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IntroductionYour Body is Never Good Enough

‘I used to be very talkative when I was a little kid, and now I’m just shy. I’m anti-social.’

Nadia, a fourteen-year-old American girl, sits on a sofa in her home. She is articulate and calm as she explains to a CNN reporter that she has been bullied about her appearance since she was in first grade.1 Watching her on screen it is difficult to see what’s wrong with her. Nadia looks like a perfectly normal, attractive, teenage girl. Then she explains. When Nadia was seven years old a girl told her that she had the largest ears the girl had ever seen.

‘I was speechless,’ Nadia says. ‘I didn’t think about it until she said that.’

Nadia slightly tilts her head. Now we can see the problem.

Well, we can see her ears. And we’ve been told what the problem is. It’s her ears. Her ears are too big. And people aren’t afraid to tell her so.

Your body is never good enough.

Sometimes you know this because you’re told so. ‘You need to lose weight,’ says your mother, your doctor, a public health campaign. ‘Is your body beach ready?’ a billboard demands. The question is rhetorical: the only answer it will accept is ‘no’.

Sometimes you know this by osmosis. Streamed selfies seep into your subconscious. Appearance anxiety hangs in the air. Everyone is judging, critiquing, shaming. It doesn’t seem to matter if the target is another body or your own; the process is the same. Every body is wrong; no body feels right.

Sometimes you receive a compliment. ‘I like your hair!’ ‘Have you lost weight?’ ‘Nice ass!’ It’s good to be appreciated – but are these compliments all they seem to be? Why do they leave you feeling worse? Why don’t they dispel the feeling that something about you needs to change?

Distress about our bodies has reached epidemic levels, exacerbated by social media and selfie culture. Our bodies are always under surveillance, must always be camera-ready – only now the camera always lies. No image is left unfiltered; no photo is left unshopped; the ultimate act of courage is to post with no make-up.

Sometimes we change the image. Sometimes we change the body itself. Body modifications once thought extreme are now mainstream: cosmetic surgery reaches many people and sculpts almost every body part. Members of the British Association of Aesthetic Plastic Surgeons (BAAPS) performed 28,347 surgical procedures in 2018, including a ‘sharp rise’ in liposuction for both women and men. According to BAAPS, that rise was driven by ‘the popularity of TV shows such as Love Island’ and ‘the fashion for women’s athleisure clothing’.2

Body modifications once thought counter-cultural are now simply cultural: piercings and tattoos are no longer just for goths, punks and sailors. ‘Last week my MOM got an actual TATTOO,’ tweeted @JoMoore in 2019. ‘I’m still in shock. Important deets – 1. She’s been drunk twice, ever 2. She thinks “crap” is quite a bad swear word 3. She got the tattoo on a Women’s Institute coach trip to Chester 4. It’s of a ball of wool and knitting needles.’3 The tweet has been liked 32,000 times.

Even body modifications once thought outlandish no longer cause the bat of a Westernized eyelid: they seem unremarkable, even inevitable. There is a brisk market in injecting Botulinum toxin, an actual poison, into the face. Or you could have a so-called ‘Vampire Facial’, which also involves injecting things into your face – this time it’s platelets extracted from your own blood.

Surgeries that were unheard of relatively recently are now familiar: labiaplasty, buttock enlargements. In the late twentieth century you wanted small buttocks and no one would mention your labia; in the early twenty-first century you want large buttocks and small labia, and everybody’s talking.

Many women will try any diet, exercise, or device that promises to help them ‘get their body back’ after pregnancy. I googled ‘get your body back’ and found over 5 billion results. The first was a personal trainer offering thirteen ways to get your body back into shape after giving birth.4 Here they are:


	Cut out sugar.

	Drink lots of water with fresh lemon.

	Use a smaller plate.

	Slow down.



Not by sitting on the sofa and having a rest with your baby, you understand, but during mealtimes. ‘Eat with chopsticks or scale down the size of your utensils. Use a small fork and a teaspoon, for example.’


	No white bread, rice, flour, or pasta.

	Eat soup for dinner … for at least three nights in a row.



With a teaspoon, presumably, although the chopsticks would make it even slower.


	Avoid red meat.

	Eat the rainbow.



Every plate should resemble a Pride flag.


	Prepare for eating carrots, celery, peppers, etc. in advance.



We’re not talking mental preparation here: you don’t have to psych yourself up to crudités. We’re talking chopping and bagging.


	Eat a cup of Cheerios or Chex if you need a snack.



Surprising, this one. It’s something to do with gluten.


	Do NOT sit and eat while watching TV.

	Get off your butt, get moving and CHALLENGE yourself to break a serious sweat at least 5 days a week for an hour.



And then the final one – and here the irony is almost overpowering:


	BREATHE. Relax and let go.



It’s not just personal trainers offering advice, either: the third result for ‘get your body back’ was the mainstream medical advice website WebMD. ‘Dedication and patience are key to losing postpartum baby weight and looking like your pre-baby self again,’ it instructs.5

Another first-page result is the website of personal trainer Sia Cooper, who states: ‘My sole mission is to shape and create fit mommies by providing workouts, recipes, and fitness tips.’6 Sia is scathing about failure. ‘I constantly get asked how I snapped back into shape within two weeks after giving birth to my second baby,’ she writes.


For starters, it was not easy by ANY means. I credit staying active throughout my entire pregnancy for allowing me to bounce back so easily. People can say that it’s genes, age, how many babies I’ve had, or whatever, but to me that is all complete bullshit. Hard work did the trick and the thing about it is that many women are not willing to put in the time and effort that it takes and then there are some that can’t due to health reasons, high risk pregnancy, etc. However, if you are physically able to do it, why not?



Why not indeed – or, alternatively, why?

In the quest to ‘get your body back’, which body should you be aiming for? Where along the journey to old age should your body be suspended? Which body should be reclaimed? The very idea of getting your body back suggests that there was one moment when you had the body that was really, authentically, naturally yours. On this understanding our real bodies are not the saggy, stretchy, lumpy, wrinkly ones that, somehow, we find ourselves in. When women try to get their bodies back they are usually aiming for the post-pubescent, pre-pregnancy body, a body that exists for perhaps ten or twenty years of the average woman’s eighty-three years of life. Somehow, that minority body becomes not just the ideal body but the authentic body: the one that most accurately characterizes who you really are, inside.

In this narrative, the body must be constantly modified to remain true to itself. But why on earth should that particular body, the one that has done so much less than you have, be the ‘real’ you?

This book reclaims the value of the unmodified body. We must insist: our bodies are good enough just as they are.

My argument throughout is that the unmodified body is a political concept. By this I mean that the unmodified body is not only something that exists in the world as a real, material object. It is also an idea that is constructed by political processes: relations of choice and power, structures of hierarchy and equality, norms of behaviour and understanding. What the body is, and what modification means, are matters of political significance.

