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Introduction 

The Virgin Suicides is the first novel written by the American author Jeffrey 

Eugenides and was published in 1993. Much attention was given to the novel after 

1999, when it was successfully adapted into a critically acclaimed film directed by 

Sofia Coppola and presented in the Cannes Film Festival (Wyatt, 1). The Virgin 

Suicides follows the lives of five girls, the Lisbon sisters, 13-year-old Cecilia, 14-

year-old Lux, 15-year-old Bonnie, 16-year-old Mary, and 17-year-old Therese, who 

committed suicide. The story is narrated by the girls’ male neighbours, who, twenty 

years after their deaths, still try to find an explanation for the girls’ choice to end 

their lives. The book ends without a definite conclusion to the boys’ long-term query 

regarding the reasons behind the sisters’ suicides. The narration of the sisters’ lives 

takes place in an American suburb of Detroit in the 1970s. Themes such as 

adolescent female sexuality, its repression and the simultaneous oversexualisation 

of young women are deliberately depicted throughout the novel.  

What is interesting about the book is that it seemingly centralises the topic 

of suicide by portraying it as its core element, since it is depicted in the title, and yet 

the narration draws the reader elsewhere, since the suicides are only described in the 

very beginning and at the last pages of the novel. More specifically, the reader’s 

attention is drawn to problems in the American society of the 1970s in the form of 

sexism on the one hand, and on the other the question of adolescent female sexuality 

and its correlation to morality. After all, even though Eugenides wrote the book in 

the 1990s, he deliberately chose to place it in a different decade, the 1970s. Given 

that second-wave feminism had been successfully established in the 1970s, 

“abortion rights and the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) [were] perhaps the two 

most important of a set of women's issues that have been the focus of intense 
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political conflict in the late 1970s” (Himmelstein, 1). Under this spectrum, 

“antifeminism [in the 1970s] can be seen as a response to the status anxiety 

engendered by social change” (1). Therefore, the 1970s were a decade when 

antifeminism could be easily traceable due to the emergence and establishment of 

second-wave feminism, in spite of which, patriarchy, in the sense of male 

dominance, was still prevalent, as in the societies of the previous decades. As this 

thesis will show, the novel explores and criticises the problematic aspects of the 

1970s antifeminist American society by centralising the worst possible outcome of 

a young girl’s life, i.e. suicide.  

Several studies have been carried out on The Virgin Suicides; some of which 

touch on the issue of female sexuality. Wyatt examined the connection of “teenage 

sexuality with love, obsession and madness” (1), while Jaworski analysed the 

gendering of female bodies through the male gaze in order to explicate the gendering 

of the sisters’ suicides. Jaworksi claims that the masculine gaze has failed to frame 

the five suicides, and connects the power of this gaze to suicidal agency, without 

elaborating on the repression and simultaneous oversexualisation of young women. 

Shostak, even though she examined the effect of the “we” voice narrative on 

the perception of the girls as ‘others’, also correlated the “image of the virgin [to] 

the innocence of female sexuality” and analysed the boys’ “inclination to idealize 

female sexuality [and] displace it into spiritualized terms” (Shostak, 815). 

Furthermore, Szymanski conducted a study on the repression of female sexuality in 

The Virgin Suicides, which correlated the life in a suburban society with such 

restriction: 

Suburbia hinges upon the control of female sexuality, confining women to 

reproductive roles of wife and mother while denying them sexual agency 
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[…] suburban imaginary depends on the repression of female sexual desire 

and thus, must be policed (Szymanski, 38). 

In addition, Delva analysed the narrative perspective, sexuality and suburban 

life in The Virgin Suicides and briefly examined the paradoxical duality of the 

Madonna-Whore Dichotomy (MWD) by describing Lux as “both an animal and an 

angel at once”; as Eugenides puts it in his narration, she is a “carnal angel” 

(Eugenides, 144). However, no previous study has focused entirely on female 

sexuality and on the two paradoxical extremes of being a woman (i.e. being sexually 

repressed and oversexualised at the same time). 

As already mentioned, the theme of suicide seems to act as a background 

topic in order to descry aspects of society that may have contributed to such 

decision. Indeed, a starting point for this thesis is the observation that the book 

depicts two different extreme attitudes regarding female sexuality. Sexuality, here, 

is understood in the following terms:  

Sexuality does not refer exclusively to genital contact or arousal or 

sensation, or narrowly to sex-desire or libido or eros. Sexuality is 

conceived as a far broader social phenomenon, as nothing less than the 

dynamic of sex as social hierarchy, its pleasure the experience of power in 

its gendered form (MacKinnon, xiii). 

In this sense, sexuality pertains not only to the physical contact, but it can be 

regarded as a social occurrence. The oversexualisation of young girls has to do with 

an increased objectification due to their perception solely as sexual objects. 

In the 1970s in America, female sexuality was a topic highly prevalent and 

debated, and it was linked to issues of power and to the idea of moral purity. This 

thesis explores the ways in which Eugenides represents contradictory demands on 

adolescent female sexuality. MacKinnon argues that, since female sexuality is 
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perceived as “the capacity to arouse desire in [men]” (MacKinnon, 118), therefore, 

“what is sexual about a woman is what the male point of view requires for 

excitement, for arousal and satisfaction”. MacKinnon is interested in the power 

relations between the genders and she has explained that masculinity entails sexual 

dominance, whereas femininity sexual submissiveness, and thus “genders are 

created through the eroticization of dominance and submission. The man/woman 

difference and the dominance/submission dynamic define each other. This is the 

social meaning of sex” (113). Following this thinking, for MacKinnon, “sexuality is 

a form of power” (113). 

The submissive ideal that women are expected to meet becomes evident 

when we consider the correlation between female virginity and sexual/moral purity. 

