GANTZ / “Not That There’s Anything Wrong with That”

B o :

5 +hree men and 1ts one woir
tioned as scau.. ~shle o
Directly related to this intc..
causes each member’s inal” | to foster u..

(the latter being c ~rly pos
.ocially separate fre  .ie others)
-~nnection, t  ursome ol

~osexual rom>

interests.
L. N ONC :
~v and Georgs  are the most intir . relationship » .em all;
they a.. ! iIng 1t3 1 i ‘
o y a; ' .n perpetuating ¢ .cities while re-  .ung truth
. e
only with . a... hev > ae two charact  who most [

uentlye’ _afra , T i
q y ame and wh rupy*  -coded narrative

space aether in the dor  uc sphere or ju. =ment or m the
p* - sphere at Monk’
Al ;
of these‘r_elaty «d a steady stream of othe
- cgay referents. TV visibility admits the “know

~onstru’ 1 Seinfeld universe while ne

Aps are In motion
discu...
ing” viewer ° « .

1

being so - i j I i 1
g ) JAcit as to causc . ﬂowmg” vieWer to suspf L0
_ “normal” appearan’  t the »..

.d sheds a revealiny, -

outws-
= . .
Jing the queer in Ser .e show’s

143

- A )
= re’s anythir  .rong with that” approact
- sm. While sustaining a str

' -Ailly takes adv:  .ge of provocative

represen La

tions of male .. i )
ale 1. .ast denial of iy

gay undercurrents. . ..

n

ons that not « ~w . also encourage the

semiotic juxtape

‘Lk - ") l
nowing”’ sp 3 2 I
g” sp-  .tor to ignore the show ~ual exterior and

instead to ex, re the queerness of Sertr ..

132

Sl s - = sy

LEILANI HALL The Radius of Beauty

' ;LI.II.AN 1 Hari (b. 1968) isan associate professor in the Department of
glish at California State University, Northridge. She received her BA from
bhiu University and her PhD in creative writing from the University of
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: In “The Radius of Beauty,’
_. | Inherendy based on comparison with others. Eve
 (lufinition of beauty—having a “model’s body™—is no guarantee of beauty

she says. As you read, think about how Hall incorporates
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Clever, bul schoolteacher beat im anyway to show him that
definitions belonged to the definers—not the defined.

_—Tont MORRISON, BELOVED

&

[)PTEN MY THINKING ABOUT THE body is a practice in recollection:

iy What do you do to keep that thin?” “You must have guys asking you
& it all the time.” These snippets, though, jostle for space with other
gumments: “Hey, don’t cut me with those elbows” “I don’t date
wloks. Gain fifteen pounds.” “Haven’t you heard heroin chic is out of

fighion®”

e Radius of Beauty” by Leilani Hall. Used by permission of the author.

133

i S Ea a0

5



HALL /| The Radius of Beautly

I remember the time I put on my first bikini—bright yellow wal
salmon pink polka dots. A smooth white plastic ring held together v.u s
side of the flashy bottoms. Even the top, with its spaghetti-stnng strum,
was held in the center with the exactness of that plastic loop, the ciely,
a shape defined by a measurable, consistent radius from all sides. 'Ih
me, it was perfect. I stood alone in front of my bedroom mirror il
twisted my torso, jutting my hips forward to take an awkwardly elcgm
step with pointed bare toe. This would be my first memory of my by
as an object, something upon which to lock the eyes.

It’s been almost thirty years now since I first ventured that gazc
my own fine-boned architecture and, strangely enough, it hasni
changed much. I grew taller and taller, and despite my mother’s expla
nation of growing pains, and the finger she ran across my breast on
day, saying, “You’re blossoming,” I never did “fill out.” Yet religiously
I kept a Band-Aid evenly stretched across each nipple and its snll
dark perimeter to take away an ache, a growing pain that never camc to
fruition. No boy or girl treated me with any notable admiration, and |
passed through high school infamous not for my beauty but for my
poor clothes and good grades. I went away to college long and lcan,
and years later married a man who never told me I was beautiful.

Seemingly, what I gained in those adolescent years in my fascination
with the human body had little to do with my understanding of it
beauty or of beauty’s power. I did not think about, much less unde
stand, physical allure or even simple attraction. In college I read books,
shot pool with the guys, and never questioned the fact that T win
approaching twenty-one without ever having dated. Despite the day
I secretly modeled my first bikini in the closet mirror, I had yet to

successfully develop a clear identity of a self—beautiful, sexual, o
otherwise.

Today I am still uncertain of a shared beauty standard. We are ll
aware that magazines, television, films, and billboards promote an
image of beauty that is rarely achievable. In fact, we like to argue that
its position as unachievable is what divides and conquers us. Yet there
remains an inherent problem in that familiar argument. At some point.
we quit asking, “But is this really beauty?” Having walked the modcls
runway, sat for hours in the makeup chair, stood for designers who crir
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f:-: teed me and other models for being “too big m the hiPS” (not
Sietiusc of flesh but because of the distance from hipbone to l}lpbone),
Jieve now that the media’s version of beauty is not beautiful at all.
fiset, I think it’s a contemporary cunosity with spectacl.e, not so
Mifksent from the way hordes once flocked to the traveling freak
' | Jwh. At the center of the impulse is stll comparison—we compare
Hirsalves to others, to the tall and short, thin and heavy, and the mid-
g of anything in between. We haven’t solved the Prf)b]em of the
uty myth' or effectively responded to a near-Darwinian approach
lii vlewing the physical body.
= Rather, the body maintains and continues to garner tremendous
i “ o, Whether I believe in the popular notion (.)f bt'aauty or not, I am
il subject to another’s gaze. When I am sta.ndmg ina group of peo-
il or merely walking down the street, sometimes I think bfack to what
Wy mother told me once: “Even on a pig farm, there’s still the best-
Hioking pig” It is perbaps an ugly analogy, although I suppose the old
il wisdom from which it comes offers some elex.nent of insight. f&ny
Tue lvidual seems inherently vulnerable to assumption and comparison
! _nl the group. You have a perfect model’s body. You muft get‘asked out
ill t)i¢ time! In our rural analogy, then,Iama good—l(lokmgi Plg, a m_ark
T l)mmty. Vet to comment that my body is “perfect part101pat¢_3s ina
Iitoric that deeply seems more about challenge than .con}phment,
Wil nbout separate than together. It’s divisive speech, misguided, ar.1d
' 11 with assumptions. It reflects not only an adherer.u.:e to a media-
| 'I_ll!mtcd notion of beauty but also an innate competition that serves
Jharely to maintain a divide among women.
" e tragedy is this: So many of the women I know,
Wwilreness of the media machine, still believe that most men are attract-

o the popular ideal of the female model’s form. And they often
I ining our culture but by

..
o

despite their

diliniter this notion not so much by examit : .
s prting militantly “I'm okay the way I am.” It’s a national tu-nt;.tho
. 'n, it seems, questions the original impulse‘—t.he potent belie N at‘
en prefer the nodel-thin body. As model-thin, I have started asking
Blestions. “Why?” is at the top of my list. Why do women and men

| ll slludes to the 1991 book The Beauty Myth by Naomi Wolf (b. 1962).
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have such disparate reactions to the thin female body? Wky am I both |
awoman’s ideal and a man’s object of nidicule? :
Some notes toward an answer: I do not “get asked out all the tune.” 1

In fact, I am rarely asked out at all. Some men who have spoken openly
to me have remarked, “A woman with too many noticeable bones or
angles isn’t as attractive.” Most men do appreciate and, yes, desire a:
woman with healthy flesh. A curve, you see, is beautiful. Now I feel®
closer to the insight. It is about the way we identify a circle, for exam- "
ple, by assuming its perfection—every point on the curve an equal dis-
tance from the center. It 1s about my first bikini. All those circles, the
seemingly flawless rings. I'm thinking now, though, I never measured; I
never questioned what I thought was perfect. In fact, I wore the bikini |
Just once before one of the hip rings broke—there was a flaw in the

structure that the eye did not detect. It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t what [/
thought at all.

