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Ellen Atlanta is a writer and brand consultant specialising in Gen-Z and millennial culture. She has worked in the beauty industry for almost a decade and was a founding editor of Dazed Beauty. With her focus on female empowerment, Ellen departed from the beauty industry in 2019 to become a founding member of both The Stack World and Communia, reimagining social media platforms and creating better digital spaces for women+. In 2021, she was headhunted to support UN Women UK on their digital campaigns, creating safer public spaces for women and marginalised genders across the country. She was awarded the RSL Giles St Aubyn Award for Non-Fiction in 2022.




Praise for Pixel Flesh:

‘With kaleidoscopic vision, meticulously researched insights, and the narrative power of a novelist, Ellen Atlanta’s Pixel Flesh unravels the complex tapestry of standards and perceptions that shape our identities. Pixel Flesh is not just a book; it’s an essential mirror reflecting the profound impact of beauty culture on our lives, urging us to question and redefine our notions of allure and authenticity’

– Chloé Cooper Jones, two-time finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and author of Easy Beauty

‘Atlanta is a whip-smart, full-hearted writer who gets to the core of beauty with expert grace that makes it look easy. Her vulnerability makes you feel seen as a reader and her expertise makes you feel protected as you navigate the chaos of the beauty industry from her perspective. It’s a breezy, pleasurable read, and one I feel lucky to have on my shelf. The world is lucky to have her writing and her tenderness, too’

– Arabelle Sicardi, beauty writer and author of The House of Beauty

‘Confronting the conformity and compliance of today’s beauty culture, Ellen Atlanta’s revealing new book charts the course for a brave new world in which women and girls can – at long last – be comfortable in their own skin’

– Victoria Bateman, author of Naked Feminism

‘Pixel Flesh cuts through the abstractions of discourse to offer a rigorously researched and deeply personal account of the modern female experience. This book is a searing and lucid appraisal of internet culture’s most corrosive and diminishing aspects; from predatory algorithms, celebrity, cosmetic surgery, disordered eating and the tyranny of performing a self. Atlanta reveals the insidiousness of the patriarchy’s grip on the internet and the subtle and sophisticated ways it magnifies existing inequalities and preys on women’s psyches. This is a must-read guidebook on the dizzying hall of mirrors that women must navigate online and the dangerous real-world consequences that follow’

– Nada Alic, author of Bad Thoughts

‘Pixel Flesh stopped me in my tracks. It took me back to my girlhood in a bold, unexpected and poetic way . . . like Grimms’ Fairy Tales, but with Kylie Lip Kits. Ellen has a unique talent for helping you see through other’s eyes and making you feel seen yourself. You will want to pass this on to every woman you know!’

– Freya Bromley, author of The Tidal Year

‘Pixel Flesh is a wise and sensitive indictment of the beauty industry – it synthesizes relatable anecdotes about living in the social media age with on-point critical theory and vigorous research. If you’re struggling with the beauty industry’s chokehold, this book can be a tool in breaking free’

– mj corey, The Kardashian Kolloquium




About the Book

A generation defining exposé of toxic beauty culture and the realities of coming of age online

We are living in a new age of beauty. With advancements in cosmetic surgery, augmented reality face filters, photo editing apps, and exposure to more images than ever, we have the ability to craft a version of ourselves that we want everyone to see. We pinch, pull, squeeze, tweeze, smooth and slice ourselves beyond recognition. But is our beauty culture truly empowering? Are we really in control?

In Pixel Flesh, Ellen Atlanta holds a mirror up to our modern beauty ideal and the harm it is doing to women all around the world. Weaving in her own personal story with those of other women, she reconfigures our obsession with the cult of beauty and explores the realities of living in a digitally obsessed world where the pressure to present yourself both virtually and in person is all-consuming.

Providing an eye-opening account of the realities young women face under a dominant industry, Pixel Flesh unmasks the absurdities of the dystopia we find ourselves living in. Both a rallying cry and a refusal to suffer in silence, this is the defining book on what it feels like to exist as a woman today.




For Livvi

Here’s to looking up to you, always.





Dear reader,

This is an open conversation in which everyone is welcome. As such, there is a glossary at the back of this book in case you come across unfamiliar concepts or terms. Please don’t feel shy in using it as a guide – we’re all learning here.

Ellen







‘Telling the truth about my own experiences as a body, I do not think I solved. I doubt that any woman has solved it yet. The obstacles against her are still immensely powerful – and yet they are very difficult to define.’

Virginia Woolf,

‘Professions for Women’

‘Go now and do the heart-work on the images imprisoned within you.’

Rainer Maria Rilke,

‘Turning Point’






Confessional

Here are my confessions:

I am not a beautiful person. I think constantly about my body and the way I look, and when I see my reflection in the mirror I take a knife and begin to dissect my features one by one.

Sometimes I ‘forget’ to eat and I have taught myself to relish starvation. I am hungry. I am guilty. I will my body to consume itself.

I have logged my weight, both literally and unconsciously, since I was in high school. I have absolutely no idea how my body looks, though I look at it every day. Despite assessing its every detail, crease and fold, I am apparently blind to its appearance. I only know this because of the way people speak about my physical self and the incongruence with my own perception. I at least have the clarity of mind to realise they can’t all be wrong and me the only one with working eyes. I have never been diagnosed with body dysmorphia – just as I have never been diagnosed with an eating disorder – but, like a lot of women, I exist on the periphery of categorisation. The blurred edge before intervention is needed.

I want to stop scrolling but I can’t put my phone down. I know I am slipping away from reality. I delete the apps but find myself coming to, awakening from a haze of swiping through my home screens searching for something that is no longer there. My thumb moves with its own autonomy and hovers, as my brain catches up with the body I no longer seem to control.

