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            To the girls and women who fight, in all the ways they know how, for better tomorrows.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            I sometimes think I could take on the world,

            but first . . .

            Oh my God, my eyebrows need plucking

            And oh my God, my legs need shaving

            And my pores need cleansing and my skin needs toning

            And my boobs need padding and my hair needs combing

            —Siwan Clark, “The Armpit Song”

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	 Cover

            	 Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Epigraph

            	 Contents

            	Introduction

            	One: This Is Beauty Sickness
                  	1: Will I Be Pretty?

                  	2: Just Like a Woman

                  	3: I, Object

               

            

            	Two: This Is What Beauty Sickness Does to Women
                  	4: Your Mind on Your Body and Your Body on Your Mind

                  	5: It’s a Shame

                  	6: Your Money and Your Time

               

            

            	Three: This Is How the Media Feeds Beauty Sickness
                  	7: Malignant Mainstream Media

                  	8: (Anti)social Media and Online Obsessions

               

            

            	Four: The Ways We’re Fighting Beauty Sickness Aren’t Working
                  	9: Media Literacy Is Not Enough

                  	10: The Problem with “Real Beauty”

               

            

            	Five: How We Can Fight Beauty Sickness
                  	11: Turning Down the Volume

                  	12: Stop the Body Talk

                  	13: Function over Form

                  	14: Learning to Love Your Body and Teaching Others to Do the Same

                  	15: Turning Away from the Mirror to Face the World

               

            

            	Acknowledgments

            	Notes

            	Index

            	About the Author

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         I taught my first college-level course, “The Psychology of Women,” almost twenty years ago. As I got to know the young women
            who were students in my class, I became both impressed and concerned. These students blew me away with their intelligence
            and perseverance, their humor, and their consistent openness to engaging with difficult ideas. But some of the worries that
            burdened these talented women surprised me with their intensity. Of course there were anxieties about things like grades,
            finding a job, or relationship troubles. But these women also spent an alarming amount of time worrying about their weight,
            their skin, their clothing, and their hair. One student admitted she missed class one day simply because she felt “too ugly
            to be seen in public.” The other women in the class accepted this claim without surprise, secure in the knowledge that if
            you’re a woman worrying about how you look, you’ll always be in good company. After offering the obligatory reassurances that
            she wasn’t ugly, they patted her on the shoulder with gentle understanding.
         

         
         I recently met up with a friend of mine who is a professor at a small university in the South. As we sat at a local café,
            catching each other up on our lives, he began telling me a story about the service trips abroad that he leads for college
            students. A couple of weeks before one of these groups was set to leave for a tropical location, he asked the students to
            write reflections on whether they were prepared for their trip. Out of the seven women in the group, five wrote that they
            weren’t ready because they had hoped to lose weight before leaving. They seemed more worried about how their bodies might
            appear than whether they had sufficiently reflected on the work they hoped to do during their trip. Not one man in the group
            wrote about his body “not being ready.” When my friend shared that story with me, my mouth actually dropped open for a moment.
         

         
         “No,” I responded. I didn’t want to believe him.

         
         “Yes,” he confirmed. “Five out of seven.”

         
         “What did you write on their journals?” I asked. “What kind of feedback can you give in response to that?”

         
         He told me he wasn’t sure what to write, but eventually settled on reassuring those five women that the culture they were
            visiting was accepting and nonjudgmental. I doubt that provided much comfort. Even when we travel, we never really leave our
            own culture far behind, and that’s the culture that led these women to write what they did in those journals.
         

         
         So many young women today are strikingly bold in important areas of their lives, but still crumble in front of the mirror.
            They fight so hard to be treated with respect, but seem, at least at times, to be willing to trade it all in an instant if
            they could only remake their physical appearance.
         

         
         Sometimes I wonder if I and the grown women I know are really so different from that student who skipped class in response
            to what she saw in the mirror, or the young women who weren’t ready to travel because they didn’t feel thin enough. Maybe
            we’ve never stayed home from work due to a case of the uglies, but how often have we had conversations about our physical
            flaws, bonding over our displeasure with weight gain or newly appeared wrinkles? How much more time do we spend getting ready
            for work every day compared to our male colleagues? When one of my most beloved mentors told a group that she wore a scarf
            every day because her aging neck was “too hideous to be seen,” why didn’t we question that type of talk? Why are some of my
            women colleagues still worrying about how many hotness-indicating chili peppers they have on a popular rating website for
            professors? We may no longer play dress-up and pose in front of the mirror the way many young girls do, but I worry that’s
            only because we’ve internalized that mirror. We never actually left it behind.
         

         
         For the past fifteen years, I have dedicated myself to studying girls’ and women’s struggles with beauty and body image. I
            often look back to that first class I taught and think about the young woman who wouldn’t leave her room one day because she
            felt too unattractive. I don’t believe she’s that atypical. I also don’t think she was “crazy” or unusually vain. What I do
            believe is that she was suffering. She was beauty sick.
         

         
         We should not be surprised at how many women struggle with beauty sickness. We have created a culture that tells women the
            most important thing they can be is beautiful. Then we pummel them with a standard of beauty they will never meet. After that,
            when they worry about beauty, we call them superficial. Or even worse, we dismiss their concerns altogether, saying, “Everyone
            is beautiful in their own way,” and admonishing them to accept themselves the way they are.
         

         
         I wrote this book with the hope that it would provide a path through the miasma of messages we hear about women and beauty.
            Today’s women (and the people who care about them) deserve an honest and challenging assessment of the role beauty plays in
            their lives, along with scientifically sound advice on how to most effectively push back against a beauty-sick culture.
         

         
         In addition to scientific research, I will share the stories of a variety of women making their way through beauty sickness.
            Although these women come from many different walks of life, they are not a representative sample of all women. They are simply
            women who had stories to tell and were willing to share those stories with me. In particular, they are a relatively privileged
            group, mostly college-bound or college-educated. Additionally, none are transgender women.
         

         
         Most interviewees chose to have their names and identifying details changed to protect their privacy and the privacy of other
            people in their narratives. These women are marked with an asterisk when first introduced. Beyond edits for clarity and changes
            to protect identities, interviewees’ words are their own.
         

         
         I hope you will find at least one woman in this book whose story speaks to you. No matter our differences, we are all on this
            road together. The words of others who have walked before us can be powerful guides. The words of those who feel they are
            walking alone or stumbling can remind us to care for each other.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One
This Is Beauty Sickness

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Will I Be Pretty?

         
         When I talk to young girls, I often ask that question so many adults ask. What do you want to be when you grow up? I love the variety of answers. A teacher. A scientist. An astronaut. A veterinarian. A painter. The president. But no matter
            what type of life young girls dream of, I know there’s a good chance there are two things they really want to be: thin and
            pretty.
         

         
         Girls start thinking about their ideal body at a shockingly early age. Thirty-four percent of five-year-old girls engage in
            deliberate dietary restraint at least “sometimes.” Twenty-eight percent of these girls say they want their bodies to look
            like the women they see in movies and on television.1 To put this into context, important developmental milestones for five-year-olds include the successful use of a fork and
            spoon and the ability to count ten or more objects. These are girls who are just learning how to move their bodies around
            in the world, yet somehow they’re already worried about how their bodies look, already seeking to take up less space.
         