This is not to say that there is no such thing as biology, or that the body has no reality of its own. The body is a real thing, one that opens possibilities and imposes constraints. We do things through our bodies, and we do things to our bodies. We live in and with them. Fundamentally, we are them. Asserting the significance of our bodies is central to my argument.

But the body is also the site of political meaning. It’s the surface on which we’re expected to inscribe our identities. Its appearance gives or denies access to various positions of privilege, membership of social groups, indicators of esteem. What we look like, who we are, and how we should be treated are closely related. And the dominant message of many contemporary cultures, especially Westernized, capitalist cultures, is: your body is not good enough. It needs to be changed so that it truly represents who you are, and so that it meets standards of who you should be.

Against the pressure to modify, I defend the unmodified body as a political principle. It is politically significant to resist pressures to change our bodies.

Each of us has to operate within the norms and demands of our society. In the face of constant social pressure, we must repeatedly choose whether to comply or resist. If no one modified their bodies then the norm of modification would collapse. Body modification is a social practice, one that exists as the result of many individual acts of compliance. Individual acts of resistance matter. Refusing to modify our bodies can be an act of rebellion, an assertion of autonomy.

But this is not a self-help book. Individual acts of resistance are not enough to overcome overwhelming social norms, bolstered by commercial interests and entrenched inequalities. The costs of resistance are distributed unequally, and not everyone is able to bear them. Body modification can be a coping strategy, a way of dealing with the fact that your body does not meet the standards set for it. Sometimes people modify their bodies, whether by dieting, make-up, or surgery, so they don’t have to think about them any more. Modification can be a route to enhancement, but it can also be a route to invisibility. We cannot always expect individuals to challenge or change the structures that oppress them.

What we ultimately need is collective action to disrupt the social norms and structures that denigrate our bodies. There are many sorts of collective action: grassroots activism, consciousness-raising, public campaigns, commercial initiatives, legal measures. I’ll discuss some of these measures throughout the book. But the first step for collective action is to understand the problem: to look at things a different way. This book is part of that process.

The most obvious objection to my argument will be that body modification is a matter of individual choice. In one sense, I agree. What we do with our bodies should generally be up to us. But I strongly resist the idea that what we do to our bodies is characteristically the result of our choices. Or rather, I’ll show how the choices we make about our bodies are inevitably shaped by our social context, and the norms we find there. Our choices must react to the social structures we navigate. These are structures of social power. They are political.

My argument ultimately is not that individuals have a duty to resist modification, or that we do anything morally wrong if we decide to modify our bodies. My argument is much more modest, yet still radical. It is that the unmodified body, understood in the political sense that I lay out throughout the book, should be presumed to have value.

The unmodified body is not an ultimate goal. It is not a mark of perfection. It is not a standard to be measured against, not a purity to be preserved, not a badge to be earned. Whether you are permitted to remain unmodified, and the stakes of doing so, depends on where your body stands in various hierarchies: your sex and gender, your class and profession, your race and skin colour, your age and weight, your difference and disability. Prizes for remaining unmodified would be prizes for the privileged.

Instead, the unmodified body is a premise. It is a foundation. The unmodified body should be defended as a default. It does not have overriding value. Individual bodies should not be judged for their levels of non-modification. But the principle of the unmodified body does have value, and we are in a position where that value needs defending.

The second obvious objection to my claim that we should value the unmodified body is that some bodies need changing. Some bodies, this objection says, are deficient in some way. They are left unhealthy by poor diet or inadequate exercise. They suffer from disease or disability. They fail to meet standards of normal functioning. In these cases, so the objection goes, body modification is to be recommended: it is an entitlement, or even a duty.

In response to this challenge, I’ll show how even notions of health and disability are strongly shaped by politics: by social norms, by cultural context, by structures of power and oppression. It’s true that some bodies – all bodies, in fact – have limitations, impose constraints, fail to flourish. It makes sense to pursue modifications that might make our bodies work better for us. But the pressures to modify wildly outweigh the potential for success. The standards imposed on our bodies cannot be met because inadequacy is built in. Asserting the value of the unmodified body is a necessary corrective. The real culprit is not the act of body modification itself, but the virtually overwhelming pressure to modify.

The unmodified body must be understood as something real and something valuable. In some ways, this is an intuitive position. Leaving our bodies as they are, being content with them as they are, even being grateful for them and positive about them – all these dispositions seem attractive and virtuous. We have many ways of expressing this idea that we should value our unmodified bodies. We should treat our bodies as temples. We should be as nature made us. We should embrace body positivity.

This intuition will resonate more with some people than with others. Some people won’t see the appeal: they see their body as a blank canvas, as something to be worked on, shaped and sculpted to their own desires. And it is certainly true that not all modifications are suspect. Body modification can be a sort of creativity, a rebellion, an expression of individuality. Body modification can also be pursued in search of other goods: health, wealth, happiness. It can be an act of virtue: of caring for ourselves, of making an effort. And it can simply be an expression of freedom. In general, we should allow people to make their own choices about things that primarily affect them – like their bodies – even while we try to change the oppressive political conditions that shape those choices.

But a large amount of modification is not unfettered creativity, nor is it health- and happiness-affirming. It is undertaken from shame, or to fit in, or to escape discrimination. It is never-ending, can never be complete, will never allow satisfaction. It requires conformity, docility, self-harm. And we do not choose it in a vacuum. We choose it because it makes sense in our cultural context. We are encouraged to do it to feel good, required to do it to fit in; subtly and not-so-subtly the conditions that shape our choices are laid down by others.

How do we tell the difference? What sorts of body modification are to be celebrated and which are to be criticized? I answer these questions by developing an account that can explain and preserve the value of leaving our bodies just as they are, without fetishizing some fictional pure body that never existed.

Defending the unmodified body is a matter of public health and a matter of equality. The culture of body modification has reached a point where it threatens our health, both physical and mental. Many of the modification practices that have become standard are detrimental to physical health, bringing risks and side-effects. Anxiety about appearance is ubiquitous and has devastating consequences for public health. Asserting the value of the unmodified body is one way to resist.

The culture of body modification also has serious implications for equality. Increasingly, everyone is affected by body-image anxiety, but pressures to modify impact unequally on various social groups. Women and girls, transgender people, adolescents, sexual minority groups, and people with larger or heavier bodies are more vulnerable to poor body image than are people not in these groups, and body image has a more nuanced but unequal impact on people depending on their racial identity and whether they have a disability or visible difference.7 Some people are subjected to greater scrutiny and judgement of their appearance than others.

Moreover, a key part of many modification norms is their connection to shame. On the one hand all of us face pressures to modify, but, on the other hand, modification is individualized. We don’t view our bodies as being just like everyone else’s. We’re trained to view them as uniquely deficient, specifically shameful. In this way, a norm that affects nearly everyone creates an experience of inequality.

The content of appearance norms is discriminatory, too. The ideal body is not normatively neutral. It plugs into hierarchies of race, sex, disability, class, age, gender and sexuality. It reinforces structures of discrimination. Throughout the book I’ll show the complex interactions between norms of modification and hierarchical social structures.

