Critica] Studies in Media Communication
Vol. 18, No. 1, June 2001, pp. 157-173

Jessica Hahn, Media Whore:
Sex Scandals and Female Publicity

Joshua Gamson
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A COUPLE of years before she hosted
er-view’s lady-mud-wres-

vy-metal program IThun-

sica Hahn, whose 1980 Florida-hotel-
room encounter with televangelist Jim
Bakker set in motion a course of events
that effectivel broughtdowan:ekk;r’t:
extravagant empire in

1980|, suggested that, had he simpl
ing, Belker might sill be rcigni
After all, according to Hahn, he E
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her Bakker and his preacher
cron‘;rI:Jv;)hl?Welleyﬂetcher

took from me that first
Emumewhenyoulovesomebod and it’

everything good. .. took me
the gift that God ga: ave ur-of the
ullimamaclol‘love stole that from
me. I will never in get that back. 1
will never in my life know what it’s like to

make love for the first time o the man I
love (“The Jessica Hahn Story, Part L"
1987, p. 198).

In [act, she maintained, a little com-
and Bakker might have
never e down for and
raping her. “If the man had come back
to my room ten minutes later with one
flower and said, ‘Jessica, I don't

Imowwhnthlwened. I'm sorry,’ ” she
said in 1987, I probably could have
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looked the other way” (“The Jessica
Hahn Story, Part 1,” 1987, p. 183). The
choice of venue [or these statements
was Plgyboy magazine, in which Hahn
was ing for a rumored $1 mil-
lion, some of which she promptly spent
on the cosmetic enhancement of her
breasts and other of her body.
Her switch from “virgin” to “whore,”
where she has been pretty much parked
since then, was already in full swing.

Jessica Hahn is the g’eﬂ sum we
have of the sex-scandal icon: Good girl
and her evil twin, trusting, naive ru-
ined woman and calculating, sex-
drenched golddigger, victim and vamp.
Long before her, and long before
Monica Lewinsky and her thong under-
wear became national joke fodder, sex
scandals began to donate to American
public culture some of the most con-
spicuous icons of female sexuality.
While larger sex scandal narratives, in
which powerful men are almost invari-
ably the central characters, tend to be
much more about institutional morali-
ties than sexual ones (Fine, 1997; Gam-
son, 2000), their subsidiary, scandl.hz-
ing female characters have remained
quite thoroughly sexualized, and their
sexuality has remained quite rigidly
imagined as either virginal or whorish.
Power-hungry temptress of powerful
man (busty, licking her lips), chaste
beauty ruined by powerful man (young,
smooth skinmed, eyes cast down but
glancing up with hints of desire): It’s
like a 1950s central casting call for a
solt-core production of Samson and De-
lilah set in the 1890s.

Indeed, contemporary sex scandals
are shocking less for the sexual behav-
iors involved than for the ways they
replay stock female roles that “enlight-
ened” societies often claim to have
outgrown. In the midst of remarkable
change in gender structures and the
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movement of feminist ideologies into
the mainstream of American life, Jes-
sica Hahn, Monica Lewinsky, and their
colleagues have skitted along musty
virgin-whore and victim-vamp axes that
have gone almost nowhere for centu-
ries. It is disturbing, and perbaps not a
massive coincidence, that the sex scan-
dal has come into its own as a narrative
genre just as women have pushed out a
degree of space to be in asexual public
roles, and just as women have eked out
some space to be sexual, and to talk
about sexualily, without being stigma-
tized and penalized. As publicly avail-
able sexual scripts in general, and wom-
en’s sexual s in particular, have
z&eﬂned up and liberalized, the avail-
roles for women in most sex scan-
dal stories are as jarringly cramped
and retro-camp as a comic book’s.

On its own, while certainly appall-
ing, the persistence of sexual objectifi-
cation, sexual double standards, and a
virgin-whore dichotomy is not surpris-
ing news. The axis of sexually *pure”
or sexual “ruined,” of virgin or whore,
of loose woman or bad girl, has been,
and continues to be, one of the central
axes which women'’s positioning
in the public sphere has run (Dinner-
stein, 1976). Nor is it particularly unex-
pected that as women have entered the
public sphere on more self-determined
terms and increased their power in the
workplace, marketplace, and politics,
there are many cultural events that
emerge to re-mark women as male
sexual property (Bordo, 1997).

More striking, however, is how ef-
fortlessly fresh political rhetorics and
new cultural roles—most strikingly,
feminism and celebrity—lend them-
selves to stale sexual roles and scripts.
Women thrown into publicity, pursu-
ing it, or both do so on peculiar terms,
and those terms are not well under-
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stood. While much writing has focused
on the associations of women with “the
private,” and on the entry of women
into “public” rolel(Ellhla.ln, 1981; Fra-
ser, 1992; Rosaldo, 1974), very litde
consideration has been given to the
gendered aspects of publicity. Such
“gender asymmetries concerning pri-
and publicity” (Fraser, 1998, p
318¥need to be more
fronted. Acloserlookatlaﬁetwenheth
century sex scandals offers a modest
clue, suggesting not just that women’s
sexuality, when publicized, is narrowly
scripted, but also, more revealingly,
that stories of women's publicity are
often narrated by analogy to sexuslity.
Thewrgnluchmversuswhore/leduc-
tress slmy though in mutated, often
indebted, form, serves as the
blu tfortheltoryofwomenenler
public eye.
acmdalureanespeaa.llyu.leﬁﬂ
spot to witness the interplay between
female sexuality and female publmty,
both of which are such t narra-
tive elements (Castor, 1991; Cohen,
1996; Deem, 1999; Erni, 1998 Hoge-
l:nd, 1999). The strategy em-
ployedhereformveldgnungthntmher
plny is narrative analysis—put simply,
an interpretive retelling of the Jessica
Hahn story. Hers is not the only story
available, and not the only story [rom
which is drawn, but it remains the most
revealing and archetypical of the sex
scandal . Before turning to Hahn's
story, Im recount the history of
the public ter of sex scandal
vixen/victim, which reaches back into
the nineteenth century. Then, taking
up the character of Jessica Hahn, I
point to the ways in which she both
replays and departs from that earlier
characterization. (I am agnostic on the
relationship between the public figure
of Jessica Hahn, n.vulableonlymmus—
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mediated form, and the “real”
presumably available in other forms; it
uth)eformerthughtrmﬂ:erelevmtlub-
_|ect. Em'hc I note what hap-
tale as two newer contem-
poraryducourses, of feminism and of
celebrity, meet up with the virgin-
whore discourse: how bodily
and media innocence, the loose woman
and the media whore, the good girl
and the self-commodﬂier onto
one another. Buried in these di
ing, sometimes amusing, sex scandal
tales are important lessons about how
publicity is “gendered” and “sexmal-
ized.”