         
         Between ages five and nine, 40 percent of girls say they wish they were thinner.2 Almost one-third of third-grade girls report they are “always” afraid of becoming fat.3 These young girls are not worried about their weight because of health concerns. They’re worried because they know that being
            pretty matters for girls, and that in this culture, thinness is a key component of that prettiness.
         

         
         Leigh*, a bright, delightful seven-year-old girl with a curious disposition, visited my office with her mother, who had agreed
            to be interviewed for this book. Leigh decided she wanted to be interviewed as well, so I talked with her first. Leigh’s mother
            stayed in the room, but sat slightly behind Leigh so that she would be less likely to influence her responses.
         

         
         The chair in my office on which Leigh sat was too tall for her, leaving her free to swing her legs as we talked. Leigh’s resting
            facial expression was mildly skeptical, as if she couldn’t decide whether the visit was boring, like going to see a doctor,
            or fun, because she got to play with the toys on the table in my office. Either way, she was a good sport.
         

         
         “Leigh,” I asked, “can you think of what a beautiful woman looks like? Someone who’s very pretty? Can you make her up in your
            head?”
         

         
         Leigh squinted her eyes a bit and nodded. “She has long, straight hair, and she’s wearing a lot of makeup. And high heels.
            She’s thin. Her arms and legs are thin.” Leigh’s description sounded as though she were reading off a list of specifications
            for a casting call. After detailing the thinness required for various parts of this imaginary woman’s body, Leigh paused.
            “I’m not sure how big her head is,” she said, her brow wrinkled in thought.
         

         
         The moment was simultaneously sad and charming. Charming because Leigh was so perplexed about how to describe the size of
            a woman’s head. Sad because she already believed that a woman’s beauty could be captured via a series of measurements.
         

         
         I asked Leigh if it matters whether a girl is pretty. “You get more praise and stuff,” she told me, barely taking her eyes
            away from the miniature Rubik’s Cube she was manipulating.
         

         
         Early in many girls’ development, the desire to be prettier is already cluttering their thoughts. I’m sure I was no different
            as a young girl. I remember my grandparents taking me to Cypress Gardens in Florida when I was five years old. In addition
            to all the lovely flowers you’d expect to see, Cypress Gardens was populated with young, attractive women who had been hired
            to dress as southern belles and roam the park. They carried parasols and wore frilly, poofy, pastel dresses. I have an album
            with several photos of young me, clad in shorts and a T-shirt, squinting into the sun, posing next to each of these women.
            I was too young to wonder why a woman would be hired just to walk around and look pretty, or why there was no male equivalent
            of the roaming southern belles. I was too young to wonder what it must have felt like to wear one of those crinoline-heavy
            dresses in the Florida heat, even as my own sweat-soaked hair stuck to my head. I was also too young to ask why all the women
            were young and white and thin.
         

         
         Times have changed since that childhood trip to Florida. The cultural obsession with prettiness remains, but the standards
            are even higher. A relative of mine took her six-year-old daughter to Disney World recently. When the little girl saw Cinderella
            and Snow White, she complained, “Those aren’t real princesses. They’re just regular ladies dressed like princesses.” She scoffed,
            “I can tell because their faces are busted.”
         

         
         When I first heard this anecdote, I was confused. I thought she meant their faces literally were broken. Turns up any young
            person could tell you that busted is just a synonym for ugly.
         

         
         “Where did you learn that word?” asked the little girl’s mom.

         
         “YouTube,” the girl replied, with a shrug and a grin.

         
         Girls today grow up knowing not just that prettiness is required of women, but that the standard for beauty is near perfection.
            Even women hired to impersonate princesses leave them thinking, “Meh. I’ve seen better.”
         

         
         Happily, despite being aware of these princess-level impossible standards, seven-year-old Leigh seems to feel just fine about
            how she looks. “Leigh,” I said, momentarily pulling her attention away from a set of toy magnets, “what if somebody asked,
            ‘What does Leigh look like?’ What would you say?”
         

         
         Leigh scrunches her face up, lets out a long hmmm, then answers. “Well, not exactly tall, not exactly short. I’m like the average seven-year-old size, and I have curly red
            hair and green eyes and today I’m wearing a dark blue dress and light blue shoes.”
         

         
         “That’s a good description,” I tell Leigh. “What would you say your body looks like?”

         
         Leigh is warmed up now, so there’s no pause. “My arms are thin and my legs are really muscly and my trunk is normal.”

         
         “Do you like your body?” I ask.

         
         Leigh nods and gives a delightful answer. “I run laps and run around and climb a lot and jump a lot. And I swim and kicking
            gets my legs good.”
         

         
         “What do you think is more important,” I ask Leigh, “if your body can do things or if your body is pretty?”

         
         “Do things.” Leigh answers with no hesitation. Leigh’s mom smiles from behind her, relief in her eyes.

         
         “Do you think you’ll always feel that way?” I ask.

         
         Leigh gets a little quiet. “I’m not sure,” she responds.

         
         “I hope so,” I say.

         
         “Me too,” says Leigh, but she’s looking down and her legs have stopped swinging.

         
         I wonder what will happen to Leigh when she enters the rocky territory of adolescence. I hate thinking about the fact that
            there’s a decent chance she will no longer feel so accepting of how she looks. The statistics aren’t good. Around 90 percent
            of young women have no problem naming a body part with which they’re unhappy. About 50 percent express what researchers call
            a “global negative evaluation” of their body.4 The sense so many teen girls have of not being “good enough” is intimately tied up with the disappointment they feel when
            they look in the mirror.
         

         
         
            Beauty Sick

            After researching women’s battles with beauty for years, I can confidently tell you that girls and women who struggle to feel
               at home in their own bodies are not some odd subculture of America. They are not a vanity-struck minority. They are our daughters,
               our sisters, our students, our friends, our partners, and our loved ones. They are our future leaders. They are sick of wondering
               if they will ever be beautiful enough. They are beauty sick.
            

            
            Beauty sickness is what happens when women’s emotional energy gets so bound up with what they see in the mirror that it becomes
               harder for them to see other aspects of their lives. It starts surprisingly early, as soon as young girls are taught that
               their primary form of currency in this world involves being pleasing to the eyes of others. Although we hear the most about
               beauty sickness in young women, it’s a malaise that affects women of all ages. You can’t simply grow out of it. You must break
               free with deliberate intent and perseverance.
            

            
            Beauty sickness is fed by a culture that focuses on women’s appearance over anything else they might do or say or be. It’s
               reinforced by the images we see and the words we use to describe ourselves and other women. Those who shame women for their
               appearance feed beauty sickness. Those who praise girls and women only for how they look do the same.
            

            
            Beauty sickness hurts. It contributes to and finds a ready home in the depression and anxiety that plague so many women. At
               a practical level, beauty sickness steals women’s time, energy, and money, moving us further away from the people we want
               to be and the lives we want to live. It keeps us facing the mirror instead of facing the world.
            