In the novel, we observe the constant protection of the sexual innocence of the girls. 

To MacKinnon’s definition of female sexuality, Valenti adds an important aspect, 

namely the correlation between virginity and moral purity. She argues that 

women who had sex were (and still are, at times) referred to as “damaged 

goods”- […] something to be owned, traded, bought and sold. […] Now 

instead of women’s virginity being explicitly bought and sold with dowries 

and business deals, it’s being defined as little more than a stand-in for 

actual morality (Valenti, 23-24). 

Therefore, since sexual innocence entails moral purity, society needs to “maintain 

the purity and innocence of women” (Beasley, 213). Everybody not fitting into the 

norm, namely women not being sexually pure, need to be policed in order to ensure 

their sexual innocence (175). 

The notion of purity can be quite dangerous when projected onto young girls: 

it seems that women’s worth is reduced to their sexual purity and thus, if a woman 
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is not pure, she is a whore. This dangerous dichotomy pertains to the Madonna-

Whore Dichotomy (MWD), which was evident in the society of the 1970s, and is 

depicted in the novel as well. According to Valenti, by definition, virginity is “a 

designation for those who meet a certain standard of what women, especially 

younger women, are supposed to look like”, and thus how they should behave 

(Valenti, 30). Following the aforementioned issue of power, if we consider the 

matter of agency in the above definition, we can understand that virginity is a 

passive ideal, and that is why virginity is either lost or taken; the “power is owned 

by the dominant group as an attribute or property” (Beasley, 28), and since “men 

have power” (28), women are the passive objects to whom they lose their virginity.  

For the analysis of the policing of female sexuality and the protection of 

female sexual purity in Eugenides’s novel, the double moral standard and its 

corollary, i.e. the MWD will prove quite useful. According to Mottier, “the double 

moral standard saw men as naturally promiscuous and women as passive and chaste” 

(Mottier, 49), justifying in this way “the natural lustful drives of men and male 

sexual freedom as the origin of the sexual oppression of women” (49). The MWD 

conveys the notion of the polarised views with respect to women, as being either 

chaste (Madonnas) or unchaste and seductive (whores). So, in order to avoid being 

labelled as “whores”, women of the suburban American societies in the 1970s 

needed to ensure their sexual purity (Fishman qtd in Szymanski, 34). According to 

Tanzer, “the qualities of the woman [...] include the openness, vulnerability and 

playfulness of the virgin; the niceness, tenderness, empathy of the madonna or 

mother; the sexuality of the whore” (490). However, as already mentioned, such 

dichotomy restricts women from acting freely, since “transcending categories, 

[women] threaten the content of whatever societal and psychological splits have 
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existed among women, and between women and men” (490). Therefore, female 

sexual desire must be policed in order to ensure the girls’ sexual purity. Since sexual 

purity and virginity seem to correlate to concepts of decorum and chastity, they need 

to be protected and repressed at the same time.  

To analyse the oversexualisation of adolescent girls, the concept of the male 

gaze will be employed. In the 1970s the concept of the male gaze was introduced by 

Laura Mulvey to describe the way women were presented as objects in the media. 

Mulvey has argued that the objectification of women assigns to them a more passive 

and thus submissive role to that of men, reminding us of MacKinnon’s 

“dominance/submission dynamic”. Laura Mulvey in Visual Pleasure and Narrative 

Cinema mentions the problematic objectification of women in the cinema; however, 

her work paved the path for the analysis of the male gaze in all kinds of narratives, 

including literary ones. According to Mulvey, 

[i]n a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split 

between active/male and passive/female […] Women are simultaneously 

looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and 

erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. Women 

displayed as sexual object is the leit-motiff of erotic spectacle (808-809). 

In other words, the objectification of women pertains to “their reduction to the 

speculum, an object that exists solely to constitute another’s subjectivity (in the 

representation of desire). It is a form of existence without essence”, through which 

“subjectivity [is] denied to woman” (Castle, 32). Such a depiction of the girls as 

“erotic spectacles” and “sexual objects” is clearly evident in Eugenides’s narration.  

This study shows how the novel exposes two conflicting attitudes regarding 

female sexuality prevalent in America in the 1970s. Since the girls’ suicides act as 
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a foil, the thesis argues that, through their suicides, Eugenides critiques the 

antifeminist conditions of that society. In order to show this, the paper analyses the 

two extreme ends: on the one hand there is the policing of female sexuality and the 

protection of their sexual innocence, and on the other hand, there is the 

objectification and the oversexualisation of the girls carried out by the boys/male 

narrators of the novel. In this way, this paper contributes to previous studies and 

adds by highlighting the two opposing extremes of being a woman and the pressure 

such demands create for women living in the antifeminist society of the 1970s that 

Eugenides’s novel exposes. To help examine these aspects, themes such as power 

relating to gender, female sexuality, policing and agency will be analysed.  

The thesis is divided into two sections: first the notion of the protection of 

virginity and the policing of female sexuality will be discussed. The second section 

will deal with the matter of agency pertaining to the sexual gaze, the male gaze and 

the objectification and oversexualisation of the sisters. Ultimately, the thesis shows 

that the novel stages the reversal of agency and power/control, since the girls 

manage to become actors in their lives, when they commit suicide, even if this act 

means the end of their lives. 

