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Introduction

No one experiences having their bodies and faces enthusiastically and unapologetically ogled, scanned, and compared by both strangers and loved ones like identical twins. We grew up without questioning this near-daily practice and learned to patiently wait and smile while people identified any supposed differences between us that would help them distinguish Lindsay from Lexie. Lindsay had the rounder face and straighter teeth. Lexie was a half inch taller and had a mole on her nose. Sometimes Lexie was thinner, sometimes Lindsay was, and this never went unnoticed (by ourselves or anyone else). A half pound and half inch difference between us at age nine was fodder for one of us to taunt the other with accusations of “Fat pig!” and other creative terms for being “fat and ugly.” Our mom would point out that we were being ridiculous since we looked exactly the same, but we each insisted that couldn’t be true and that our sister was, in fact, a fat pig.

In middle school, we competed to see who could lose the most weight, eat the fewest carbohydrates, and exercise the most hours. In Lexie’s thirteen-year-old journal, she wrote, “Lindsay and I made a contest. We will try to get more hours of exercise than the other. I think I’m ahead of Lindsay by like 2 hours I hope. Next week I’ll start on the dieting part. I hope I can stay on it. We’re going to camp in like 26 days and I want to be skinny. We’re gonna go swimming so I gotta look good in a swimsuit. Also, swim team is starting soon and I gotta be skinny and fit for that.”

For as long as we can remember, we lived with a near-constant awareness and fixation on how we appeared. This was a result of others searching our bodies and faces for any detectable differences and commenting on them every single day, as well as the fact that we each were also visually scanning our own identical counterpart every day, watching how she looked from different angles and in different actions, effectively seeing our own appearances at all times. We didn’t know this constant, critical awareness of the way we looked was noteworthy, let alone that it had a negative effect on our quality of life, self-esteem, relationships, and health. It took us until graduate school to find out that our constant mental body monitoring had hurt us and that it had a name, for twins and un-twinned people alike: self-objectification.

Self-objectification occurs when people learn to view their own bodies from an outside perspective, which is a natural result of living in an environment where bodies are objectified. We grow up seeing idealized and sexualized female bodies presented in media as parts for others’ viewing pleasure, even in the most mundane or unexpected circumstances. In 1975, film theorist Laura Mulvey coined the term “the male gaze” to describe the phenomenon of women being represented in media through the perspective of a heterosexual man, in which they are sexualized and depicted as passive objects of male attention or desire. This is objectification. We then learn to monitor and understand our own bodies from the same outside perspective. This is self-objectification.

When we are self-objectifying, our identities are split in two: the one living her life and the one watching and judging her. We become our very own self-conscious identical twin, an onlooker to ourselves, monitoring how we look rather than how we are feeling or what we are doing. We live, and we imagine how we look as we live, adjusting and contorting ourselves accordingly. We watch from afar as our bodies become our primary means of identity and value. Our feelings about and perceptions of our bodies—our body image—become warped into our feelings about how we appear to ourselves and others. We learn that the most important thing about women is their bodies, and the most important thing about women’s bodies is how they look.

In our objectifying culture, in which a high priority is placed on appearance and in which some bodies are praised and valued while others are degraded and marginalized, your body image—your feelings about your body—is informed by a lifetime of messages tying a woman’s worth to her appearance. Those same messages define what it looks like to have an acceptable body—from the roots in your hair to the color of your toenails. Your body image becomes something you perceive from the outside, like your critical twin onlooker. She is the little voice in your head whispering, “Fat pig!” while you’re getting dressed or sitting in a classroom or boardroom deciding whether to raise your hand or speak up. She is the nagging checklist reminding you to suck in, fix your makeup, adjust your clothes, pose the right way, play up your best-looking parts, and on and on and on. For many people, learning about self-objectification leads to a serious “aha!” moment as they put a name to this invisible and unquestioned—yet all-too-familiar—experience of body monitoring their days away.

Never is this split identity phenomenon more apparent than when we ask women and girls the simple question “How do you feel about your body?” So, let’s start there.

If you were asked right at this moment how you feel about your body, what would you say? Don’t twist your answer to fit a mold you think we (or anyone else) want it to fit, for better or worse. Just spill it. How do you feel about your body, and why do you think you feel that way?

Write out your feelings as thoroughly as you can in a journal or notebook or other safe spot. Do the same with the questions at the start of each chapter. You’ll refer back to your responses later, and you’ll be glad you were honest and candid with yourself.

In our doctoral research among eighteen- to thirty-five-year-old women and in the online body image course we have offered for several years to girls and women ages fourteen and up, we started with that same simple question: How do you feel about your body? What we’ve found over and over is that when you ask women about their body image—in other words, how they feel about their bodies—you’ll get a bunch of answers to a totally different question. Most will describe how they think they look, highlighting what they or others perceive as their worst flaws: belly rolls, love handles, cellulite, loose skin, flat chests, embarrassing bits to hide or fix. It’s as if rather than being asked how they feel about their bodies, they were asked, “What do you most fear someone will see when they look at you?” Overwhelmingly, their answers reflected embarrassment, fear, anxiety, and pain.