A Brief of the Sex
Scandal Vixen/Victim

The mold of sex scandal figurine
inherited by late twentieth-century
women like Jessica Hahn and Monica
hmﬂ:u pretly well cast a cen-

them. The quintessential
mneteenth -century sex scandal, in
which minister Henry Ward Beecher
was accused of an s affair with
Elizabeth Tilton, the wife of his friend
Theodore Tilton, played out, largely in
cov a six-month trial in
1874 and 1875, as a complicated con-
versation about religion and “free
love,” and women’s growing
public roles, and the like. Even here,
though, where the terms were religious
ones—sin, adultery, God, the sanctity of
marriage, and so on—and where the
ips in question were y
intimate ones, Elizabeth Tilton was
seen alternately as 4 saintly innocent or
an untrustworthy, free- seduc-
tress. “She is the t combinati
leverh:ew,” Beecher told The New
York Times, “You see her one time and
you would think her a saint on earth; at
another time she is a weak, irrespon-
sible being and anything but a saint”
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(quoted in Fox, 1999, p. 40-41). As
Richard Wightman Fox (1999) de-
scribes i, even as “Theodore and
Henry spoke repeatedly at the trial of
their h;‘::les regard for Elizabeth,”
each also “tried to save his reputation
by divulging sadly that the saint was
also disturbed. Her gifts were so pro-
nounced that she was incompetent in
such everyday human aclivities as
truth-telling or the calm containment
of passion. The saint, in the end, was a
temptress” (pp. 112-3).

These hints of the saint-or-lemptress
character were already joined by hints
that women receiving publicity and
notoriety were more likely to be any-
thing but saints. Indeed, the phrase
“public woman” at the time “could
mean either ‘public figure’ or ‘prosti-
tute,” and critics of militant women
smirked at the slippage the phrase per-
mitted” (Fox, 1999, p. 16}. Reporters
and others commented regularly on
the indignity of women’s presence in
the courtroom, and especially objected
to Mry. Tilton’s daily appearances. “A
gross violation of taste,” one re-
porter complained, for instance. “She
has added lo the probability of her unwor-
thiness by this bold display” (quoted in
Fox, 1999, p. 94; emphasis added).

What the Beecher-Tilton scanda) be-
gan, the Presidential election of 1884
further ed. When the tabloid

Evening News first ran stories, for
example, about Grover “the Good”
Cleveland’s affair with Maria Halpin,
he was the seducer, and she the “*beau-
tiful, viruous and intelligent yo
lady” (quoted in Collins, 1998, p. ‘;:Ilf
A widow working in a Buffalo dry-
goods store, the siory went, Halpin
became pregnant by Cleveland, and
wound up “broken-hearted, disgraced,
and outcast, even while her seducer
continues to revel in the realm of the
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just, and pretend before the great

American public that he is a model of
virtue” (quoted in Collins, 1998, p. 74).
Within the publicity baitle between
Cleveland’s supporters and those of
opponent jJames Blaine, Halpin shuttded
before readers’ eyes from virtuous
widow to harlot. Both attackers and
defenders of Cleveland’s character, in
fact, relied on the assertion of Halpin's
loose sexuality. “Moral Monster
Grover Cleveland’s True Character
Laid Bare a Boon Companion to Buf-
falo Harlots,” boomed a Cincinnati
Penny Post headline (quoted in Collins,
1998, p. 75). “We do not believe the
American people will knowingly elect
to the Presidency a coarse debauchee,”
suggested the New York Sum, “who
would bring harlots to Washington and
hire lodging from them convenient to
the White House” {quoted in Collins,
1998, p. 74). Boys will be boys, the
Cleveland-su; ive New York World
countered. Cleveland was *‘sowing his
wild oats when he met this woman,”
the paper asserted. “She was a widow
and not a good woman by any means”
(quoted in Collins, 1998, p. 78).
A decade later, Madeline Pollard
in court that the 47-year-old
William Campbell Preston Breckin-
ridgel,_ a married, five-term cl?mpol
man from az:::lnnnem' Kentuc iti-
cal family, seduced her i¥l 1884
when she was, as she put it, a “*maiden
of the age of 17 " {quoted in
Klotter, 1980, p. 230), fathered her two
children over the subsequent years, and
then reneged on a promise to mairy
her. Breckinridge, “the silver-tongued
orator from Kentucky,” was a big pro-
moter of chastity (““the foundation, the
cornerstone of human society™) and of
women’s sexual “purity” (which in-
volves avoiding *‘useless hand-shak-
ing, promiscuous kissing, needless
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touches, and all exposures”), and
wasted no time in painting a picture of
Pollard as the other side of chaste
(quoted in Klotter, 1980, pp. 229-230).
She was “ambitions and had used him
to gain prominence,” Breckinridge tes-
tified, and e\:‘n when he gave her
money to of her, she “clung like
a pn)ns:te’ﬁtquoted in Klotter, 1980 P
234
She was hardly “unspoiled,” his de-
fense went, whe,:l he met her, hardly promine:
the young, innocent girl with the high-
necked collar and the tight bun seen in
the widely circulating picture. She liked
sex, to begin with, “and had lured him
[mto sexual relations] as much as he
lured her” (quoted in Klotter, 1980,
233). Memoranda from vmouspeopi
(much of it testimony deemed by the
judge “too filthy and obscene” to intro-
duce into court) su this claim.
One man wrote “she schooled
henelfm tha.l.unfortheloveofit, and
me place herself on
t”; anol.her a store
owner in her hometoum, clumed to
knowherl.obe“alwnysful.andforh
ward and unproper in her behavior
with young men,” claiming that any-
one who could pay could have her
(quoted in Klotter, 1980, p. 233). “A

