology student who created the account told the Bruin he wasn’t surprised at the nudity: “It was just a matter of time. That’s what Snapchat is for.” He said he suspected that some of the videos on other rogue campus accounts were staged, created to shock. Snapchat’s Community Guidelines prohibit sexually explicit content, and the company routinely deletes Snapchat Stories that violate its policies, but as soon as they’re banned, they often just reappear with a different handle.

So what made Syracusesnap go viral? As the Saturday night wore on and more kids were alerting one another to its scandalous appeal, the Story became more hard-core. There was a picture of boys doing coke off girls’ behinds. There was a picture of two girls doing what are known as “butt things” to each other. “Syracusesnap is insane lmao,” tweeted @Alexus_x30. “Okei, everyone on Syracusesnap need JESUS,” tweeted @vmankss. “If my parents saw syracusesnap they would make me transfer immediately,” tweeted @lexhallmark. “I’ve been scarred for life by adding syracusesnap omg my eyes,” tweeted @t    victoria.

As I watched the story of this Story playing out on my phone, I was struck by how rife it was with themes that had been coming up in my reporting on girls and social media. There was the viral element, the wildfire aspect of something that races around online, the feeling that there’s something out there that must be known and shared, lest you be left out of the conversation. There was the sexual nature of what was being shared, and the fact that it was centering on the naked images of young women, some of them perhaps teenage girls. There was the commenting on this content in a gossiping, derisive way, criticizing the girls for their sexual behavior, or “slut-shaming.”

On Yik Yak, users discussed the “ho-ishness” of the girls. It was the girls in the shots, rather than the boys, who were called out for their alleged indecency. Yik Yak is anonymous, but it seemed to be both young women and men who were either directly or indirectly judging the girls for acting “slutty.” The girls were mocked and psychoanalyzed. “Going to guess that the girls on syracusesnap don’t have very good relationships with their fathers,” tweeted @chief_keef_jon. Of course all of this was being said without anyone ever asking how it was that the sexually explicit pictures of these girls had been obtained. Had they been leaked? It was another subject that had come up frequently in my interviews with girls—the cyberbullying of girls for the sending of nudes which might have been intended only for an intimate partner.

When a picture appeared of two girls having a physical fight, Syracusesnap began to show signs of being different from other unofficial Campus Stories. Violence was not a typical characteristic of such accounts, but girl-on-girl aggression is a common theme in today’s popular movies and TV shows, and some social media users seemed to find it entertaining. “OMFG catfight LOL.” But when Syracusesnap showed a picture of a boy seemingly threatening a girl with violence (their faces were not shown), even nonchalant Yik Yakkers started to recoil. “To the guy that put his hands on that girl on Syracusesnap, I hope you get your ass beat,” someone posted.

And yet when Snapchat shut the Story down and banned it, sometime the following day, there was a scramble to find out where it had gone—where could it be seen, this thing that everyone was talking about? “Yeti,” “Yeti,” Yakkers posted on threads. “What’s Yeti?” people asked.

Yeti - Campus Stories is a mobile app launched in 2015, a sort of hybrid of Snapchat and Yik Yak, seemingly inspired by the trend of salacious Campus Stories. Its page on the Apple iTunes store warns that users must be seventeen to download it (but who checks?), and advises that its content may include “Infrequent / Mild Realistic Violence” and “Frequent / Intense Mature / Suggestive Themes,” as well as drug use. When Yeti was launched, The Daily Dot website called it “an X-Rated Snapchat clone” and predicted it would “[set] the stage for inter-college competition. Which frat rages hardest? Whose spring break is bawdiest? And whose coeds are the hottest?” Tumblr blogs soon appeared of “Yeti babes” and the “hottest” “Girls of Yeti - Campus Stories,” with pages of nudes and semi-nudes the blogs’ creators claimed were “snapshots” and “screenshots” from the app. When I e-mailed Yeti’s director of communications, twenty-three-year-old Ben Kaplan, asking whether these photos had actually appeared on Yeti and were consensually shared there, he said he’d never seen these blogs before and that Yeti had “no involvement in them, whatsoever.”

Kaplan said, “Unfortunately there is no software in the world (that I’m aware of) that detects whether or not the subject of a photograph gave consent to the photographer.” His response made me wonder, Well, why wasn’t the question of whether nudes were consensually shared being addressed by software developers?

What’s weird about all this is that when you actually look at Yeti, its content seems relatively mild. Browsing through the accounts of NYU, Texas A&M, Penn State, and other schools, I saw reams of the usual sexy selfies (duckface and cleavage), as well as pictures of food and students acting silly, and, yes, showing off their drugs (bongs and cocaine). But there weren’t any outright nudes or images of sex acts that I could see. In fact, when Syracusesnap announced that it had moved to Yeti after its wild debut, the shocking images never showed up there. So what did it all mean?

A source in the Syracuse University administration says he believes that Syracusesnap was actually created by Yeti. No one on social media seemed to suspect this; however, as soon as it was suggested to me, it didn’t seem impossible. The final image on Syracusesnap displayed the Yeti logo—vertical multicolored bars like a television test pattern. “Snapchat is banning our account,” the message over the logo said. “We are moving the story over to YETI CAMPUS STORIES, Available in the Apple/Google Playstore.” It looked like an ad.

So was Syracusesnap just a marketing ploy? Had Yeti instigated the discussion about the account on Yik Yak and Twitter? Ben Kaplan said on e-mail that Yeti had nothing to do with Syracusesnap; he said he’d never heard of it. He said he thought the use of the Yeti logo was “possibly to decrease confusion during the transfer?” “Mature Yeti sites” were handled by campus “moderators” who edited out “distasteful content,” Kaplan wrote—which might account for why the pornographic images on Syracusesnap had vanished. When I asked him about the contrast in Yeti’s rather tame content with its warnings of sex and violence, Kaplan became emphatic. “Yeti was in no way designed to be an ‘X-Rated Snapchat,’ ” he said. “Yeti is a live feed of EVERYTHING happening on campus.”