Beauty . . . and the Beast
JEAN KILBOURNE

of Advertising

Jran KieBourNE (B. 1943) 1s an American author and social com-
nentator. She holds a bachelor’s degree in English from Wellesley
(ollegre and a doctorate in education from Boston University. Kil-
Iurne’s work often focuses on how media and advertising affect society:
jn nedelition to convincing the audience to buy products, advertisers send
{heir audiences messages that may change the way people see them-
aelves. Kilbourne is coauthor, with Mary Pipher, of Can’t Buy Me Love:
Hiw Advertising Changes the Way We Think and Feel (2000) and, with
Dinne Levin, of So Sexy, So Soon (2008). She has appeared in the video
wevies Killing Us Softly: Advertising’s Image of Women (1987) and the
s I Pursuit of Happiness (2005) and Muss Representatzon (2011).

(n “Beauty . . . and the Beast of Advertising,” Kilbourne argues that
wlvertisements negatively affect people—especially teenagers—by
supporting negative stereotypes. To support this claim, she points to a
immber of studies that demonstrate the effects of advertising on consum-
viu She asserts that the more audiences—and especially female
sndiences—are exposed to advertisements, the more likely they are to
il velop a negative view of themselves because of their inability to live up
ju the unrealistic standards of youth and beauty depicted in the media.
Au you read, try to determine what Kilbourne is trying to achieve with
ilion essay. What is the problem outlined in the essay, and how should 1t

I changed? Does Kilbourne state the solution directly?

I wuty and the Beast of Advertising” by Jean Kibourne from Media & Values, Issue 46.
Ity jwsnluced with permission of Center for Media Literacy in the format republished ina

Ik via Copyright Clearance Center.
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“You'RE A HALSTON WOMAN FROM the very beginning,” the advertise-

ment proclaims. The model stares provocatively at the viewer, her long

blonde hair waving around her face, her bare chest partially coveredby
two curved bottles that give the illusion of breasts and a cleavage. The

average American 1s accustomed to blue-eyed blondes seductively
touting a variety of products. In this case, however, the blonde is about

five years old.

Advertising is an over 100 billion dollar a year industry and affects 1
all of us throughout our lives. We are each exposed to over 2000 adsa ¢

day, constituting perhaps the most powerful educational force 1n soci-

ety. The average American will spend one and one-halfyears ofhisor

her life watching television commercials. The ads sell a great deal more

than products. They sell values, images, and concepts of success and -
worth, love and sexuality, popularity and normaley. They tell us who 3

we are and who we should be. Sometimes they sell addictions.

Advertising is the foundation and economic lifeblood of the mass
media. The primary purpose of the mass media is to deliver an audi-
ence to advertisers, just as the primary purpose of television programs 8

is to deliver an audience for cominercials.

Adolescents are particularly vulnerable because they are new and

inexperienced consumers and are the prime targets of many adver-
tisements. They are in the process of learning their values and roles

and developing their self-concepts. Most teenagers are sensitive to pecr &
pressure and find it difficult to resist or even question the dominant
cultural messages perpetuated and reinforced by the media. Mass com- &

munication has made possible a kind of national peer pressure that

erodes private and individual values and standards.
But what do people, especially teenagers, learn from the advertis-

ing messages? On the most obvious level they learn the stereotypes.

Advertising creates a mythical, mostly white world in which people |

are rarely ugly, overweight, poor, struggling or disabled, either physi=’
cally or mentally (unless you count the housewives who talk to little
men in toilet bowls). In this world, people talk only about products.
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HOUSEWIVES OR SEX OBJECTS

'I'lic aspect of advertising most in need of analysis and change is the
partrayal of women. Scientific studies and the most casual viewing
yicld the same conclusion: women are shown almost exclusively as
houscwives or sex objects.

‘I'he housewife, pathologically obsessed by cleanliness, debates
tlic virtues of cleaning products with herself and worries about “ring
around the collar” (but no one ever asks why he doesn’t wash his neck).
Shic feels guilt for not being more beautiful, for not being a better wife
and mother. The sex object is a mannequin, a shell. Conventional
lieauty is her only attribute. She has no lines or wrinkles (which would
indicate she had the bad taste and poor judgment to grow older), no
wars or blemishes—indeed, she has no pores. She is thin, generally tall
and long-legged, and, above all, she 1s young. All “beautiful” women in
wlvertisements (including minority women), regardless of product or
audicnce, conform to this norm. Women are constantly exhorted to
mnulate this ideal, to feel ashamed and guilty if they fail, and to feel that
their desirability and lovability are contingent upon physical perfection.

CREATING ARTIFICIALITY

I'lie image is artificial and can only be achieved artificially (even the
“natural look” requires much preparation and expense). Beauty 1s
suncthing that comes from without; more than one million dollars is
ajreut every hour on cosmetics. Desperate to conform to an ideal and
impossible standard, many women go to great lengths to manipulate
andl change their faces and bodies. A woman is conditioned to view
hwt face as a mask and her body as an object, as things separate from
wul more important than her real self, constantly in need of altera-
tion, improvement, and disguise. She is made to feel dissatisfied with
il ashamed of herself, whether she tries to achieve “the look™ or not.
Ulyectified constantly by others, she learns to objectify herself.
When Glamour magazine surveyed its readers in 1984, 75 percent
filt too heavy and only 15 percent felt just right. Nearly half of those
wh were actually underweight reported feeling too fat and wanting
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to diet. Among a sample of college women, 40 percent felt overweight
when only 12 percent actually were too heavy. Nine out of ten partici- =
pants in diet programs are female, many of whom are already close to

their proper weight,” according to Rita Freedman in her book Beauty
Bound.

There 1s evidence that this preoccupation with weight is beginning |
at ever-earlier ages for women. According to a recent article in New Age ;
Journal, “even grade-school girls are succumbing to stick-like stan-
dards of beauty enforced by a relentless parade of wasp-waisted fashion 3
models, movie stars and pop idols.” A study by a University of Cali- =
fornia professor showed that nearly 80 percent of fourth-grade girls in '.
the Bay Area are watching their weight.

A recent Wall Street Journal survey of students in four Chicago-
area schools found that more than half the fourth-grade girls were diet- - :
ing and three-quarters felt they were overweight. One student said,
“We don’t expect boys to be that handsome. We take them as they 3
are.” Another added, “But boys expect girls to be perfect and beautiful.
And skinny.”

Dr. Steven Levenkron, author of The Best Little Girl in the World,
the story of an anorexic, says his blood pressure soars every time he
opens a magazine and finds an ad for women’s fashions. “If I had my
way,” he said, “every one of them would have to carry a line saying,
‘Caution: This model may be hazardous to your health?” It is esti-
mated that one In five college age women has an eating disorder.