The very idea that some sorts of bodies need to be changed is a denial of basic equal moral worth of the people themselves. If you need to change to be socially acceptable then you are deficient as you are. That position is at odds with awarding equal status to everyone. Body modification very often invokes identity in a way that gets to the core of individuals’ worth and status, and its requirements and standards are not egalitarian.

My argument is not that being equal means being unmodified. My argument is that equality requires having equal access to the possibility of an unmodified body. This possibility, in turn, depends on the body one starts with, and on the socio-economic implications of leaving it that way.

I’ve deliberately chosen the rather unfamiliar idea of the unmodified body to make clear that what I’m defending is a complex political concept, not a simple material thing. If we try to define the idea literally, we quickly become tangled in contradiction, vagueness and counter-intuitive implications. Everything we do, or don’t do, has an effect on our bodies. What we eat, how active we are, how much time we spend in the sun – all these everyday choices shape our bodies. Your body will be subtly different if you read this book rather than going for a run. Does that mean that reading a book is body modification? I certainly don’t want to discourage reading!

Consider food. Everyone has to eat to stay alive, and what we eat can have a huge impact on our bodies. So, if eating is a practice of body modification, then the unmodified body is both impossible and undesirable.

It might be tempting to say that eating is a body modification practice only if the intention is to create a certain body shape and size. Sometimes, we eat purely for sustenance or taste, regardless of the effect that the food will have on our appearance. Other times, we attempt to manipulate our bodies by using food and eating practices that we hope will make us slimmer, fatter, or more muscled. I discuss the use of food to build muscle in the next chapter. The practice of eating to lose weight is so familiar that it has its own name – dieting – and sustains a vast global industry. Using food deliberately to create a larger body occurs in the feederism community, a group united by a sexual preference for bodies that are already large or are in the process of becoming larger.8 Some people in this community, known as ‘fat admirers’, find large bodies attractive and don’t care how they got that way; they may pair up with people who are large by accident or genetics. Others, known as ‘feeders’, get their kicks from encouraging others to put on weight. They seek out partnerships with ‘feedees’, people who find it appealing or sexually exciting to grow larger. For feeders and feedees, for dieters and bodybuilders, food clearly becomes a body modification practice.

Other cases are not so simple. We cannot always tell whether eating is an intentional act of body modification because most eating is explained by a complex mix of factors, including cost, culture, social expectations, circumstance, convenience, taste, habit, emotions, ceremony, energy levels, duty, shame, and greed. Clearly the principle of the unmodified body cannot demand an end to eating; but nor can it ignore the complex interaction between food and the socially constructed permanent inadequacy of the body. Body modification and the unmodified body cannot be unambiguously defined at the outset: they are ideas that will reveal themselves as we go.

Perplexing as it is, if we jettison the idea of the unmodified body we lose the ability to critique the normalization of modification. We need to engage with the philosophical problem – what is the unmodified body? – so that we can tackle the political one – asserting the value of the unmodified body. How else can we assert that we are, at least sometimes, good enough just as we are?

The principle of the unmodified body is based on equality between persons. It respects diversity and freedom. One of the ways we create and maintain oppressive inequality is by devaluing the unmodified body. When we say that some bodies are deficient and must be changed to meet the standard set by the others, we are saying that some bodies, and the people whose bodies they are, are inferior to others.

Instead, I say: your body is good enough just as it is because your body is you, and it is yours, and you have an inalienable value that all others must recognize and respect. Treating people equally means asserting the political principle of the value of the unmodified body.

REASONS TO MODIFY

The principle of the unmodified body implies that modification practices are suspect. But other ideals push us in a different direction.

Three values often motivate body modification. These are health and hygiene, appearance, and identity. Each of these values has its own logic of modification, its own way of countering the claim that your body is good enough just as it is. These values express the logic your body can be better. Sometimes they go so far as to assert your body should be better.

1. Health and hygiene


Among the other virtues, we may also give Cleanliness a place; since it naturally renders us agreeable to others, and is no inconsiderable source of love and affection. No one will deny, that a negligence in this particular is a fault.

David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1777)9



Let’s take health to mean something broad and intuitive, concerning the body’s survival and function. Securing health requires doing many things to the body: nourishing it with food and drink, exercising it, treating it when it is sick, cleaning it and maintaining good standards of hygiene. These things are body modification practices in the literal sense because they change the body, often quite considerably; certainly, the body would be different if they were not done. But it would be highly counter-intuitive to think that respecting equality requires refraining from modifications that aim at health, such as maintenance, hygiene and medical treatments.

Still, these concepts hide some complexity. Consider maintenance. It seems a simple enough concept: it’s what you need to do just to keep things going roughly as they are, to meet basic standards of acceptable functioning. But what maintenance means varies from body to body.

How often do you need to wash your hair? If you are white or Asian with straight hair, you will most probably feel the need to wash your hair several times a week, possibly even every day. Straight hair tends towards greasiness. If you are Black with Afro hair, you will probably wash your hair much less often – every two weeks is ideal, according to some natural hair experts.10 Afro hair tends towards dryness.

How long does it take to style your hair? According to one survey, the average American woman spends six full days per year on her hair.11 But this statistic hides a lot of variation, and not all of it is basic maintenance. If you have short hair you may be fine doing no styling at all. What about longer hair? If you have straight or wavy hair you may have the option of doing nothing more than brushing it, and you can probably go to bed with no special preparation. If you have Afro hair you will probably prepare your hair before bed by twisting it, tying it, or wrapping it in a silk scarf, and you will have to allocate more time to maintenance-level styling.12 ‘While white women can quite reasonably rock the tousled, just-got-out-of-bed, shabby chic effect, the hair that grows from my head does not accommodate such a laissez-faire approach to grooming,’ writes natural hair advocate Emma Dabiri. ‘Can you imagine running a brush through your hair and done? As I write this, I’m feverishly making impossible calculations about how I’m going to get my hair done tonight, in preparation for tomorrow morning.’13

It’s not just hair that requires different levels of maintenance from person to person. Disability and illness produce bodies with different basic needs. If you have cystic fibrosis, you will probably have to engage in daily physiotherapy to clear your airways, whether alone, with assistive equipment, or with another person. This maintenance requirement is vital but also demanding: the Cystic Fibrosis Trust advises that most people with the condition need two sessions of airway clearance of between 10 and 45 minutes each day.14 If you have diabetes, your daily routine will involve regular blood-sugar checks, medication, monitoring your food intake, and eating regardless of appetite. This is an arduous and stressful regime: one website for people with diabetes and their families is called Diabetes Daily Grind.15

So, maintenance varies from body to body. But it also varies in time and place. What counts as maintenance in the beauty context has become ever more demanding. Practices that were once seen as exceptional are now seen as routine. Consider body hair. The norm now is that women should remove hair not only from their legs, face and armpits but also from their arms and pubic area. As philosopher of beauty Heather Widdows puts it:


it is now the case that leg hair and underarm hair are regarded as unacceptable in nearly all contexts. This is a very clear change over a short period of time. Only a generation ago, it was far more acceptable to leave visible leg and underarm hair; indeed underarm hair in some contexts was regarded as a sign of sexual liberation and sexiness. Younger women are increasingly removing at least some pubic hair, and nearly complete removal is becoming more common and associated with cleanliness and respect for sexual partners.16