self-ncknowledged tute,“ his law-
yers flatly argued (quoted in Klotter,
1980, p. 234). Pol llﬂ.rg:l if to refute the

charge often arrived and left the court-
room in the of a nun. For
their part, Pol wyers, phyms
up the notion that B

James Jones of the Hamilton College
IorFemalesmIe:nngtonpﬂnt.wu

“an insult to every pure woman, a

menace (o every v:rgm," and a “wild
beast in search of prey,” emphasized
her status as prey, her stolen innocence

and her spoiled purity. “I stand here
for womanhood,” said her attorney in
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his closing argument (quoted in Klot-
ter, 1980).

The virgin-whore seesaw remained
intact even as scandals began to shift
location. For a complicated set of rea-
sons—a “concentration of power among
early twentieth-century elites” and a
“professionalized, autonomous journal-
ism hostile to the ived excesses of
popular democracy” among them-
“revelnhons of moral tu tude
blic culture dylmng

blic
ﬂ twentieth century,

and the center of sex-scandal gravity
shifted to mass culture (Summers, 2000; .
see also Collins, 1998). Hollywood, of
course, was seen as a place of loose
morals, and was a popular and easy
target for moral purity campaigns;
moareover, for the growing professional
gossip columnists, Holl
go Id mine. Charlie in, Errol
Mary Astor, memg
ot{-“‘ stars all [aced lcandalous
revelations and often highly publicized
courtroom dramas (Anger, 1975). It is
here, in the budding Hollywood fame
mdullry, that the narrative link be-
tween women's celebrity-seeking and
sexual looseness solidified even fur-
ther. If Hollywood scandals served as
“dramatic [images] of & community—
and society at wild” (Fine,
1997, p. 308), the female stars of the
19205, 30:,ca:|:1d 40s, often ting
unapologeu y risque images (or,
Mary Astor, having them revealed in
scandals), served as symbols of sexual-
ized celebrity. Even more significantly,
the images of women made famous
through early Hollywood sex scandals
typically swung from chaste victims of
amoral men—innocent youngsters with
stars in their eyes taken advantage of
by lecherous actors and moguls—~to
wannabe starlets using sex to extract

was a
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ublicity. A woman who en the
Bmellg:lyl, these stories began]mply
was a woman who employed and en-
joyed sex; women’s celebrity pursuit
itself, even when was not directly
used to get there, was analogous to
prostitution. The role of female “inno-
cent,” or victim of male sexual aggres-
sion, became less available the more a
woman was shown to find pleasure in
fame.

By the 1970s, in fact, when a series
of congressional sex scandals reignited
the sex scandal genre in politics, the
scandalizing female characters, with
their combination of unabashed sexual-
ity and unabashed love of publicity,
emerged quickly and firmly as quasi-

rostitutes; their innocence, victim-

ood, or virtue only became part of the
story long after the scandals themselves
died. In reports about her jump into
the Potomac with Wilbur
Mills in 1974, for instance, Anabella
Battistella was presented exclusively in
her siage persona, Fanne Foxe, the
“Argentine Firecracker.” Zime maga-
zine described her as an “hysterical,
curvaceous woman” and a “bosomy
stripper” who performed at a

sleazy Washington nightclub shoehoned
between a pornographic bookstore and a
pomographic theater. On the chab’s win-
dows are photos of scantily clad women in
provocative poses and a sign promising
AN EXTRAVAGANZA OF BEAUTI-
FUL, CURVACEOUS GIRLS. Inside,
dancers shake to the heavy beat ol music
I.hundcring from amplifiers, and strip to
their G strings. as B-girls cadge $2.75 drinks
from male customers. (“Wilbur's Argen-
tine Firecracker,” 1974, p. 22)

That article, like most, was accompa-
nied by a photo of Foxe al the Silver
Slipper, big hair and big smile, in a
little frilly stripper outfit, holding the
edges of her see-through wrap as
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though she’s about to take it all off. The
story, as told :?vugmﬂ y much everyon
involved, including Batu;tella/l"oxe
herself, was of the affair of “the con-
gressman and the stripper”—the title of
Foxe)s post-scandal book (Battistella,
1975

As the story continued, it was Foxe’s
attempts to cash in on the scandal and
her relationship to the celebrity role
that defined her, She “opened a come-
back tour . . . with a reported $3,000-a-
week gig in Boston, billed this time as
the Tidal Basin Bombshell” (more pic-
tures of her in stripper’s outfits)
(“Wilbur in Nighttown,” 1974, p. 22).
(It is at this Boston gig that Mills, join-
ing Battistella on-stage, sealed his
downfall.) She

bombed disastrously in New York last
week, in a dingy strip place on the seedy
side of Times Square. ... But she had a
high-wage booking lined up outside Or-
lando, Fla., plus a new agent with large
ideas about changing her name (o some-
thing catchier—Foxy Fanne, maybe—and
starring her in a full-scale revue with “a
cast of twenties,” mostly naked. (“Wilbur
in Nighttown,” 1974, p. 23)