So who made Syracusesnap? When I talked to Hannah Malach, a Syracuse student and the writer of the piece in The Tab, she said that no one on campus had been identified as the creator of the account, as far as she knew. I asked if she had heard of Yeti before Syracusesnap, and she said, “I hadn’t, and many people are still unaware of it.” Some of the college students I’d interviewed also said they’d never heard of Yeti - Campus Stories. Its Twitter and Instagram accounts, on that October night, had fewer than 6,000 and 3,000 followers, respectively, although it had been around for almost a year.

But however the account was generated, it didn’t seem to matter to those who had enjoyed its pornographic images. “The Syracusesnap Story was the epitome of ‘fun at college,’ ” a freshman named Chris told The Tab. “It illustrated the usage of drugs, glorified pornography, and sexual exploits, as well.” It’s clear that what had made Syracusesnap a hit were its many pictures of naked girls—girls having sex, a girl being threatened with assault, and girls assaulting each other. There’s no proof of where any of these images came from, from this side of the screen. But there they were. And they got people talking, and watching, and clicking, and wanting more.

—

What do we mean when we talk about the culture of social media? I think it’s important to talk about it, because, for most American girls, social media is where they live. “We’re on it twenty-four/seven,” said a thirteen-year-old girl in Montclair, New Jersey. “It’s all we do.” As a teenage girl might say, this isn’t literally true. Girls go to school, they play sports and hang out with their friends, they take care of siblings; many have jobs; they volunteer and pursue hobbies and read—although kids are reading a lot less, which some studies blame on their increasing engagement with technology.

The complaint you hear from parents and teachers is, “They’re on it all the time.” When pressed, many of these same adults will admit that they’re checking their social media quite often, too. We’ve all become tethered to our mobile devices in ways we never would have imagined possible just a few years ago. But of all groups of Americans, teenage girls are in fact the number one users of social media.

In 2015, 88 percent of American teens ages thirteen to seventeen had access to a mobile phone, and 73 percent had smartphones, according to the Pew Research Center. Ninety-two percent were going online from a mobile device daily, and 24 percent were online “almost constantly.” Girls ages thirteen to seventeen are slightly more likely than boys to have access to a smartphone, computer, or tablet; and “teenage girls use social media sites and platforms—particularly visually-oriented ones—for sharing more than their male counterparts do,” according to Pew. The numbers of girls on social media on a daily basis run high regardless of race, education, and household income, or whether they are living in urban, rural, or suburban areas. In 2015, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, and online pinboards such as Pinterest were the most popular sites for girls. Girls in 2015 were exchanging anywhere from 30 to more than 100 texts per day, according to studies.

Just why girls are on social media “all the time,” and what they’re doing there, are the subjects of my investigation; but that they’re on it an inordinate amount of the time is important to note before beginning to explore these questions. Are girls addicted to social media? If you ask them, many will say they are. The words “addicted” and “addiction,” “obsessed” and “obsessing,” came up again and again in my interviews with more than 200 teenage girls as they talked about their use of their smartphones and consuming media and using social media. How else can you characterize an activity that, depending on which study you reference, occupies from nine to eleven hours of your day?

Among researchers, the jury’s still out on whether social media addiction is truly an addiction in the way of dependence on drugs and other substances, although it’s becoming increasingly well established that social media use lights up the reward centers in our brains, causing our hormones to dance. Girls talk about the “dopamine jolt” some researchers say their brains experience when they get “likes” on their posts and photos; and if they don’t know of the studies, they know the feeling of pleasure associated with seeing their pictures reap online rewards; they also know the feeling of letdown they get when their posts are ignored or, worse, are ridiculed or attacked.

It’s an extraordinary new reality, and it’s happened so fast; for the first time, most American girls are engaged in the same activity most of the time. And this seismic shift in how girls spend their time is having a profound effect on the way they think and act, as well as on how they make friends, the way they date, and their introduction to the world of sex. But what are the effects? When we talk about social media, we say we’re “going on” it, similar to the way we talk about going on a trip. We seem to experience it as a sort of mental journey to another place; but this isn’t a neutral place, it’s one created by businesspeople, and much of it emanates from Silicon Valley.

I don’t think we can talk about the culture of social media, this place where girls are spending most of their time, without talking about the culture of Silicon Valley. In popular myth this is a place where boy geniuses create magical communication tools which bring us all closer together, tools which prove so irresistible to masses of people across the globe that the boy geniuses earn millions and billions of dollars—money with which they then invest in the ideas and futures of other boy geniuses. The popular myth isn’t very far from reality. According to the Department of Labor, 70 percent of the workforce at the top ten Silicon Valley firms in 2012 was male and 63 percent was white. Of the executives and top managers at those companies, 83 percent were male and white.

A 2015 study by LinkedIn found that “software engineering teams in tech have proportionally fewer women than several non-tech industries: namely, healthcare, retail, government, education, and nonprofits.” In 2009, the National Center for Women & Information Technology reported that 56 percent of women with STEM expertise leave the industry midway into their careers. “They are seeing they cannot have the careers they want in this industry,” Karen Catlin, a former vice president of Adobe Systems, told Fusion in 2015. With the exception of some notable examples, such as Sheryl Sandberg, COO of Facebook; Marissa Mayer, CEO of Yahoo!; and Meg Whitman, CEO of Hewlett Packard, there are few highly placed female executives in Silicon Valley. In the digital revolution, which has provided so many job opportunities and seen the start of so many businesses and empires, men have reaped most of the profits.

And the culture of Silicon Valley is a male-dominated culture, some say a “frat boy” culture, populated by “brogrammers” and “tech bros.” “In inverse ratio to the forward-looking technology the community produces, it is stunningly backward when it comes to gender relations,” wrote Nina Burleigh in a 2015 Newsweek piece, “What Silicon Valley Thinks of Women.” “Google ‘Silicon Valley’ and ‘frat boy culture’ and you’ll find dozens of pages of articles and links to mainstream news articles, blogs, screeds, letters, videos and tweets about threats of violence, sexist jokes and casual misogyny, plus reports of gender-based hiring and firing, major-league sexual harassment lawsuits and a financing system that rewards young men and shortchanges women.” In 2014, a group of female leaders in the tech industry penned “An Open Letter on Feminism in Tech” in which they described the hostile atmosphere they’d encountered in the industry. “We’ve been harassed on mailing lists and called ‘whore’/‘cunt’ without any action being taken against aggressors,” the letter said. “We’re constantly asked ‘if you write any code’ when speaking about technical topics and giving technical presentations, despite just having given a talk on writing code. We’ve been harassed at these same conferences in person and online about our gender, looks, and technical expertise.”