 

"Obviously, Doctor, you've never been a thirteen-year-old girl": 

Repressed female desire and the policing of adolescent female 

sexuality  

Eugenides illustrates the various aspects of repressing adolescent female sexuality 

through his narration. This section aims to show how the novel exposes the ways in 

which the manifestation of female sexual desire is policed in order to ensure and 
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protect sexual purity. It does so, by drawing on Mottier’s theorisation of how female 

respectability was linked to sexuality in the 1970s. In the novel, female sexuality 

should not be manifested, in order to attest the woman’s sexual innocence. In 

general, we could claim that the policing of female sexuality conveys the imposition 

of “gender-normative” behaviours, which are typically correlated both to the 

biological and the social gender. Such imposition, which is depicted in the novel, 

can be traced back to internalised patriarchal norms, which pertain to “systems of 

male dominance by means of exclusion, oppression and/or domination” (Tickner, 

1197), ideals regarding agency and decorum, suburban conservativism and religious 

beliefs. What is more, the double moral standard justifies this internalisation of 

patriarchal beliefs, since it “pictures ‘normal’ women as passive and chaste […] and 

presents male promiscuity as caused by ‘the sexual demands of man’s nature’” 

(Mottier, 34). 

[T]he prevalent social models of femininity, which based female 

respectability on virginal purity or married chastity, while the 

immoral, ‘depraved’ behaviour of sexually promiscuous women 

defined them as ‘whores’ either metaphorically or literally. (52-53) 

It can be deduced, then, that the double moral standard “taught women more than 

men to repress their sexual desires” (60), since this was the only way for women to 

belong to the favourable extreme of the polarity chaste/Madonna-

promiscuous/whore. Such aspects are illustrated in the novel as factors that impact 

greatly the manifestations of the sexual desires of the Lisbon sisters. 

 

Internalised patriarchal and religious ideals 
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The mother of the girls, Mrs. Lisbon, acts as a key figure in the manifestation of the 

girls’ sexuality. She is depicted as a woman who has internalised the oppressive 

patriarchal ideals, such as the repression of female desire. This internalisation 

caused her to project such ideals onto her daughters, even though she is a woman. 

At first glance, it seems like Mrs. Lisbon is trying to protect her daughters; she is 

constantly trying to ensure their sexual purity, since if the girls are not sexually pure, 

they will be considered “whores”. Upon closer examination, though, Mrs. Lisbon 

seems to try to control the sexuality of her daughters.  

 The first description of Mrs. Lisbon portrays with clarity the 

repression of her daughters’ sexuality, which she thought should not be manifested: 

“clutching her good purse, she checked each daughter for signs of makeup before 

allowing her to get in the car, and it was not unusual for her to send Lux back inside 

to put on a less revealing top” (Eugenides, 8). In order to protect the sexuality of her 

daughters, Mrs. Lisbon tries to prohibit any kind of manifestation that might harm 

their perceived image of purity. Under this spectrum, Mrs. Lisbon does not allow 

her daughters to put on make-up and she tries to conceal the girls’ bodies, as the 

following example shows, even though she was advised by Cecilia’s doctor, the 

psychiatrist she was forced to see after her suicide attempt, to allow her some 

freedom; he had stated that “at thirteen, Cecilia should be allowed to wear the sort 

of makeup popular among girls her age, in order to bond with them” (18). To avoid 

the reveal of her daughters’ bodies, Mrs. Lisbon made them homemade dresses, 

which are described by the boys as “shapeless bag[s] of dress[es]” (Eugenides, 22). 

The instance of the girls’ outfit for Homecoming is quite useful in this respect. 

Before the dates, Mrs. Lisbon interfered in the girls’ choice of outfit: 
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The week before Homecoming, in fact, she had taken the girls to a 

fabric store. The girls wandered amid the racks of patterns, each 

containing the tissue paper outline of a dream dress, but in the end it 

made no difference which pattern they chose. Mrs. Lisbon added an 

inch to the bust lines and two inches to the waists and hems, and the 

dresses came out as four identical shapeless sacks (87). 

According to Hopie Riggs, a classmate of the girls, “"You could tell they were 

embarrassed by their dresses. They didn't say anything, but you could tell"” (94). To 

the boys, their “loose” dresses reminded them of “Kevin Head of choir robes” (90) 

and they claimed that they “lost [the girls] in the vastness” of their outfits (98). 

However, despite Mrs. Lisbon’s effort to conceal the girls’ bodies, and thus protect 

the sexuality of her daughters from the prying looks and hands of the boys, their 

outfits had the opposite effect: “Trip Fontaine finally got to dance with her, and 

years later he told us the baggy dress had only increased his desire” (97). 

 Mrs. Lisbon tries to ensure the girls’ chastity and purity via superficial 

means, such as their appearance. Throughout the book, we encounter many more 

restrictions of this kind, such as the prohibition to wear perfume, since they were 

allowed only once in their lives to wear perfume, the prohibition to date (again, only 

once were the girls allowed to go out, namely when they went to the prom, after 

Cecilia had tried committing suicide), and the prohibition to attend parties. Even 

more, the presence of men was not allowed within the Lisbons’ house, since “only 

one boy had ever been allowed in the house” (9), until Cecilia’s suicide attempt, 

Peter Sissen, a boy who “had helped Mr. Lisbon install a working model of the solar 

system in his classroom at school, and in return Mr. Lisbon had invited him for 

dinner” (9).  
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 Furthermore, Mrs. Lisbon “disapproved of dances, proms, and the general 

expectation that teenagers should be allowed to paw one another in back seats” 

(Eugenides, 51). This suggests that what Mrs. Lisbon feared the most was that her 

daughters would be “pawed”, because of their apparent femininity and promiscuity. 

The problem, thus, for Mrs. Lisbon is sex, namely, the fear that her daughters would 

have sex with boys. She therefore tries to control her daughters’ sexuality, since it 

acts as a threatening factor for her and for their image. 