By 1981, having played “a part in a
movie made for cable television, played
in an off-Broadway play, had another
bit part in an undistinguished movie,
earned about $5,000 starring in a movie
made in Argentina and put together a
cabaret act that had limited success as
a curiosity act,” and posing nude for
Cheri, she had regained her virtue by
renouncing both publicity and free-
wheeling sexuality—dropping out of the
spotlight, getting “quietly married at a
Congregational church in New
Canaan. Conn.,” becoming Anna
onigomery, and giving birth to a
aughler (Maxa, 1981).
Two later, when Elizabeth Ray
detailed her sex life with Representa-
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tive Wayne Hays, who had employed
her as a commiltee clerk “in

for sex once or twice a week” (“Inde-
cent on Capitol Hill,” 1976,
15) 't was it o

tween her use of sexuality in ex-
change for a job and in for
publicity, and nearly :mpombletoﬁnd
any suggestion of either sexual inno-
or victimhood. She was, as the
newsweeklies presented her, “an emo-
tionally flaky, sensually attractive
woman” (“lngecentExponn'eonCupm-
tol Hill,” 1976, p. 14), the “tattletale
ex-mistress,” the “torrid non-typist”

1976b, P- 18), “an amateur
call girl on the " (Mathews,
1976a, p. 26); “ the many men
who had encounteted Liz during her
four years on Capitol Hill,” Time re-
ported, “knew of any talents beyond
the bedroom” (“What Liz Ray Has
Wrought,” 1976). In aocompanymg
photos she was lounging in her apart-
ment, or lying on the floor wnth her
hair spread around her, or
wine glass with her head thrown back,
always in low-cut dresses. Ray herself
didlililetodispeltheimngeofherasa

itute, claiming that “I can’t type, 1

can't file, I can't even answer the
phone” (Mathews, 1976b, p. 26), and
posing before the scandal in ;
which published her photos after the
broke, celebrating her as “a
buxom blonde beauty from North
Carolina who pursued masculine politi-
cal power with the most traditional of a
woman’s skills” (“The Girls of Wash-
ington,” 1976, p. 175).

If her arrangement with Hays
marked her as & whore character, it
wastl'lefactthatshewu"notlopubhc-
ity-shy,” that she was
qualms about iting the scandnl”
(Keerdoja, 1977), and instead “preened
in a strange celebrity status” (“What
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Liz Ray Has Wrought,” 1976, p. 22),
that seemed to lock it in. The signs,
according to Tims, were there long be-
fore the scandal hit. Showing up for
official receptions “in flashy ugh
clothesthltphmherbomylhe
fAung herself hers,
urging Hays to get her pi with

of:l:‘eeltlabrm“ked A former
Hays staffer sa iked to ‘with
lots of e ofmouthpo:uon' »
(“Sex Scandal Shakes Up Washing-
ton,” 1976, p. 10). Using her sexuality
to get 1o Hays, and Hays to get to the
media, she became a media whore.

“Ray was enjoying her t ce-
lebrity,” Time wrote di ingly, as

the whir of TV cameras and the pop of
flashbulbs echoed in her tacky apar-
ment. . .. She was not the second Marilyn
Monroe that she had to become,
but at least she was and comforted
her agent, her iatrist, her

bv.ztlherm.u'le .ﬂcw‘:hwmm

Sex Scandal Shakes

.&Wuhmglon" 1976, p. 10; emphasis

No mention was made, of course, of
the voracious press, both “legitimate”
and offering money and
fame in exchange for Ray’s sexualized

image.

Building on the public characters
who them, Foxe and Ray
ushtenedlheanalogyofprommuon

mdfemalepub , melding

cuous” pursuit of‘goth wermom

vidual men and repre-
male institutional

sented a L mae

force-:Frlb ing a bi power from
each hez were drawn as fairly umple

pre-feminist stereot

Ioose women using feminine

extract money from powerful pubhc
men, wannabe starlets using feminine
wiles to extract attention from -
ful public media. Over the last decades
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of the twentieth century, the stories
took on another, stranger twist, as
jieces of feminist discourse—of sexual
arassment and abuse, of women’s con-
trol of their own bodies, of women'’s

economic inde&endenoe—began o be

melded onto sex scandal vixen.
(When, twenty years later, Elizabeth
Ray was for a Boston Herald
article, she adopted a position lowards
her former self that comes directly from

fem:rﬁlm She was, she s not
a -digging bimbo but a victim of
sef:uonl harassment. “Mine was the origi-
nal sexual harassment case, long be-
fore Anita Hill or Paula Jones,” Ray
claimed [ Johnson, 1997].) The merger
of sex symbol and harassment victim,
publicity seeker and media victim, na-
ive young girl, loose woman, and take-
charge feminist, found its most dra-
matic embodiment in Jessica Hahn.

Jeszica Hahn and the Media
Rape/Seduction

As the story was first told, by her and
by the national press, when she met
Jim Bakker, Jessica Hahn was a humble
20-year-old Long Island woman who

ly cleaned toilets at the Full

Gospel Tn{emacle Church and who
eventually became the church’s secre-
tary, where her devotion, according to
magazine, was total, and her job
included “praying by phone with
troubled souls” (“Baring and
Soul,” 1987, p. 32). She had only been
onacouple of dates, and got her sex
education from L books rather
than back-seat fumbling or girl talk.
Unlike the fast girls around her, she

was proudl determmed to “remain a
n unti age” (“Baring Body
u:gl Soul » 1987 P- 33) She may have
"2 repeated descrip-

lor perhaps meant to imply that her
virginity was not due to lack of oppor-
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tunity—but the pre-Bakker Jessica Hahn
wasa.fu].l—on virgin if there ever was
one (* Body and Soul,” 1987, p.
32). “T had maybe two dates before
1980," she told Playboyin November of
1987. “Back then, when I was 21, 1
mostly wore church gowns or the
dresses | could afford on my church

pay” (“The Jessica Hahn Story, Part 1"
1987, p. 85).