This trend has developed in the last twenty years, as can be seen in an episode of the TV series Sex and the City from the year 2000. Lead character Carrie Bradshaw, a New York fashion icon and sex journalist, goes to get a bikini wax while in Los Angeles. She is expecting just to have the outer edges of her pubic hair removed. Instead, the beauty therapist does something Carrie has never heard of: a Brazilian wax, or complete pubic hair removal. ‘I got mugged!’ Carrie tells her friends over brunch. ‘She took everything I got! … I feel like one of those freaking hairless dogs.’ Only Samantha, the character distinguished by her adventurous sexual promiscuity, has ever heard of the procedure.17 The episode was widely credited with introducing the Brazilian wax to the viewing public.18 Nowadays complete pubic hair removal is a mainstream practice for women under thirty-five.19 It’s routine maintenance for this millennium.

On the one hand, increasing standards of bodily maintenance are to be celebrated. Who would want to return to the Tudor era, when linen underwear substituted for showers,20 or the Victorian era, when bathwater was shared by the whole family? (The phrase ‘don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater’ refers to the practice of a family bathing in the same water, one after another, starting with the most senior members and ending with the baby.) On the other hand, decreasing standards of appearance are preferable. The modern woman’s licence to sling on jeans and a T-shirt is surely preferable to previous centuries’ requirements of a corset and elaborate layers of petticoats and skirts.21 But simpler dress is paid for with closer scrutiny of the body underneath.

We can see that maintenance and hygiene are not clear-cut categories. At the same time, there is no plausible shared intuition that there is anything valuable about leaving the body unmodified in these respects. When I say your body is good enough just as it is I am not aiming to excuse being unwashed or to condemn medical treatment. So, there is a puzzle. In Part Two I’ll address it directly. I’ll show that even the concept of health often conceals political and ethical judgements, so that a demand to modify for health or hygiene often conceals a political judgement about status and hierarchy. Moreover, there is real doubt that pressures to modify for health reasons are effective. Many public health campaigns end up having no effect, or even making things worse. For example, there is no evidence that campaigns that aim to reduce obesity levels succeed, and there is evidence that some well-intentioned measures, such as including calorie information on restaurant menus, encourage eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia.22

At the same time, there is a materiality to the body, facts about how it works, what it can do and how it feels that make a genuine difference. Part of my argument is that pressures to modify lead us to both over- and under-emphasize our bodies. We over-emphasize how they appear from the outside – how they look, how they compare, where they rank – and we under-emphasize how they feel from the inside, what it is to live in and through and as our bodies.

2. Appearance


Since women are taught to see themselves from the outside as candidates for men, they become prey to the huge fashion and diet industries that first set up the ideal images and then exhort women to meet them. The message is loud and clear – the woman’s body is not her own. The woman’s body is not satisfactory as it is.

Susie Orbach, Fat Is A Feminist Issue (1978)23



We care about how our bodies look. This concern for our body’s appearance may be cross-cultural and timeless, although the form it takes is not. What is considered beautiful varies across time and place, as does the importance of beauty. Typically, how important it is for a person to be beautiful also depends on other social facts about them: their sex, race, class and age.

Within current beauty norms in capitalist societies, the logic of the value of appearance pushes us towards body modification, not away from it. A huge amount of body modification is motivated by the desire to look better: to comply with whichever appearance norms motivate us or dominate our social circle.

There are many classic feminist works that analyse and critique the demand that women be beautiful. Notable feminist texts on beauty over the last fifty years or so include, by date of first publication, Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch (1970), Andrea Dworkin’s Woman Hating (1974), Susie Orbach’s Fat Is A Feminist Issue (1978), Naomi Wolf’s The Beauty Myth (1990), Sandra Lee Bartky’s Femininity and Domination (1990), Iris Marion Young’s On Female Body Experience (1990), Susan Bordo’s Unbearable Weight (1993) and Heather Widdows’s Perfect Me (2018). This is by no means an exhaustive list.

Without wishing to give a false sense of homogeneity, what feminist work like this has shown is that beauty norms are a key part of the patriarchal system. The demand that women be beautiful plays a crucial and significant role in maintaining gender inequality.

The demands of beauty keep women and girls down in a surprisingly diverse range of ways. Perhaps the most obvious is that a cultural expectation that women and girls focus on beautifying themselves means that they must divert their energy, attention and resources away from other pursuits that might better serve their interests or increase their power, such as becoming fit, strong, skilled, highly qualified, career-driven, or politically active.

The culturally demanded focus on beauty further disadvantages women because they are expected to work to be beautiful but are not generally rewarded for that work. While some women gain success and esteem from their looks, it is also common for a woman’s beauty to be used against her – she is deemed stupid, an airhead, a dumb blonde, asking for it – and for her beauty work to be dismissed as evidence of her incompetence, irrationality, unseriousness and lack of commitment to loftier pursuits.

Perhaps the most significant concept in feminist critical analysis of beauty and patriarchy is objectification. This term denotes the ways that women are made into objects: for display, for use by men, for judgement, for the satisfaction of others. Beauty is not the only mechanism for objectification. Sexual objectification practices such as pornography and prostitution, property objectification practices such as arranged marriage and slavery, and service objectification practices such as treating women as facilitators of others’ happiness have all been key sites of feminist critique. Beauty is part of a generalized system by which women and girls are treated more as objects than as full human agents with desires and projects of their own.

At another level of critique, feminists have shown how beauty demands serve to divide and separate women, creating hierarchies between women deemed beautiful, plain, or ugly, and inciting competitiveness or resentment. Beauty thus acts as a way of disrupting solidarity between women, which might develop into consciousness-raising and resistance. It keeps women focused on looking attractive to others, including (but not only) men, and provides a way of disempowering women as they age – a process that might otherwise increase their power and status. And, as Black feminists such as Patricia Hill Collins, Audre Lorde and Toni Morrison have shown, beauty standards are racialized in ways that also maintain white supremacy.24 In order to be beautiful, women must have facial features, hair and skin tone that reflect whiteness, making beauty norms a powerful part of the intersection of sexism and racism.

Next, feminists have argued that beauty norms damage women’s psychological well-being. Beauty is not inevitably pernicious, but what is so harmful is the combination of a universal ideal with an unattainable standard. The current beauty norm in most parts of the world is that all women should try to be beautiful, but no woman is ever beautiful enough. This combination makes shame and guilt a permanent feminine condition, something I explore in more detail in Chapter 2.