In addition, even after Cecilia’s death, Mrs. Lisbon feels obligated to 

continue the vain effort of reassuring her daughter’s purity by dressing her in a 

“beige dress with a lace collar, a Christmas gift from her grandmother which she 

had refused to wear in life” (30). Even more, the collar of the dress attest[s] to the 

virginity [of Cecilia] with the accents of lace (Szymanski, 39). This is suggestive of 

Mrs. Lisbon’s bigotry, since she wanted her daughters to be pure even after death, 

perhaps in order to ensure their virginity before God’s eyes. 

Such religious connotations become evident from the beginning of the novel, 

when Cecilia is found holding the “laminated picture of the Virgin Mary [...] against 

her budding chest” (Eugenides, 5), paradoxically, when attempting suicide. Virgin 

Mary is the archetypal virgin, symbolising in this way female purity; purity that 

stems from virginity. According to Butler, religion views “"the body" as so much 

inert matter, signifying nothing or, more specifically, signifying a profane void, the 

fallen state: deception, sin, the premonitional metaphorics of hell and the eternal 

feminine” (Butler, 372). That’s why this “body” needs to be covered, and its purity 

must be protected, since it is easy to fall under the category of the sin. 

 By attaching the notion of sin to female sexuality, religion aims at 

establishing acceptable norms and behaviours among adolescent girls within the 
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patriarchal society. In other words, the sacrality of virginity entails its protection, 

and thus its repression. As Raphael argues, “under Western patriarchy the absence 

of a self-defining female divine principle from the practice and study of religion has 

either rendered th[e] ontology of women absent or has subjugated it into feminine 

piety and sexual purity” (Raphael, 52). Therefore, under the spectrum of religion, 

women are expected to be sexually “pure”, alluding to the picture of the Virgin Mary 

in the novel and to Mrs. Lisbon’s actions to ensure her daughters’ sexual purity. In 

order to protect this purity, adolescent girls need to repress their sexuality, since 

virginity means purity and sexual humility means chastity.  

 Mrs. Lisbon’s behaviour regarding the protection of her daughters’ sexual 

purity is also evident after the Homecoming incident. When Lux fails to return home 

that night, Mrs. Lisbon decides to lock the girls inside the house , as the narrators 

inform us: “inside their house they were prisoners” (Eugenides, 47). This is both a 

literal and a symbolic imprisonment, since the girls were neither allowed to leave 

their house, nor were they allowed to freely express their sexuality and their female 

desire. This is evident in Eugenides’s narration too, since, not only had “that old 

bitch locked them up again” (104), but also the description of the house, which acts 

as a prison for the girls, seems to intensify their restriction: “the window shades had 

closed like eyelids and the shaggy flower beds made the house look abandoned” 

(104). As the above suggests, Mrs. Lisbon, having internalised patriarchal ideals, 

such as the connection between sexual purity and religion, and her daughters’ 

exclulsion from social encounters among others, embodies the authoritative and 

strict figure who did not allow the girls to manifest their sexuality freely. 

 

Idealised female purity  
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In addition to the mother’s role in policing the sexuality of her daughters, the 

neighbours of the girls, the boys, who are the narrators of their tragic story, played 

a major role in the girls’ fate. Through their narration, it becomes evident that the 

notion of protecting female sexual purity stems from patriarchal ideals. Such 

idealised femininity conveys the girls’ attractive appearance, their mystification, 

their sacredness and their attested sense of decorum. According to Wolf,  

middle-class Western women have been controlled by ideals and 

stereotypes as much as by material constraints […] The rise of the 

beauty myth was just one of several emerging social fictions that 

masqueraded as natural components of the feminine sphere, the better 

to enclose those women inside it (Wolf, 15). 

Even more, Wolf described the pressure exercised among adolescent girls for “an 

increasingly sexualized ideal that [they] are beginning to feel they must live up to” 

(3). This can be traced back to the ability of young women to sexually service a 

man, because if they did not, they would be dismissed. Such pressure to meet the 

image of the ‘perfect feminine’ that society has created, which is “both sexualised 

and prescriptive” (Silverio, 17) is also evident in the case of the Lisbon sisters.  

“The ideal, or ‘perfect feminine’ in our Western world would be exemplified 

by a person who was “gentle”, “yielding”, “loyal”, “shy”, and amongst other terms: 

“childlike”” (Silverio, 17). Such notions compose one side of the idealised 

femininity that women should meet. Paradoxically, under the patriarchal ideal, 

women are expected to convey wisdom and maturity, which comes in contrast to 

that ideal “childlike” appearance. The boys of the story describe the girls under this 

spectrum: “we knew [...] that the girls were really women in disguise, that they 

understood love and even death, and that our job was merely to create the noise that 
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seemed to fascinate them” (33). Therefore, even if the Lisbon sisters were merely 

girls, they were expected to understand more than the boys and to be wiser than 

them. 

The boys’ inability to comprehend the girls makes them consider the girls as 

strange entities: they view the sisters as “mythical creatures” (Eugenides, 32). This 

mystification of the girls is what makes the boys obsessed with them; “the girls 

remain impenetrable, but that is what fascinates the boys, making the sisters a 

suitable subject for the mythic imagination” (Shostak, 816). Therefore, the boys try 

to preserve this idealised femininity of the girls and their purity. The description of 

the sisters’ room, after the boys first encountered it, is quite illustrative of that point: 

(as) we descended, the light at the bottom grew brighter and brighter, 

as though we were approaching the molten core of the earth. By the 

time we reached the last step it was blinding. Fluorescent lights 

buzzed overhead; table lamps burned on every surface. The green and 

red linoleum checkerboard flamed beneath our buckled shoes. On a 

card table, the punch bowl erupted lava. The paneled walls gleamed, 

and for the first few seconds the Lisbon girls were only a patch of 

glare like a congregation of angels (Eugenides, 21). 