“It’s a community in which the porn-inspired, ‘drading,’ ” or drunken, “college tweets of Evan Spiegel, the CEO of Snapchat, go public,” Burleigh wrote, “where a CEO’s history of domestic violence has no repercussions but female executives get fired for tweeting about sexist jokes they overhear. It’s a place,” she continued, “where companies routinely staff conference booths with scantily clad ‘code-babes’ and where women are so routinely sexually harassed at conferences that codes of conduct have become de rigueur—and the subject of endless misogynistic jokes on Twitter.” Burleigh likened Silicon Valley today to the egregiously sexist world of the go-go ’80s depicted in The Wolf of Wall Street, noting that while Wall Street these days seems “tamer,” in Silicon Valley, “misogyny continues unabated.”

So what impact does the culture of Silicon Valley have on the place that girls are experiencing all day, most days, on their phones? While not every one of the thousands of social media sites and apps reflects the tech industry’s frat house atmosphere, of course, it would be blind to say that none of them do; and it would be naïve to say that some of the most popular apps, some of the ones most often used by girls, don’t.

You could start with the concept of “hot or not.” “Hot or not” is a prevailing social media conceit, first seen online in 2000, with the launch of the photo-rating site Hot or Not by two Silicon Valley–based software engineers and Berkeley graduates, James Hong and Jim Young. The site grew out of an argument the two were having about whether a certain woman was attractive, or “hot.” Hong and Young created a way for strangers to look at a picture of a woman’s face and vote on how she measured up. The idea was also the basis of Facemash, the precursor to Facebook, a campus rating site created by Mark Zuckerberg in 2003, when he was still a Harvard sophomore. Two of the founders of YouTube, guy Silicon Valley software engineers who met at the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, have said that Hot or Not was the inspiration for what they originally thought would be just a video version of the game, as well. Much of the culture of social media is, in a way, an ongoing expression of “hot or not,” liking or rejecting people and things, and the physical appeal of women and girls.

So embedded in the culture of Silicon Valley is “hot or not” that it became the subject of satire with Titstare, a fictional mobile app that was presented at TechCrunch’s annual Disrupt Hackathon in San Francisco in 2013. Its creators, two young men in their twenties, described Titstare as “an app where you take photos of yourself staring at tits.” Titstare incited a brief uproar online for its outlandish theme, but some on Twitter called the joke “brilliant” and “pretty funny.” “Sexism is a major problem in the tech industry,” acknowledged TechCrunch, the tech industry news website owned by AOL, apologizing for the “misogynistic” presentation. 

“Beautiful,” “gorgeous,” “sexy,” “hot” are conventional responses to selfies in the culture of social media, responses which many girls seek as they spend minutes or hours of their day preparing themselves to be photographed and photographing themselves to the best advantage. There are typically more graphically sexual comments, too, which many girls feel they are expected to show appreciation for, or just ignore. And then there are different kinds of comments, critical or degrading assessments of how a girl appears on-screen, all based on an array of motivations, from personal animus to jealousy to slut-shaming.

For many girls, the pressure to be considered “hot” is felt on a nearly continual basis online. The sites with which they most commonly interact encourage them to post images of themselves, and employ the “liking” feature, with which users can judge their appearance and, in effect, rate them. When girls post their pictures on Instagram or Snapchat or Facebook, they know they will be judged for their “hotness,” and in a quantifiable way, with numbers of likes. Social media, which gave us selfies, seems to encourage an undue focus on appearance for everyone, but for girls, this focus is combined with a pervasive sexualization of girls in the wider culture, an overarching trend which is already having serious consequences.

A landmark 2007 report by the American Psychological Association (APA) found girls being sexualized—or treated as “objects of sexual desire…as things rather than as people with legitimate sexual feelings of their own”—in virtually every form of media, including movies, television, music videos and lyrics, video games and the Internet, advertising, cartoons, clothing, and toys. Even Dora the Explorer, once a cute, square-bodied child, got a makeover to make her look more svelte and “hot.” The APA surveyed multiple studies which found links between the sexualization of girls and a wide range of mental health issues, including low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, eating disorders, cutting, even cognitive dysfunction. Apparently, thinking about being hot makes it hard to think: “Chronic attention to physical appearance leaves fewer cognitive resources available for other mental and physical activities,” said the APA report.

It isn’t that girls and women haven’t been exploited for their sexuality before; of course they have; but sexualization has become a prevailing mode, influencing how girls see themselves, as well as how they present themselves. The APA did not account for why this damaging sexualization of girls has occurred; it’s another one of the questions I’ll be exploring here; but the immediate and most prominent influence to consider, I think, is online porn.

The adoption of the Internet in American life is inextricably tied to porn, an industry with revenues that jumped into the billions of dollars when it moved online. In 2015, porn sites were among the most popular in cyberspace, accounting for up to 35 percent of Internet traffic. Porn is more available now than it has ever been, and for the first time it is readily available to everyone, including kids. Studies have reported that American children start seeing online porn as young as age six, and the majority of boys and girls have watched it before they turn eighteen. Some research says the number of kids who have viewed online porn, either deliberately or accidentally, is about 40 percent, while some puts the number as high as in the 90 percent range for boys and the 60 percent range for girls. No one seems to think the size of porn’s underage audience is insignificant.

A normalizing trend minimizes porn’s effects. American researchers, hindered in conducting studies by the fact that in the United States it is illegal for children to view porn, argue that not enough is known. “We need a lot more research to keep tabs on this phenomenon and to separate hype from reality,” sociologist David Finkelhor, director of the University of New Hampshire’s Crimes Against Children Research Center, said on the APA website. Finkelhor pointed to positive developments in teenage behavior by way of questioning whether viewing porn has an adverse influence on kids; for example, the teenage pregnancy rate is down, and some studies say that teenagers are having less sex.