Body image anxiety has now reached epidemic proportions and is increasingly affecting men, too. ‘There has been interest in appearance since records began,’ write psychologists Nichola Rumsey and Diana Harcourt, ‘but never have “looks” demanded as much attention, particularly in resource-rich countries, as now.’25 They report that:


in a recent survey of 77,000 adults … only 16% of women and 27% of men reported liking what they see when they look in the mirror, whilst 46% of women and 62% of men reported feeling ashamed of how they look. More than two-thirds of women (70%) and almost half of men (41%) felt pressure from the media to have a perfect body.26



Other researchers agree. A recent survey by Girlguiding UK found that the top three pressures faced online by British girls aged eleven to sixteen were ‘to look pretty all the time’, ‘to get more likes’, and ‘to have a picture-perfect life’.27 The causes of this widespread distress are multiple, but there is a general agreement that social media and the visual culture it feeds plays a huge part.

Intact draws on and repeats many of the classic feminist critiques of beauty. They are the giants on whose shoulders I stand. What I hope to add is breadth: a widening beyond beauty and appearance norms to the more generalized pressure to modify our bodies in pursuit of acceptability. The imperative that all women must be beautiful, and the impact this has on the lives and well-being of women and girls, is stronger than ever. Feminine beauty norms remain an urgent political issue in their own right, but they operate within a broader context that demands constant body modification. All women have to be beautiful. All people have to look good. And modification is prescribed not just for beauty but for identity and health, making the task of asserting the political principle of the unmodified body much more complex.

It’s not an effective feminist strategy simply to urge women and girls to reject beauty ideals. That project is intensely demanding for those who undertake it, making it unrealistic for virtually everyone. Feminists who practised this mode of resistance have always been vilified for doing so, and the smartphone and social media era has intensified the focus on sharing and ranking the visual. Moreover, even if someone does manage to reject beauty ideals, the more generalized pressure to modify is left intact. So, while the feminist critique of beauty norms remains as urgent as ever, we must widen our lens.

3. Identity


The Mirror Of Erised … struck me as a really heart-breaking image for my own condition. If I looked in the magical mirror, and saw myself exactly as I most long to be, what would I see? It was a key moment for me when I first read that passage in The Philosopher’s Stone, and realised more clearly than I ever had before that my own answer to that question was, unavoidably, ‘Myself as a woman, of course.’

Sophie-Grace Chappell, open letter to JK Rowling (2020)28



Identity, in the sense I mean it, is more about what we represent than who we are. Who we are, at base, persists regardless of any modification: you are you, and you still will be no matter how your body changes. There is simply no one else you could be. Modification for identity is not fundamentally about changing you, but rather about changing who or what you represent: yourself ‘as a’ what? What is your image, your membership, your belonging?

As the quote from philosopher Sophie-Grace Chappell above shows, a significant part of our identity is about how we look. Chappell, a trans woman, found key insight into her own gender identity before her transition when visualizing herself in the mirror: gazing on her image from the outside, as she hoped to be seen by others. Womanhood as identity, on this analysis, is a matter of appearance: how others see and relate to you. It is something that is reflected back at oneself.

Our identities are only partially within our control. A great deal about them is determined externally, by the identities of our parents and peers, by the standards and categories of our societies, by our encounters and opportunities. Our parents typically raise us to have a certain identity: to hold certain values, to participate in certain practices, to belong here rather than there, to represent this rather than that. Most of what they do to shape our identity is not body modification, but some of it is: how they style our hair, whether they modify our genitals, put us in braces or give us cosmetic surgery, how they raise us to relate to food and exercise.

Other aspects of our identities are imposed on us from outside our families. You are placed within a category or a community according to the standards of your society. What your race is, for example, depends not (only) on your genetic heritage but on the categories of race that exist in your society and the way your body fits, or appears to fit, within them. To take another example, a religious identity is not entirely within your control: whether you count as a member of any given religion depends on the standards set by that religion, and whether its members recognize you as one of their own. Identity claims are typically contested and may be very controversial: whether you truly count as a member of some group may be a matter of dispute between you and them, and they may disagree among themselves.

So, identity is a social category, and as such it is not entirely within our control. However, we can attempt to shape our own identities, and a lot of what we do on a daily basis is oriented towards expressing or affirming our identity. We seek to express our identity as a way of showing that we have control over it. We seek affirmation of our identity from others as a way of asserting our right to exist. That we feel our right to exist is under threat is, of course, part of the problem. Its origins are multiple, and they include attacks on job security, on welfare, on health care, on rights of citizenship and migration, as well as attacks on the body-as-identity.

One way we assert ourselves is with body modification. We change the way we look, the way we are embodied, to fit more closely with the identity we wish to represent, or feel we must represent, or predict will offer us the best protection. As sociologist Debra Gimlin puts it, ‘individuals negotiate the relationship between body and self in the context of a social structure and culture that simultaneously provide resources for the creation of identities and place limits on those identities.’29 Social norms give us scope to be creative and self-determining, but there are also rules to follow. ‘Women value hair that coincides with identity,’ Gimlin concludes from her observations in a hair salon in Long Island. ‘If their hairstyle misidentifies their age, income, occupation, or education, they feel unsettled and self-conscious.’30

Some identities are very amenable to being achieved through body modification since they are significantly based on embodiment or appearance. Femininity (as opposed to femaleness or womanhood) may be one example, although successfully inhabiting a feminine identity requires significant behavioural compliance as well. Some identities require body modification as a minor yet important part, for example circumcision in Judaism and Islam. Other identities are based only superficially on our bodies and so body modification is irrelevant to achieving them or is only instrumentally useful. But almost all identities require some conformity to norms of appearance.

A related aspect of identity is less about group membership and more about personal attributes. We might identify as someone who is put together, capable, popular, relaxed, bohemian, sexy, or quirky. These identity characteristics may have bodily attributes and may require body modification. For example, we might associate being thin (for women) or being muscly (for men) with being in control, or we might associate a woman’s flawless skin and a certain style of make-up with professional competence. These associations work on ourselves, too: we may seek to make physical changes on our own bodies to more perfectly realize what Widdows calls our ‘imagined self’.31 In her interviews with women who had undergone cosmetic surgery, Gimlin finds that identity played a key role. ‘Invariably, the women’s accounts involve bodies that were flawed in some way for which the individual claimed not to be responsible,’ she writes. ‘Their flawed bodies are inaccurate indicators of character, and so they effectively lie about who the women are … Plastic surgery becomes for them not an act of deception but an attempt to align body with self.’32

The principle of the unmodified body is that your worth should not depend on what your body is like. Who you are, in the sense of your status and political entitlements, should not depend on your body fitting some ideal. Identities certainly form around bodies, of that there is no doubt. The question then is how any given identity relates to equality and difference. Is the unmodified body viewed as simply a site of difference, or is it also understood as deficient?

NATURAL, NORMAL, WHOLE

Let’s take stock. Our bodies have a basic, intrinsic value that derives from the equality and respect we are owed as persons. That basic value inclines against modification: it tells us that body modification is unnecessary because our bodies have value just as they are, as a prerequisite of equality.