Their room is described as the “molten core of the earth”, while the sisters are 

depicted as “angels” alluding to a sentiment of the girls’ sacrality. Such sanctity is 

also evident when the narrators compare their power to the power of God: “the girls 

took into their own hands decisions better left to God. They became too powerful 

to live among us, too self-concerned, too visionary, too blind” (Eugenides, 242). 

According to Roach, this statement suggests that the girls  

had a greater purpose in the world due to having great power and a 

selfless attitude. In this passage, Eugenides directly says they’re 
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powerful and even associates them with God, taking their sense of 

power to an entire new level and re-associates a feeling of holiness 

around them (Roach, 126).  

In addition, the sisters “became too powerful to live among […] self-concerned 

[people]” (Eugenides, 242), and therefore “this passage give[s] the sisters even 

more credibility to symbolize purity” (Roach, 126). Even more, the exhibits 

(material things that used to belong to the sisters) that the boys possessed from the 

girls are considered “sacred”, since as they mention: “we haven't kept our tomb 

sufficiently airtight, and our sacred objects are perishing” (181). Thus, for the boys 

the girls, and thus their objects too, were considered sacred; not only that, but they 

also seem to convey the notion of possession. In other words, they describe the 

“sacred objects” as “our”, as their sacred objects, as if the objects and the girls 

belong to them. 

 The idea that sacredness is part of the idealised femininity women are 

expected to portray can also be viewed from the taboo of menstruation, since 

“menstruation can sacralise women’s experiences, too” (Raphael, 169). In the 

novel, the tampon “in the trash”, “spotted” and “still fresh from the insides of one 

of the Lisbon girls” is described by Sissen, the only boy who had entered the house 

until Cecilia’s suicide attempt as already mentioned, as “a beautiful thing”, “like a 

modern painting” (Eugenides, 9-10). The sacrality attached to menstruation can be 

explained since mentruation conveys the idea of the woman as life giver; however, 

following the idea of the double standard, it also entails sexual connotations, since 

it acts as a sign of womanhood, rather than girlhood, and is associated with being 

old enough to have sex. As Delva mentions, “the idealised femininity pertaining to 

stereotyped notions, like virginity and decorum, is depicted in the novel through 
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Cecilia’s wedding dress” (Delva, 60). Traditionally, white symbolises purity and 

morality, and thus “on the wedding day, the bride would wear a white dress and 

veil that were representative of her virginity and innocence” (Froschauer & 

Durrheim, 58). Moreover, “wedding dresses are typically regarded as items 

representing female purity and innocence” (Delva, 60). However, Cecilia’s 

“wedding dress bore spots of hospital food, stewed carrots and beets” (Eugenides, 

22). The fact that the white wedding dress, which supposedly represents the 

virginity and chastity of a woman, is stained, makes us consider the concept of the 

double standards that women are expected to fulfill under patriarchy. Such double 

standards are also evident by the demystification of Lux by Trip, a friend of the 

boys, after their sexual encounter. All of the above show the ways in which the boys 

of the novel, now the male narrators, were attaching the notion of idealised 

femininity to the sisters and were preserving in this way the ideals proposed by 

patriarchy. 

 

Society and female sexual suffocation        

Suburban life in America in the 1970s came along with suburban conservatism, 

which was a “strong belief in traditional values and sexual roles” (Phillips-Fein, 

729), which predescribe the expected sexual desires of the genders; stereotyping 

genders conveys their consideration as the “rightful properties of sex: masculine 

belongs to male and feminine belongs to female” (Rivkin & Ryan, 956). This 

clearcut distinction between gender roles creates relevant expectations and 

limitations. Bronstein has argued that, in the 1970s “all forms of social domination, 

including the oppression of women, originated from male supremacy” (Bronstein et 

al., 43).  
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 The narration of the novel unfolds in this antifeminist society of the 1970s. 

Even though second-wave feminism was at the threshold, beliefs and ideas that 

preserved the patriarchal agenda were still evident in the American suburban life in 

the early 1970s. Even more, the distinctive prescribed gender roles limited the 

chances of women to act freely within the society. It was therefore the society’s 

responsibility to police women’s sexuality in order to prevent them from exercising 

sexual norms opposite to the cultural inscriptions. Besides, the objectification of 

women under the scope of the male gaze is usually justified under patriarchy.  

The limited chances of women are illustrated through the restrictive 

characteristic of being a girl. More specifically, the boys narrate that, after reading 

Cecilia’s diary, “[they] felt the imprisonment of being a girl, the way it made your 

mind active and dreamy, and how you ended up knowing which colors went 

together” (Eugenides, 33). The boys describe being a girl as being imprisoned; even 

more, they confirm the stereotypical view of women as “other” and therefore they 

are complicit in the objectification of the girls. The idea of imprisonment conveys 

the meaning that being a girl is seen as being a prisoner within the shackles of a 

patriarchal society. 

 In this kind of society, any act of sexual rebellion is seen as wicked or 

unstable, and thus is criticised and stigmatised. Lux is considered the most sexual of 

the sisters; however this sexuality is described as “promiscuity”. Lux, being sexually 

active, is not seen as a normal teenager, but rather as a crazy person who confused 

sex with love. After her suicide, the narrators mention that 

[i]n Dr. Hornicker's opinion, Lux's promiscuity was a commonplace 

reaction to emotional need. "Adolescents tend to seek love where 

they can find it," he wrote in one of the many articles he hoped to 
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publish. "Lux confused the sexual act with love. For her, sex became 

a substitute for the comfort she needed as a result of her sister's 

suicide (Eugenides, 65). 

The fact that a doctor, a part of the medical establishment and a man, projects his 

own ideas onto Lux reminds us of the ways science othered women and defined 

their sexuality. Therefore, again the idea of woman as the other pole of the man is 

evident. 