            
            Beauty sickness is not a literal illness. You won’t see it on an X-ray or in the results of a blood test. But like many other
               types of illnesses, you can see its widespread and devastating effects. Some of the effects are obvious, like eating disorders
               and skyrocketing rates of plastic surgery. Others are more subtle, like the distracted hours a girl spends obtaining the perfect
               selfie to post on social media. Beauty sickness may not be a diagnosis a physician or psychologist would make, but I promise
               you that any health care practitioner who works with women has seen it. We’ve all seen it.
            

            
            If you’re a woman, there’s a good chance you’ve felt beauty sickness. If you’ve ever thought about staying home instead of
               attending an important event because you didn’t think you looked good enough, that was beauty sickness. If you’ve found yourself
               distracted during a meeting because you were comparing your body with that of another woman in the room, that’s beauty sickness.
               If you’ve ever decided not to go swimming with your children because you couldn’t imagine facing the world in a bathing suit,
               that’s beauty sickness. If you feel short of time and money, but still spend plenty of both trying to push yourself closer
               to our culture’s beauty ideal, you can blame beauty sickness. If you want to stop worrying about how you look, but keep getting
               pulled back to the mirror, then you know what beauty sickness feels like.
            

            
            The signs of beauty sickness are in our thoughts and our behaviors, but this illness also lives in our culture. A beauty-sick
               culture cares more about an actress’s nude selfie than important world events. A beauty-sick culture always, always finds
               a way to comment on a woman’s appearance, no matter how irrelevant it is to the matter at hand. It teaches young girls that
               learning to apply makeup is a more important skill than learning to do science or math. If you’re struggling with beauty sickness,
               don’t imagine it’s your own fault. A sick culture makes for sick people.
            

            
         
         
            The Tyranny of the Mirror

            After I put out a call for interviewees via social media, I got Artemis’s* contact information from her sister. She told me
               Artemis would be a perfect interviewee. Growing up as a woman in this beauty-sick culture means that just thinking about how
               you look can be like a sucker punch to the gut. Artemis, a seventeen-year-old high school senior, knows just what that punch
               feels like. Artemis is of South Asian descent, but because both of her parents were born in the United States, she identifies
               her ethnicity as “just American.” She attends high school in Cincinnati.
            

            
            I couldn’t arrange to meet Artemis in person, so we set up a phone interview. I called her at home on an August afternoon.
               Artemis apologized for not being able to talk sooner. She’d just returned from a family vacation and was still unpacking.
               My office air conditioner rattled in the background as we began our conversation.
            

            
            “What do you think made your sister think you’d be good to interview about body image?” I asked.

            
            Artemis replied using the type of sarcastic tone teenagers wield with such precision. “I think I have a little bit of an idea.”
               She laughed, but didn’t directly answer the question. Artemis spent a good portion of our interview standing in front of a
               full-length mirror with her smartphone pressed to her ear, cataloguing and confirming her many concerns about her appearance.
               I paced around my office as we talked, trying to understand how this healthy teenage girl had become so terribly unhappy with
               how she looked.
            

            
            The first time Artemis remembers being struck with the realization that the shape of her body mattered, she was in seventh
               grade. Her sister gave her a dress. Short. Sleeveless. Artemis tried it on and stood in front of a mirror.
            

            
            “I remember, I put it on, and like, I thought that I didn’t look good in it. Because I didn’t . . . I was too fat for it.”
               Artemis punctuated this memory with a sharp “Ha.”
            

            
            That was one of many ha’s in our interview. Artemis would say something tragic, then laugh. She’d make a dire prediction about
               her own future, and then laugh again. I wasn’t always sure where the ironic laughs ended and the real laughs began, if they
               did at all.
            

            
            After that moment with the dress, Artemis spent more and more time thinking about how she wasn’t as skinny as “everyone else.”
               When she looks back at pictures of her seventh-grade self, she realizes she wasn’t heavy by any sane definition, despite being
               convinced she was “ginormous.”
            

            
            We don’t see unvarnished reality when we look in the mirror. Instead, what we see is shaped by years of cultural input, comments
               from friends and family members, and inner worries. Artemis seemed to know, at some level, that her perceptions were distorted.
               But she also felt it was unfair of me to ask her to realistically appraise her body size. How was she supposed to know if
               she really was fat? Maybe she wasn’t technically fat, but she didn’t have to spend long on the Internet to see someone with her body type being criticized for being too heavy.
            

            
            Though the unrelenting drive for thinness is an important component of beauty sickness, being beauty sick does not mean you
               have an eating disorder. Eating disorders are deadly and more common than we wish, but the broader epidemic we face is the
               everyday struggle that girls and women have to feel okay about how they look. Nonetheless, beauty sickness leads many women
               to dance precipitously around the edges of anorexia or bulimia in pursuit of the perfect body. Artemis’s attitudes toward
               and behaviors regarding weight loss definitely place her in that danger zone. She has started going to bed super early to
               avoid eating dinner. She’s often tired from being hungry, and feels like she doesn’t have the energy to do anything.
            

            
            “A lot of teenage girls who worry so much about their weight can end up heading down the road to an eating disorder. Do you
               ever worry that will happen to you?” I ask Artemis. Instead of answering my question, Artemis tells me about a friend who
               had anorexia.
            

            
            “One of my friends, she’s like super skinny. Works out all the time. She looks really good. But she’s had an eating disorder
               multiple times, actually. She’s still recovering.”
            

            
            “But you think she looks good, huh?”

            
            Artemis continues enthusiastically, “She’s so skinny. She’s so toned. I’m, like, ‘Damn! I want that body.’ Ha-ha.”

            
            Artemis has a lot of good things going on in her life. She’s doing well in school and thinking about a career in science.
               She has a close group of friends. But that’s not enough, because, she explained, “In the end, the fact that I’m not skinny
               ruins it all.”
            

            
            This grim statement is a perfect example of beauty sickness at work. It’s easy to see where Artemis got the idea that the
               shape of her body defines her as a person. It’s understandable that she feels her body is going to be mercilessly judged every
               time she sets foot outside her home. A beauty-sick culture never lets women forget that their looks are always up for evaluation
               by others. Consider just a smattering of pop culture evidence.
            

            
            
               	At the 2013 Academy Awards, host Seth MacFarlane opened with a musical number called “We Saw Your Boobs,” dedicated entirely
                  to cataloguing movies in which well-known actresses were topless.
               

               
               	One day after Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge, gave birth to her first child, she was greeted with a story in the UK tabloid
                  press about how she could lose the baby weight and “shape up.” After delivering her second child, she was widely criticized
                  for looking too good after the birth. Writers and commenters suggested she was harming other mothers because she appeared so soon after the birth
                  in full makeup, with her hair artfully blown out.
               