Women are also dismembered in cornmercials, their bodies separated
into parts in need of change or improvement. If a woman has “accept- ¢
able” breasts, then she must also be sure that her legs are worth watch- 3
ing, her hips slim, her feet sexy, and that her buttocks look nude 1
under her clothes (“like I’m not wearin’ nothin’”).!
The mannequin has no depth, no totality; she is an aggregate of
parts that have been made acceptable. This image is difficult and costly '
to achieve and impossible to maintain, no one is flawless and every-

! Tagline for Underalls, a brand of women’s undergarments.
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mie ages. Growing older is the great taboo. Women are encouraged to
rmain little girls (“because innocence is sexier than you think”),” to
I passive and dependent, never to mature. The contradictory mes-
sge  “sensual, but not too far from innocence”—places women 1n a
louble bind; somehow we are supposed to be both sexy and virginal;
#xperienced and naive, seductive and chaste. The disparagement of
{haturity is, of course, insulting and frustrating to adult women, and the
huplication that little girls are seductive is dangerous to real children.

INFLUENCING SEXUAL ATTITUDES

Young people also learn a great deal about sexual attitudes from the 15
media and from advertising in particular. Advertising’s approach to
aex is pornographic; it reduces people to objects and deemphasizes
liman contact and individuality. This reduction of sexuality to a dirty
jike und of people to objects is the real obscenity of the culture. Although
the scxual sell, overt and subliminal, is at a fevered pitch in most com-
mercials, there is at the same time a notable absence of sex as an impor-
tant and profound human activity.

‘I'here have been some changes in the images of women. Indeed, a
“inew woman” has emerged in commercials in recent years. She is gen-
vrally presented as superwoman, who manages to do all the work at
home and on the job (with the help of a product, of course, not of her
lwisband or children or friends), or as the liberated woman, who owes
her independence and self-esteem to the products she uses. These new
images do not represent any real progress but rather create a myth of
jogress, an illusion that reduces complex sociopolitical problems to
mundane personal ones.

Advertising images do not cause these problems, but they contrib-
wie to them by creating a climate in which the marketing of women’s
hulics—the sexual sell and dismemberment, distorted body image
ileals and the use of children as sex objects—is seen as acceptable.

“From a 1970s Love’s Baby Soft cosmetics ad. The quotation that follows, “sensual, but
wit oo far from innocence” comes from an eighties commercial for Jontue perfume.
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There is the real tragedy, that many women internalize these stereo- 3
types and learn their “limitations,” thus establishing a self-fulfilling .
YP > g £

prophecy. If one accepts these mythical and degrading umages, to 2

some extent one actualizes them. By remaining unaware of the pro.-,’_
found seriousness of the ubiquitous influence, the redundant message 3
and the subliminal impact of advertisements, we ignore one of the most
powerful “educational” forces in the culture—one that g greatly affects =
our self-images, our ability to relate to each other, and effectlvely
destroys any awareness and action that might help to change that.
climate. '
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ROBIN LAKOFF You Are What You Say

Nosin LAKOFF (b. 1942) earned her PhD in linguistics from Harvard
{iversity in 1967 and is presently a professor of sociolinguistics at the
University of California, Berkeley. She is best known for her research into
women’s language; her groundbreaking work Language and Woman’s Place
(1975) identified many hallmarks of women’s speech, including hedging
pluases (kind of, sort of ), apologies, and tag questions (sn’t 1£? aren’t we?).
Among her other professional interests, Lakoff studies the interaction
hetween politics and language, analyzing, for example, the speaking styles of
Harahi Palin, John McCain, and Barack Obama during the 2008 presidential
election, and publishing T#e Language War (2000), which explores the
wuys language is involved in power struggles.

I akof’s 1974 essay “You Are What You Say;” an early example of her
wiiting on women’s language, offers a capsule view of her theories.
{smuparing and contrasting the language used by and about men and
women, Lakoff finds that women’s speech patterns tend to make them seem
(vutative and submissive while words like “lady” and “girl” imply frivolous-
nens und irresponsibility. As you read, notice the many examples Lakoff uses
tn wupport and Hlustrate her argument. Do you think the power dynamics
fwiween men and women changed since Lakoff penned this article in the

vnly dlays of the feminist movement?

“WOMEN'S LANGUAGE” 1S THAT PLEASANT (dainty?), euphemistic,
never-aggressive way of talking we learned as little girls. Cultural bias
wax built into the language we were allowed to speak, the subjects we

Yo Are What You Say” from Ms. Magazine July 1974 Reprinted by permission of
i Magazine, copyright © 1974.
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were allowed to speak about, and the ways we were spoken of. Having -
learned our linguistic lesson well, we go out in the world, only to dis-
cover that we are communicative cripples—damned if we do, and |
damned if we don’t.

If we refuse to talk “like a lady.” we are ridiculed and criticized for 3
being unfeminine. (“She thinks like a man” is, at best, a left-handed &
compliment.) If we do learn all the fuzzy-headed, unassertive language if

of our sex, we are ridiculed for being unable to think clearly, unable to
take part in a serious discussion, and therefore unfit to hold a position
of power.

It doesn’t take much of this for a woman to begin feeling she deserves
such treatment because of inadequacies in her own intelligence and

education.

“Women’s language” shows up in all levels of English. For exam-
b3 g
ple, women are encouraged and allowed to make far wore precise

discriminations in naming colors than men do. Words like mauve,
beige, ecru, aquamarine, lavender, and so on, are unremarkable in a
woman’s active vocabulary, but largely abseat from that of most men. [
know of no evidence suggesting that women actually see a wider range

of colors than men do. It is simply that fine discriminations of this sort
are relevant to women’s vocabularies, but not to men’s; to men, who

control most of the interesting affairs of the world, such distinctions

are trivial—irrelevant.

In the area of syntax, we find similar gender-related peculiarities of |
speech. There is one construction, in particular, that women use con-
versationally far more than men: the tag-question. A tag is midway
between an outright statement and a yes-no question; it is less assertive

than the former, but more confident than the latter.

A flat statement indicates confidence in the speaker’s knowledge and =
is fairly certain to be believed; a question indicates a lack of knowledge
on some point and implies that the gap in the speaker’s knowledge can "
and will be remedied by an answer. For example, if, at a Little League 8
game, I bave had my glasses off, I can legitimately ask someone else:

“Was the player out at third?” A fag question, being mtermediate

between statement and question, is used when the speaker is stating a A
claim, but lacks full confidence in the truth of that claim. So if I say, “Is
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Joan here?” I will probably not be surprised if my respondent answers
“no”; but if I say, “Joan is here, isn’t she?” instead, chances are I am
wlrcady biased in favor of a positive answer, wanting only confirmation.
I wtill want a response, but I have enough knowledge (or think I have) to
predict that response. A tag question, then, might be thought of as a
satcment that doesn’t demand to be believed by anyone but the
speaker, a way of giving leeway, of not forcing the addressee to go along
with the views of the speaker.

Another common use of the tag-question is in small talk when the
spcaker Is trying to elicit conversation: “Sure is hot here, 1sn’t 1t?”

But in discussing personal feelings or opinions, only the speaker
normally has any way of knowing the correct answer. Sentences such
an “I have a headache, don’t I?” are clearly ridiculous. But there are
ather examples where it is the speaker’s opinions, rather than percep-
tions, for which corroboration is sought, as in “The situation in
Noutheast Asia 1s terrible, isn’t 1€?”

While there are, of course, other possible interpretations of a sen-
tence like this, one possibility is that the speaker has a particular
answer in mind—“yes” or “no”—but is reluctant to state it baldly. This
wort of tag question is much more apt to be used by women than by
men in conversation. Why is this the case?