The unmodified body is a political principle, and it is a premise not a conclusion. The unmodified body is subjected to three logics of modification: health, appearance, and identity. We may want to change our bodies to make them healthier or function better, to make them look more attractive, or to make them more fully represent a given identity. This modification can be compatible with the political principle of the unmodified body but, often, it’s not.

In the following chapters I’ll show how the pressures to modify our bodies are overwhelming; how they reflect and reinforce structures of domination and oppression; how they undermine the basic equality that we all should share. My aim is not to demonize modification. All of us have little choice but to modify our bodies in some way or other, and the pressures to modify are greater the more our bodies are deemed inferior. There is no basis for ranking bodies on how unmodified they manage to be. Instead, I’ll show the political role of the pressure to modify, and the urgent need for collective action to resist it.

The unmodified body is not a shape that can be objectively described, not a body that looks like this or that, not a fixed point in time. It is a political principle. It consists of two claims: that the body is a real, material thing, with significance and value of its own; and that the body is at the same time an inexorably political concept, subject to the vagaries of interpretation, manipulated by social norms and structures.

I’ll develop this principle of the unmodified body by considering a series of more familiar proxy concepts. None of them capture it exactly, but each skim its surface.

The first proxy for the unmodified body is the idea of the natural body. The natural body is a promising proxy for the unmodified body because it, too, claims to stand in contrast to social ideals. But, in fact, configurations of naturalness exist only in the context of some social or cultural creation. Nature seems paradigmatically to contrast with culture, but it cannot escape it.

I explain in Part One how concepts of nature and naturalness have often been used to constrain or confine: to assert a fixed, unchanging state that humans of this kind or that have, and must morally maintain. Nature has been particularly used to maintain the gender binary as an oppressive and hierarchical structure. But we will see how recourse to nature can help us resist oppression, by helping us to reclaim a way of being that is not what our society demands of us. Nature, I argue, is a frenemy – sometimes friend, sometimes enemy. In the current political and ecological moment we should be willing to treat it more as a friend, for it acts as a corrective against the intense pressures to use our bodies in the service of culture.

In Part Two I defend the principle of the unmodified body against the claim that what counts is normality, even normality understood in terms of health and functioning. Whether a body is normal depends entirely on what it’s being compared with. Standards of normality always invoke hierarchies, most obviously those of sex, race, disability and age. Ambiguities of normality are everywhere, even within the discipline of medicine. Medicine presents itself as the neutral protector and restorer of normality, but its views about normality shift radically between time and place, demonstrating that clinical normality is context dependent.

This context dependence should not be understood as undermining the reality of the material body. The body exists, with its functions and dysfunctions, as both enabler and limit at one and the same time. What emerges from this analysis is that normality can be viewed both from the outside, as a comparison with others, or from the inside, as an experience. Once normality is recognized as an experience, it becomes possible – though not easy – to make it into a choice. That is to say, it is possible to create a normal body either by changing the body or by changing our perspective on it. This opens the intriguing possibility of choosing to be normal just as we already are.

The third proxy concept for the unmodified body is the idea of the whole body. In Part Three I explore the idea that body modification might be an act of virtuous self-improvement, that it might be the only bearable response to dysphoria, and that it might be an act of creativity in itself. In each case, I analyse the political conditions that make those strategies coherent and show how they interact with the principle of the unmodified body. I argue that the idea of bodily integrity is one way of understanding the unmodified body, and that its role is to act as a defence against unconsented-to modifications. We need to be able to make choices about our lives, and to have our bodies left intact so that we can do that.

The unmodified body is a political idea as well as a material reality; a philosophical construct and a real, living thing. As a political–philosophical construct the unmodified body is the body without oppressive social construction. It is the body that is allowed to be equal. As a material reality the unmodified body is the body that has not been shaped or altered in pursuit of a social ideal; it is the experience of embodiment. Taken together, the unmodified body is not an image of perfection, or a goal to be attained. It is a premise, a baseline, something that should be treated as a default.

NOTES ON METHOD

One challenge is to develop an account that values the unmodified body without fetishizing it, or without simply reflecting my own experience and prejudice. In writing I have asked myself a series of challenging questions. Am I simply resistant to practices that I, or people like me, don’t do? Does my position on body modification reflect anything more than my own identity: my class, race, culture, sex, gender, sexuality, profession? As an academic philosopher, am I predisposed to value modification of the mind above modification of the body? Am I suffering from the delusion that I know the meaning and purpose of body modification practices even when I am not a member of the group that typically engages in them? Does my account simply reflect my perspective as someone who has suffered from certain kinds of dissatisfaction, dysfunction, or dysphoria but not others?

These are difficult questions. And they are questions that no one can escape. There is no one whose perspective is unsullied by their own experience. Each one of us is situated within a particular social context and body. Each one of us has first-person access to some experiences and not others. Each one of us gains both insight and bias from our own subject position. So, I am not uniquely qualified to write this book by virtue of my personal identity and characteristics, but I am not uniquely disqualified either.

Intact discusses some bodily experiences that I have had, and many others that I haven’t. I’ve tried to understand unfamiliar ways of being in a body by reading others’ accounts and by talking to people who’ve had those experiences. As a philosopher rather than a sociologist, psychologist, or journalist, my research focuses more on written accounts than on direct interviews. My understanding is necessarily partial, permanently incomplete. I don’t think this can be avoided.

Our perspectives are limited not only because of differences between individuals, but also because different social categories, different positions in a hierarchy, intersect in complex ways. This is the principle of intersectionality.33 We cannot separate out parts of our identity and social position because each has to be read through the lens of the others. For example, the experience and meaning of womanhood differs by race, class, disability status, gender identity and sexuality. Intersectionality forces us to acknowledge the partiality of any perspective, and to recognize that many perspectives have been systematically silenced.

Some scholars respond to the fact of intersectionality by focusing on those suppressed perspectives. In Western colonial societies such as Europe and North America, that means giving particular attention to the thought and traditions of indigenous and First Nations people, to Black and minority ethnic people, as well as to identities that are marginalized in other ways. That work is extremely valuable, and I have engaged with a variety of perspectives here – although limitations of time, space and my own scholarly expertise mean that there are inevitable omissions.34 But my focus is on the dominant narratives and power structures of Western, capitalist societies, those built on white and male supremacy. I show how mainstream social norms affect people who live in those societies, including members of majority and minority groups, and how marginalization and subordination are maintained by pressures to modify.

My method is the method of philosophy and of feminism. Philosophy tells us that we can develop a perspective with rigour and justification by focusing on reasons, arguments and implications. The philosophical method also aims for clarity and precision, which hopefully guide us towards truth even as they add complexity.

Philosophers like to make simple things complicated and complicated things simple. We try to make complicated things simple through careful definition and precise analysis of concepts. At the same time, we make simple things complicated by questioning things: by taking obvious truths and showing why they are doubtful. So philosophers question everything, including whether tables are really there, whether 2+2=4, how we can be equal when we’re all different, and how you know you exist. With philosophy we attempt to step outside our own experience, while recognizing that complete objectivity is impossible; certainly, we step away from received wisdom. Because everyone else thinks it is never a good reason to agree, for a philosopher. In fact, it’s a reason for suspicion.