Similar to the doctor’s mindset, the boys also perceive the girls’ sexual 

desires as derangement; they thought that “it was crazy to make love on the roof at 

any time, but to make love on the roof in winter suggested derangement, desperation, 

self-destructiveness far in excess of any pleasure snatched beneath the dripping 

trees” (111). Society seems to stigmatise the girls’ sexual desire and its expression. 

The girls, thus, are unable to freely exercise their sexuality, because if they do, they 

will have to face stigmatisation, marginalisation and even accusations of mental or 

psychological derangement. In order to avoid such stigmatisation, the girls’ 

virginity, which entailes decorum and purity, needs to be protected and their 

sexuality should be repressed at the same time. If we think of Lux’s sexuality in the 

novel, we can understand that it  

is depicted as complicated, leading to both a pregnancy scare and 

STDs, which could be interpreted as a warning that female sexuality 

is likely to lead to trouble and should be repressed. Letting a 

woman's sexuality loose is like letting out a beast (Wandland, 21). 

Such a notion of correlating female sexuality to trouble, like potential STDs or 

pregnancy, stigmatised the adolescent girls who did act upon their sexual desires: 

“The more partners you have, the more HPV” (Eugenides,115) is said to Lux by a 

nurse. In order to avoid such stigmatisation, society needed, therefore, to protect 
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the girls’ sexual innocence and repress young female sexuality. Eugenides seems 

here to address the problem that teenagers’ health and female sexuality are 

intertwined; according to Lamb, “problems of objectification, abuse and 

victimization, and stereotypes of female passivity have posed problems to a female 

sexuality based on desire, subjectivity, and pleasure” (Lamb, 294). 

It is thus highly accurate to describe the girls as “prisoners inside their 

house”, but “outside [as] lepers” (Eugenides, 147). The restriction regarding their 

sexuality felt by the sisters becomes evident when Therese said “we just want to 

live. If anyone would let us” (99), since no one was letting the girls express their 

sexuality freely. Unfortunately, the society did not let the girls live as they pleased, 

“and so”, as the neighbours narrate, “they hid from the world waiting for someone 

[…] to save them” (147).   

 All the above reasons summarise the ways and the reasons for which the 

sexuality of the Lisbon sisters was being protected and repressed. Cecilia’s words 

“obviously, Doctor you've never been a thirteen-year-old girl” (Eugenides, 8) 

provides us with an accurate understanding of the inability of the girls’ 

surroundings, namely their mother, their neighbours, and society in general, to 

comprehend all the difficulties adolescent girls are subject to, and their 

unwillingness to finally “let them live”, or in other words, to let them freely express 

their sexuality and to demystify the negative connotations attached to female desire. 

 

"I'm going to watch those girls taking their showers": The intrusive 

male gaze and the objectification of teenage girls 

So far the thesis has shown the ways in which the novel depicts how female sexuality 

is being repressed. At the other end of the polarity, the Lisbon sisters are being 
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objectified and oversexualised. So, except for the constant policing and protection 

of their purity, there is also the depiction of them as oversexualised creatures and 

objects of male pleasure. The boys are obsessively watching them and invading their 

privacy, while presenting them as “feverish creatures” (Eugenides, 118). In other 

words, 

[w]hat is illustrated in the novel is not only the eroticism of the girls, 

but also the repression of such erotic nature. Therefore, it is evident 

that society expects girls to behave according to such conflicting 

attitudes: “on the one hand, girls’ virginity is presented as their 

greatest “treasure”, that should at all costs be protected. Yet on the 

other hand, they are told that their bodies are the only thing of value 

they have to offer” (Delva, 34). 

For this analysis, the concepts of the male gaze, the sexual gaze and the 

objectification theory proposed by Fredrickson and Roberts in 1997 will be 

thoroughly explored. 

 The concept of the male gaze, which was introduced by Laura Mulvey, 

conveys the idea of being “looked-at-ness”, in the sense that women are displayed 

as sexual objects only to be looked at. When referring to the male gaze, certain 

motifs are almost sure to appear: voyeurism, objectification, fetishism, scopophilia, 

woman as the object of male pleasure and the bearer of male lack, etc. (Snow, 30). 

“The male gaze entails at least alluding to and often betraying a fascination with 

sexual desire” (Bloom, 14). In other words, it connotes that women resemble objects 

that exist only for the sexual satisfaction of the masculine vision, which is “almost 

invariably characterized as patriarchal, ideological, and phallocentric” (Snow, 30). 

Following this thought, Fredrickson and Roberts introduced the theory of 

objectification and the sexual gaze. Balraj explains how they “developed 
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Objectification Theory and postulated that women are sexually objectified and 

treated as an object to be valued for its use by the male gender” (Balraj, 70). 

According to this theory, women are not only looked at, but, even more, they are 

looked at in a sexually degrading way, since their personal and social value depends 

on the sexual attraction they can gain from men. In addition, objectification theory 

“posits that girls and women are typically acculturated to internalize an observer’s 

perspective as a primary view of their physical selves” (Fredrickson & Roberts, 

173). In other words, “objectification theory attempts to explain the extreme and 

pervasive tendency to equate women with their bodies and why this can have such 

negative consequences for women’s body image and beyond” (Calogero, 574). “The 

common thread running through all forms of sexual objectification is the experience 

of being treated as a body (or collection of body parts) valued predominantly for its 

use to (or consumption by) others” (Fredrickson & Roberts, 174). Moreover, 

objectification theory by Fredrickson and Roberts (1970) provides a 

platform for researches in understanding and researching ideas to 

improve women’s lives in a sociocultural context which sexually 

objectifies the female body and equates a woman’s worth to her 

body’s appearance and sexual functions (Balraj, 70). 