I was sixteen when I started decapitating myself for Instagram. Cropping off my head. By then, I lived half in and half out of the world, and I was truly myself in neither. My mother could never understand why I wouldn’t smile for photos. Keep in that lovely face. I never understood why she couldn’t see that this was a space for slicing, for offering the best bits for the feed. This was my life in 280 characters or 1080 pixels squared. How could she ever expect to find me whole?

Sometimes I zoom into myself as far as I can go. Pinching the screen closer and closer until there is nothing left to see but a gradient of hues. I begin my sculpting, shaving down the pixels until I can zoom out and feel happy with what I see. This is how I want to be perceived. I post the picture online, to rapturous applause.

I think about getting lip filler most days. If it’s not lips, it’s for my cheeks, chin, jawline or the other parts of my face that I haven’t realised are wrong yet. I know something must be wrong with my face but I can’t quite pinpoint what. I have made multiple appointments to have a cosmetic doctor tell me definitively but have found myself unable to attend.

People compliment me and I do not believe them.

Before a girls’ night in 2019, I bought a brand-new top because I wanted to feel sexy. I never show my boobs even though they’re my favourite part of myself. I always feel shallow to admit that, but it is the truth. The top was long-sleeved and low cut. It was the right balance of flesh, I felt. (I spend a lot of time thinking about the right balance of flesh.) I took some mirror selfies and uploaded them to my stories. The verdict came in: fire emojis, heart eyes and exclamation points gave me the boost I needed to step out of the front door.

Outside, it was a warm spring night, twilight turning to dusk. Each step I took away from the door, each pair of eyes that landed on my skin tore a layer from my cells. My particles fell away with every glance up and down my body. I pulled on my coat and did the buttons up, one by one, over my chest. I wouldn’t take it off for the rest of the night. I was sweating on the train to the bar and on my way back home. My brand-new top remained unrevealed and damp. I held my lapels together until my knuckles were white.

When I post online, I close the apps and throw my phone to the other side of the room. I scream. I then get back up and instantly refresh. I delete and repost, takedown and tweak. I refresh. I hide the likes. I refresh again.

A friend once uploaded a photo of me smiling to her Instagram – seventh in a carousel of others. I hated it so much that I cried for an hour.

An aesthetic doctor once told me (unprompted) that my lips were nice (and I thought that was nice) but my cheeks lacked definition (I had never considered my cheeks before). I have thought about my cheeks ever since.

I often feel there is no point existing if it’s not in the right combination of things. The right lip gloss, hair style, pair of trainers, made-up but not too made-up face. When I walk into a busy room I feel the sum of my attainable attributes.

I pretend I don’t want to be perceived but it is futile, and pursuing perception is its own kind of poison. It comes from a place of lacking, a void that needs to be filled. I fight to feel seen as I wish to be, to be beautiful and remarkable and luminous and perfect, no matter the cost.

I am becoming increasingly unsure of what real even means. I see the side-by-side comparisons online – what people really look like versus what they want us to see. The discrepancy is huge. I know that these images aren’t real and yet they form the undercurrent of my reality. Entire bodies shifting and fluctuating, morphing into cookie-cutter moulds with razor-sharp edges. But in this digital world, everything is beautiful, and nothing hurts.




Prologue

When I had imagined buying faces, I hadn’t imagined it like this. I’d pictured them made of silicon and wrapped in cellophane, lips contorted in a carton of pure expression. You’d unwrap your face and press it onto your skin like a mask until it fused, seamless and smiling. What we were discussing was more insidious than that. Sat in the middle of the Spanish desert, in a conference room surrounded by dust, we planned the future of our technology.

The app we were building was pink and peach – white screens with a gradient of flesh tones and a bold, black logo at the top. There were images: endless, endless images of women. Carousels and galleries sorted by trending part – brows, lips, cheeks – you could pick and mix and buy them all in one place. Eventually, we prophesied, you would be able to follow friends and celebrities, find out where they got their features from, and then buy the same.

Our business was beauty treatments. We allowed independent beauty professionals to upload pictures of their services to their profile, sync their calendar and take bookings from the thousands of beauty fans using our platform to document their favourite looks. We had started out with nail art, colourful braids and party makeup, but very quickly aestheticians joined the platform, and all of a sudden you could buy noses, lips, chins and a super-smooth forehead – all achieved by injectables. As a beauty lover, your profile could showcase all of your favourite treatments and styles. The nail colour you chose for that wedding, the hair you had installed for your holiday and the nose you had sculpted for graduation – all logged and linked for others to purchase. We coined trends, organised treatments for celebrities, gave free beauty treatments to influencers and became an authority on what was hot in the beauty space.

I had worked at this particular company for over a year, starting at its inception. I was twenty-three and for a while I was successful for my age. A bright and rising star. The trip to Spain came shortly after we had raised £4 million in funding. It felt like an enactment of what we imagined venture capital-backed tech companies should do, a Goop-noir parody of a Silicon Valley ideal. We slept in inflatable pods, went on self-discovery hikes and filled out prompts about our childhood trauma by the pool.

In this particular session, our head of people, a former VC scout, was leading a class on building better tech. Somehow, this meant imagining the worst possible outcomes for our company and trying to plan to avoid them. So there we sat, on high-school plastic chairs, and took it in turns to conjure a horror story of everything we could possibly do wrong. The data could leak. The software could get hacked. We could lose everyone’s bank details. When it was my turn, I prophesised that eventually the algorithm would incite insecurities in girls en masse and encourage thousands to sculpt their faces and bodies into similarity, spending hundreds or even thousands in the process, before we changed the code and their features were out of fashion once more.