               
               	Heidi Stevens, a popular journalist for the Chicago Tribune, wrote an entire column devoted to all the unsolicited reviews she receives regarding her hair. She shared an email from one reader who asked, “How could anyone take seriously anything written by an author whose accompanying
                  picture makes her look like a tramp, with greasy, matted, uncombed hair?” Remember, she’s not even a broadcast journalist.
                  She writes a newspaper column.
               

               
               	The New York Times, the newspaper claiming to decide what’s “fit to print,” recently published an article about women seeking curvier asses
                  (“For Posteriors’ Sake”). The article suggested that specific workouts could sculpt the perfect ass. It was accompanied by
                  a photo of a young woman in spandex doing a yoga pose over a subway entrance, prominently featured butt high in the air. It’s
                  hard to imagine a similar type of article about men without giggling.
               

               
               	Blogger Galit Breen wrote a beautiful post about marriage and lessons learned as she celebrated her twelfth anniversary. She
                  included a candid photo from her wedding. The result was a stream of hate-filled comments about her weight. One poster suggested
                  that her husband failed to learn the “don’t marry a heifer” lesson.
               

               
               	When several networks refused to air the 2015 Miss Universe pageant in protest against remarks made by Donald Trump, the controversy
                  was widely covered. But news outlets were focused only on Trump’s comments about immigrants. Few were asking an important
                  question. Why, given all the progress women have made over the past few decades, do we still find beauty pageants a completely
                  acceptable form of mainstream entertainment? What is it about our culture that makes the public evaluation of a parade of
                  young women posing in swimwear noncontroversial?
               

               
            

            
            This focus on the appearance of girls and women is so relentless that Slate published an article with advice on how not to comment on girls’ and women’s appearance. Perhaps in recognition of our beauty-sick culture, The Onion recently published a satirical article describing a beauty industry initiative designed to make women feel self-conscious
               about a new body part—their palms. Many readers thought the article was real. Women gazed at their palms, wondering.
            

            
         
         
            We See Too Much to “Know Better”

            Artemis complained to me that she had gained weight since seventh grade. I told her that was normal. It’s what happens during
               puberty. “Do you think you’re overweight now?” I asked.
            

            
            “I think I am. Ha. I’m not, like, obese, but I’ve got, like, lumps.” Artemis pronounced that last word with a note of disgust.

            
            Lumps? I wasn’t sure what Artemis meant. Fat rolls? Cellulite? Or “lovely lady lumps” à la Fergie? Was she talking about breasts?
               Did she think she was fat because she grew breasts? I pursued the topic a bit more.
            

            
            Artemis told me she is currently an adult size small or medium. When I noted that this didn’t sound big, I was rewarded with
               an exasperated sigh. I could practically hear Artemis rolling her eyes at how dense I was being, at how much I didn’t get
               it. She tried again to explain the problem. “I’ve got a little bit of chunk on my side. And my legs are a little chunky. Also,
               it’s mostly in my arms.”
            

            
            Artemis encouraged me to look her up on Facebook and see for myself, so I did. Surprise. She’s not ginormous. She looks like
               a healthy teenage girl. She’s got long thick hair and a big smile. I didn’t see chunks. Or lumps. Artemis is just over five
               feet tall, so while it’s true that she may never have the stretched-out body of a runway model, I can’t imagine any physician
               who would tell her she needed to lose weight. On top of that, I learned that Artemis is incredibly fit. She exercises one
               and a half to two hours per day. She runs, she plays tennis, and she plays soccer.
            

            
            You can probably guess what happened when I told Artemis I didn’t think she looked fat. My feedback was immediately dismissed.
               “Ha!” she said, “definitely fat.”
            

            
            “So if you look in the mirror right now, you’re pretty sure you’re fat?” I queried.

            
            “I’m pretty sure I’m fat,” she confirmed, sounding relieved that I finally seemed to be getting it. Artemis then told me something
               that I hear over and over from young women. The wording changes a bit, but the sentiment is always the same. Artemis explained,
               “It’s, like, in my brain. I know it’s ridiculous that I think I’m fat. But I think I’m fat. I really do.” The part of her
               brain that finds the notion ridiculous doesn’t seem to get much airtime.
            

            
            Artemis’s obsession with changing the shape of her body was so overwhelming, I couldn’t help but try to challenge her. But
               her teenage logic foiled my every attempt.
            

            
            “Could you ever imagine being happy with your body the way it is?” I asked. Artemis responded by launching into a story about
               the popular Meghan Trainor song “All About That Bass.” At the time, I hadn’t heard the song, so she described it for me.
            

            
            “It’s her talking about how you don’t have to be skinny. Which is actually, like, really motivating. It was a good song. And
               I was, like, ‘Oh, she’s actually got a good point. Let’s bring booty back! I’m gonnna bring booty back!’ But then I watched
               the music video and she was kinda chunky, so I was like, ‘Okay, maybe you could pass, but I’d still like to be skinnier than
               you.’”
            

            
            Artemis imagines she could wear a new body like armor. She tells me, “I’ve got, like, a goal, and when I get to my goal I’ll
               be fine. When I go out in public I’ll be, like, ‘I’m pretty. No one can tear me down!’”
            

            
            She “stalks skinny girls” on Facebook. She looks through all of their pictures, thinking, “Nope. Not me. I wish.” Doing this
               makes her sad, but she tells me she usually just keeps going until she somehow finds a way to “rip her face away from the
               computer.”
            

            
            When I began studying this topic, I often got comments about how “stupid” it was for women to want to emulate an unrealistic
               cultural beauty ideal. One professor even told me that “smart women should know better.” It was as though she believed women
               could magically flip a switch in their heads and just decide the beauty ideal they see hundreds of times a day is irrelevant
               to their lives. But of course it’s not so simple. Few girls and women want to be thin simply for its own sake. Instead, they’re
               taught that looking a certain way is the first step toward getting what they want out of life.
            

            
            Today’s young women face a bewildering set of contradictions. They don’t want to be Barbie dolls, but still feel they must look like Barbie dolls. Many are angry about how women are treated by the media, but they hungrily consume the same media that belittles
               them. They mock our culture’s absurd beauty ideal. They make videos exposing Photoshop tricks. But they can’t help wanting
               to emulate the same images they criticize. They know what they see isn’t real, but they still long for it. They download apps
               on their phones to airbrush their selfies.
            

            
            Plenty of these women do their best to reject unhealthy beauty ideals. They regularly criticize and question the images they
               see. But they’re also aware of what our culture as a whole says is beautiful.
            

            
            One of the first studies I conducted when I was a graduate student was in direct response to that professor who told me that
               disregarding unrealistic beauty ideals should be easy for smart women. I thought her argument was suspect. If it was that
               easy, we wouldn’t see so many women struggling the way they are.
            

            
            I gave over a hundred young women at Loyola University Chicago the following instructions:

            
            
               Many researchers have studied what the “ideal” woman looks like according to our society’s standards. Take a moment to think
                  about what this culture’s ideal woman looks like and describe her. Now please take a moment to imagine that you look just
                  like the woman you just described. Think about the ways in which you believe your life would be different if you looked like
                  this woman. How would things change for you?
               