But teenage pregnancy rates began to drop significantly in the 1990s, with safe-sex education and increased condom use (although American teens are still getting pregnant more often than in other industrialized countries). Moreover, some research has found that respondents in studies are inclined to misreport the number of sex partners they have had, for a variety of reasons, including women’s fear of being judged or exposed. And the more important question here may be not how many sex partners teenagers are having, but what attitudes about sex they have, and how they are treating each other in a sexual context, both on and off social media. In other words, how is porn affecting teenage sexual behavior?

Porn itself isn’t necessarily the problem; since the 1970s, feminists have argued that female-centric porn can be a source of sexual liberation. But much of the online porn children and teenagers are most likely to see is characterized by what looks like violence against women—not necessarily the violence of bondage or sadomasochistic sex, but violence in which men dominate and control women, insult them, and sometimes hurt them physically. The words the porn industry itself uses to describe the scenes in its videos tell the story: women are “pounded,” “railed,” and “jackhammered,” called “cunts,” “sluts,” “bitches,” and “whores.” Choking, slapping, and “cum shots to the face” are standard moves.

“A lot of online pornography is violent,” said a 2014 article in The New York Times, “Does Porn Hurt Children?” “Much of it merely demonstrates the astounding breadth of sexual appetites out there.” Online porn is also characterized by fetishism. When people say, “Kids see everything today,” it’s true, they do, online, including, sadly, child porn. A 2008 study in CyberPsychology & Behavior found that “considerable numbers of boys and girls had seen images of paraphilic or criminal sexual activity, including child pornography and sexual violence, at least once before the age of 18.” Disturbingly, many of the actresses in popular online porn are in fact teenagers or styled to appear as young as teens. In 2014, the mega porn site Pornhub, with 18 billion visits and 79 billion videos viewed that year, reported that its number one search was for “Teen.”

Rape and gang rape are common scenarios in online porn as well. A search for “violent sex” on the Internet turns up millions of results, including videos tagged “violent rape porn” and “cruel sex.” In 2013, The Washington Post reported on Rapetube, a site “urging users to share what it called ‘fantasy’ videos of sexual attacks.” Garth Bruen, a security fellow at the Digital Citizens Alliance, said the Post, had “discovered dozens of similar sites offering disturbing variations—attacks on drunken women, on lesbians, on schoolgirls—to anyone with a credit card. Some made clear that the clips were fictional, but other sites had the word ‘real’ in their titles. At least a few touted videos that he feared might show actual crimes.”

Some psychologists worry about the effects of such porn, or any porn, on boys’ attitudes toward women and girls, as well as girls’ view of their own sexuality. “Perhaps the most troubling impact of pornography on children and young people is its influence on sexual violence,” wrote Michael Flood, a sociologist and Future Fellow at the Australian Research Council. “A wide range of studies on the effects of pornography have been conducted among young people aged 18 to 25, as well as older populations,” Flood said. “Across these, there is consistent and reliable evidence that exposure to pornography is related to male sexual aggression against women…In a study of Canadian teenagers with an average age of 14, there was a correlation between boys’ frequent consumption of pornography and their agreement with the idea that it is acceptable to hold a girl down and force her to have sex…Among U.S. boys and girls aged 11 to 16, greater exposure to R- and X-rated films was related to stronger acceptance of sexual harassment.” This is all the more troubling when considering how, for many teenagers, porn seems to have become a kind of sex ed. In Britain and Australia, researchers have found that kids turn to porn to get information about sex.

There’s a great deal of pressure on teenage girls today to be considered “sex-positive,” a term arising from the sex-positive movement encouraging sexual pleasure and experimentation; being sex-positive is often seen as free and feminist. But being “sex-positive” and “porn-positive” aren’t necessarily the same things, although they are sometimes conflated by sex-positivity advocates. “You can spin it any way you want, but porn has an effect on how people behave sexually,” asserts John T. Chirban, a clinical instructor in psychology at Harvard Medical School and psychologist who treats adolescents in Boston. “With porn, you’re not looking at the meaning and value of a whole human being. Girls take away from it the message that their most worthy attribute is their sexual hotness.” The primacy of hotness can be seen in the familiar popularity among girls of a kind of porn-star look, apparent in selfies hallmarked by glistening pursed lips and the exposure of butts and cleavage, or “booty pics” and “tit pics.”

In many other countries, the effect of online porn on children is of widespread concern. In 2013, Britain’s four largest Internet service providers agreed to institute “family-friendly filters” that automatically block pornographic websites unless households chose to receive them. The initiative was inspired in part by studies done in Britain on the impact of porn on kids, and promoted by the government of Prime Minister David Cameron, who in 2013 gave a controversial speech in which he spoke of an alarming “corrosion of childhood” he claimed was the result of children being exposed to pornography. Whatever one thinks of Cameron’s conservative politics, his speech echoed talks I’ve had with teachers and school administrators across the country, including a Brooklyn principal, Maura Lorenzen, who lamented, “Childhood is gone. They have access to this world of adults they feel they have to participate in.” Cameron also spoke of the trend of “young people who think it’s normal to send pornographic material as a prelude to dating.” What he was referring to, I think, was a link between porn and the culture of social media.

—

Is there sexism in the lives of American girls? I wasn’t aware of just how much until I started talking to girls about their experiences online, which happened sort of by accident one night in Los Angeles in 2013. I was there on a reporting trip after my boss, Graydon Carter, the editor of Vanity Fair, asked me to do a story on girls for the magazine. There had been a run of high-profile stories in the news about the cyberbullying, campus rapes, and suicides of girls, often with their victimizers filming their crimes and sharing the footage online. Were these isolated cases, we wanted to know, or indicative of a more widespread, menacing atmosphere? Was there a crisis in the world of girls, and if so, what were the factors behind it?