I realised, after announcing my beauty Black Mirror episode to the room, that it had already started happening. This is where my villain origin story begins.

We were doing tech differently – a female-founded beauty startup taking on the San Francisco brotopia. We marketed ourselves as a company contributing to the economic empowerment of women; we had signed up to the UN Sustainable Development Goals and our pitch centred on the advancement of women and girls towards gender equality. The beauty services workforce is 70 per cent female, many of whom use the vocational skills society has taught them to forge flexible careers, working from home or in rented studios, often around their family life and children’s schedules. Once the subject of public derision, the girls who studied BTEC hair and beauty were now making thousands of pounds a month in creative careers that they loved. Beauty work, we preached, was an empowering and self-directed career for women of all ages who wanted to take control of their own economic standing and become entrepreneurs.

But it is not always that simple.

We were part of a $500 billion global beauty industry – one, according to Forbes, predicted to grow by more than 50 per cent by 2025. Across the world, the market was only getting stronger, growing and evolving in response to our increasingly digital culture. My company was one of many ventures trying to capitalise on a decade of selfie-taking and an increasing obsession with ourselves. This was a newly energised beauty industrial complex, in which body parts were designed to be easily replicated and sold to the masses.

Looking back, I can see that we were a paradigm of ‘beauty-standard denialism’ – a company extolling empowerment and self-love whilst profiting from the ever-higher expectations of women’s bodies. We spoke about beauty treatments as if they existed in a vacuum, as though separate from the patriarchal ideal that benefits from the time, money and energy they cost women the world over. Women, we said, in pink and purple Instagram posts, could celebrate themselves (and other women) by booking beauty treatments through our app. The payment of our wages, however, came ultimately from women feeling less than and undertaking beauty treatments in order to make themselves adequately presentable to society. As feminist author Jessa Crispin states, ‘Women who profit from the patriarchy will help keep it in place.’

But again, it is not always that simple.

At the train station on our way home from Spain, I pulled a small and battered notebook from my bag and started to write, to try to reconcile the questions that had taken up residence in my brain. I wrote a list of those I was struggling to answer:


• Can we promote empowerment through beauty without perpetuating sexist and capitalist beauty standards?

• Can injectables be feminist? What is true self-expression in a patriarchal society? How much choice do we even have?

• How has my life been impacted by this beauty culture? How are the women around me really feeling?

• What happens if I opt out? Can I opt out?

• How can we shift the narrative around beauty and what is beautiful?

• If everything’s supposed to be getting better, why do so many of us feel worse?

• Can I ever be comfortable supporting industries that have made me feel less than my entire life?

• How can I be a part of this narrative in a positive way?

• How can we create a more beautiful future for women and girls?



I thought about the girls who had volunteered themselves for the free beauty treatments and wondered how much of it was ever voluntary. I thought about the thousands of women using beauty work to attain financial freedom. I thought about the millions more for whom beauty was the ultimate form of control. I thought about making profit with women without profiting from women. I thought about my Stockholm syndrome and wondered if I was now my own captor or if I was someone else’s? I thought about feminism in a patriarchal world and realised that might be the ultimate paradox. I thought about leaving my job and then I thought about all the free beauty treatments I’d lose if I quit.

John Berger famously wrote: ‘You painted a naked woman because you enjoyed looking at her, put a mirror in her hand and you called the painting “Vanity”, thus morally condemning the woman whose nakedness you had depicted for your own pleasure.’

But we added another layer: You taught a girl that beauty labour was an investment essential for her worth, that braiding and preening and plucking were necessary skills for her humanity. You told her over and over again that beauty labour is only valuable when unpaid, and when she started to profit from her beauty work you reduced her efforts to frivolity. Once the feminists saw the blood money on her hands, they pushed her out and called her a traitor.

A few weeks after returning home, I quit my job. On the next few pages of that little pink notebook, I sought answers to the questions that consumed my brain. I began to write this book.

What started out as a personal exploration quickly expanded. In my work as a journalist, editor, marketeer and social media consultant, in my work for the beauty companies, and the startups, nonprofits and media platforms I’ve worked for since, I have been lucky enough to become immersed in some of the most feminist, forward-thinking institutions in the country. I work with women who are emblems of modern feminism but who admit to me in private that the hardest part of their day is getting dressed in the morning, that they edit all of their Instagram photos to appear ‘worthy’, that they break down regularly as a result of their appearance or that they are paying thousands for treatments because they need to look the part for their next business venture. I have been to parties where group pictures are passed around for each individual person to edit, tweak and smooth before they are uploaded to Instagram. I have consoled a young teenage family member who was caught sending nude selfies to boys in her school. I have teen girls around me who have already started injecting their faces. I have participated in a lot of this behaviour myself, and I am terrified.

I began to speak to the women closest to me and then reached out to those across the world in order to hear the truth about their experiences with beauty. In many ways, this is a book of confessions, of trying to grapple with that elusive truth – of what it feels like to exist in a woman’s body today. In this book, you’ll read wisdom, stories and insights from cis women, trans women, masculine-presenting women, feminine-presenting women, queer women, feminist women, gen Z women, millennial women, women with a million followers, women with none, mothers, students, sex workers, influencers, academics, celebrities and CEOs, who attempt to answer those questions, to settle the in-fighting in our brains. The more conversations I had, the more I realised the importance of our collective experience and the creation of solidarity.