‘The tag question allows a speaker to avoid commitment, and
thereby avoid conflict with the addressee. The problem is that, by so
doing, speakers may also give the impression of not really being sure of
temselves, or looking to the addressee for confirmation of their views.
I'his uncertainty is reinforced in more subliminal ways, too. There isa
peculiar sentence intonation-pattern, used almost exclusively by
women, as far as I know, which changes a declarative answer 1nto a
yuestion. The effect of using the rising inflection typical of a yes-no
(uestion s to imply that the speaker is seeking confirmation, even
though the speaker is clearly the only one who has the requisite infor-
imation, which is why the question was put to her in the first place:

(Q)) When will dinner be ready?

(A) Oh...around six o’clock . ..?
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It is as though the second speaker were saying, “Six o’clock—if that’s
okay with you, if you agree.” The person being addressed is put in tlw:
position of having to provide confirmation. One likely consequence of
this sort of speech-pattern in a woman is that, often unbeknownst to =
herself, the speaker builds a reputation of tentativeness, and others will
refrain from taking her seriously or trusting her with any real responsis
bilities, since she “can’t make up her mind,” and “isn’t sure of herself.”

Such idiosyncrasies may explain why women’s language sounds
much more “polite” than men’s. It is polite to leave a decision open, not
impose your mind, or views, or claims, on anyone else. So a tag-questiot ‘
is a kind of polite statement, in that it does not force agreement or beliel
on the addressee. In the same way a request is a polite cornmand, in that &
it does not force obedience on the addressee, but rather suggests some-
thing be doue as a favor to the speaker. A clearly stated order imphes a -
threat of certain consequences if it is not followed, and—even more
impolite—implies that the speaker is in a superior position and able to
enforce the order. By couching wishes in the form of a request, on the 3
other hand, a speaker implies that if the request is not carried out, only
the speaker will suffer; noncompliance cannot harm the addressce. |
So the decision is really left up to addressee. The distinction becomes
clear in these exarples:

Close the door.

Please close the door.

Will you close the door?

Will you please close the door?

Won’t you close the door?

In the same ways as words and speech patterns used by women
undermine her image, those used fo describe women make matters even
worse. Often a word may be used of both men and women (and per-
haps of things as well); but when it is applied to women, it assumes a
special meaning that, by implication rather than outright assertion, is
derogatory to women as a group.

The use of euphemisms has this effect. A euphemisin is a substitutc
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I« word that has acquired a bad connotation by association with
soincthing unpleasant or embarrassing. But almost as soon as the
1w word comes into common usage, it takes on the same old bad
¢onuotations, since feelings about the things or people referred to are
it altcred by a change of name; thus new euphemisms must be con-
Muntly found.

"I'hcre is one euphemism for woman still very much alive. The
word, of course, is lady. Lady has a masculine counterpart, namely gen-
Heman, occasionally shortened to gent. But for some reason lady is
yery much commoner than gentlemany).

‘I'lh¢ decision to use lady rather than woman, or vice versa, may con-
sitlcubly alter the sense of a sentence, as the following examples show:

(1) A woman (lady) I know 1s a dean at Berkeley.

() A woman (lady) I know makes amazing things out of shoe-
laces and old boxes.

‘I'hc use of lady in (a) imparts a frivolous, or nonserious, tone to the
scntence: the matter under discussion is not one of great moment.
Nimilarly, in (b), using lady here would suggest that the speaker consid-
wed the “amazing things” not to be serious art, but merely a hobby or
an aberration. If woman is used, she might be a serious sculptor. To say
lady doctor is \}ery condescending, since no one ever says gentleman
doetor or even man doctor. For example, mention in the San Francisco
(hronicle of January 31, 1972, of Madalyn Murray O’Hair as the lady
atheist reduces her position to that of scatterbrained eccentric. Even
woman atheist is scarcely defensible: sex is irrelevant to her philosoph-
wal position.

Many women argue that, on the other hand, lady carries with it over-
s recalling the age of chivalry: conferring exalted stature on the
person so referred to. This makes the term seem polite at first, but we
st also remember that these implications are perilous: they suggest
(hhat a “lady” is helpless, and cannot do things by herself.

l.ady can also be used to infer frivolousness, as in titles of organiza-
tons. Those that have a serious purpose (not merely that of enabling
“th¢ ladies” to spend time with one another) cannot use the word lady
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in their titles, but less serious ones may. Compare the Ladees’ Auxiliary
of a men’s group, or the Thursday Evening Ladies’ Browning and:

Garden Society with Ladies’ Liberation or Ladies® Strike for Peace.

What is curious about this split is that lady is in origin a |
euphemism—a substitute that puts a better face on something people

find uncomfortable—for woman. What kind of euphemism is it that

subtly demgrates the people to whom it refers? Perhaps lady functions
as a euphemism for woman because it does not contain the sexual
implications present in woman: it is not “embarrassing” in that way. If 4
this 1s so, we may expect that, in the future, lady will replace woman as 3
the primary word for the human female, since woman will have .
become too blatantly sexual. That this distinction is already made in

some contexts at least is shown in the following examples, where you
can try replacing woman with lady:

(a)  She’s only twelve, but she’s already a woman.
(b)  After ten years in jail, Harry wanted to find a woman.

(¢) She’s my woman, see, so don’t mess around with her.

Another common substitute for woman 1s girl. One seldom hears a
man past the age of adolescence referred to as a boy, save in expres-

sions like “going out with the boys,” which are meant to suggest an air
of adolescent frivolity and irresponsibility. But women of all ages are
“girls™: one can have a man—not a boy—Friday, but only a girl—never

a woman or even a lady—Friday; women have girlfriends, but men do E

not—in a nonsexual sense—have boyfriends. It may be that this use of
gerl 1s euphemistic in the same way the use of lady is: n stressing the
idea of immaturity, it removes the sexual connotations lurking in
woman. Girl brings to mind irresponsibility: you don’t send a girl to

do a woman’s errand (or even, for that matter, a boy’s errand). Sheisa

person who is both too immature and too far from real life to be
entrusted with responsibilities or with decisions of any serious or
important nature.

Now let’s take a pair of words which, in terms of the possible rela-

tionships in an earlier society, were simple male-female equivalents,
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atlogous to bull : cow. Suppose we find that, for independent reasons,
wocicly has changed in such a way that the original meanings now are
inclevant. Yet the words have not been discarded, but have acquired
iiew meanings, metaphorically related to their original senses. But sup-
pone these new metaphorical uses are no longer paraliel to each other.
Ily sceing where the parallelism breaks down, we discover something
ahout the different roles played by men and women in this culture.
(e good example of such a divergence through time is found in the
|miv master : mustress. Once used with reference to one’s power over
aetvants, these words have become unusable today in their original
imaster-servant sense as the relationship has become less prevalent in
wur society. But the words are still common.

Unless used with reference to animals, master now generally refers
ttn 4 man who has acquired consummate ability in some field, normally
nonscxual. But its feminine counterpart cannot be used this way. It
in practically restricted to its sexual sense of “paramour.” We start out
with two terms, both roughly paraphrasable as “one who has power
wver another” But the masculine form, once one person is no longer
able to have absolute power over another, becomes usable metaphori-
cully in the sense of “having power over something.” Master requires as
itn object only the name of some activity, something inanimate and
ahstract. But mistress requires a masculine noun in the possessive to
precede it. One cannot say: “Rhonda is a mistress.” One must be sone-
one’s mistress. A man is defined by what he does, a woman by her sex-
aality, that is, in terms of one particular aspect of her relationship to
men. It is one thing to be an old master like Hans Holbein, and another
10 be an old mistress.