One crucial part of doing philosophy is that we must always try to make things as difficult for ourselves as possible. In philosophy (as with most intellectual disciplines) it is never enough to state a claim or assert an argument; we must always consider objections. If the objections we encounter are weak, we should make them stronger: this is the philosophical principle of charity. If we don’t encounter any objections from real-life others, because we are making new claims that haven’t yet been tested, we must invent those objections to test ourselves. The philosopher must always be thinking, what’s the strongest objection to the argument I am making? And only then, how can I respond?

You’ll see this feature of philosophy in the parts of Intact that are hesitant, tentative, constructing confusion and ambiguity and doubt. I’m trying to make things as difficult for myself as I can. But you’ll also see it, or so I hope, in the parts of Intact that are bold, assured and provocative. Once you’ve given your real or imagined opponent the best possible odds, your own argument becomes stronger.

Feminism tells us that the philosophical project is necessarily limited, and that its claims to purity and abstraction are suspect. It tells us that we can learn a great deal about politics and power from our own personal experiences and the experiences of others. It tells us that our actions, beliefs and preferences are not entirely our own: that we are socially constructed, and that this social construction explains the status and many of the beliefs of women, men and children.

As a political movement, feminism insists that women be allowed to act freely and be treated equally. Its analysis shows that these twin demands, lofty and lowly as they are, are seldom met. Feminism demands an arduous but enriching process of critical engagement with ourselves and each other. It shows us to seek the commonalities and the differences in women’s experiences, and to develop a political perspective aimed at liberation. Feminism agrees with philosophy that what seems obvious from a dominant perspective seldom is.

The CNN report on Nadia, the fourteen-year-old girl bullied for the size of her ears, is presented as a piece of good news: a heart-warming tale of philanthropic rescue. The reporter is Dr Sanjay Gupta, CNN Chief Medical Correspondent, who describes what happened next:


Her mom, desperate to help, turned to the internet, and stumbled across the Little Baby Face Foundation. The non-profit organization offers free plastic surgery to children, like Nadia, who are bullied because of their physical appearance and can’t afford an operation.

Dr Gupta: ‘There may be people, Nadia, who say, “Look, you don’t need to do this. This, this is just who you are. It’s the way you were born. You know, people should love people for who they are.” What do you say to those folks?’

Nadia: ‘I say that they’re right … but they’ll never stop. It’ll just keep going. Get worse and worse.’



Dr Gupta describes how Nadia applied to the Little Baby Face Foundation for an otoplasty, an operation to pin back her ears. She was accepted and the Foundation flew her to New York, where she saw plastic surgeon Dr Thomas Romo III. He agreed to do the otoplasty. But he wasn’t going to stop there.

On the film, Nadia lies on a medical couch in a hospital gown. Dr Romo points at various parts of her face with the pen he has just used to draw incision marks on her ears. ‘I love thin chins,’ he says, with a grin. He pauses. ‘But I don’t want them as pointy as that chin.’ Dr Romo is a man who knows what he wants in a chin. ‘We talked about that, didn’t we?’

Nadia nods. They did talk about that. ‘Mm hm,’ she agrees. Dr Romo doesn’t wait to hear her answer. He knows what they talked about. (He probably did the talking.) ‘We looked at some pictures of some people, and their chins come off just a liiiiiiitttttle bit more square.’ He puts his finger and thumb each side of Nadia’s chin and draws them apart to indicate the sort of chin he does like. ‘So that’s exactly what we’re gonna do too.’ He uncaps his pen.

The reporter voices over. ‘And, there was more,’ he says. Dr Romo wants to operate on Nadia’s septum. Apparently, it’s not straight. He holds his nice straight pen up against Nadia’s nose to show what it should be like. ‘As the septum goes, so goes the nose,’ Dr Romo explains.

Nadia is still lying on the couch in a hospital gown. She looks tiny between the two men, both of whom are wearing scrubs. The surgeon sits on Nadia’s right, the reporter, Dr Gupta, sits on her left. Dr Gupta intervenes. ‘She never talked about the nose or the chin before, right?’

Dr Romo knows where this is going, and he doesn’t wait for Dr Gupta to finish. ‘She did not,’ he says, leaning back in his chair and adjusting his glasses, ‘because she didn’t recognize it.’

Sound familiar? Nadia ‘didn’t recognize’ that her ears were too big, either – not until a seven-year-old girl told her so. But that girl was a mean bully. Dr Romo is a heroic saviour.

Back to voiceover. ‘Dr Romo said all three surgeries combined are necessary, to balance out Nadia’s features.’ The surgeries are necessary. Nadia didn’t ask for them, but Dr Romo is going to do them. Otherwise she would have a chin that he doesn’t like, which wouldn’t be good. And she’d have unbalanced features. Presumably Dr Romo doesn’t like those, either.

Later Nadia walks to the operating room. Dr Gupta asks her how she feels. ‘Nervous,’ she says. ‘Excited.’

Nadia has all three procedures, in a four-hour operation that we are told would cost her $40,000 if the Foundation were not paying. We’re not told whether Dr Romo forgoes his fee, or whether he benefits financially for managing to upsell his vulnerable patient from one surgery to three. We are told that no one thinks the surgery will be enough to undo the emotional trauma Nadia has suffered: she’ll need counselling, too.

Or, at least, she’ll need both surgery and counselling to deal with the trauma caused by other children telling her that her ears are wrong. It seems that the effects of Dr Romo telling her that her nose and chin are wrong can be fixed by surgery alone. It’s not clear what the difference is. Were the bullies wrong about Nadia’s ears, whereas Dr Romo is right about her nose and chin? After all, Dr Romo is an expert and bullies are just kids. What do they know?

But if the bullies were wrong about Nadia’s ears, then presumably Dr Romo wouldn’t be operating on her ears. He’d take one look at Nadia and say, ‘Your ears are fine! Leave them be! You look great! Just … let me fix your unpleasantly thin chin and imperceptibly unbalanced nose.’

He didn’t say that, so, the bullies must have been right after all. The bullies and Dr Romo are both right. Nadia’s ears are too large, and her chin is too thin, and her nose is too bendy. This fourteen-year-old girl needs some serious modification. The difference between the bullies and Dr Romo must be this: the bullies could only tell Nadia what was wrong with her face. Dr Romo can tell her what is wrong with her face AND he can fix it.

He’d better fix it soon, too. We can’t wait and see how Nadia feels about her appearance once her ears are changed. We can’t wait until Nadia is an adult. We can’t wait and see how her face will change as she grows, or how her self-esteem strengthens as she matures. If we wait, maybe she’ll need counselling to deal with the trauma of knowing Dr Romo’s truths as well as the bullies’ truths.

Three days after the operation, Nadia is still swollen and bandaged on ears, nose and chin. On camera, Dr Romo cuts the ear bandages off and hands her a mirror so that she can see her new face for the first time.