            

            The responses were so upsetting that I considered stopping the study early. One young woman told us that if she could just
               be beautiful, she would finally “be able to focus on her inner abilities and talent.” Another said she might “genuinely feel
               happy most of the time instead of just faking it.” A different young woman explained that if she could just look the way our
               culture wants women to look, she “would never have had an eating disorder, causing stress on everyone around [her] that [she]
               loved but still hurt.” Over 70 percent of the women in this study said they’d be treated better by others if they looked like
               the beauty ideal.
            

            
            It doesn’t make sense to criticize women for wanting something when every cultural message they receive suggests that thing
               is the key to happiness. Just like Artemis, many women believe their lives are being profoundly sabotaged by their appearance,
               and that the only way to salvage things is to change the way they look.
            

            
            Artemis’s story is hardly unique. The countless other women standing in front of their mirrors, poking at the ugly parts,
               would all understand her predicament. They know what it’s like to be beauty sick.
            

            
            “How often do you think about your body?” I asked Artemis.

            
            She responded quickly. “All day. It sucks. It’s just, like, a constant thing. I’ll be changing my clothes or something, and
               then I’ll be, like, ‘Oh, I should be a little skinnier.’ Or I’ll be hanging out with my friends and think about how much I
               would love it if I was skinny like them. It’s holding me back from doing lots of things.”
            

            
            Artemis even said she couldn’t really start “working on her brain” until she got her body where she wanted it. She laughed
               as she told me this.
            

            
            “You’re laughing about it, but I wonder if you really think it’s funny.” I worried Artemis might respond defensively to this
               bit of analysis, but threw it out there anyway.
            

            
            “No,” Artemis responded, suddenly serious. “It’s not funny. It hurts. A lot.” Then she laughed again, halfheartedly.

            
            Artemis’s insistence that her happiness is completely determined by the size and shape of her body has narrowed her view of
               her own future. She doesn’t even want to think about adulthood and beyond. I suggested that when she was older, she might
               have things on her mind besides the shape of her body. She found that possibility unlikely. “I try not to think about when
               I’m old, because I feel like when I’m old I’m inevitably going to be fat and I won’t be able to do anything about it. I’m
               still gonna be sad. I’ll be fat and I’ll be old. A horrible combination.”
            

            
            Artemis imagines a genie offering her three wishes. She would use her wishes for a wholesale bodily transformation. She wants
               “a nice long neck” and “skinny legs.” She doesn’t want hips. Not at all. She says she doesn’t need hips. She wants a better
               nose. She wants her hair to be straight. She told me her ideal height and weight and I punched it into an online BMI calculator.
               It’s in the underweight category. It’s too thin to be legally hired as a runway model in several countries.
            

            
            “If I had a magic wand,” I told Artemis, “I wouldn’t make you skinnier.”

            
            “What?” Artemis exclaimed, sounding so angry I briefly forgot I didn’t actually have a magic wand. “Yes! You would have to!”
               Even in the context of this absurd hypothetical scenario, Artemis was upset that I wouldn’t help her lose weight.
            

            
            “No,” I continued, “I’d use my magic wand to change the world so that the shape of your body wouldn’t matter to you so much
               anymore.”
            

            
            Artemis wasn’t buying it. She said even if the world no longer cared about how skinny she was, she would still care. I pressed
               her on this logic. Wasn’t it something in our culture that gave her the idea that if she were skinnier, she would be happy?
               Something planted that seed. Couldn’t I unplant it with my magic wand? Artemis eventually conceded that perhaps if I could
               turn back time with my magic wand, if I could erase the link in her mind between thinness and happiness, maybe she could be
               happy one day. “Awkward!” she declared. Then she laughed sadly.
            

            
         
         
            The Mirror in the Way

            The current generation of young women is the most educated we have seen. They are marked by stunning ambition and dogged determination.
               These are women who scoff at the idea of a glass ceiling. They have bright, wide-open futures. Many have embraced feminism,
               even if they don’t call it feminism. But on their way to changing the world, this generation is wading through a toxic swamp
               of messages about women’s bodies. This swamp feeds an obsession with appearance that starts young and spreads fast. It distracts
               and depresses.
            

            
            Women want to lean in, but in a culture that teaches them to value their beauty above all else, like Artemis, they’re often leaning closer to the
               mirror instead of closer to their dreams. That mirror becomes a barrier, reminding them that the world will allow them to
               be powerful, but never so powerful that strangers won’t comment on their body shape or insist that they “smile, sweetheart.”
            

            
            A few years ago, I received an email from a Canadian woman who saw a TEDx talk I gave about beauty sickness. She confessed
               that she almost didn’t attend an important fundraising function for a children’s welfare organization because she felt she
               looked too fat in her clothes. After reframing her feelings in terms of beauty sickness, she decided she would “let her looks
               be a sideshow to who I really am.” This choice made a real difference in her life and in the lives of others. “If I hadn’t
               gone,” she wrote, “I wouldn’t have met some incredible people. I wouldn’t have bought raffle tickets to help children living
               in poverty be able to go to camp this summer. I wouldn’t have offered my time to help organize next year’s event.”
            

            
            As a culture, we face a terrible loss when an entire group of promising citizens is spending so much time worrying about whether
               they are beautiful that they risk letting another generation go by without seeing the changes they hoped to see in the world.
               This obsession with appearance—this beauty sickness—turns women toward the mirror and away from a world that stands to benefit
               from a refocusing of their passions and efforts. How might women’s lives be different if they took the energy and concern
               aimed at their own appearance and aimed it out at the world instead?
            

            
            Women have important jobs to do. As poet Caitlyn Siehl expresses so beautifully below, being pretty is not one of them.

            
            
               when your little girl

               asks you if she’s pretty

               your heart will drop like a wineglass

               on the hardwood floor

               part of you will want to say

               of course you are, don’t ever question it

               and the other part

               the part that is clawing at

               you

               will want to grab her by her shoulders

               look straight into the wells of

               her eyes until they echo back to you

               and say

               you do not have to be if you don’t want to

               it is not your job

            

            When I originally interviewed Artemis for this book, she chose the pseudonym Violet. A few days later, she emailed and asked
               me to change it to Artemis. The name Artemis originates from the Greek goddess of the hunt, protector of girls and women.
               I like to imagine that the switch from Violet to Artemis had something to do with reaching for a more powerful image of who
               she might be, but it’s impossible to know. I imagine Artemis growing up strong and brave, reaching out her arms to protect
               all the young women suffering the way she does now.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Just Like a Woman

         
         At Northwestern University, I’ve been teaching a course on the psychology of gender for over ten years. It’s a fun class for
            me, in part because of the fascinating examples of gender-related phenomena that flood the media on a daily basis. When Caitlyn
            Jenner came out as a transgender woman, I paid special attention to the press coverage, thinking it might form the basis of
            an interesting class assignment. It seemed everyone had something to say about Caitlyn.
         