Fredrickson and Roberts have stated that “even though research has tried to enhance 

women’s lives, unfortunately, the easiest, most subtle way to exercise sexual 

evaluation is through the gaze, and therefore it is ubiquitous” (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 175). More specifically, the gaze, alludes to the male gaze and the 

subjection of women to the objectification and sexualisation by it. “Sexual 

objectification occurs whenever a woman’s body, body parts, or sexual functions 
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are separated out from her person, reduced to the status of mere instruments, or 

regarded as if they were capable of representing her” (175). 

According to Friedan, women are no longer viewed as individuals, but rather 

as sexual objects (Friedan, 79). What is more, for women 

there is no road to achievement, or status, or identity, except the 

sexual one: the achievement of sexual conquest, status as a desirable 

sex object, identity as a sexually successful wife and mother [...] A 

woman who is herself only a sexual object, lives finally in a world 

of objects, unable to touch in others the individual identity she lacks 

herself (Friedan, 285-286). 

Under this spectrum, women become sexual objects through their oversexualisation 

by men, while their only achievement is to be sexually desirable. The sexual gaze, 

or else objectifying gaze, pertains, then, to the objectifying attitudes realised by men 

towards women. 

 

The male gaze 

In The Virgin Suicides the narration is done by the boys -now men- who represent 

in this way the male gaze. The boys of the novel not only obsessively monitor the 

girls’ actions, but also feel that in this way they can control and maybe even possess 

them; they seem to try to control them by watching them, because only in this way 

they will understand them; they remark: “we couldn’t fathom them at all” 

(Eugenides, 33), while the exhibits (the girls’ possessions) they have, seem to be a 

substitute for the girls’ possession per se. This is also a reminder of the possessive 

nature of their sacred objects. In this way, “the determining male gaze projects its 

fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly” (Mulvey, 10). The 

sisters are depicted according to the narrators, who were the boys. The readers have 
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to depend on the narrators’ illustration of the girls, which is realised through their 

gaze. 

The girls of the novel seem to be passively described by the boys, who are 

obsessed with the sisters’ lives. Even if we consider the fact that twenty years after 

the sisters’ death, the boys are still trying to find an answer, we can understand their 

obsession with the girls. Such obsession can be described by the sexual fantasies of 

them with the girls, or rather the typical image of the woman who is subject to the 

sexual fantasies of the male. 

 The boys invade the girls’ privacy in order to fulfil and perpetuate their 

sexual fantasies with them; they claim that “[they] had long known about Cecilia's 

black underwear because whenever she'd stood up on her bicycle pedals to gain 

speed [they] had looked up her dress” (Eugenides, 31, emphasis added). Their 

sexual obsession leading them to the sisters’ invasion of privacy is also evident after 

Therese’s death. Instead of portraying her as a dead teenager, not only did they 

observe her underwear, but they also described it as “unbecoming”: “A minute later 

they were carrying Therese out, facedown. Her dress, hiked up around her waist, 

revealed her unbecoming underwear, the color of an athletic bandage” (161). So, 

even after death, the girl was subject to being viewed through the male gaze, and 

thus she was subject to being sexually objectified. This can be further justified by 

Lynch’s comments on the correlation between the male gaze and the invasion of 

privacy: “the gaze of the authorized observer, regardless of the social class or 

personal power of the gazer, is a potent one indeed, since it is the gaze that gauges 

the appearance of respectability and renders its judgment accordingly” (Lynch, 328).  

 

Sexual objectification 
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Throughout the narration, the objectification of the sisters becomes evident with the 

constant accounts on their “flour-dusted breasts”, their “pale skin” and their “colored 

lips”. This is suggestive of Mulvey’s concept of the male gaze, according to which, 

the focus is drawn on women’s body parts which are eroticised. 

When women are objectified they are treated as mere bodies, 

instruments for the use and pleasure of others (instrumentality). 

Further, they are deprived of their personhood and considered as 

mindless entities, unable to experience human mental states (denial 

of humanness) (Baldissarri et al., 1). 

Indeed, in every description of the girls, we are only provided with an account of 

their outward beauty, rather than their personal traits. Whenever a sister’s 

personality is being mentioned, it conveys sexual connotations: for example, Lux’s 

“total lack of inhibitions” (Eugenides, 64) or her “radiation of health and mischief” 

(22).  

 Moreover, the sisters are usually depicted as incomprehensible creatures, 

posing in their house only to be looked at: the narrators state that 

[n]one of us went to church, so we had a lot of time to watch them, 

the two parents leached of color, like photographic negatives, and 

then the five glittering daughters in their homemade dresses, all lace 

and ruffle, bursting with their fructifying flesh (Eugenides, 8-9).  

What is more, the only thing that could make the boys ‘fathom’ the girls would be 

a “Rosetta stone”, in order to understand something that is otherwise 

incomprehensible: “[s]ometimes, drained by this investigation, we long for some 

shred of evidence, some Rosetta stone that would explain the girls at last” (126). 

The narration states that Lux depicted “an image of a mythical creature with ten legs 

and five heads” (Eugenides, 32) and that she had “four arms at once” (64). Such a 
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depiction makes it justifiable for the narrators to want to watch them every single 

moments of their lives, like exotic animals caged in a zoo or like valuable and rare 

objects displayed, as if they were displayed on a screen. Therefore the boys project 

themselves “a total lack of inhibitions” onto the girls, whom they “couldn’t”, or they 

did not even bother, to “fathom”. 

Except for the constant curiosity and obsession towards the girls, the 

narrators also seem to idealise the sisters’ bodies, subjecting them in this way to 

become potential objects of male pleasure. The boys’ pleasure comes along with 

continuously watching the sisters (“hopefully, we watched”, 43). According to the 

boys, “a few weeks after Mrs. Lisbon shut the house in maximum-security isolation, 

the sightings of Lux making love on the roof began” (104). Not only did the  boys 

obsessively watch the girls, but they also succumbed to scopophilic fantasies. 