I am a white, middle-class woman with a petite build, born with fair skin, blonde hair and blue eyes, and my relationship with the beauty industry has formed a cornerstone of my emotional and physical wellbeing throughout my life. Whilst it would be wrong for me to claim parity of oppression with women across the world, I think it is also harmful to disavow our shared experiences, to reject solidarity in favour of division. If my research has taught me anything, it is that I am far from unique in my day-to-day interactions with modern beauty culture. For marginalised women, these issues are only compounded further by interconnecting forces of oppression. Women of colour, working-class women, disabled, trans or masculine-presenting women only face additional adversity.

This is a book for and about young women and girls – not because men and boys don’t suffer too, but because their experience is markedly different, and at this moment in time it is women and girls who are most at risk. As young girls, we learn early on that beauty matters more than anything – that it is the first dimension of the feminine gender role. From birth, we are conditioned to understand that to be beautiful is to be loved, to be special, to be good. Ugliness is inherently evil, inherently othered. And yet many of us are afraid to admit or acknowledge that beauty matters, for fear we will be mocked for attributing meaning to such trivial feminine pursuits.

In our digital age, women and girls are subjected to unprecedented levels of scrutiny. Teenage girls are the most likely of any demographic to take and post selfies, and to use filters to edit their appearance. Meta’s own research concluded that Instagram was toxic for girls, making them feel worse about their bodies, whilst 83 per cent of women say that social media is negatively impacting their self-esteem. According to the Harley Medical Group, women are twice as likely as men to feel unhappy with how they look. Meanwhile, 52 per cent of eleven- to twenty-one-year-olds feel the need to look perfect, an increase of almost 10 per cent since 2016. We are currently experiencing an epidemic of perfectionism in young women, with almost half of secondary-school girls considering some form of surgical intervention to change the way they look. In the latest report by the CDC, the US national public health agency, 57 per cent of teen girls in America felt ‘persistently sad or hopeless’ in 2021 – almost a 60 per cent increase in the last decade. Depression rates are twice as high amongst girls as amongst boys, with social media thought to be a major contributing factor. Since the advent of these digital platforms, the incidences of eating disorders and body dysmorphia in the US and the UK have risen by around 30 per cent.

As the first generations to be exposed to digital culture en masse, gen Z and millennial women were raised in a social experiment, on stacks of images and an endless scroll of self-comparison. According to The Atlantic, in the early 2010s, rates of depression, anxiety and self-injury in adolescent girls surged in line with the rise of social media. Stuck in our Stockholm syndrome, we obsess over more beauty than we were ever meant to see and replicate the images that hurt us the most. Digital beauty culture is upon us and, as Claire Barnett, former executive director of UN Women UK forewarns: ‘We are standing in a doorway where on one side lies healing our relationship with our bodies as a critical step in achieving equality in all areas of life, and on the other lies the destruction of women’s physical and mental health. We have to choose which way we are going to walk.’

Still, many would argue that feminism has done its job – that we have the rights in law that women fought for over the past century. But the reality feels at odds with much of our supposed progress. There is a form of social gaslighting, in which women’s liberation has been ticked off the list, despite many of us still feeling uneasy, unsafe or unsure of how best to act. Most of us are confused about the value we place on beauty, our relationship with our bodies, how far we should take our desire to be desired and the benefits of a quick fix over a long-term struggle.

To exist as a young woman today is to flounder in this sea of paradoxes. It’s to live in a world that criticises a beauty standard whilst continuing to uphold it. It’s to know that this beauty standard is unhealthy whilst being painfully aware that adherence is the best way to thrive. It’s to resent the images that envelop you on social media whilst obsessively consuming and recreating the same content. It’s to know that this beauty is often artificial and yet still strive for it. It’s to reject the male gaze whilst profiting from it. It’s being ‘empowered’ figuratively but not literally.

When primary-school girls are considering plastic surgery to ‘fix’ their faces and bodies, the work of feminism is not done. When high-school girls refuse to leave the house after school because they feel too ugly to be seen in real life, the work of feminism is not done. When eating disorder statistics are worse than they were in the 1990s, when the ultra-thin supermodel reigned supreme, the work of feminism is not done. Whilst we live in a pandemic of violence against women and girls, under a culture in which men are entitled to discuss, dissect and dominate women’s bodies, the work of feminism is not done. When our bodily autonomy is increasingly being revoked, whilst hollow Instagram posts about empowerment and women’s independence cloak our subordination, we know the work of feminism is not done. When trans women are being killed for failing to meet a socially acceptable level of feminine beauty, the work of feminism is not done.

I hope that in the following pages we can start to (at best) untangle this web and (at least) identify those forces and hold them up to the light. As bell hooks writes, ‘Feminist ideology should not encourage (as sexism has done) women to believe they are powerless.’ It should instead ‘clarify for women the powers they exercise daily and show them ways these powers can be used to resist sexist domination and exploitation’.

I want us to be able to tell the truth about our experiences – to speak, to scream, to find solidarity. I want to unmask the absurdities of our current existence and confront the beauty culture we have come accustomed to with a critical lens. We may have grown up in uncharted territory, but we have the knowledge and the power to reflect on our online lives, and to create a more beautiful future for the next generation of girls.

My belief, above all, is that we need each other now more than ever – to think and act as a collective, a sisterhood, and not in the clichéd Instagram quote post kind of way but in a real, tangible, community-driven way. It is vital for our survival in this world. In a reality that fortifies our isolation and individualism, in which your community is simultaneously everyone and no one, we need to come together to fight back. We, as an assembly, need to commit to creating circles that nurture our collective wellbeing. And I mean true wellbeing, not self-loathing disguised as self-care.