         
         Beyond the slew of congratulatory tweets and an equally massive mess of hateful comments, most of what people had to say was
            about her appearance. Some commentators declared her look on the cover of that now-famous Vanity Fair issue “fantastic.” Others took the opportunity to ask, “Who do you think has more plastic in their body? Jenner or her stepdaughter,
            Kim Kardashian?” As soon as Caitlyn identified herself as a woman, nearly every media commentator felt the need to make pronouncements
            on her body. Conversations about Jenner were dominated by questions about whether she was more or less attractive than other
            women. As comedian Jon Stewart put it, “Caitlyn, when you were a man, we could talk about your athleticism, your business
            acumen. But now you’re a woman, which means your looks are really the only thing we care about.”
         

         
         In many ways, Caitlyn Jenner is living a life most women would find foreign. Few of us have a team of makeup artists and hair
            stylists, a beach house in Malibu, or a reality show. But there’s something all women have in common with Jenner. We know
            what it’s like to live in a world where our appearance is treated as paramount, where strangers comment on our choice of clothing
            or our body shape. We know how it feels when how we look seems so often to matter more than our character or our actions.
            And we are no different than Caitlyn when it comes to the knowledge that no matter what we do, we’ll never look good enough
            to please everyone.
         

         
         We can’t talk about beauty sickness unless we’re willing to acknowledge the role of gender. Some men suffer from appearance
            worries, many quite significantly. But men are not the focus of this book. The depth and breadth of the influence of beauty
            concerns on women’s lives means that, on average, looking in the mirror is a substantially different experience for women
            than it is for men. Beauty sickness may not be exclusive to women, but it is overwhelmingly a women’s issue.
         

         
         Consider a recent controversy over a set of children’s onesies on sale at an NYU bookstore. A photo an employee snapped of
            the display went viral. On the left, a purple onesie intended for little girls read, “I hate my thighs.” On the right, for
            boys, we saw a blue and yellow onesie complete with a cape. It read, “I’m super.” The makers of the “I hate my thighs” onesie
            claimed it was intended to be ironic—after all, regardless of gender, healthy babies have big, squishy thighs. But it struck
            many as no coincidence that the body-loathing onesie was intended for little girls. The training to feel disgust toward your
            own body is part of growing into a woman, and it starts early.
         

         
         Gabrielle*, a thirty-three-year-old social worker and mother to an eleven-year-old daughter, had an unusual experience when
            it came to childhood lessons about beauty. She was born in Portugal and spent most of her childhood there, then bounced around
            Western Europe before settling in Florida in her twenties. We met in a noisy coffee shop. It was a sunny afternoon, and the
            shop was packed with tourists and office workers escaping for a midday break. Gabrielle arrived dressed casually in jeans
            and a fitted T-shirt, but her face was fully made up and her long dark hair was flawlessly arranged in the kind of waves you
            usually see only in magazines. Gabrielle seemed not to notice, but she turned heads when she walked through the shop. She
            has that look of a celebrity you can’t quite place.
         

         
         I hadn’t anticipated the near-constant drone of a blender in the background, so Gabrielle and I had to huddle in a corner
            and lean close in order to be heard. It felt a bit conspiratorial, especially when Gabrielle pulled out a photo album and
            said, “I brought something to show you. Otherwise you would never believe me.”
         

         
         Growing up, Gabrielle received vastly different messages from her mother and father about beauty and gender. Her mother was
            dedicated to shattering the link between beauty pressures and womanhood, or at the very least ignoring it. Her father did
            the opposite, encouraging Gabrielle to see beauty as a key source of power for women.
         

         
         Gabrielle’s mother, a successful medical researcher, found makeup and other such “girliness” a waste of time. The more girlie
            something was, the more likely Gabrielle’s mother was to ban it. Gabrielle wasn’t allowed to pierce her ears or play with
            Barbie dolls or grow her hair out. Her mom emphasized practicality above all else, keeping her own hair short, wearing glasses
            instead of contacts, and eschewing makeup and heels. She did her best to mold Gabrielle in her image, hoping Gabrielle would
            grow up to believe that “beauty was on the inside.” She wanted desperately to have a daughter who didn’t worry about how she
            looked, and the only way she knew how to do that was to try to make Gabrielle more of a boy and less of a girl.
         

         
         When Gabrielle first opened the photo album she brought to our meeting, it was to show me a picture of her at five years old.
            I never would have recognized her. She looked like a little boy. Her hair was in a bowl cut and she wore a red T-shirt and
            overalls. I thought the picture was pretty cute, but Gabrielle shook her head as she pointed to her young self, making it
            clear to me that she did not find it cute. She remembers that period of her childhood as being marked by pleas for dresses instead of overalls.
            At five, she was old enough to know she looked like a little boy, and she didn’t like it. Once young Gabrielle was out with
            her dad. She was crying, tired and frustrated because she wanted to go home. She remembers one of her father’s friends trying
            to comfort her, saying, “Boys don’t cry! Only girls cry. Boys aren’t supposed to cry.” Gabrielle cried more.
         

         
         Gabrielle would beg her mom not to cut her hair. “But it dries faster that way,” her mom would reply. Young Gabrielle longed
            for a more conventionally feminine appearance. She even told me that she felt she could relate a bit to how transgender individuals
            must feel, because when she was young, she knew people saw her one way, but she felt completely different on the inside. Gabrielle
            promised her mom that when she grew up, she would “wear earrings and high heels and dresses every single day, and have hair
            down to my knees.”
         

         
         Complicating all of this was the fact that Gabrielle’s father was passing on a very different set of messages, telling Gabrielle
            that beautiful women “could get whatever they wanted.” He described women’s beauty as a power to be nurtured and used at will.
            Throughout her childhood, Gabrielle’s father reminded her that “you never know who you’re going to meet.”
         

         
         “You might bump into the president!” he would explain. “Or there could be a television camera somewhere. You might end up
            on TV without realizing it!”
         

         
         Gabrielle’s mother told her appearances were superficial and her father told her nothing mattered more than looking good.
            Whom did she believe? Her father. Hands down. She described him as “planting a seed that grew.” It seemed no coincidence that
            Gabrielle arrived for our interview wearing camera-ready makeup. After all, you never know whom you might run into.
         

         
         Once Gabrielle neared adolescence and was finally allowed the freedom to start cultivating a more feminine appearance, strangers
            commented on how pretty she was. She felt “greedy” for that type of attention. She’d never had it before and couldn’t get
            enough of it. But Gabrielle paid a price for entering that world. By age thirteen, she was in the throes of beauty sickness.
            Puberty widened her hips, and she fought back by cutting her calories to dangerously low levels, sometimes eating nothing
            but an apple and a banana all day. She’d skip lunch and use the money to buy makeup instead. She just wanted to be “like the
            magazines.” She read CosmoGirl as if it were the Bible. Gabrielle was terrified of getting fat. Her body was becoming curvy, but the girls in the magazines
            were petite and narrow. The more Gabrielle tried to follow the path set for women, the worse she felt. Joining traditionally
            feminine culture left her feeling more pressure to meet beauty standards at the same time that she felt less able to meet them.
         