Other answers reflected appreciation for natural or hard-won thinness, clear skin, toned arms, or appealing curves. It’s as if they were asked, “What do you love for people to see when they look at you?” Though those might sound like better answers at first, we worry about what the future holds for these women. Women who feel positively about their bodies because of how they look often fall even harder into negative body image and shame when they no longer live up to the ideal, whether because of aging, illness, pregnancy, or any other cause. When your main source of confidence and validation isn’t producing the same results it used to, that loss stings.

The descriptions women give us of how they feel about their bodies, whether fearing or fawning, also reflect distance and detachment, as if the women are outside observers of their own bodies. It’s that twin phenomenon, in which our critical, objectifying onlooker becomes the judge of how we should feel about the bodies we live inside of. While your body image is not something that can be viewed or perceived from the outside, too many of us can’t imagine our feelings about our bodies from any other perspective. This reveals a deeper problem with women’s body images and self-worth than most people recognize, and one that popular “You are beautiful!” body-image campaigns are not capable of solving: Women are privileging an external view of their bodies over their own internal, first-person perspective. It’s as if we, as women, exist outside of ourselves—as if our bodies can be understood only through someone else’s eyes.

Women’s self-objectifying responses to the question of how they feel about their bodies aren’t mistakes or misunderstandings of how body image functions: it’s brainwashing. We see women, including ourselves, as bodies first and people second. Boys, men, and people of all gender identities are not immune to the phenomenon of self-objectification, but it is particularly rampant among girls and women or those presenting themselves in a traditionally feminine way. We are all at a severe disadvantage when our self-perceptions and body images are so deeply tied to how we look (or how we think we look). Too many of us not only feel awful about our looks, since we can never achieve or maintain the aspirational beauty ideals presented to us, but also feel awful about our dynamic, adaptive, miraculous bodies overall because all we care about is how they look. This is truly the root of negative body image. To add insult to injury, we will likely feel awful about our selves as a whole because we’ve learned that our bodies define our worth. The problem of negative body image then extends to overall negative self-image, becoming a more comprehensive problem than beauty-focused solutions can tackle.

So how do we fix this? The most popular strategy for promoting positive body image relies on messaging such as “All bodies are beautiful” or “All bodies are bikini bodies” or “Our flaws make us beautiful.” Those ideas might provide a temporary mood boost and are catchy marketing slogans, but ultimately they don’t get to the root of the problem. Regardless of how the definition of beauty expands, it’s still being reinforced as the most important thing about us. A more effective approach to healing our body image issues needs to reflect the understanding that focusing on the appearance of our bodies is the problem. We provide a new definition: Positive body image isn’t believing your body looks good; it is knowing your body is good, regardless of how it looks.

Each of us has grown up in and experienced every second of life inside our own incredible bodies, and yet we judge and define how we feel about our bodies by how we think they look to others? That thought would be laughable if it weren’t so cry-able. When we can understand and relate directly to our bodies by experiencing our physical selves from the inside, rather than maintaining a limited outside perspective, we can see more in our bodies and ourselves—more than a body to be looked at, judged, consumed, and discarded. Desiring validation for your looks isn’t bad—it is completely normal, and that positive attention can be very affirming. Beauty can be fun and a creative expression. But experiencing and valuing yourself as a whole, embodied human means making sure you aren’t prioritizing validation from others above your own well-being, health, and happiness, and not prioritizing an external perspective of who you are. No more trying to squeeze ourselves into the narrow molds of our cultural beauty ideals, and no more trying to stretch our cultural beauty ideals to fit all of us. No more struggling to convince ourselves we are all beautiful since beauty is the greatest source of value and confidence we can imagine. Let’s imagine something better than beautiful for ourselves and everyone we love.

Achieving peace with our bodies through developing positive body image is the final frontier for too many women—the last and most stubborn barrier to our own confidence, fulfillment, power, and self-actualization. We can be empowered and emboldened and confident and successful in every other area of our lives, and yet still struggle with deep-seated body shame and self-objectification to which we sacrifice incredible amounts of time, money, emotion, and energy. While we have little control over the way others view and value us and the objectifying, dehumanizing, and demeaning environment that surrounds us, we do have control over the ways we respond to the pressures and pains that result.