This book is as close to the truth as I could get. Ultimately, Pixel Flesh represents a refusal to brush our struggles under the carpet. It would be impossible to contain every experience within this book – in such cases, I invite you to widen the discourse and push the parameters of the debate further. I am limited to how I think and what I know, what I have read and what I have learnt, but I hope this book inspires you to think critically about the importance of beauty culture and the chokehold it has on our world. The stories in this book are about real women, about us. I hope you find yourself reflected here, and I hope you find solidarity amongst the discomfort. I hope, even if just in some small ways, it sets you free.




1

The Cult of Kylie Jenner

I play the video again and again. Rewinding, then fast-forwarding, pausing every millisecond to see her face frozen in every facet of the movement, her famously filled lips forming the words: ‘We’re going for a really natural look today.’

Kylie Jenner has been trapped inside my phone for years now. Eighty-six pictures of her stacked neatly, one on top of the other like tiny Tetris blocks. Eighty-six versions of her that only I can see.

Kylie Jenner: the muse, the mother, the millionaire. Commodified by her family from the age of nine and thrust into the world of reality TV (the first ever episode of Keeping Up with the Kardashians shows a prepubescent Kylie spinning on a stripper pole), she reportedly started experimenting with cosmetic procedures from the age of seventeen. She founded her first company at twenty, selling beauty products to replicate her (surgically altered) look to her adoring fans, and at twenty-one she became a mother.

I spent the day with Kylie in December 2018, ten months after the birth of her daughter, Stormi. Before I worked in beauty tech, I worked in beauty magazines, and Kylie was our cover girl. As the publication’s social media editor, my job was to gather as much behind-the-scenes content as possible and interview Kylie for the magazine’s social channels. Six pre-approved questions, six video responses. The cover image went ahead but the rest of the content was never authorised by Kylie’s team. It has been trapped in my camera roll ever since.

A few months after we met, Kylie was deified by Forbes as the youngest ever self-made billionaire (a title later revoked amid claims she forged the numbers, which Kylie denies). She is the youngest and most followed of the Kardashian clan. With over 400 million fans on Instagram, she is the second most popular woman on the entire platform. Kylie Jenner is an individual so powerful that she can shift the global stock market by more than a billion dollars with a single tweet and change the concept of beauty for an entire generation of girls.

It was 2020, and we had been trapped inside for three months. On this June day it was unusually hot and sticky in the communal garden, just fifteen minutes from London’s Notting Hill station. My support bubble and I were sunbathing in this south-facing sanctuary. Soft bodies on artificial grass, needling our skin as we surrendered ourselves to the sun.

I hadn’t seen bodies in a while. Only pixel flesh. Basking in the heat, surrounded by flora, my friends looked like Renaissance paintings: lockdown plump and beautiful, lazy and gorgeous. Their bodies were warm and velvety, dimpled in places and striped in others. There was stubble and stretch marks, rolls and razor cuts. Within the lushness of the garden, we glowed warm with a radiance you can’t replicate on a screen. For a brief few moments, I escaped back to reality.

Our names – Ellen, Sienna and Eliza – aren’t the only thing homonymic about us. Facially, we are the equivalent of ‘yes, you can copy my homework, but don’t make it too similar’. Fair-skinned, blue-eyed and blonde-haired. Our bodies are the most varying aspects of us. Sienna is small-chested and slender, Eliza is statuesque and shapely – the most womanly of us all, a veritable Botticelli. I am something in between but always feel I should be more like the others.

Sienna asked me to take photos of her and, of course, I obliged (she has over 5,000 followers on Instagram and posts every other day, like clockwork). Her face was fresh with filler she’d gotten the day before, her ripened bruises covered by concealer. It was a deal she had originally found on Groupon, a small man in the back of a hairdressers somewhere in north London. It was far to go but at £120 for one millilitre, it was worth it. Enveloped by the greenery of the garden she looked like a glitch. The hyperbole of herself. But as soon as I held the camera up and captured her within it, she was perfect. A flawless digital girl, radiating natural beauty.

Sienna has been injecting her face for six years. She is twenty-five.

We skipped lunch because we were taking Instagram photos. No one said anything but we were all acutely aware this was a conscious decision. We tried to make the most of the afternoon heat but soon retreated inside. The performance was over, and you can’t see screens in the sun. As I walked to the fridge to grab water I glanced over Sienna’s shoulder. She had the photo open in Facetune. A stretch of the hips, a slice at the waist, a cut of the jaw. I watched from the corner of my eye as the initial perfection I had captured moments before was tweaked even further. It wasn’t meant to be malleable, I felt like screaming at her. Somehow in the cutting and slicing and stretching, I felt mutilated.

Forty-five minutes later, the photo made it to Instagram stories. An ephemeral post: it was visible for only twenty-four hours.

I knew I shouldn’t stare but I couldn’t help myself. This was a face I recognised, but not wholly. It looked like Kylie Jenner was wearing the mask of Kylie Jenner – uncanny and unmoving. Her face didn’t work in real life but I guess it didn’t need to.

In every era there is a beauty ideal – from Marilyn to Twiggy, Kate Moss to Kylie – a mass dissemination of the beauty benchmark for our continual comparison. In the digital age of beauty overstimulation, in which we are constantly bombarded by attractive faces, Kylie became the poster girl for the postmodern standard, one that has been disseminated more than any other ideal in history. The mass proliferation of images online and our subsequent self-surveillance have given rise to a beauty ideal built on extremes – exaggerated features designed to appeal to the screen, to fit perfectly in pixels, to stand out when put in a box.