         
         
            Women Feel Worse About How They Look Than Men Do

            Psychology has a long and ugly history of misconstruing and exaggerating findings of gender differences. I’m not a fan of
               the unfortunate metaphor that men are from Mars and women are from Venus. Thinking like that causes us to ignore the fact
               that many gender differences are smaller and less consequential than we imagine. However, when it comes to beauty sickness,
               the gender gap is real and big. And it’s reliable, showing up time and time again in cultures all around the world.
            

            
            Think about it this way. If I told you that someone in the United States was about to go under the knife in the hopes of reshaping
               their appearance, you could bet it was a woman and be correct around 90 percent of the time. Internationally, 85 to 90 percent
               of surgical and nonsurgical cosmetic procedures are performed on women. If you heard that a young person was suffering from
               anorexia or bulimia and guessed it was a young woman, you’d be right nine times out of ten. Eating disorders and plastic surgery
               are both complex issues, but we can’t ignore gender gaps like these. They force us to acknowledge that men’s and women’s experiences
               in this culture are vastly different in important ways. Men and women are living systematically different lives when it comes
               to beauty sickness.
            

            
            Women talk about how they look more than men do, they think about how they look more than men do, and they’re more likely
               than men to engage in behaviors to alter or improve their appearance. There’s a reason no one in this culture would be surprised
               to overhear a woman saying, “I feel so fat and ugly today.” We accept this type of unhappiness as part of being a woman. Over thirty years ago, researchers coined the phrase normative discontent to describe this phenomenon.1 The term suggests that we’ve gotten to a place where it’s considered normal for girls or women to be deeply disappointed
               when they look in the mirror. It’s the girl version of “boys will be boys.”
            

            
            Women’s struggles to feel comfortable in their own bodies should not be treated as simply a fact of life. They are not the
               result of some inevitable force. We are not born this way. We know where this pain comes from. This pain starts when girls
               and women learn the lesson that teenage Gabrielle learned. They learn that the most important asset they have is their physical
               beauty. We don’t teach boys and men this same lesson. The end result is that women often rightly feel they’re moving around
               in a different world than men are, a world where they can’t escape the mirror. And when they do look in the mirror, women
               are much less likely to like what they see.
            

            
            There’s a statistic that frequently shows up online if you search for anything having to do with women’s body concerns. “Fifty-four percent
               of women would rather be hit by a truck than be fat.” It took me over an hour and the help of a fact-checking friend to find
               the original source of this oft-cited finding. It’s from Esquire magazine, back in 1994. It’s certainly not based on a careful scientific study, but there’s still something compelling about
               it. I once shared that data point with the women in one of my classes, imagining they would be shocked and appalled. Instead,
               they asked questions about the truck accident. How big is the truck? What kind of truck? How fast is it going? How much would
               it hurt? Their fear of losing the battle for the ideal body was so potent that pain and injury were less threatening. Teenage
               Gabrielle would have chosen the truck too, stepping right in front of it. She feared that “nobody would ever like her” if
               she gained weight, and she was willing to do whatever she could to avoid that fate.
            

            
            Once Gabrielle was given free rein to start work on the project of her appearance, it became an all-consuming job. When she
               joined the ranks of girls and women yearning to make the image in the mirror match the images in the magazines, she opened
               the door to waves of insecurity that still wash over her today. Gabrielle didn’t want to look like a boy, but she didn’t intend
               to sign up for so many unhappy hours in front of the mirror. She unwittingly traded one painful situation for another.
            

            
            An analysis of over two hundred published studies on body image found that the gender difference in body dissatisfaction has
               been around for decades, and seems to be getting bigger over time.2 A recent World Health Organization report called “Growing Up Unequal”3 surveyed over 200,000 young people in forty-two different countries. I was saddened but not surprised to read that among
               fifteen-year-olds, in every country surveyed, girls were more likely than boys to report that they were “too fat.” This finding
               emerged despite the fact that boys were more likely to actually be overweight. Being a girl was a better predictor of whether a young person felt “too fat” than actual body size was.
            

            
            Unfortunately, there’s little evidence that girls grow out of body dissatisfaction as they turn into women. Instead, just
               as Gabrielle’s story exemplifies, puberty often packs an unexpected punch for girls. Because going through puberty typically
               increases body fat in girls, especially in the hip and thigh areas, it has an ironic effect. This physical maturation process
               that turns girls into women leaves them with bodies that look less like our culture’s super-thin body ideal for women. The psychological outcomes of the bodily changes associated with puberty
               are a key point of gender divergence. One study of over four hundred children in the southwestern United States found that
               boys’ body satisfaction actually improves as a result of puberty.4 Boys tend to gain muscle mass and move closer to their ideal body at the same time that girls are moving further away.
            

            
            Consider fashion designers who hire girls as young as fourteen years old to model women’s clothing on the runway. At a certain
               point, our body ideal became so removed from what most women look like that it was easier to find the ideal in young girls
               than grown women. You might imagine that a recent reemphasis on highly curvy women’s bodies (think Kim Kardashian, Christina
               Hendricks, or Beyoncé) would have changed this trend, but there’s no evidence of that happening anytime soon.
            

            
            Although body dissatisfaction is a major driver of beauty sickness, women’s appearance woes aren’t limited to body shape and
               size. Even if you look at general appearance satisfaction, taking into account things like one’s face, skin, and hair, women
               are still struggling compared to men. One survey of over 50,000 adults found that women were less satisfied overall with how
               they looked compared to men.5 This result held from ages eighteen to sixty-five, again suggesting that you can’t simply grow out of these concerns. Interestingly,
               the possibility that women feel less attractive than men because they actually are less attractive than men isn’t borne out by the data. Despite the fact that women may feel uglier than men do, when observers
               rate the attractiveness of images of strangers, they consistently give women higher attractiveness scores than men.
            

            
            Psychologists often talk about self-serving biases, which facilitate the general human tendency to think we’re better at things
               than we actually are. For example, most people will tell you they are an “above average” driver, even though this is statistically
               impossible. Likewise, both men and women tend to overestimate their own intelligence. But when it comes to evaluating one’s
               own physical appearance, the self-serving bias shows up in men but disappears among women. In an article on these “narcissistic
               illusions,” researchers studying college students in Texas found that men overestimated their attractiveness and women did
               the opposite.6

            
            The gender difference in the experience of one’s body extends beyond simple satisfaction or dissatisfaction. When researchers
               at the University of Sussex interviewed dozens of British men and women,7 they found that women tended to view their bodies in a fragmented way. They described their body parts as a series of disappointments,
               punctuated with rare parts that were “just okay.” Most women seem to have a catalogue of appearance complaints at the ready.
               Stomach too wobbly, thigh gap nonexistent, skin uneven, hair not shiny enough. Each part stands on its own, ready to be picked
               apart.
            

            
            When you ask men how they feel about their bodies, they tend to take a more holistic approach. They experience their bodies
               as one unit, not as a series of pull-apart components that need to be altered or fixed. Perhaps most important, men think
               much more about their bodies’ capabilities. Every single man interviewed in the study referenced above talked about his body
               in terms of what it could do. Not one woman did. Perhaps without even realizing it, these women had internalized the message that women’s bodies are for looking
               at, not for doing.
            