 

The sexual gaze 

The Lisbon sisters are constantly sexualised, even at inappropriate times, such as 

Therese’s death, as already mentioned. In addition, the description of Lux’s sexual 

encounter is rather illustrative: 

He felt himself grasped by his long lapels, pulled forward and 

pushed back, as a creature with a hundred mouths as started sucking 

the marrow from his bones. She said nothing as she came on like a 

starved animal, and he wouldn't have known who it was if it hadn't 

been for the taste of her watermelon gum, which after the first few 

torrid kisses he found himself chewing (Eugenides, 63-64). 

In the above passage, Lux is seen as a “starved animal” craving to “suck the marrow 

from his bones”. The verb suck is indicative of the perception of Lux through the 

sexual gaze, due to the various sexual connotations attached to it. Even more, 
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“sucking the marrow from his bones” is also suggestive of Lux as a dangerous, 

“starved animal” that may consume him, reminding us of the fantasy of the woman, 

who like a praying mantis, kills her sexual partner; this suggests that, after all, the 

manifestation of female sexuality is perceived as dangerous. On another note, the 

description of Lux as a “starved animal” pertains to the restriction of the girls’ 

sexuality that Mrs. Lisbon imposes. Under this spectrum, Lux is seen as a sexual 

being, who is starved from the opportunities to act upon her desires. Another 

illustrative example is when Paul Baldino, a friend of the boys, wanted to see the 

girls showering naked: “I'm going to watch those girls taking their showers” 

(Eugenides, 10). In this example, except for the invasion of privacy, the sexual 

objectification of the sisters is also observed, since Paul wanted the girls to pose as 

sexual objects only to be looked at.  

As already mentioned, a woman’s whole personality depends on the degree 

of sexual attraction she can gain from men; following this thinking, Bonnie’s “whole 

being” could be figured out only from the sexual connoted act of kissing her: 

Years later, Joe Hill Conley boasted that he could analyze a woman's 

emotional makeup by the taste of her mouth, and insisted he'd 

stumbled on this insight that night under the bleachers with Bonnie. 

He could sense her whole being through the kiss, he said, as though 

her soul escaped through her lips, as the Renaissance believed 

(Eugenides, 97). 

Women, then, are being critiqued through the sexual gaze, as it were, since a kiss, 

which is a sexual action, can indicate a woman’s “whole being” and “soul”, which 

is plausible, since, as Karen Horney stated, there is “the socially sanctioned right of 

all males to sexualize all females, regardless of age or status” (Westkott, 95). Under 
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this spectrum, the social setting puts the pressure on women of being perceived as 

passive entities, objects that await for men to sexually acknowledge them.  

 

Conclusion 

The Virgin Suicides narrates the story of the Lisbon sisters, who committed suicide. 

On a deeper level, it relates such decision with the struggles female adolescents 

experienced under the patriarchal regime in a society of the 1970s. More 

specifically, the Lisbon sisters were subject to being identified by their repressed, 

and yet oversexualised role in society. Therefore, on the one hand, society expected 

them to protect their virginity and maintain their sense of decorum; but on the other 

hand, they were supposed to represent the male fantasy, that is an attractive, 

desirable and sexually available woman. 

 Phenomena that pertain to the repression and policing of the sexuality of the 

Lisbon sisters convey the constant remarks of their mother and her strict rules 

regarding their social, including their sexual life, the expectations for purity through 

the eyes of the boys, and the constant protection of the notion of virginity and its 

correlation to moral purity, chastity and decorum by society and religion. It is 

evident through the narration that the girls are victims of an idealised image of chaste 

femininity, to which they should obey. 

 On the other hand, they are represented as sexualised objects which exist in 

order to satisfy the masculine vision. In other words, through the male and 

objectifying gaze of the narrators, the girls are like objects displayed on their 

window (instead of a screen), and the boys are the ones who obsessively watch them 

and sexually desire them. Even if the narrators do not exceed the limit of observance, 

and thus they do not come in direct sexual contact with the girls, the invasion of 
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privacy under the notion of scopophilia can also result in the girls’ altering of their 

perception of their own image, which could have acted as a trigger factor for their 

untimely deaths. Therefore, both the repression of their sexuality, and the 

oversexualisation of them can change the girls’ self-confidence and the perception 

of themselves per se. 

 Under this predicament, the paradoxical option offered to them, and to 

women in general, in this kind of society, was only one: to fit into both of the 

categories at the same time, i.e. to be both a Madonna and a “whore”.  

The question is: what sexuality are women to be liberated to enjoy? 

Merely to remove the onus placed upon the sexual expressiveness of 

women is a hollow victory if the sexuality they become freer to 

enjoy remains the old one that converts women into objects 

(MacKinnon, 32). 

The Lisbon sisters seem to have failed to relate to either extreme pole; they 

did not want to repress their sexuality nor be viewed and perceived under the 

objectifying spectrum of the male gaze. They have been used to being passive 

receivers of their mother, the boys’ and society’s expectations and they decided to 

finally reverse the power and become active agents in their lives, even if this 

signalled their deaths. These absurd extremes that the girls needed to fit into, but 

could not, played an important role in their decision to commit suicide. Besides, 

would one decide to live like a prisoner or die for redemption? Bearing in mind that 

women in the 1970s had to live under the ubiquity of the patriarchal regime, satisfy 

the notions that preserved and pertained to the patriarchal agenda, and meet the 

expectations of others, the reversal of agency through the suicide of the girls can be 

viewed as an act of liberation. 
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