“I'he same is true of the words spinster and bachelor—gender words
toe “one who is not married.” The resemblance ends with the definition.
While bachelor is a neuter term, often used as a compliment, sprnster
normally is used pejoratively, with connotations of prissiness, fussiness,
and s0 on. To be a bachelor implies that one has the choice of marrying
w not, and this is what makes the idea of a bachelor existence attractive,
i the popular literature. He has been pursued and has successfully
cliled his pursuers. But a spinster is one who has not been pursued, or
at leust not seriously. She is old, unwanted goods. The metaphorical con-
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notations of backelor generally suggest sexual freedom; of spinster, puri-
tanism or celibacy.

These examples could be multiplied. It 1s gcnefally considered a
faux pas, in society, to congratulate a worman on her engageinent, while
it is correct to congratulate her fiancé. Why is this? The reason seems '
to be that it is impolite to remind people of things that may be uncom-
fortable to them. To congratulate a woman on her engagement is really

to say, “Thank goodness! You had a close call” For the man, on the
other hand, there was no such danger. His choosing to marry is viewed
as a good thing, but not something essential. L
The linguistic double standard holds throughout the life of the rela-
tionship. After marriage, bachelor and spinster become man and wile, _
not man and woman. The woman whose husband dies remains “John’s ¢
widow”; John, however, 1s never “Mary’s widower.” '
Finally, why is it that salesclerks and others are so quick to call %
women customers “dear,” “honey,” and other terms of endearment
they really have no business using? A male customer would never put 3
up with it. But women, like children, are supposed to enjoy these
endearments, rather than being offended by them. E
In more ways than one, it’s time to speak up.
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Naomr WoLrr (b. 1962) earned her undergraduate degree at Yale
University and her graduate degree at Oxford University, where she was a
Rhodes Scholar. She has published several books on women’s issues,
including her first book and bestseller, The Beawuty Myth: How Images of
Beauty Are Used Against Women (1991), and on American democracy. Her
writing appears regularly in such diverse publications as the New Republic,
the Wall Street Journal, Glamour, Ms., Esquire, the Guardian, the
Washington Post,and the New York Times. Wolfis also politically active: she
1s a cofounder and board member of the Woodhull Institute for Ethical
Leadership, an organization that provides women with leadership training
and professional development, and she is a cofounder of the American
Freedom Campaign, a grassroots movement to restore checks and balances
to American democracy.

This introductory chapter from The Beauty Myth argues that women
must first recognize and understand the current “beauty myth” in order
to resist it. As an example of what some term “third-wave” femninisin, this
chapter discusses the challenges faced by first-wave feminists (e.g., Lucy
Stone) and second-wave feminists (e.g., Betty Friedan), and it urges that
current challenges, while different, are still detrimental to gender

equality.

AT LAST, AFTER A LONG silence, women took to the streets. In the two
decades of radical action that followed the rebirth of feminism in the
early 1970s, Western women gained legal and reproductive tghts, pur-

From pp. 9-19 from The Beauty Myth by Naomi Wolf. Copyright © 1991 by Naomi Wolf.
Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.
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sued higher education, entered the trades and the professions, and
overturned ancient and revered beliefs about their social role. A gener-
atton on, do women feel free?

The affluent, educated, liberated women of the First World, who
can enjoy freedoms unavailable to any women ever before, do not feel
as free as they want to. And they can no longer restrict to the sub-
conscious their sense that this lack of freedom has something to do
with—with apparently frivolous issues, things that really should not
matter. Many are ashamed to admut that such trivial concerns—to do
with physical appearance, bodies, faces, hair, clothes—matter so much.
But in spite of shame, guilt, and denial, more and more women are
wondering if it isn’t that they are entirely neurotic and alone but rather
that something important is indeed at stake that has to do with the rela-
tionship between female liberation and female beauty.

The more legal and material hindrances women have broken
through, the more strictly and heavily and cruelly images of female
beauty have come to weigh upon us. Many women sense that women’s
collective progress has stalled; compared with the heady momentum of
carlier days, there 1s a dispiriting climate of confusion, division, cyni-
cism, and above all, exhaustion. After years of much struggle and littde
recogmtion, many older women feel burned out; after years of taking
its light for granted, many younger women show little interest in touch-
ing new fire to the torch.

During the past decade, women breached the power structure;
mcanwhile, eating disorders rose exponentially and cosmetic surgery
became the fastest-growing medical specialty.' During the past five
ycars, consumer spending doubled, pornography became the main
weedia category,? ahead of legitimate films and records combined, and
thirty-three thousand American women told researchers that they

'Standard and Poor’s Industry Surveys (New York: Standard and Poor’s Corp., 1988).
| Unless otherwise indicated, the notes included with this selection are those of the author.]
‘See “Crackdown on Pornography: A No-Win Battle,” U.S. News and World Report, June
1, 1984. The Association of Fashion and Image Consultants tripled its membership
lictween 1984 and 1989 alone (Annetta Miller and Dody Tsiantar, Newsweek, May 22,
1989). During the five or six years prior to 1986, consumer spending rose from $300 bil-
lion to $600 billion.
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would rather lose ten to fifteen pounds than achieve any other goal.* L
More women have more money and power and scope and legal recog- &

nition than we have ever had before; but in terms of how we feel about

ourselves physically, we may actually be worse off than our unliberated
grandmothers. Recent research consistently shows that inside the ¥

majority of the West’s controlled, attractive, successful working

women, there is a secret “underlife” poisoning our freedom; infused =
with notions of beauty, it is a dark vein of self-hatred, physical obses-

sions, terror of aging, and dread of lost control.*

It 1s no accident that so many potentially powerful women feel this

way. We are in the midst of a violent backlash against feminism that
uses images of female beauty as a political weapon against women’s
advancement: the beauty myth. It is the modern version of a social
reflex that has been 1n force since the Industrial Revolution. As women
released themselves from the feminine mystique of domesticity, the
beauty myth took over 1ts lost ground, expanding as it waned to carry
on its work of social control.

The contemporary backlash s so violent because the ideology of

beauty is the last one remaining of the old feminine ideologies that
still has the power to control those women whom second-wave fem-
inism would have otherwise made relatively uncontrollable: It has
grown stronger to take over the work of social coercion that myths
about motherhood, domesticity, chastity, and passivity no longer
can manage. It is seeking right now to undo psychologically and
covertly all the good things that feminism did for women materially
and overtly.

This counterforce is operating to checkmate the inhentance of

*University of Cincinnati College of Medicine, 1984: Wooley, S. C., and O. W. Wooley,
“Obesity and Women: A Closer Look at the Facts,” Women’s Studies International
Quarterly, vol. 2 (1979), pp. 69-79. Data reprinted in “33,000 Woren Tell How They
Really Feel About Their Bodics,” Glamour, February 1984.