When I sat down with some girls at the Grove, a shopping mall in L.A., all they wanted to talk about was social media. “Social media is destroying our lives,” one of the girls said, as you’ll read in these pages (where I’ve included some of my reporting from that story as well as another in Vanity Fair on dating apps and their impact on love, sex, and romance). “So why don’t you go off it?” I asked. “Because then we would have no life,” said another girl. It was one of the first things that was said to me at the beginning of my reporting process, and I think it could still sum up the conundrum many girls today feel they’re facing.

As a side note, I use the word “girls” here to refer to interview subjects, again, between the ages of thirteen and nineteen. There’s been some debate of late about the meaning and validity of words describing gender; some argue that we should select from a range of choices that would avoid treating gender as an immutable binary. And I get that. And while I acknowledge the feelings of those who say we could even debate what “female” is, I use “girls” in a purely descriptive if not positive way, and with the permission of the girls I interviewed. In considering the effects of sexism and misogyny on the culture of social media, I focus mostly on issues and questions surrounding heterosexual norms of behavior; for while not all the girls I interviewed were heterosexual, they were still dealing with a culture in which these norms exerted influence.

Over the two and a half years I spent reporting, I spoke to girls from different socioeconomic backgrounds, of different races, sexual orientations, and gender identities. I identify their races per the U.S. Census: black, white, Latino, Asian, Asian Indian, Native American, and again, with the permission of the girls so identified. When the subject of race came up in our conversations, I included that in my reporting. I’ve changed their names and some identifying details as a way of protecting their privacy. Their ages here are their ages when we spoke. Most of the time, when I spoke with girls ages sixteen and under, their parents knew about our interviews and sometimes sat in on them. I met girls in public places, through parents, teachers, school counselors and administrators, and friends. I met them at high schools and middle schools, at malls and movie theaters and Starbucks. I met them on college campuses, at a Houston beauty pageant, and on spring break.

One of the things that continually struck me over the course of my reporting was the similarity of girls’ experiences on social media regardless of their race or background. The homogeneity of the technology and widespread use of the same apps seem to be creating, again, a certain culture. And a lot of what girls had to say about this culture involved an experience of what can only be described as sexism—a word of which many girls, especially in the beginning of my process, were unaware. “What’s sexism?” asked a girl in Williamsburg, Virginia. “Is that when somebody likes sex?” When I asked her and her friends if they’d ever heard of feminism, another girl said, “Is that when a boy acts like a girl?”

But those same girls are not unfamiliar with these words now, as I learned in a later conversation. In 2014, a surge of feminism rose up online like Hokusai’s Great Wave off Kanagawa. It all began in January, in the days after Elliot Rodger, age twenty-two, a rich kid from Calabasas, California, killed six people and injured fourteen others before committing suicide in Isla Vista, near the campus of the University of California, Santa Barbara. He had gone there seeking women to punish for their failure to appreciate him and have sex with him, he said. His 141-page manifesto, “My Twisted World: The Story of Elliot Rodger,” which he posted online, was a misogynistic screed. Rodger saw women as “flawed,” “like a plague,” “incapable of reason or thinking rationally,” undeserving of “any rights.” He envisioned a world in which he would starve women to death in concentration camps.

The response to this event on social media was like an explosion. Suddenly women and girls all over the world were raising their voices, sharing their experiences of sexual violence, harassment, and discrimination. And they were doing it on social media, with the hashtag #yesallwomen. It was a powerful example of how social media could be used as an activist tool, to protest sexism, as much as it was a place where sexism was being felt. Rebecca Solnit, writing on MotherJones.com, described this as a moment in which “you could see change happen.” I could see the change myself.

Girls I interviewed in 2013 were much more resigned to the sexism in their lives than girls I spoke to in 2014. As the year went on and women and girls continued to speak out, online, girls seemed to wake up. They were talking about the same things—“savages” and “fuckboys,” slut-shaming and a punishing double standard—but they were expressing themselves with a new and critical perspective which many said they’d learned from posts and articles they’d read on social media.

It’s not that anything material in their lives had necessarily changed, but their thinking was changing, and they seemed to feel emboldened to talk about things in a way they might not have, even as recently as a year before, when such talk might have gotten them labeled “feminists”—and nobody wanted to be a feminist, whatever a feminist might be. Many of their favorite celebrities—Katy Perry, Taylor Swift, Kelly Clarkson, Shailene Woodley, and others—shrank away from being labeled feminists back then. “I’m not a feminist,” Lady Gaga said in 2009.

But in 2014, something changed, and girls’ role models were starting to embrace the word, and, more significantly, the idea that there was inequality in the lives of women and girls that needed to be addressed. Emma Watson delivered a widely publicized speech at the United Nations, saying, “Fighting for women’s rights has too often become synonymous with man-hating. If there is one thing I know for certain, it is that this has to stop.” Watson urged men and boys to join women and girls in becoming “advocates for gender equality.” Taylor Swift switched teams, throwing in with the feminists. And then Beyoncé performed at the MTV Video Music Awards in front of a twelve-foot sign reading FEMINIST. “That was a big, big thing,” said a fourteen-year-old girl in New York. “It was like, Beyoncé, wow.”

And yet it was in late 2015 that you saw something like Syracusesnap. The culture of social media churns away, seeming to pay very little attention, so far, to the protestations of feminists or anyone who objects to its troubling aspects. And girls suffer. On a daily, sometimes hourly, basis, on their phones, they encounter things which are offensive and potentially damaging to their well-being and sense of self-esteem. I sat next to a fourteen-year-old girl on a New York City bus one day and asked her to show me what she was looking at on her phone. As we traveled down Second Avenue, the posts on her Twitter timeline included a meme that was circulating of a picture of Albert Einstein emblazoned with the words “WHAT WAS THE SMARTEST THING TO HAVE EVER COME OUT OF A WOMAN’S MOUTH? MY DICK.” “I guess it’s supposed to be funny,” the girl said uncertainly.