            
            Men and women differ also in the emotional experience of being in their bodies. In one study out of Duke University, men and
               women were asked to try on a bathing suit and stand in front of a mirror. They were alone—no one was there to see what they
               looked like. Whereas men said they felt “silly” in the bathing suit, women’s emotional experiences were much more intense.
               Wearing a bathing suit in front of a mirror left the women feeling disgusted and angry, even revolted.8 How can you have respect for yourself as a human being if you’re disgusted by such an important part of your own humanity?
               How you feel about your body’s appearance is inextricably linked to how you feel about yourself, and this link between self-esteem
               and body esteem is stronger in women than men.9 This is why, when people want to inflict emotional damage on a woman, they so often make a strike at physical appearance.
               Even Leigh, the seven-year-old girl you met in chapter 1, knows this. When I asked her, “Leigh, what’s the meanest thing you
               could say to a girl?” she answered: “You’re fat and you’re ugly.”
            

            
            Too often, for women, the body becomes an enemy. It becomes something that must be tamed into submission. Gabrielle tried
               to tame her body with starvation diets and layers of cosmetics. Other women employ expensive beauty treatments, cosmetic surgery,
               or obsessive exercise routines—anything just to move one’s body closer to a place that might finally feel good enough.
            

            
         
         
            Beauty Can Be Powerful for Women, but It’s a Weak and Temporary Power

            When young Gabrielle felt fat and ugly, she’d go to her parents for comfort. Gabrielle explained, “Any time I was feeling
               insecure, like, if I didn’t look good or had acne or something, first I would go to my mom. She’d say, ‘That doesn’t matter!
               None of that matters.’”
            

            
            Unsatisfied, Gabrielle would seek out her dad. “You’re the most beautiful girl in the world!” he’d say. Gabrielle didn’t believe
               either one of them.
            

            
            By the time she had reached age fifteen, things had shifted for Gabrielle. She settled into her new adult body and found that
               adult men appreciated it. They were drawn to her then, just as they are today. “I noticed that people sort of came to me.
               I didn’t have to do any work whatsoever. People just gave me this power because I looked a certain way. It was undeniable.
               And once I had that power, I didn’t want to lose it.”
            

            
            During college, Gabrielle took on a series of what she called “appearance-related” jobs. Minor modeling gigs, being a “hostess”
               at trade shows. “It paid more than working at Burger King,” she explained. And it fed the need to know that others found her
               beautiful. Not surprisingly, Gabrielle’s mom was appalled by those jobs.
            

            
            “It’s mind-numbing, like you’re just a mannequin. You’re being objectified,” she worried.

            
            “What’s wrong with that?” Gabrielle demanded.

            
            I didn’t get to meet Gabrielle’s mom, but I think I know what was bothering her when it came to the jobs Gabrielle was taking
               on. I’m still mortified about one of the ways I paid my rent and tuition when I was in college. It was nothing too sordid,
               but in addition to bartending and waitressing at a restaurant on campus, I occasionally did what was politely referred to
               as “PR work” for a local distributor. It entailed wearing a beer-branded tank dress, absurdly high heels, and standing for
               a couple of hours at a time while men at least twice my age waited to have a Polaroid picture taken with me and two other
               college women who held the same job. None of us took the gig very seriously. We were always in some small town miles from
               campus, unlikely to be spotted by anyone we knew. We were also, thankfully, years away from digital photography and social
               media. We cashed our checks and moved on with our lives. I lost that tank dress years ago when someone borrowed it for a Halloween
               costume and never returned it.
            

            
            I blush when I think about how out of line that job was with the values I have today. But it’s more than just embarrassment.
               I feel anger that I didn’t have a framework for questioning what I was doing. It was my own variant of the Cypress Garden
               southern belles. The late adolescent version of me never thought twice about the implications of those types of jobs. People
               weren’t really talking about these issues when I was young. Even if someone had pushed me about the choice to work that job,
               I imagine I would have responded the same way teenage Gabrielle did. “What’s wrong with it?” I would have asked. But I did
               feel vaguely uncomfortable, smiling for a camera in my skintight dress. I just didn’t have the words to explain why.
            

            
            Today I have the words. When we pay women to be looked at, we send an important message about what women’s bodies are for.
               We implicitly acknowledge that they’re decorative. They’re passive. At heart, I’m a pretty nerdy bookworm. But when I was
               in that dress, my intellect disappeared. It wasn’t a part of me. It wasn’t relevant. Beyond that, my body became something
               that existed for other people. It was static, captured again and again in pictures. I was, during those periods, a well-paid
               statue who knew how to smile. I wasn’t the complete human being I wanted to be. There is no real power in that type of passivity.
            

            
            At a basic level, even our language reflects the idea that women’s bodies are passive, whereas men’s are active. The roots
               of the word handsome, men’s version of beautiful, point to being handy. As the Oxford English Dictionary puts it, the original sense of handsome was “suitable, apt, clever.” Beautiful, on the other hand, is generally defined with a focus on pleasing the senses or being ornamental.
            

            
            We see this linguistic difference borne out in men’s and women’s daily lives. Though men absolutely face appearance pressures
               too, they live in a world where their competence is generally prized more than how they look. In essence, they can trade a
               focus on appearance for a focus on being good at something. Their success in a given domain can provide a safe retreat from appearance pressures.
            

            
            Women have no such safe place. It doesn’t matter how good a woman is at her job, we will still talk about how she looks and
               demand more from her in terms of her appearance than we would from a man doing her same job. We saw this happen when then
               Secretary of State Hillary Clinton was roundly criticized by news media for appearing in public wearing glasses and little
               makeup. The fact that she wore a hair scrunchie became a national topic of conversation. President Obama ran into trouble
               a few years ago when he introduced Kamala Harris, attorney general of California, as “by far the best-looking attorney general
               in the country.” He first praised her skill and thoughtfulness, but the follow-up comment on her looks demonstrated how no
               show of competence can keep us from reminding women how important it is that they be pleasing to the eye.
            

            
            And it’s not just men who focus on the appearance of high-profile women over their deeds—women are just as adept at this type
               of behavior. Not long after criticizing Donald Trump for insulting Carly Fiorina’s face, The View cohost Joy Behar did the same thing herself—saying Fiorina’s face looked “like a Halloween mask.” Women don’t just hold themselves
               to impossibly high standards—they often do the same to other women. In a recent New York Times article about women’s “shapewear” (e.g., Spanx), a successful attorney was quoted as saying, “No woman should ever leave the
               house without Lycra on her thighs. I don’t want to see my own cellulite, so why would I want to see yours?” If your own body
               disgust gets strong enough, don’t be surprised if you sometimes find yourself aiming it outward at other women.
            

            
            For women, we learn, beauty is the power that matters most. Today Gabrielle still works hard to keep that power, but feels
               shame over doing so. She calls it “superficial” to worry so much about how she looks, but she also knows

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            Beauty Sickness Is a Barrier to Gender Equality

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
      
   9780062469793_coverimage.jpg
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