For a couple of weeks in 1987 after
the Charlotte Observerbroke the Bakker-
Hahn story, Jessica Hahn remained
that rume;y -innocent, good-girl charac-
ter: weeping after a phone call to her
parents in her apartment decorated
with flowered wallpaper, spending her
time “reading the Bible, watching tele-
vision, listening to Elvis Presley
and fussing with her dog, Missy,” her
answering machine message sul{
ing a sunny “Have a great dny'“
(Rimer, 1987). She was, accordmg to

People, “demure and un

in a modest, msl—lonefm
blouse,” offering abundant, “respectful
references to the Almighty” (“Baring
Body and Soul,” 1987).

Or was it tight jeans and a mouth
like a sewer? Even these early descrip-
tions of Hahn swing between the dog-
loving, Bible-reading, small-town vir-
gin and her alter ego, the big-haired,
gum-chomping, knowing tease. Along
with her flowered wallpaper and dog
Missy, mention her shiny lip-
stick and Porache sunglasses, her
“bools, tight jeans and tight sweaters™
(leer, 198 i Hahn's image of sexual
naivete, like that of many women pub-
licly claiming to have been sexually
violated, was always also countered by
the suggestion thnlshewukmgfor
it. The seeds of the whore image were
there not only because Hahn liked tight
jeans, and not only because virgin and
whore are two sides of a misogynist



CSMC

coin, but also because money was al-
ways a part of the story, whether it was
“blackmail,” a.s_]un Bakker claimed, or
“hush money,” as his enemies and just
about everyone else s . Since
good girls, even if they do nctl.lnlly
have sex, and even if they’re forced to,
don't get paid for it, Hahn was more
likely to be a bad girl. After all, she had
sex, and then she took money.

And so0, after briefl press time as a
good girl, Hahn rapidly shape-shifted
to a self-promoting sexual object. With
a.lllhecamemwnchmg,ll asthough
Hahn reached behind her head and
slowly peeled off the face of the vir-
ginal church

telling
like she's calling out of some red-light-
district window. A good look at the
“Praygirl,” the magazine snidely
inted out, ing on her million-
dollar deal wi , will cost you
four dollars (“Newnmkers," 1987, p.

96). No more , Blo more Elvu. no
more it to you
for four bucks, and m for two
hundred and fifty thousand times that.
“What hash to Jessica Hahn?”
asked the October 5%, 1987, cover of
Peopie.

No answers were really attempted
there, though the two available ones
are pretly plain: she was either a “ru-
ined” virgin or a “loose” woman. She
oEeredtheﬂrstvenion,mosﬂyinI::ler
two lengthy Playboy interviews, while
Bakker and then a whole parade of
others, mostly from the
of Penthouse, oll'eredthelectmtlmllthe

is especially in not so m
fact of the virgin-whore di as the
role of publicity within it. The suspi-
cion that she was Bakker’s seductress
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rather than his victim is pushed along
by her willingness to take money, not
just in exchange for sex, but in ex-
for a sexualized image made
nvailahletothePubhc,andher
ness to “cash in"” the scandal-born
licity. Her own “adviser,” Paul s
who negotiated her $265,000 settle-
ment with PTL years before, chastised
her publicly for around in

:I:mhghl.jemunherbackya:d,laymg
cute little throw-awn.y remarks to the

"—that is, with the
m‘l‘:ght Li No:t'tll"s TL

t Jeans PTL
Sex Scandal old,” 1987).

When!’mﬁommggemthatsheina

fraud, the not just that
shehl.u:t:mm‘e utthn.t
sheseducedthemedmforflme

she seduced Bakker for money). On

the other hand, when Playboy

Hahn, and she presents henellptie;m‘:in.
it is not just her sexual innocence that
was stolen but her media mty' the
“rape” is not just by ‘l’;:f
Fletcher, but by the media. Her clniml
to innocence and victimhood have as
much to do with her victimization by
the forces of publicity as with her vic-
timization by Bakker. Her
moreover, and her of her
own power and independence, is

t.hrough publicity: drawing on liberal

t-career-woman
rhe'tonc, she control of her own

celebrity, and in doing so reclaims her
‘Nwmntzhood.”

P’?‘Q’lje-lul-hhn From
ictim to Entrepreneur

In her own as-told-to- version
ofthestory Hahn was helpless not j
in the 1980 hotel-room encounter,
in the 1987 media encounter. In the
first case, according to Playboy, Hahn
was an innocent under the influence of
her pastor, Gene Profeta, who “mes-
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merized young Jessica with a combina-
tion of fire, brimstone, money, and
sex,” and a “tight hold over her
al life”; in Florida, Jim Bakker
with the aid of wine an
Hahn's “hero ip” of him, ‘forced
himself on a bewildered girl, then left
her to be ravished by Fletcher” (“Jes-
sica: A New Lile,” 1988. p- 158). Both
her virginity and her innocent hero
worship are taken in a rape scene:

The guy is on top. He has managed to
completely undress me. And he’s sitting on
my chest. And he's starting to put pillows
beneath my back. He’s really pushing him-
self-I mean, the guy was forcing himself,
He put his penis in my mouth and | was
just starting to . My neck hurts, my
throat hurts. my head I'eel: like it's going to
explode. But he’s frustrated and deter-
mined, determined enough that within min-
utes he’s inside me and he’s on top and
he's holding my arms. . . . I'm pushing him
away, you know. Every lime I did that, it
seemed to bring him on more. And he was
tatking off the wall. . . . You have to under-
siand, it wasn't like I ever did this. | had
never slept with anybody. . . . 1 was crying
and to tell this man thal he de-
stroyed my life. (“The Jessica Hahn Story,
Part " 1987 p- 180)