This isn’t a book about how girls are victims. “Victim” isn’t a word I’d use to describe the kind of girls I’ve seen, surviving and thriving in an atmosphere which has become very hostile to them, much of the time. How can this be, when girls are graduating from college in higher numbers than ever before, when they’re becoming leaders in their chosen fields in greater numbers? From what we hear, American girls are among the most privileged and successful girls in the world. But tell that to a thirteen-year-old who gets called a “slut” and feels she can’t walk into a school classroom because everybody will be staring at her, texting about her on their phones. “We need to puzzle out why women have made more strides in the public arena than in the private arena,” says Elizabeth Armstrong, a professor of sociology at the University of Michigan who specializes in sexuality and gender. Women, and girls as well. We need also to examine the ways in which girls sometimes echo the sexism they experience in their dealings with one another. For it isn’t only boys who slut-shame, not only boys who hold girls to a double standard.

As I traveled and reported, stories in the news continued appearing which reflected what I was hearing from girls. As I’m finishing this introduction, another high school, in Cañon City, Colorado, has been “rocked,” as they say, by revelations of a “sexting ring”—known to girls as “slut pages.” “The high school football team appears to have been ground zero for the scandal,” reported the Deseret News National. Technology, again, played a key role in the case, with “vault apps” serving to mask the collection of 300 to 400 nude photographs of mostly girls among at least 100 students. The boy with the largest stash of photographs was referred to as “the pimp of pictures,” according to The New York Times. The mother of a student at the school complained to the paper that her daughter, a junior, “had been ‘propositioned by multiple guys’ during her freshman year. ‘She received unsolicited photos from guys, which she immediately deleted.’ ”

“Sexism has filtered into new arenas that adults don’t see or understand because they’re not using social media the same way,” said Katie, a student at Barnard. “They think, Oh, how can there be anything wrong here if it’s just Snapchat or Instagram, it’s just a game.” But if this is a game, it’s unlike any other we’ve ever played. And the stakes for American girls could not be higher.


Chapter One

13


Montclair, New Jersey

“SEND NOODZ.”

The boy sent the message in the middle of the day, when she was walking home from school. He sent it via direct message on Instagram, in the same shaky, childlike font as the new Drake album (“IF YOURE READING THIS ITS TOO LATE”).

Sophia stared at her phone.

“Wait what???” she responded.

No answer.

She continued along the empty streets. It was a warm spring day and the wide green lawns were full of blooming trees. Montclair was a pretty place, and it was safe, so a lot of kids walked home from school. She’d been with friends, but they had already peeled off and gone inside their houses, so she was all alone. She hoped to see someone she knew, hopefully a girl she could tell: “Oh my God, you know Zack, he asked me for nudes!” And: “What should I do?”

But there was no one around. She thought about texting someone—most things, observations, gossip, jokes, were shared right away, but this seemed like something new. Something almost…private. Secret. That rare thing, something no one else could know.

She had heard of boys asking girls for nudes before, but it had never happened to her. This was her first time. She didn’t know how to respond, or if she should respond. Should she be outraged? Shocked? Her first reaction was: “I was like, Whoa, he finds me attractive? That’s kind of strange. I never knew he found me attractive…”

She thought about the boy. He was thirteen, the same age as she, a boy from her eighth-grade class. He was a boy like other boys—he talked loud and rough and wore baggy shorts and snapback hats and had a swaggering demeanor like Justin Bieber, whom he probably would have dissed. He was “cute,” “but kind of gross.”

She wondered if he liked her. “He never likes anything of mine on Instagram, but why would he ask me that if he hadn’t been thinking about me? If I wasn’t in his mind? Boys aren’t gonna come out and just say, ‘I like you,’ ’cause they don’t do that. They have, like, their own language…”

When she got to her house, a Victorian house with a wraparound porch, the place where boys had once come calling for girls, she went upstairs to her room. Plugged her phone into the charger. It was almost out of juice. She’d been up most of the night texting under the covers so if her mother walked in she wouldn’t see—texting friends in her group chat who were still awake, sending words and emojis and giggling over inside jokes. And then during the day she had texted all through school. She woke up tired a lot of the time, but, she said, “I just drink a Red Bull.”

She went into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Peered at herself. Pursed her lips. Stuck her tongue out to the side, Miley-style. Tossed her hair. She knew that she was “attractive,” so she wasn’t all that surprised that the boy had asked her for nudes. “I get, like, a hundred likes on all my pictures and people comment, like, ‘Gorgeous…’ ”

But she wondered what it would be like if someone actually had a naked picture of her, and she wondered what that picture would be. “Not like I was gonna do it—oh my God, no—but if you did, like, what would you send so it looked good, and not ratchet?”

She wondered if the boy had thought about kissing her. If he was going to be her first kiss. She’d been wondering what it would be like to kiss a boy, to have one want you so bad he would take you into the park or even his room and press his lips against yours, wrapping his arms around you, holding you close.

She heard her phone ding from inside the bathroom. A text alert. She ran to see. It was the boy, responding to her message:

“I really need this ’cause I have to win a bet I wont show anyone,” he wrote.

“What serious who else did you ask,” she texted, her heart beating fast.

“nobody lol I need it from you please”

“Why”

“so theres this high school kid I think hes a senior who hooks me up with lq”—booze—“he said hell get us as much as we need cause hes rich if me and jack show that we can get nudes no disrespect im just asking you cause youre the prettiest girl and the best person to ask”

She stared at the phone, thought about it a moment, and wrote: “lol”



New York, New York

At the Barnes & Noble on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan in May 2015, Kim Kardashian was launching her latest book, Selfish, a collection of selfies and nudes. It was more than 400 pages of Kim staring into the camera, pursing her lips, looking sultry and suggestive. It was Kim naked in a bathroom mirror, naked in a bedroom mirror, clutching her naked breasts, leaning naked over a bathroom sink, sticking her famous behind up in the air; Kim leaning naked over a bed in the grainy dark, Kim in lingerie and bathing suits, lounging beside electric-blue swimming pools, doing “leg shots.”

“Oh my God oh my God oh my God oh my God,” said a thirteen-year-old girl waiting in the line snaking through the store.