Nadia lifts the mirror while the surgeon, her mother and the camera crew watch.

‘I look beautiful,’ she says. ‘This is exactly what I wanted.’

Nadia shakes her head from side to side in the motion that usually means ‘no’.

‘I love it,’ she says.

Nadia gives a small smile. It’s hard to tell whether she would smile more if she weren’t swollen around her nose and chin.

Uplifting music plays. Dr Gupta signs off the report. His work, at least, is done.
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Part One



NATURAL




The unmodified body is a political principle. It’s a deliberately unfamiliar way of trying to capture the significance of refusing various social pressures to work on one’s body. Naturalness is a much more familiar way of describing a body without certain sorts of modification.

The idea of the natural body is initially very appealing. After all, nature is the source of our bodies. It is our embodiment, the fact of having bodies, that makes us like other parts of the natural world; specifically, like (other) animals. We humans think of ourselves as unlike animals in things to do with our minds: our intellect, our morals; and in things to do with our creations, our artifices. We think of ourselves as like animals in things to do with our bodies: our hunger and thirst, our vulnerability to pain and disease, our need for shelter and habitat, our sexual urges and our instinct to procreate.

The very concept of ‘nature’ is most easily – one might say naturally – contrasted with a variety of concepts to do with human interference. ‘Nature or nurture?’ we ask, meaning something like ‘Is this just how things are, or is it caused by humans?’ The very concept of ‘the natural world’ is usually taken as synonymous with the non-human: it’s about wildlife, animals and plants, the geological structures of our planet. It’s not, somehow, about us.

If human interference is what makes things unnatural, then the natural body is the body that we have if we leave things as they are. It’s the body that results from letting nature do its work. It’s the body we have when we stay out of the way. All these ways of thinking imply that the natural body is the default. It’s the body we have first. Subsequent bodies – the bodies we have later in life – will be natural only insofar as we don’t do certain things to them. The natural body is the body without.

But what is the natural body without? If nature is contrasted with human, and if nature is always disrupted by human action, it would be impossible for the human body to stay natural – or even to be natural in the first place. The moment we do something to a body we would transform it into a product of human interference. But this way of thinking would mean that the body stopped being natural the moment we consciously did anything to it, including feeding it, or clothing it, or moving it. To think in this way would be to lose the concept of the natural body altogether.

Even the newborn body is created by human action, although Western philosophy has traditionally obscured this fact. Thomas Hobbes famously instructed his readers to assume that human beings spring up from nowhere like mushrooms from the ground, as assuming otherwise would cause problems for his theory. Which means, of course, that there are problems with his theory.1

Every human being relies on its mother’s gestational labour. It must be birthed by its mother, often with the assistance of other humans. It then requires many years of effortful care and nurturing, all from humans. If being natural means being without human interference, then no human and no human body can ever be natural.

The concept of nature and the natural body is closely intertwined with issues of sex and gender. Sex in the sense of reproduction is the basic requirement of us existing at all, as a species and individually. Sex in the sense of male and female are necessary categories and bodies for reproduction to occur. Sex is a fundamental issue in the chapters in Part One, then, along with the question of whether and how sex explains gender.

The very concept of the natural body already needs distinctions between different kinds of human acts. We can’t say that a natural body is a body without interference. We must say that some human acts disrupt the body’s naturalness and some do not. And so the concept of nature is necessarily constructed. There is no pre-political natural body. What counts as nature is always up for debate.

If the concept of the natural body is to make sense at all it must be compatible with being gestated and birthed by its mother. It must also allow being fed, being exercised, being clothed and sheltered, being cleaned and maintained, interacting with others – generally being used to live a normal, full life. ‘Normal’ – there’s a problematic term, and one that will occupy us in the second part of the book, but let it go for now.

Perhaps we might try to restrict the idea of a natural body to one that has been altered only to maintain the body’s basic health and hygiene. However, that definition would still be too restrictive. Very few acts are necessary to maintain the body’s basic health and hygiene, and almost everybody will go above and beyond those acts. We could survive on very minimal rations, but no one who has a choice eats only the bare minimum for survival. Our hygiene and clothing needs for survival are similarly minimal; again, anyone who can will exceed them. If the natural body is destroyed by any unnecessary action, then having a natural body is something to be pitied rather than respected, because it is a situation that anyone with a choice would avoid.

There’s no reason to celebrate doing only the bare minimum to our bodies. We might even say it’s not natural for humans to give their bodies and themselves only the most rudimentary care. We want to look after ourselves: to preserve our bodies’ good health, to improve our bodies’ functioning, to take pleasure from our bodies, to create bodies that other people can enjoy looking at, being close to, or touching. A body that is maintained as a fully flourishing body is surely what we should want for ourselves, and something that is compatible with our understanding of our nature.

But then, what really makes a body natural? As we can already see, this is not a straightforward factual question. The concept of the natural body is immensely useful, but it is slippery. When we call something natural, we need to be clear what we mean, and we need to be aware of the assumptions that are hiding in plain sight. Why is it more natural to shower than to wear a corset? Is it unnatural to have a haircut or a bikini wax? If your body is still natural after you’ve brushed your teeth, is it still natural after you’ve put on lipstick? What is the value of a natural body?

Inconsistency in our use of the concept of nature is built into our practices. We often use the adjective ‘natural’ to describe particular body parts. But when we use it in that way, we are not consistent about what has to happen – or not happen – to the body part for it to count as natural. Over the next few chapters I’ll chart those differences and their political significance.

The simplest way of using the term ‘natural’ to describe our bodies is in a contrast with something that is artificial. ‘Natural nails’ is a great example. It’s a term used by nail salons and it means, very simply, the nails that grow out of your fingers. It’s contrasted with nail extensions and artificial nails: nails that are not grown by the body but are made of plastic and attached with adhesive. When you go to a nail salon you can have acrylics and nail extensions, or you can have a manicure on your natural nails.

This is the simplest and most intuitive way to understand the concept of naturalness: as a contrast with artificiality. Notice, though, that there are some puzzles surrounding this idea of naturalness too. Natural nails are contrasted with artificial nails and nail extensions, but natural nails may be manicured and polished. Why does nail varnish not make our nails unnatural? That’s sticking something onto our nails, just as with artificial nails. Artifice does seem to contrast with nature, but not in a straightforward way.

Another example that uses the same logic is natural breasts. This term refers to breasts that are wholly grown by the body, in contrast with artificial breasts, which are created or augmented by implants.

There’s a Guinness World Record for the largest natural breasts. The title belongs to Annie Hawkins-Turner, and she’d wear a 48V bra if that size were even made. Hawkins-Turner finds it almost impossible to get a bra that fits. Her breasts measure 177.8 cm around their fullest part; each one weighs more than the average four-year-old. Hawkins-Turner has to move carefully to avoid pain. But she does not want to change her body. According to the Guinness World Records website, ‘Annie was advised by doctors to have a breast reduction
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