Hahn’s trajectory as a media figure is
remarkably similar. She was, until the
moment of the scandal’s revelation, a
complete publicity innocent, and an
easy mark. She tells of her “first en-
counter,” with a reporter from Newsday
who “came over and got a photo of me
in my boots and jeans—what I had
been wearing the house. 1 didn’t
know how I was supposed to look,
what | was su to say” (“The
Jessica Hahn Story, Part 11, 4 1987, p.
204). As in the hotel room, Hahn is a
captive, spendmg weeks “as a virtual
prisoner” in her ent {“Baring
Body and Soul,” 1987), badgered until
she has no choice but to give it up. “1
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didn’t dare go anywhere,” she says,
describing w ﬁl amounts to a media

rape scene:

There were vans and trucks and sound
booms . There were blankets
on my lawn, chairs set up. There were—-no
kidding—[20 new milling around.
Therewerephotogmphenonlopofthe
m. focusing their cameras on my win-
perched on my car. The street
bHd Andlwasscuedlodeuh—l
didn't dare open my door.... I had my
going endlessly, my dog going crazy,
the liule girl from downstairs bringing up
messages every five minutes, microphones
on the end of poles coming up to my
window, bright lights all night long—and T
ended up sitting in my livi chair
clnplkneel.rod:sbnckmdfonhl
zl;hg, “My God, what can I do?” ..
y, when it got to be oo much-the
doorknobs were jiggling, people were
throwing things at my window-I slipped
out my front door. They weren't expecting
me and there was this rush ... and they
knocked me over. 1 stood up "and went
back to my doorstep. | was wearing sun-
glasses, not just because I'd always wom
them but because my eyes were a disaster
from crying so much. . . . And that was the
first time 1 talked to the press. (“The Jessica
Hahn Story, Part I1,” 1987 p- 205)

She had never done this before. They
held her captive. They tried, violently,
to get a piece of her, forcing them-
selves on her. Every time she tried to
push them away, it just seemed to bring
them on more. She had no choice but
to give in. They said crazy things. She
was crying.

If the narratives of sexual and media
victimhood run closely parallel, sex
and publicity are further rnked when
Hahn fights back, deploying bits and
pieces of feminist rhetoric. Borrowing
a standard feminist critique of male-
dominated media, she attacks media
ste s of her as “a slut” and “a
bimbo.” She attacks the power of the
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press, and “the control they have,”
especially the control exerted over her lax,
image. “I am not who I've been made
outto be,” she says. “I heard about one
of the papers that had some stock
tosofme.AneditortherenidloI;lil\z
them the sluitiest picture they could
find of me .... It's all bait” (“The
_]esmcaHahnSbry Part 1,” 1987, pp.
82—83) Even more :mportnntly, she
even manages a feminist spin on
turn to Piaybay, which she frames not as
evidence of media whorishness, but as
evidence that she is taking control back
of her life, reclaiming her body and her
image from those men who stole it
from her, and embarking on a new
career in which she is financiall
pendent (a millionaire, in faclf “Jes-
s:ca..onherowntemu,"theﬁmﬂq
boy pictorial was called. Posing allowed
her to overcome her victim status, she
says, and take control of her life: rather
than men using her , she was
using it; rather than feeling ashamed of
her female body, she was celebrating a
woman'’s beauty and “feeling fnod
about myself and my body again” (“Jes-
sica, On Her Own Terms,” 1987, p.
95). In fact, she says in her second

on her licly. Head on.
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run the interview without photos. “Re-
guys, " she says. “I know what I'm
doing.

I want this on the record. 1 fought » long
time to feel like a woman and feel
about . And 'm almost there. And I
don’t see these pi as being filthy. 1
see what they did as being filthy. . . . Every-
one, every story, tried to sell off a new
iece of me. So I'm dealing with it pub-
ety Onblhnglwmmltpu.
(“The Jessica Hahn Story, Part L™ 1987, p.
198; emphasis added)

Now an ind self-commodify-
ing woman (career: celebrity), she turns
the tables on her in

attackers—both those men who sexu-

ally abused her and the media who
pursued her-by taking control of her

Thatthis new job as celebrity
was the means through which Hahn
“fought back” using liberal-feminist
rhetoric is, of course, ironic. But it
worked for Hahn in part because it
allowed her to regain her “innocence”
while also “control.” The first
she did by framing her Playboy experi-

ence in girlish terms, and even more so

by framing it in religious terms. “I

cover layout, when the photographer haveaplaquelnmymomherea.lthe
was taking the pictures, “I thought, Mansion that reads CA,
jesuca,youdon'thnvetobeuhamed TR ME.JHAVE EVER G

ever again. You don’t have io answer

to any , OF any ’s wife,
or a (“Jeasica: A New Life,”
1988, p. 161). People can laugh, but

Hahn isn’t living her life for others any
more. She'sa lib-
erated woman, “not a robot,” not “to
be used and thrown out” (“Jessica, On
Her Own Terms,” 1987, p. 98), not “a
little girl being influenced by all these
big men that have all this " (“The
Jessica Hahn , Part IL” 1987, p.
208). Her interviewers for the first
boy story suggest maybe they should