There were pictures of Kim from 2006, when she was still an L.A. party girl and friend of Paris Hilton’s, to 2014, after she had become one of the most famous women in the world. In those eight years, which had seen the introduction of the iPhone in 2007, and the global spread of social media through mobile technology, Kim had become social media’s biggest star. In 2006, she had just 856 friends on Myspace—where she announced in her profile, “I’m a PRINCESS and you’re not so there!”—and now she had 31 million followers on Instagram, second only to Beyoncé, whom she would eclipse in a few months, climbing to number one. She had 34 million followers on Twitter, where she posted more selfies daily, most of which got thousands of favorites and retweets. 

“I love her,” said another girl in the store.

What was the meaning of Kim Kardashian? Why was she here, and why wouldn’t she go? Why did anyone care about her, and how had she become so ubiquitous? Throughout the years of her ascendance, people had been trying to figure this out. Some seemed furious at her success, which in 2015 included TV shows, endorsement deals, makeup, fragrances, clothing lines, one of the most popular of all mobile apps—in which a Kim avatar showed you how to become as famous as she—and a net worth of $85 million. Still, she was called “vain,” “shallow,” “frivolous,” “egotistical,” “materialistic,” and many other more vulgar insults in endless media pieces and online rants. “I have never heard more anger and dismay than when we announced that the people you are about to see were on our list,” Barbara Walters told viewers before airing a segment on the Kardashian family in her 10 Most Fascinating People show of 2011. “You are all often described as famous for being famous,” Walters leveled at sisters Kim, Khloé, Kourtney, and their mother, Kris, who sat before her in sleek couture. “You don’t really act, you don’t sing, you don’t dance, you don’t have any—forgive me—any talent.”

The Kardashians tried, in their mild way, but they couldn’t quite seem to explain to Walters, who had come of age at a different time, that this was actually the point—talent didn’t matter much in becoming famous anymore. Or perhaps what served as talent had transformed. It was now enough to know how to become famous purely for the sake of fame.

“She’s amazing,” said another girl in Barnes & Noble.

The Kardashians, a family of American girls, had come on the scene, swept forward by the gown of Princess Kim, in a kind of perfect cultural storm: there was the fascination with fame that had always danced at the edges of American identity, and now, with the explosion of a celebrity news industry fueled by Internet blogs and TMZ, had taken over the aspirational longings of the young. A 2007 survey by the Pew Research Center found that 51 percent of eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds said their most or second most important life goal was to become famous. Sixty-four percent said their number one goal was to become rich.

A girl waiting in line for Kim said, “I want her life.”

There was reality television, which stoked a thirst for more and more intimate details of the lives of celebrities and newly minted reality show stars. And there was princess culture. For a generation of girls raised on the Disney corporation’s multibillion-dollar line of so-called princess products, the five sisters of Keeping Up with the Kardashians were real-life princesses who lived in a Calabasas, California, castle, unabashedly focused on the pursuit of beauty treatments, expensive fun, and luxury brands—the latter a national fixation spawned in the “luxury revolution” of the last thirtysomething years, in which most of the wealth of the country had traveled into the hands of a few, with the rest of the population looking on longingly as the beneficiaries of a new Gilded Age flaunted their high-end stuff. And entertainment media, from Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous to Keeping Up with the Kardashians, provided them with ample opportunities to do just that.

“I get letters from little girls begging me to adopt them,” Kim once told a reporter. The Kardashian lifestyle was the fulfillment of a new American dream that had been embraced by many girls and young women, unsurprisingly enough, at a time when everything around them supported it as an ideal: it was to be beautiful, famous, and rich, and to have amazing clothes, bags, and shoes and tens of millions of followers on social media. It was to get tens or even hundreds of thousands of likes on all your selfies.

“I want to take a selfie with her,” a girl in Barnes & Noble said excitedly.

Behind the Kardashians’ lifestyle, there was a mother, but it wasn’t Kim; it was Kris Jenner, Kim’s own mother and tireless manager, who took 10 percent of all her daughters’ incomes. “My job is to take my family’s fifteen minutes of fame and turn it into thirty,” Kris once declared. That her family’s fifteen minutes had begun with a leaked sex tape of her daughter and the singer Ray J didn’t seem to give her pause; in fact, it was just after the release of the tape that Kris started shopping her family’s reality show, a move she likened to “[making] some lemonade out of these lemons.” The scandal which Paris Hilton had already endured wasn’t much of a scandal anymore. Porn stars were writing best-selling books and appearing on The Oprah Winfrey Show. For the biggest, darkest cloud in the perfect storm that brought Kim Kardashian rising out of the ocean of wannabe celebrities like Venus on a flip phone was the widespread consumption and normalization of online porn. In 2014, Pornhub reported in its “Year in Review” that Kim was number eight in the top ten most popular “porn stars” in the world.

“Kim, you’re doing amazing, sweetie,” Kris said in an iconic moment on Keeping Up with the Kardashians, in which Kim, naked except for jewelry and heels, is on her knees, arching her back, and posing as a photographer snaps pictures—as does Kris, with a little personal camera. The moment is striking in its depiction of another element of the cultural tempest that delivered us Kim: the hypersexualization of American girls and women.

“She’s hot,” said a boy waiting in line to see her.

“Is Kim Kardashian a feminist role model?” asked Jezebel in 2013. The website answered “no” and “nooooo­ooooo­ooooo­o.” But already the worm of popular opinion was starting to turn. Kim was being touted as a “businesswoman.” She was being called “powerful”—and didn’t achieving power, any kind of power, by any means, make a woman a feminist? So blogs and think pieces argued. Was it Kim’s marriage to a powerful music industry player and self-described “creative genius,” Kanye West, or their joint appearance on the cover of Vogue in 2014—a nod from establishment media moving Kim onto the A-list—that began to mute her haters? Or was it that Kim’s true talent, her skill at using social media—the real secret of her success, all along—was finally being recognized for the power it commanded?

“Something about Kim is very appealing to digital natives,” Re/code founder Kara Swisher told Rolling Stone in 2015. Yes, and that something was becoming very clear: Kim successfully used the technological tools now available to almost everyone to get what everyone wanted. What she’d been doing relentlessly since the introduction of smartphones and before, now everybody was doing—using social media to self-promote, to craft an idealized online self; and girls coming of age in the second decade of the twenty-first century were using it to present a sexualized self. “My little cousin, she’s thirteen, and she posts such inappropriate pictures on Instagram and boys post sexual comments, and she’s like, Thank you. It’s child porn, and everyone’s looking at it on their iPhones in the cafeteria,” said a seventeen-year-old girl in New York.