Jia Tolentino defined this homogeneous image of female beauty as ‘Instagram Face’ in 2019, describing ‘a young face, of course, with poreless skin and plump, high cheekbones. It has catlike eyes and long, cartoonish lashes; it has a small, neat nose and full, lush lips.’ It is the face of some of the most popular women in our digital realm, from Kylie Jenner to Kim Kardashian, Bella Hadid to Emily Ratajkowski, and has formed the foundation of a new beauty industrial complex, in which a single facial aesthetic is popularised and idealised amongst the masses – including me, Sienna and Eliza. The result is a culture of homogeneous beauty, in which women covet each other’s features and strive for ideals that can only be achieved through augmentation – normalising injectable procedures, cosmetic surgery, photo editing and filter use in order to achieve the look.

To be successful in digital beauty culture is to conform to this generic sameness, to have this face. Those who are most followed online look astoundingly similar and posture themselves in nearly identical ways. In a qualitative study that analysed the faces of fifty models and influencers with the widest social reach according to Instagram follower count, it was found that 64 per cent of the women had uplifted, catlike eyes, whilst 86 per cent had full lips. Defined, chiselled cheekbones, a strongly projected chin and a defined, chiselled jawline appeared across 100 per cent of the women. Additionally, 78 per cent displayed a straight and upturned nose, 84 per cent had high eyebrows and 98 per cent had shallow, voluminous tear troughs. As far as skin texture goes, 84 per cent of the influencers presented their faces with a complete absence of wrinkles and lines, and 100 per cent without acne. In total, almost half of the women in the sample possessed all of the characteristics of Instagram Face.

The beauty trends over the past two decades have not replaced one another, but have instead become cumulative in their contradictions, mutually inclusive as they compound our insecurities. Women do not only need to be thin or curvy, they must be slim in the arms, calves and stomach, with rounded curves on the hips, bum and breasts, all whilst maintaining a cinched waist, clear skin, bouncy hair and an appropriate level of muscle definition.

Despite body positivity movements online, eating disorder statistics are worse now than they were in the 1990s. Running concurrently is an explosion in the demand for aesthetic enhancements. According to the Aesthetic Plastic Surgery National Databank in the US, the number of Botox procedures increased by 54 per cent between 2019 and 2020, and fillers were up by 75 per cent. By 2022, the popularity of these non-surgical procedures had grown by a further 23 per cent. The UK is the world’s fastest-growing market for facial filler, and British plastic surgeons reported a 70 per cent increase in consultation requests over 2020. A recent UK study found that 28 per cent of eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds and 31 per cent of twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds have had some form of cosmetic treatment (compared with an average of just 21 per cent for the whole UK population). Over half of women aged sixteen to twenty-nine were considering cosmetic enhancements either now or in the future. As capitalism moves on to colonise another area of the female consciousness, there will no doubt be further additions to the roster of treatments and procedures women are expected to undertake in order to achieve the beauty standard.

In an interview with Kathleen Hale for Harper’s Bazaar, Simon Ourian, the aesthetic doctor who created Kylie’s lips, said that he estimates that ten years ago around 1 per cent of his patients were in ‘the younger category’ (eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds), whereas now that age group has grown to comprise about 10 per cent of his patient population. Although he says he doesn’t treat underage clients, Kylie Jenner was seventeen when she began getting injected by him. ‘I know the family,’ he said, ‘and I understand that she’s a very mature person.’

In the reunion episode of season twenty of Keeping Up with the Kardashians, Jenner spoke openly about what triggered her beauty insecurities: ‘I was fifteen and I was insecure about my lips. I have really small lips. And it was like one of my first kisses and a guy was like, “I didn’t think you would be a good kisser because you have such small lips.” I took that really hard. When a guy you like says that . . . I just didn’t feel desirable or pretty.’

It all started with one teenage boy. One young man’s comments – acting as a mouthpiece for misogyny – triggered a domino effect that started with Kylie and spread globally, knocking millions of young women, including myself and Sienna. Once victimised by the beauty standard, Kylie has become the standard herself, making millions from the conscious and unconscious anxieties – like those she experienced at fifteen – of young women the world over. For quite some time, Kylie refused to admit she’d had any cosmetic work done, insisting her larger lips were the result of makeup. In August 2017, Kylie launched three cosmetic ‘lip kits’, each consisting of a lip liner and liquid lipstick designed to replicate her enhanced pout; the products sold out in less than a minute. In the meantime, others were splitting their lips, bursting blood vessels and causing irreparable damage to their faces in the ‘Kylie Jenner lip challenge’, sucking their mouths into shot glasses for a cheap and temporary swell.

Dr Norman Rowe, a high-profile plastic surgeon in New York City, told Harper’s Bazaar that he remembers about fifty underage girls pouring into his waiting room requesting lip injections – plus a dozen or so who ‘needed lasers to take care of the effects [of the shot glass challenge] – burst capillaries, that sort of thing’.

When Kylie did eventually confess to having lip filler, internet searches for the term increased by 3233%, with clinics reporting a 700% increase in enquiries for the procedure overnight.

A positive view of our digital culture would lead us to believe that we have the ability to freely shape our self-presentation online, that away from the shackles of traditional media, we can create a utopia in which inclusivity, diversity and individuality are paramount. But the data suggests otherwise. Our digital worlds are creating an ever-restrictive regime of beauty ideals, predicated by a narrow set of desirable features and facial characteristics that can be obtained by any woman if she makes the ‘right’ consumer choices.

In my delicate attempts to discuss the topic with Sienna, I had posed myself as an admirer, asking about the cost and how much she’d had done, taking notes for my future foray into face enhancing. She answered candidly: ‘I had never been insecure before, but I saw the pictures of Kylie Jenner and I just wanted to look like that.’