UNDER CONTROL. SIGNED, E—
US.” she report: in her second
cover “The New Jesnca
Hahn » whlch s off the new nose,
teeth, and breasts paid for by the first
cover story, the yenr before. “There

are birds, trees, flowers, beauty every-
whereyoulook," shenysof Man-
sion, accom by photos of her
lounging on gold satin sheets,

and naked covered in Howers, here
pensive and there head thrown back in

- a version of ecstasy, and finally spread

over two pages wearing, at least on the
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parts of her body that are not breasts or
crotch, a black lace tedd dy and stock-
ings with garters. “And it’s safe.” Safe
from rapists. Safe from the fol-
lowers who condemn her and
her life. Safe from media
from telev ists i
is ugly, and having ugly sex. “I don't
agree with all the ers who say
sex is dirty,” she says beneath her
breasts. “It may be the best thing God
Thme’s sometbing fo the preacher
¥ something for to
think about!” {“Jessica: A New Life,”
1988, pp. 120, 122)

, as Hahn tells it, is not just
her employer, but her sanc and
her savior, sent by He who has every-
thing under control. “I've spent a lot of
nmeagaymg in the past year, wonder-

ut Gomlnn for me,” she says,
“and 1 have fnally decided just to trust
in Him.” In fact, al twenty-eight years
old, Playboy reports, she was lying in
bed, contemplating suicide. She spoke
with God, asking for a miracle. “The
next day, Playboy called,” she says.
“That was my miracle” (“Jessica: A
New Life,” 1988, p- 158). On the maga-
zine cover, she wears diamondesque
Playboy bunny earrings, a somewhat
stunned look, and else. As Play-
boy celebrity, then, Hahn becomes si-
multaneously sexual and innocent, si-
multaneously a traditional and a modemn
ined her, and it savea her as well.

Safe
that sex

Penthouse’s Jessica Hahn:
Temptress, Prostitute,
and Con Artist

Over at 3 competitor, Peni-
house, however, remained a pros-
titute, and not least because of her
pursuit of media attention. The maga-
zine works hard, first of all, to prove
that Hahn was having sex early and
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often, long before her time with Jim
Bakker. She is said to have been caught
fellating a pregnant friend’s husband,
Rocco, a “muscled Long Island elecari-
cian” (“When you get those big titties
smacked in your face, what's a guy to
do?”). She is said to have reveled in the
news that the wife of Rev. Gene Pro-
feta, her pastor and alleged lover, had
been rushed to the hospital with heart
trouble (“I hate the bitch. I hope she
drops dead!”) (Harris, 1988a, p. 172).
She is said to have been “fond of
preachers, but enjoyed taunting con-
struction workers with her tight sweat-
ers, too.” She is said to have laughingly
about hard, wall-pounding sex
with John Wesley Fletcher at the New
York Hilton the February before her
Florida Fletcher-Bakker gig. Her favor-
ite book is said to be a different kind of
Bible: How to Be a Rich Man's Mistress
(Harris, 1988a, p. 172). She is said, that
is, to be like a characler out of some
prime time soap: banging the preacher
and her best friend’s muscular hus-
band, yelling campy lines about how
she wishes that bitch would drop dead,
reading self-help books for golddig:

gers.
Or like a character in one of those
horny-housewile-blowing-the-paper-
boy Penthouse Forum letters. In one Pent-
house article, in fact, she is the horny
bor in a bathrobe, a “temptress”

“a tease” who "‘wore tight jeans”-
what is it about those tight jeans?—and
“low-cut blouses,” seducing her 14-
year-old neighbor. After showing him
various sexual positions with their
clothes on, the boy reports, she *“disap-
peared into the bathroom,” emerging
a few minutes later “in a burgundy
bathrobe with nothing underneath,
dark hair cascading down her back.”
She dimmed the lights, put on some
soft rock music, spread a brown fur
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blanket on the floor, and “gave me a
blowjob,” as a start (Herris, 1988b, p.
74). John’s mother later tells of talking
to Jessica, whom she alleges at the time
was having an affair with “a married
black singer,” about sex. “I looked at
my friend and ‘This woman
must be a prostitute’ ” (Harris, 1988b,
p. 75). Indeed, in Penthonss’s other
stories, Hahn is exactly that: way be-
yond horny neighbor, she's a garden

iety brothel whore posing as a vir-
ginal victim. An article accompanying
John's story reports that an informant,
a madam in her seventies who passed a
lie-detector test, claimed that Hahn
worked for her for two weeks in 1979,
the year before she met Bakker. “My
johns loved her,” claimed the woman.
“Said she was the best.... i
Jessica, I'd say she knew exactly what
she was doing in that hotel room with
Jim Bakker. She is nothing more than a
whore” (“ ‘My Johns Said She Was the
Best’,” 1988, p. 76).

This lying, sex-crazed, whore ver-
sion of Hahn was, of course, roughly
what Jim Bakker and his allies put
forward, alth more Delilah than

Debbie Does . “I was wickedly
manipulated treacherous former
i and " Jim Bakker

said in a statement issued from Palm
Springs, where he and Tammy Faye
were holed up as the scandal broke,
“who victimized me with the aid of a
female confederate” (Grove, 1987). The
confederate, the Bakker team claimed,
was a tem who “knew all the
tricks of the trade” (Martz, 1987). Pent-
Aous’s madam echoed that image, word
for word. “She knew the tricks of the
trade far the bedroom,” she
says. “She knew the tricks of the trade

and how (o squeeze and do
everything else she did” (Sonnens-
chein, 1988, p. 170).

poser her with having “suck-

us all: a vixen ing as

victim. Playing to them:ropen-

sity to believe a self-styled damsel

distress, she Aas pariayed her shiick

ravaged innocence into fun,
t

Donahue i
Rl
(Harris, 19-88u,p.50;emphldud ).