Presiding over the pornification of American life was Princess Kim, who’d been crowned the “Selfie Queen.” Posting selfies, once thought to be embarrassingly narcissistic, was now as common as brushing one’s teeth—or putting on makeup, the subject of many of the selfies in Kim’s new book. For the last and loudest thunderclap in this perfect storm, the precipitous rise of narcissism in the American psyche—charted in studies since the 1970s, and accelerated by social media, according to psychologists—was personified and glamorized in the image of a dewy, contoured Kim staring into her iPhone screen.

Slate called Selfish “riveting.” The Atlantic, in a review titled “You Win, Kim Kardashian,” gushed, “In declaring herself, against all common sense, as art, she mocks and dares and provokes. She rejects what came before. And with her candor about who she is and what it takes to make her that way, she might also, against all odds, move us forward.” Whatever that might mean.

At the Barnes & Noble in Manhattan, Kim, then thirty-four, was wearing a tight, high-necked white lace dress and glistening with products. She sat behind a table, signing books for her hundreds of awaiting fans.

“You’ve inspired me to be hot and famous,” a teenage girl told her, blushing.

“Aw,” said Kim. “I love you.”

Though there had been a ban on selfies at the signing, Kim stood up and took a selfie with the girl. They posed together, staring into the girl’s smartphone, pursing their lips.

“You are a role model for my daughters,” said someone’s mother.



Montclair, New Jersey

Montclair, New Jersey, is a suburb of some 39,000 people, about an hour by train from Manhattan. It’s home to many commuters to New York, many with jobs in the arts and entertainment. Stephen Colbert lives there, as do a number of acclaimed authors and journalists from leading news organizations. It’s known as a good place to raise kids, with good schools and its own art museum, art galleries, and live theaters. The downtown area of Upper Montclair has the look and feel of a village—a prosperous village, with antiques stores, boutiques, nice restaurants, and yoga studios for mother and baby.

On a spring day in Montclair, in Watchung Plaza, the shopping area in the center of town, children from three elementary schools were giving a musical performance in a grassy square. Parents were standing around in a semicircle, recording it on their phones.

“America, America,” the children sang, in their high, sweet voices; some blew on flutes and clarinets, others banged on shiny drums. A cherry tree laden with pink blossoms blazed in the mid-afternoon sunlight. Some of the littlest girls had garlands in their hair. They looked like budding flowers in the grass.

The parents stood with cell phone cameras focused on the children. Almost every parent held a phone. If the children looked out at the crowd, they saw a sea of smiling adult faces, not looking directly at them, but gazing into their screens. One mother darted around, paparazzi-style, getting shots on a Canon DSLR.

“God shed his grace on thee…”

The concert trudged through “Do Re Mi” and “Under the Sea.” Bang, bang went the drums. An American flag flew languidly from a nearby Chase Bank.

Some parents started to discreetly check their e-mails and texts. Some were already posting the children’s performance on Facebook. There were sporty moms in Lycra workout clothes, Burberry and Kate Spade bags dangling from their wrists. There were fathers in jeans and patterned button-downs, wearing Merrell hiking sneakers. One encouraged his son, low, “You got this, buddy, focus, focus,” when the boy started banging his drum out of sync. A girl blew hard on a flute, which squeaked in the air.

When the performance was over, the parents erupted in applause and cheers as raucous as if the children had won the Super Bowl.

“Mom,” said a girl, running over. She pulled at her mother’s hand, which held a phone.

Her mother put an arm around the girl, saying, “You were great! You were so good.”

“No,” said the girl. “I messed up. And I look bad today. Don’t post it.”



Online

From the earliest days of photography, parents were using this exciting new technology as a way to capture images of their kids. The rapid growth of daguerreotype studios in the United States in the 1850s was fed in part by the craze for portraits of children and babies. Once upon a time, only the wealthy and privileged could afford to have their portraits done by a small, select circle of artists. Now, with photography, shopkeepers, doctors, butchers, and carpenters could appear in pictures that resembled life, and so could their offspring.

Parents, then as now, wanted pictures of their children to record their development, to be able to gaze upon their innocent beauty and charm, and to show them off to family and friends. There was also the anxious consideration of infant mortality; if a child happened to die before she had a chance to be photographed, she might very well be photographed postmortem, posed in a cradle or bed as if still alive, so intense was the desire to retain an image of the loved one, which was already serving as a stand-in for an actual self.

Today, parents use smartphone technology and social media to broadcast images of their children to the world. They cultivate their children’s online selves from birth or even before, in the delivery room, even in utero. Social media has given parenting a whole new dimension, and it has provided a publishing tool for parenting as performance. A 2010 study by the Internet security firm AVG Technologies found that 92 percent of American children have an online presence before the age of two. Parents post nearly 1,000 images of their children online before their fifth birthday, according to a 2015 poll conducted by the U.K.-based Parent Zone, an online safety site. The debate, often heard in the early years of social media, about whether posting pictures of children online is safe, from a personal security standpoint—not to mention questions of privacy—has been overwhelmed by a new parental drive to post and the built-in competition to attract the most attention and adulation for one’s own kids.

“There are mothers who actually try to help their daughters use social media to get popular,” said a mother of a high school girl in Boca Raton, Florida. “It’s embarrassing because a lot of these women were not popular when they were in school. But now they’re trying to feel popular through their daughters, and they will check the numbers of likes their daughters’ pictures get. I have seen mothers take their daughters to have hair and makeup done to do selfies.”

The pride and joy which have always inspired the sharing of a photograph of one’s child are now accompanied by the anticipation of the pleasure and personal reward of likes from online friends and followers. A video of Baby cooing or having her first bite of banana is a reliable way to get likes and “awww”s; a picture of Junior making his first soccer goal elicits “yay!”s and “go!”s. And in the background is the
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