If Kylie is the Aphrodite, then we are the Graces, faithful servants tending from a distance, dedicated disciples in the labour of vanity, who feed from an artificial dosage of authenticity and anatomical perfection. Instead of braiding her hair and kissing her feet, we buy her palettes and like her posts, practising her teachings and spreading the word. Sometimes we volunteer ourselves for this role, other times we are coerced against our will.

Research shows that as celebrity worship increases, self-esteem decreases. Studies show the correlation between viewing idealistic images online, feeling insecure about your own appearance and then fantasising about changing your looks. As humans, we were only ever meant to exist in small communities – anthropologist Robin Dunbar theorises that we can only maintain networks of 150 connections. Our content-saturated landscape allows greater opportunity than ever for these comparisons: you can see over 150 images of other humans in just a few hours of scrolling your feed. We were never meant to see this many beautiful people; our brains were never built to experience humankind like this, let alone via an algorithm by which those who adhere to the standard are pushed up and out, to increased visibility.

The phenomena of self-scrutiny against a beauty standard is, of course, not new; it predates our access to the internet and social media. It is not Kylie’s fault, nor is it Instagram’s, that this problem exists, but both have a role in perpetuating and exacerbating the issue, just as we do as individuals. Some argue that beauty influencers have transgressed the traditional trappings of beauty culture to create empowering feminist spaces separate from the control of the ideal. Beauty, both as an industry and a concept, is now far more diverse, intersectional and accepting. However, most fail to interrogate the social order that makes it difficult for women to opt out of beauty culture all together.

‘If I can afford it, why should I not look like the best version of myself?’ Sienna shrugs and turns to face me.

The majority of us can’t afford to live like Kylie Jenner but, with the increasing accessibility of these treatments, we can try to look like her. Ranging from £100–400 or US$400–800 per session depending on the procedure, and taking only a matter of minutes, facial fillers have become a normal activity for people with expendable income, and a type of status symbol for aspirational women, equivalent to that of a designer bag. In a trend largely led by celebrities, young women and girls are showing their folders of edited faces to doctors and non-doctors, the trained and untrained, and asking to be made the same, the fragments of their idols coveted and consumed.

Sienna tells me she feels empowered. She earns good money, why shouldn’t she invest in her image? Look after herself and boost her confidence? But she also tells me she can’t stop dissecting her face to find her next fix. It’s the perfect patch-up to push her pain to the side; her autonomy allows her to take the situation into her own hands and ‘improve’ herself.

The language of empowerment was co-opted in the 1970s with L’Oreal’s ‘Because you’re worth it’ campaign, designed to sell more hair and beauty products than their competitor Clairol. Our current state of beauty and feminism is simply the logical extension of this capitalist colonisation of the female consciousness. Pharmaceutical giant Allergan even started tailoring its advertisements of Juvéderm, one of the most popular global brands of dermal filler, to millennial women. Their 2018 commercial lists the treatment’s potential side effects (swelling, pain, lumps, bruising, vision abnormalities, stroke and blindness) before pink and purple text fills the screen, telling consumers to ‘Live it, work it, pose it, command it, boss it’. Every part of your physical self can now be improved, tweaked and changed to fit the societal ideal, and it has become your responsibility to do so. Regardless of the systemic powers in place that drive you to detest your features, the onus for ‘success’ lies with you, as an individual.

It was a word that came up over and over again in the research for this book: everything from injectables to cosmetic surgery, editing apps and selfies were described as ‘empowering’. I’d once said the same but it started to feel meaningless, a blanket term for ‘it makes me feel better for a bit’, whilst the undercurrent of anxiety and inadequacy still swirled beneath. The word started to feel more ominous as time went on. It became a deflection, an act of concealment, and a way to end the conversation on beauty standards entirely.

Despite us all driving towards this idealised aesthetic, it seems we can’t admit that we are doing it for anyone except ourselves. Most of us can’t admit to doing it at all. Running parallel to the discourse of empowerment is an undercurrent of shame. Claiming you’ve never undergone cosmetic surgery – that you simply woke up more attractive – forms an insidious undercurrent in our beauty culture. Kylie, for one, has never confessed to any augmentations other than her lips and, in 2023, a breast augmentation, despite claims that she’d spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on multiple surgeries before turning 25. The best plastic surgery is inconspicuous and, despite the rising treatment statistics, the illusion of natural, effortless beauty continues to be upheld. Paradoxically, none of us want to take responsibility for our choices even if we all claim to be empowered by them. And, if we are truly making these decisions for ourselves, as a tool of self-expression and empowerment independent from patriarchal control, why is one form of beauty (and femininity) – such as Instagram Face – so prevalent?

An aesthetic of homogeneity, to me, is a reductive tactic. Not only is it a genius marketing tool, as a globalised beauty standard creates an incredibly exclusive set of ideals that everybody must augment themselves in order to achieve, but it is also a tool of our collective oppression, a way to keep us in line. Uniformity has been used historically as a form of control and subordination: by conforming to copy/paste versions of one another, by assimilating into an assembly line of identical faces, we lose a sense of our individuality and of our humanity. It goes beyond aesthetics; it’s a political act that hinders our self-definition and ultimately strips us of agency.

Conversations around bodily autonomy and our right to choose have become focused on beautification and cosmetic procedures, whilst women’s rights to abortion, safety from violence and access to contraception are being revoked across the world. We are ‘empowered’ in our preoccupation with physical perfection whilst governing structures take power over our bodies. We absorb the pastel posts about girl power whilst our actual powers are being stripped away.