4See Dr. Thomas Cash, Diane Cash, and Jonathan Butters, “Mirror-Mirror on the Wall:
Contrast Effects and Self-Evaluaton of Physical Attractiveness,” Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, September 1983, vol. 9, no. 3. Dr. Cash’s research shows very littde
connection between “how attractive women are” and “how attractive they feel themselves
to be.” All the women he treated were, in his terms, “extremely attractive,” but his patients
compare themselves only to models, not to other women.
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{emnism on every level in the lives of Western women. Feminism gave
un laws against job discrimination based on gender; immediately case
luw cvolved in Britain and the United States that insututionalized job
discrimination based on women’s appearances. Patriarchal religion
declined; new religious dogma, using some of the mind-altering tech-
niques of older cults and sects, arose around age and weight to func-
tionally supplant traditional ritual. Feminists, inspired by Friedan,’
broke the stranglehold on the women’s popular press of advertisers
lor household products, who were promoting the feminine mystique;
at once, the diet and skin care industries became the new cultural
censors of women’s intellectual space, and because of their pressure,
the gaunt, youthful model supplanted the happy housewife as the
arbiter of successful womanhood. The sexual revolution promoted
the discovery of female sexuality; “beauty pornography”—which for
the first time in women’s history artificially links a commodified
“heauty” directly and explicitly to sexuality—invaded the mainstream
to undermine women’s new and vulnerable sense of sexual self-worth.
IReproductive rights gave Western women control over our own bod-
ws; the weight of fashion models plummeted to 23 percent below that
ol ordinary women, eating disorders rose exponentially, and a mass
ncurosis was promoted that used food and weight to strip women of
that sense of control. Women insisted on politicizing health; new tech-
nologies of invasive, potentially deadly “cosmetic” surgeries developed
apace to re-exert old forms of medical control of women.

Every generation since about 1830 has had to fight its version of the
heauty myth. “It is very little to me,” said the suffragist Lucy Stone in
1855, “to have the right to vote, to own property, etcetera, if I may not
keep my body, and its uses, in my absolute right”® Eighty years later,
lter women had won the vote, and the first wave of the organized
women’s movement had subsided, Virginia Woolf wrote that it would
still be decades before women could tell the truth about their bodies.
n 1962, Betty Friedan quoted a young woman trapped in the

"lictty Friedan (1921-2006), American feminist and author of the influential The Feminine
Mystique (1963). [Ed.]

“I ucy Stone, 1855, quoted in Andrea Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing Women (New
York: Putnam, 1981), p. 11.
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Feminine Mystique: “Lately, I look 1n the mirror, and I'm so afraid 'm
going to look like my mother.” Eight years after that, heralding the cat-
aclysmic second wave of feminism, Germaine Greer described “the
Stereotype™: “To her belongs all that is beautful, even the very word

beauty itself . . . she isa doll . . . I'm sick of the masquerade.”” In spite

of the great revolution of the second wave, we are not exempt. Now we
can look out over ruined barricades: A revolution has come upon us
and changed everything in its path, enough time has passed since then
for babies to have grown into women, but there still remains a final

right not fully claimed.

The beauty myth® tells a story: The quality called “beauty” objectively
and universally exists. Women must want to embody it and men must
want to possess women who embody it. This emnbodimnent is an imper-
ative for women and not for men, which situation is necessary and
natural because it is biological, sexual, and evolutionary: Strong men
battle for beautiful women, and beautiful women are more reproduc-
tively successful. Women’s beauty must correlate to their fertlity, and
since this system 1s based on sexual selection, it is Inevitable and
changeless.

None of this is true. “Beauty” is a currency system like the gold
standard. Like any economy, it ts determined by politics, and in the
modern age in the West it is the last, best belief system that keeps male
dominance intact. In assigning value to women in a vertical hierarchy
according to a culturally imposed physical standard, it is an expression
of power relatons in which women must unnaturally compete for
resources that men have appropnated for themselves.

“Beauty” is not universal or changeless, though the West pretends

)

’Germaine Greer, The Female Eunuch (London: Paladin Grafton Books, 1970), pp. 55, 60.
8See also Roland Barthes’s definition: “It [myth] transforms history into nature. . . . Myth
has the task of giving an historical intention a natural justification, and making contingency
appear eternal.” Roland Barthes, “Myth Today,” Mythologies (New York: Hill and Wang,
1972), p. 129.

Anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s definition of ““a myth or origin” is relevant to the

beauty myth: A myth of origin, writes Ann Oakley, “tends to be worked hardest in times of

social strain, when the state of affairs portrayed in the myth are called into question.” Aun
Oakley, Houscwife: High Value/Low Cost (London: Penguin Books, 1987), p. 163.
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that all ideals of female beauty stem from one Platonic Ideal Woman;’
the Maon admire a fat vulva, and the Padung, droopy breasts. Nor is
“heauty” a function of evolution: its ideals change at a pace far more
tapid than that of the evolution of species, and Charles Darwin was
himself unconvinced by his own explanation that “beauty™ resulted
from a “sexual selection™! that deviated from the rule of natural selec-
tion; for women to compete with women through “beauty” is a reversal
of the way in which natural selection affects all other mammals.
Anthropology has overturned the notion that females must be “beauti-
ful” to be selected to mate: Evelyn Reed, Elaie Morgan, and others
lave dismissed sociobiological assertions of innate male polygamy and
lcmale monogamy. Female higher primates are the sexual initiators; not
only do they seek out and enjoy sex with many partners, but “every
nonpregnant female takes her turn at being the most desirable of all her
troop. And that cycle keeps turning as long as she lives.” The inflamed
pink sexual organs of primates are often cited by male sociobiologists as
analogous to human arrangements relating to female “beauty,” when in
fact that is a universal, non-hierarchical female primate characteristic.

"Sce Plato’s discussion of Beauty in Symposium. For varying standards of beauty, see Ted
l'olhemus, BodyStyles (Luton, England: Lennard Publishing, 1983).

‘See Cynthia Eagle Russett, “Hairy Men and Beautiful Women,” Sexual Science: The
Victorian Construction of Womanhood (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1989), pp- 78-103.

On page 84 Russett quotes Darwin: “Man is more powerful in body and mind than
woan, and in the savage state he keeps her in 2 much more abject state of bondage, than
docs the male of any other animal; therefore it is not surprising that he should have gained
ihe: power of selection. . . . As women have long been selected for beauty, it is not surprising
that some of their successive variations should have been transmitted exclusively to the
«wame sex; consequently that they should have transmitted beauty in a somewhat higher
degree to their female than to their male offspring, and thus have become more beautiful,
according to general opinion, than men.” Darwin himself noticed the evolutionary inconsis-
tency of this idea that, as Russett puts it, “a funny thing happened on the way up the lad-
der: among humans, the female no longer chose but was chosen.” This theory “implied an
awkward break in evolutionary continuity,” she observes: “In Darwin’s own terms it marked
a rather startling reversal in the trend of evolution.”

See also Natalie Angier, “Hard-to-Please Females May Be Neglected Evolutionary
Force,” The New York Times, May 8, 1990, and Natalie Angier, “Mating for Life? It’s Not
for the Birds or the Bees,” The New York Times, August 21, 1990.

“Sce Evelyn Reed, Woman’s Evolution: From Matriarchal Clan to Patriarchal Family (New
York: Pathfinder Press, 1986); and Elaine Morgan, The Descent of Woman (New York:
Bantam Books, 1979). See especially “the upper primate,” p. 91.
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Nor has the beauty myth always been this way. Though the pairing
of the older rich men with young, “beautiful” women is taken to be
somehow inevitable, in the matriarchal Goddess religions that domi-

nated the Mediterranean from about 25,000 B.C.E. to about 700 B.C.E.

lovers. . .. The clear pattern is of an older woman with a beautiful but

expendable youth—Ishtar and Tammuz, Venus and Adonis, Cybele

and Attis, Isis and Osiris .

divine ‘womb.’ ™ Nor is it something only women do and only men

watch: Among the Nigerlan Wodaabes, the women hold economic

power and the tribe is obsessed with male beauty; Wodaabe men

spend hours together in elaborate makeup sessions, and compete—

provocatively painted and dressed, with swaying hips and seductive
expressions—in beauty contests judged by women.* There is no legit-
imate historical or biological justification for the beauty myth; what it
is doing to women today is a result of nothing more exalted than the
need of today’s power structure, economy, and culture to mount a
counteroffensive against women.