;

orming
her public self for the sake of profit,
and, given the power seen to accom-
pany E:blic attention, her claims to
vicl:el:lm are easily discounted. Her
role as a

g

Jessica Hahn, and the sex-scandal
vamp figure more generally, is obvi-
ousl nottheonlywnilabnrolefor
publicly visible women, or the most
prominent one, and her sexualization
is hardly surprising, given how she
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came to public attention. But she cer-
tainly makes explicit some of the cen-
tral dilemmas of female publicity. Jes-
sica Hahn and her sex scandal sisters
seem lo serve as iconic reminders of
the terms of women’s publicity, even
when sexuality is not the original claim
to fame; as Lisa Maria Hogeland (1999)
points out, “the nature of ‘the an-
tinomy between “women” and the
“public” ' is sexual” and * ‘public
women"® are sexual(ized) women” (p.
98). A public woman, still, does not
easily escape the sad cultural inheri-
tance of the virgin-whore dichotomy,
especially as it often serves as the blue-
print for women’s relationship to pub-
licity in general. The “ruined woman”™
status, for instance, has afforded a
woman, and still affords her, some mea-
sure ol power—as a victim, she com-
mands sympathy and may even re-
quire protection or compensation—and
this is the case whether it is a man or a
camera who violates her. But that story
always carries ils own counterpoint, in
the suggestion thal a woman'’s embrace
of either sexuality or publicity some-
how goes Lo show that she was never
an innocent victim, that innocence is
merely a cover for sex- or celebrity-
lust. Similarly, as Jessica Hahn inad-
vertently reminds us, confronting the
dichotomy with a liberal-feminist-derived,
woman-as-public-agent frame does not
necessarily make much of a dent in the
virgin-whore narrative. As long as
women’s publicity itself is narrated by
analogy to sex—the virtuous woman
protecis her chastity from predatory
media, the women who seeks out me-
dia attention is a harlot-the indepen-
dentL woman, even when she is of the
out-of-my-way-mister, I’'m-my-own-
commodity variety, is easily absorbed
back into the role of prostitute.
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This negotiation of a public role in
which sexual relations with men and
relations with media bleed into one
another does not require a woman to
take the role that's offered. In this re-
gard, the path of Donna Rice, who
became famous the same year as Jes-
sica Hahn for her role in the Gary Hart
sex scandal-she was photographed on
Hart's lap on a boat called Monkey
Business, and was seen leaving his
Washington townhouse in the middle
of the night~provides a telling mirror
to Hahn’s. Like Hahn, she was castas a
good girl gone bad: former Miss South
Carolina whose ambitions in the celeb-
rity ind of modeling and acting
led her into “the pampered and permis-
sive world of rock stars and million-
aires” (Shapiro, 1987, p. 17) and a
“high-rolling netherworld” (Sheehy,
1987, p. 132). Like Hahn, her role in
the scandal was seen to be consonant
with a more general use of her looks
and sexuality for mobility: a widely
circulated image of her, taken from a
calendar for which she once posed,
showed her with one breast exposed.
“She figured the easiest way to come
by celebrity,” Gail Sheehy wrote in
one profile, melding the various forms
of prostitution, “‘was to use her looks to
make the right connections. ... The
whole concept is to induce the most
expensive fantasies, fulfill them, and
then collect” (Sheehy, 1987, p. 132).
Like Hahn, she is taken to task for
“cashing in.” Also like Hahn, Rice was
porirayed as a victim of media abuse,
sitting “inside her apariment, listening
to the harsh of an uncradled
phone” (Edsall, 1987, p. 1). But unlike
Hahn, after a brief period of celebrity,
and a cleansing visit to concerned
mother-of-America Barbara Walters
(Castor, 1991}, Rice dropped out, and
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em as Hahn's polar opposite: now
Donna Rice Hughes, she is an anti-
pom crusader, conservative Christian,
and mother. She renounced the sexual-

:zed role in which she was cast,

not incidentally meant renounc-

blic role altogether, and when

time had returned as a

crusader Protec ting “our children”

" of publicly avail-

nble sexunl i —and in so doing

sh l:da;le o mt:m had
eu system

t{ner stolen “wom-

anhood" from it, and attacking her
attackers; she simply came down on
the other side of the dlchotoml ‘While
Hahn played on the “whore” side of
the axis, using sexualized p'ublu:lcze
self-assertion, Rice renounced b-
rity only to later reestablish herself on
the “Madonna” side. While Hahn

E»edforPlay boy covers, Donna Rice

posed on the cover of Today’s
l('i?rium Wm(‘l‘ucker 1996) Sexu-
thgl_:n embrace of sexual self-com-
modification—remains the defining fo-
cus of her public character.

The intransigent Madonna-whore di-
chotomy embodied in sex scandal
women, updated to the i of the
media virgin and the media whore and
the media career-woman, mark the ter-
rain of femalelsu licity with bright,
flashing lights. Not all public women
must enter that strict narrative, but all
operate with those flashing lights in
sight, in a media environment that, for
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all the changes in gender relations it
charts and pushes, serves up regular
reminders that women in the public
eye must demonstrate purity of mo-
tive, distance themselves from their
bodies, or be slotted into roles in which

ity is their defining public fea-
ture and their economic means.

It is no accident that Jessica Hahn's
character was created largely in the
pages of heterosexual male porno-
graphic magezines—the only spot on
the media map that allowed her some
measure of control. In the end, Jessica
Hahn's story is a tale about women’s

on male-dominated me-
dia—about a media environment in
which erabracing seemed like,
and in many ways really was, a very
good option—and that story is as alive
today as it was 25 years ago. If a woman
is not seducing the media, her resis-
tance to media is characterized
as a “no” that means “yes.” She may
say she doesn’t want it, but her subse-
quent behavior proves otherwise. She
runs from one set of media attackers
into the arms of protective media, who
give her the publicity she claimed not
mmnt.Herﬁghﬁngapmstunwmted
publicity is only a oon the path
towards embracing -granting
media. Her inde is achieved
through dependence. In the end, the
story of Jessica Hahn, and the sex scan-
dal icons who preceded her and came
after her, is a story media institutions
tell about their own power. O
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