Feminist writer Andrea Dworkin wrote that beauty standards ‘define precisely the dimensions of [women’s] physical freedom’ – their narrow constraints on our bodies creating straitjackets, inhibiting our ability to move through the world with ease. We are trapped – physically, psychologically and financially. Not even billionaire status can set a woman free. The rhetoric of empowerment and choice is simply covering up the continuous objectification and subjugation of women under modern beauty culture. Cosmetic enhancements may be sold to us as empowerment tools but these ever-intensifying beauty standards continue to reinforce gender inequality. What’s worse, we have been made to think we’re winning. We cut ourselves up, stick needles into our faces, invest our precious time, part with our hard-earned money and even put our lives at risk under the guise of liberation. Where this heightened level of self-scrutiny becomes a marker for our new-found freedom, our increased body surveillance is reframed as a tool for a better life, rather than a side effect of a harmful beauty culture.

Of course, beauty practices are also used by individuals across the globe to express genuine creativity and passion. If there’s one constant in human history, it’s that we’ve always embellished our bodies – from scarification to kohl eyeliner. There is huge power in the artform of self-expression but much of this beauty work is the antithesis of creative freedom. Our digital culture creates opportunity for competition and comparison on a scale never seen before. Combined with the advancements in beauty technology, we are left with a culture in which the small ‘imperfections’ that make us unique can easily be erased, ‘corrected’ and replaced with trending catalogue parts. The illusion of beauty as self-care allows us, for a moment, to believe that we have some freedom in the creation of our own aesthetic, whilst an omnipotent beast continues to control and shape it.

Eliza was fed up. We were on a day trip together a few months after our sunbathing session – Sienna, Eliza and I, with a few other girls we knew and loved. No one else in the group had really noticed the shift in Eliza’s psyche, but she’s one of my oldest friends and her mood swings are more familiar to me than my own. A fellow northerner, another outsider, we ground each other in familiarity. We often catch eyes as the others talk, sharing a mutual feeling that, despite the ridiculousness, we are both in this together. We aren’t like them. We are something else. Today, she’d become quiet, drawn into herself. Sienna and the other girls were behind us, quite a few paces back. Eliza and I had walked ahead, intentionally speeding up for those precious few moments of alone time. I knew she was on the precipice of an eruption and if I could get her alone I could minimise the devastation.

‘I just can’t do this anymore,’ she said. The lava began to flow.

‘I can’t cope with the constant fucking chat about Instagram girls and nose jobs and what we all look like. I just can’t do it. Yeah, I’ve gained a bit of weight, but you know what? I actually don’t care. I’m never going to look like those girls and that’s fine, I’ve accepted that. I just want a day where I don’t have to think for a single second about my appearance, or if I’m going to get the right photo, or if I can eat a croissant for breakfast, or if my bum will look good in my outfit. I don’t fucking care. There’s more to life! Every single day we have to talk about Kylie Jenner or Bella Hadid or Hailey Bieber, or what this person is wearing or what this person has had done. I’m just so bored of it, Ellen. Not everyone wants to look like Kylie fucking Jenner. I’m trying so hard to be confident and I just can’t keep talking about every inch of my face and body like I’m some kind of DIY project someone forgot to finish.’

Experiencing girlhood in the early 2000s, our generation grew up with the makeover as a cornerstone of pop culture – from the iconic Princess Diaries scene to the countless episodes of Extreme Makeover, 10 Years Younger in 10 Days and The Swan that we binged throughout our formative years. The term ‘glow up’ became rooted in our everyday vocabulary and we yearned, secretly, to one day be transformed.

Viewing bodies as objects awaiting improvement has been dubbed the ‘cosmetic gaze’. The body we are born with becomes the prototype, in need of adjustments and tweaking in response to feedback. The ideal body can then be envisioned as an ‘after’ picture or final product transformed by experts – in this case, aestheticians, beauty therapists, makeup artists, influencers and personal trainers. We internalise the cosmetic gaze, encouraged to view ourselves as a ‘before’ image awaiting transformation. We want to be seen to be improving, to be eternally optimising.

Noticing the rising trend for Instagram Face, aestheticians began selling dermal filler packages named after Kylie Jenner, inaugurating her as the archetype for the ‘it girl’ look. In exchange for your monthly salary, you were promised an instant transformation to the internet’s ideals. You could buy Kylie Jenner’s face and mould it onto your own. The Advertising Standards Authority banned a number of so-called ‘Kylie Package’ ads from Instagram in 2019 for misleading consumers, though the treatment combinations themselves, of course, still exist. Women are incentivised financially and aesthetically to market these procedures to other women – influencers are given free or discounted treatments in exchange for promotion – fuelling anxiety about flaws we never realised we had, making us all into the image of each other.

Any features that don’t align with the ideal then become problems waiting to be ‘fixed’ by the aesthetics industry. Online, images of women’s faces marked by arrows and dotted lines demonstrate how noses, chins, lips, cheeks and jaws can be rectified in order to be made beautiful, how they may be ‘improved’ in order to maximise a woman’s potential. As Tolentino writes, women are encouraged to analyse their faces ‘the way that a McKinsey consultant would think about a corporation: identify underperforming sectors and remake them, discard whatever doesn’t increase profits and reorient the business toward whatever does’, the ‘profits’ being the currency of beauty. Through likes and follows, we are given a daily measure of how our faces and bodies are performing, with instant validation or ostracisation. In one study of interviews with young women, many said they would delete their photographs if they didn’t receive an ‘acceptable’ amount of likes – something Kylie also admits to. Eighty-one per cent of women surveyed said they set a benchmark for how many likes they should receive to be performing well amongst their peers. If they didn’t receive them then they viewed themselves negatively in comparison with other women.

Self-surveillance acts as an extension of French philosopher Michel Foucault’s notion of the panopticon effect: in an open, circular prison structure, prisoners
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