If the beauty myth is not based on evolution, sex, gender, aesthet-
1cs, or God, on what is it based? It claims to be about intimacy and sex

*Rosalind Miles, The Women’s History of the World (London: Paladin Grafton Books,
1988), p. 43. See also Merlin Stone, When God Was o Woman (San Diego: Harvest
Books, 1976).

‘Leslie Woodhead, “Desert Dandies,” The Guardian, July 1988.

In the West African Fulani tribe young women choose their husbands on the basis of
their beauty: “The contestants . . . take part in the yaake, a line-up in which they sing and
dance, stand on tip-toe and make faces, rolling and crossing their eyes and grimacing to
show off their teeth to the judges. They keep this up for hours, aided by the consumption
of stmulating drugs beforehand. Throughout all this, old ladies in the crowd hurl criticisms
at those who do not live up to the Fulani idea of beauty” [Polhemus, op. cit., p. 21]

See also Carol Beckwith and Marion van Offelen, Nomads of Niger (London: William
Collins Sons & Co. Ltd., 1984), cited in Carol Beckwith, “Niger’s Wodaabe: People of the
Taboo,” National Geographic, vol. 164, no. 4, October 1983, pp. 483-509.

Paleolithic excavations suggest that it has been human males rather than females to
whom adornment was assigned in prehistoric societies; i modern tribal communities men
generally adom at least as much as women, and often hold “a virtual monopoly” over adorn-
ment. The Sudanese Nuba, the Australian Waligigi, and the Mount Hagen men of New
Guinea also spend hours painting themselves and perfecting their hairstyles to attract the
women, whose toilette takes only minutes. See Polhemus, op. cit., pp. 54-55.

172

& 2
the situation was reversed: “In every culture, the Goddess has many

. - their only function the service of the

WOLF / The Beauty Myth

wil life, a celebration of women. It is actually composed of emotionz.al
distance, politics, finance, and sexual repression. The beauty mytlll 1s
wot about women at all. It is about men’s institutions and institu-
tional power.

‘I'he qualities that a given period calls beautiful in women are r'nerely
symbols of the female behavior that that period conmdel.'s desirable:
Ihe beauty myth is always actually prescribing behavior and mot
appearance. Competition between women has been made part of thfa
myth so that women will be divided from one anothe.r. Youth and (until
recently) virginity have been “beautiful” in women since they stam'i fo’lz
experiential and sexual ignorance. Aging in women 1s “unbeautl-ful
RitlCC Women grow more powerful with time, and since the links
lctween generations of women must always be newly broken: Older
women fear young ones, young women fear old, and the beauty my.th
(wancates for all the female life span. Most urgently, women’s identity
must be premised upon our “beauty” so that we will remain vulnera-
Lle: to outside approval, carrying the vital sensitive organ of self-esteem
4-xposed to the air. .

‘Though there has, of course, been a beauty myth in some form for
as long as there has been patriarchy, the beauty myth in its modeAm
(orm is a fairly recent invention. The myth flourishes when materfal
constraints on women are dangerously loosened. Before the Industrial
Revolution, the average woman could not have had the same feelings
about “beauty” that modern women do who experience- the myth as
continual comparison to a mass-disseminated physical ideal. Before
the development of technologies of mass production—daguerro.types,
photographs, etc.—an ordinary woman was exposed to fe\n{ such images
outside the Church.? Since the family was a productive umt and
women’s work complemented men’s, the value of women ‘who were
not aristocrats or prostitutes lay in their work skills, eco.nomlc shrewd—
ness, physical strength, and fertility. Physical‘ attraction, 0bv1(?usly,
played its part; but “beauty” as we understand it was not, for ordinary

“See, for example, Beaumont Newhall, The Hustory of Photogra{)h;-v from 1839 to the Pres}elnt
(London: Secker & Warburg, 1986), p. 31. Photograph Academie, c. 1845, photographer

asknown.
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women, a serious issue in the marriage marketplace. The beauty mytly

in its modern form gained ground after the upheavals of industrializas.

tion, as the work unit of the family was destroyed, and urbanization
and the emerging factory system demanded what social engineers of
the time termed the “separate sphere” of domesticity, which supported =
the new labor category of the “breadwinner” who left home for the ¢
workplace during the day. The middle class expanded, the standards

of living and of literacy rose, the size of families shrank; a new class of

literate, idle women developed, on whose submission to enforced

domesticity the evolving system of industrial capitalism depended.

Most of our assumptions about the way women have always thought 3
about “beauty” date from no earlier than the 1830s, when the cult of

domesticity was first consolidated and the beauty index invented.
For the first time new technologies could reproduce—in fashion
plates, daguerreotypes, tintypes, and rotogravures—images of how

women should look. In the 1840s the first nude photographs of pros-

titutes were taken; advertisements using Iinages of “beautiful” women

first appeared in mid-century. Copies of classical artworks, postcards
of society beauties and royal mistresses, Currier and Ives prints, and

porcelain figurines flooded the separate sphere to which middle-class
women were confined.

Since the Industnial Revolution, middle-class Western women have
been controlled by ideals and stereotypes as much as by material cou-
straints. This situation, unique to this group, means that analyses that
trace “cultural conspiracies” are uniquely plausible in relation to them.
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. Other such fictions arosc
contemporaneously: a version of childhood that required continual
maternal supervision; a concept of female biology that required middle-
class women to act out the roles of hysterics and hypochondriacs; a con-
viction that respectable women were sexually anesthetic; and a definttion
of women’s work that occupied them with repetitive, time-consuming,
and painstaking tasks such as needlepoint and lacemaking. All such
Victonan inventions as these served a double function—that is, though

they were encouraged as a means to expend female energy and intelli-
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gevee in harmless ways, women often used them to express genuine cre-
#livity and passion.

fut in spite of middle-class women’s creativity with fashion and
ginbroidery and child rearing, and, a century later, with the role of
tlie suburban housewife that devolved from these social fictions, the
fletions’ main purpose was served: During a century and a half of
unprecedented feminist agitation, they effectively counteracted
middle-class women’s dangerous new leisure, literacy, and relative
ficedom from material constraints.

‘I'iough these time- and mind-consuming fictions about women’s
natural role adapted themselves to resurface in the post-war Feminine
Mystique, when the second wave of the women’s movement took apart
what women’s magazines had portrayed as the “romance,” “science,”
ainel “adventure” of homemaking and suburban family life, they tem-
porarily failed. The cloying domestic ficuon of “togetherness” lost 1ts
mcaning and middle-class women walked out of their front doors 1n
HLISSES.

So the fictions simply transformed themselves once more: Since the
women’s movement had successfully taken apart most other necessary
fictions of femininity, all the work of social control once spread out
wer the whole network of these fictions had to be reassigned to the
ouly strand left intact, which action consequently strengthened it a
hndredfold. This reimposed onto liberated women’s faces and bod-
iex all the limitations, taboos, and punishments of the repressive laws,
icligious injunctions and reproductive enslavement that no longer
carried sufficient force. Inexhaustible but ephemeral beauty work took
over from inexhaustible but ephemeral housework. As the economy,
law, religion, sexual mores, education, and culture were forcibly opened
up to include women more fairly, a private reality colonized female
consciousness. By using ideas about “beauty,” it reconstructed an
alicrnative female world with its own laws, economy, religion, sexual-
ty, education, and culture, each element as repressive as any that had
pone before.

Since middle-class Western women can best be weakened psycholog-
wally now that we are stronger materially, the beauty myth, as it has
resurfaced in the last generation, has had to draw on more technological
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sophistication and reactionary fervor than ever before. The modern arses
nal of the myth is a dissemination of millions of images of the curreul :
ideal; although this barrage is generally seen as a collective sexual fanw.sy;
there is in fact little that is sexual about it. It 1s summoned out of politis
cal fear on the part of male-dominated institutions threatened by
women’s freedom, and it exploits female guilt and apprehension abnul:
our own liberation—latent fears that we might be going too far. This frars’
tic aggregation of imagery is a collective reactionary hallucination willed
into being by both men and women stunned and disoriented by thel
rapidity with which gender relations have been transformed: a bulwark
of reassurance against the flood of change. The mass depiction of tlw":
modermn woman as a “beauty” is a contradicton: Where modern womer
are growing, moving, and expressing their individuality, as the myth has .'
it, “beauty” is by definition inert, timeless, and generic. That this hallus
cination is necessary and deliberate is evident in the way “beauty” so
directly contradicts wornen’s real situation.

%

And the unconscious hallucination grows ever more influential and
pervasive because of what 1s now conscious market manipulation: pow-
erful industries®—the $33-billion-a-year diet industry,” the $20-billion
cosmetics industry, the $300-million cosmetic surgery industry,® and
the $7-billion pornography industry’—have arisen from the capital
made out of unconscious anxieties, and are in turn able, through their. :
influence on mass culture, to use, stimulate, and reinforce the hallucina-
tion in a rsing econormic spiral. _

This is not a conspiracy theory; it doesn’t have to be. Societies tell -
themselves necessary fictions in the same way that individuals and fam- 3
ilies do. Henrik Ibsen called them “vital lies,”" and psychologist Danicl &

SDiet items are a $74-billion-a-year industry in the United States, totaling one third of the
nation’s annual food bill. See David Brand, “A Nation of Healthy Worrywarts?.” Time, July
25, 1988.
"Molly O’Neill, “Congress Looking into the Diet Business,” the New York Times, March 28,
1990.

8Standard and Poor’s Industry Surveys, op. cit. 1988.

#“Crackdown on Pornography,” op. cit.

'Danicl Goleman, Vital Lics, Simple Truths: The Psychology of Self-Deception. (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1983), pp. 16-17, quoting Hennk Ibsen’s phrase: “The vital lic
continues unrevealed, sheltered by the family’s silence, alibis, stark denial

176

WOLF / The Beauty Myth

{soleman describes them working the same way on the social level that
fhey do within families: “The collusion is maintained by directing
giewtion away from the fearsome fact, or by repackaging its meaning
In an acceptable format”” The costs of these social blind spots, he

writcs, are destructive communal illusions. Possibilities for women
hive become so open-ended that they threaten to destabilize the insti-
{itions on which a male-dominated culture has depended, and a col-
lovtive panic reaction on the part of both sexes has forced a demand for
tounterimages.

‘I'ic resulting hallucination materializes, for women, as something
all oo real. No longer just an idea, it becomes three-dimensional,
lncorporating within itself how women live and how they do not live:
i hccomes the Iron Maiden. The original Iron Maiden was a medieval
(icrman instrument of torture, a body-shaped casket painted with the
limbs and features of a lovely, smiling young woman. The unlucky
victim was slowly enclosed inside her; the lid fell shut to immobilize
(I victim, who died either of starvation or, less cruelly, of the metal
apikes embedded in her interior. The modern hallucination in which
women are trapped or trap themselves is similarly rigid, cruel, and
cuphemistically painted. Contemporary culture directs attention to
imagery of the Iron Maiden, while censoring real women’s faces and
I " '(lics.

Why does the social order feel the need to defend itself by evading
the fact of real women, our faces and voices and bodies, and reducing
the meaning of women to these formulaic and endlessly reproduced
“heautiful” images? Though unconscious personal anxieties can be a
powerful force in the creation of a vital Lie, economic necessity practi-
cally guarantees it. An economy that depends on slavery needs to pro-
mote images of slaves that “justify” the institution of slavery. Western
cconomies are absolutely dependent now on the continued underpay-
wient of women. An ideclogy that makes women feel “worth less™ was
urgently needed to counteract the way feminism had begun to make us
(el worth more. This does not require a conspiracy; merely an atmos-
phere. The contemporary economy depends right now on the repre-
scutation of women within the beauty myth. Economist John Kenneth
(ialbraith offers an economic explanation for “the persistence of the
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view of homemaking as a ‘higher calling’ ”: the concept of women as

naturally trapped within the Femninine Mystique, he feels, “has been

forced on us by popular sociology, by magazines, and by fiction to dis-

guise the fact that women in her role of consumer has been essential to

the development of our industrial society. . . . Behavior that is essential =
for economic reasons is transforined into a social virtue.” As soon asa
worman’s primary soctal value could no longer be defined as the attain-

ment of virtuous domesticity, the beauty myth redefined it as the

attainment of virtuous beauty. It did so to substitute both a new con-
sumer imperative and a new justification for economic unfairness in
the workplace where the old ones had lost their hold over newly liber-

ated women.
Another hallucination arose to accompany that of the Iron Maiden:

The caricature of the Ugly Feminist® was resurrected to dog the steps of -f-

the women’s movement. The caricature is unoriginal; it was coined to

ndicule the feminists of the nineteenth century. Lucy Stone herself, g

whom supporters saw as “a prototype of womanly grace . . . fresh and fair
as the morning,” was derided by detractors with “the usual report” about
Victorian feminists: “a big masculine woman, wearing boots, smoking a
cigar, swearing like a trooper™ As Betty Friedan put it presciently in
1960, even before the savage revamping of that old caricature: “The
unpleasant image of feminists today resembles less the feminists them-
selves than the image fostered by the interests who so bitterly opposed
the vote for women in state after state.™ Thirty years on, her conclusion
1s more true than ever: That resurrected caricature, which sought to
punish women for their public acts by going after their private sense of
self, became the paradigm for new limits placed on aspiring women
everywhere. After the success of the women’s movement’s second wave,

?John Kenneth Galbraith, quoted in Michael H. Minton with Jean Libman Block, What Is
a Wife Worth? (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1984), pp. 134-135.

*Marcia Cohen, The Sisterhood: The Iuside Story of the Women’s Movement and the
Leaders Who Made It Happen (New York: Ballantine Books, 1988), pp. 205, 206, 287, 290,
322,332.

“Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (London: Penguin Books, 1982), p. 79, quoting
Ebinor Rice Hays, Morning Siar: A Biography of Lucy Stome (New York: Harcourt,
1961), p. 83.

®Friedan, op. cit., p. 87.
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the beauty myth was perfected to checkmate power at every level in
dividual women’s lives. The modern neuroses of life in the female
hudy spread to woman after woman at epidemic rates. The myth is
undennining—slowly, imperceptibly, without our being aware of the real
[orces of erosion—the ground women have gained through long, hard,
honorable struggle. .

'T'he beauty myth of the present is more insidious than any mystique
ol cinininity yet: A century ago, Nora slammed the door of the doll’s
house;® a generation ago, women turned their backs on the consumer
leaven of the isolated multiapplianced home; but where women are
(rapped today, there is no door to slam. The contemporary ravages of
(¢ beauty backlash are destroying women physically and depleting us
peychologically. If we are to free ourselves from the dead weight that
has once again been made out of femaleness, it is not ballots or lobby-
ints or placards that women will need first; it is a new way to see.

“Nora is the protagonist of Norwegian dramatist Henrik [bsen’s 4 Doll House (1879),a play

that critiques Victorian gender roles. [Ed.]
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