In a culture that values some bodies and faces more than others, we recognize that some people confront much more significant barriers to developing a positive body image and pushing back on their own objectification. This is particularly true around intersections of race, ethnicity, gender and sexuality, class, ability, and body size that affect how people experience the world and how the world perceives their bodies. White women in particular need to be aware of their privilege in not being subject to, and sometimes perpetuating, the racial discrimination heaped upon women of color and the added appearance-related burdens placed upon Black women in particular. Women without disabilities need to be aware of the significant barriers women with disabilities of all kinds face in navigating a world that places such a premium on bodies that it renders visible disabilities invisible in most media. We all need to be aware of the significant backlash faced by many people who don’t fit neatly into the stereotypical male/female binary or otherwise break gender norms in how they appear. Women who face body image burdens but can fit into most public seating and have easy access to clothing in their size need to understand that while body shame doesn’t discriminate, women in larger bodies are tangibly and openly discriminated against and oppressed every day. When body image activism and campaigns center the bodies of women barely (or not at all) considered “plus-size,” remember that those women aren’t the ones facing the greatest stigma, even if they have also struggled.

None of us is immune to the harms of objectification, but it is important to acknowledge our own advantages that help alleviate the harshest aspects of that pain in our lives. We—Lexie and Lindsay—are white, middle class, heterosexual, educated, able-bodied women, and we recognize that despite hating our bodies for many years and falling short of body ideals in our culture, we also enjoy privileges that have protected us from any significant discrimination. These facets of our lives certainly play a role in our experiences within our own bodies and color our perspectives as activists and researchers. Though we’ve worked to learn from and incorporate a wide variety of perspectives, we acknowledge our privileges in a world that values whiteness, heterosexuality, middle-class status, and able bodies.

You’ll notice that throughout this book, we primarily use female pronouns and speak to and about girls and women. This is because, from the beginning of our studies, we have maintained a narrow focus on female body image. We acknowledge that boys and men and nonbinary people also struggle with body image concerns. It is not our intention to exclude anyone, but to be clear about our specific research focus and findings rather than trying to claim expertise we don’t have. However, we believe the concepts and strategies we illuminate in this book can be helpful to anyone who has experienced objectification and self-objectification, regardless of gender identity, sexuality, race or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, ability, nationality, or any other variable of difference. There may be parts of our work that don’t seem to apply to your life or experiences, and we recognize that. We don’t claim to have all the answers, but we do hope to offer some help for anyone who can benefit from our efforts.

In the chapters to follow, we aim to destabilize the normalness of seeing and being seen as objects in order to provide a more empowering path toward positive body image—starting with our framework for understanding not only the problem but also the solution: body image resilience. Starting in chapter 2, sections titled “See More” expose the messages and forces that keep us at home in a culture of objectification. Those titled “Be More” give you the resources and skills to hone a more positive body image and a stronger sense of self—one that prioritizes your whole identity, not just what is visible.


1

Rising with Body Image Resilience


	Describe an experience that caused a major disruption or shift in how you feel about your body. Your experience could be big or small, but it had a meaningful impact on your relationship with your body and how you saw yourself.


	What did you do to cope and manage your feelings about your body in response to that experience, whether positive or negative?




Every increment of consciousness, every step forward is a travesia, a crossing. I am again an alien in new territory. But if I escape conscious awareness, escape “knowing,” I won’t be moving. “Knowing” is painful because after “it” happens I can’t stay in the same place and be comfortable. I am no longer the same person I was before.

—Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera


You are more than a body, and you knew that once. It takes some serious work to remember, understand, and experience this truth that you are more—more than beautiful, more than parts in need of fixing, more than an object to be looked at and evaluated. Can you remember when you knew you were more? When you lived free of that nagging concern for how you appeared? When how you looked had no influence on whether or not you joined in a game with friends or talked to someone or ran down the sidewalk? You might have to think back to some of your earliest memories, but take a few moments to remember a specific experience from your childhood when you were free from self-consciousness about how you looked or how others perceived you. If you can’t come up with a memory, can you envision a photo or video of yourself of when you know you weren’t fixated on your looks? Where were you? What were you doing? How did you feel?

For another glimpse into your past, spend time observing a young child. Watch them move, play, and speak freely. Imagine what that freedom must feel like. Try to remember what it did feel like. As you consider those feelings, you might experience longing, homesickness, regret, envy, or sadness for what once was and what might have been. These feelings are an important step in your body image path, so don’t push them aside or numb them away. Let these emotions call out to you, inviting you down a liberating path back home to yourself.

The Sea of Objectification

Throughout this book, we will explore the forces that changed your body image and that of your “inner child”—what warped it into something you perceive only externally, and what split your identity into being simultaneously the seer and the seen. We then explore how to tap back into that early sense of body and self before you ventured away to evaluate yourself from afar. We invite you to envision this journey back home to yourself through the metaphor of a “sea of objectification,” which splashes at your feet when you are very young, submerges you as you get older, and eventually becomes the only home you can remember or imagine. We are likening the phenomenon of objectification to a body of water because it is deep and wide-spanning, immersive, inviting, and both enjoyable and dangerous. It represents all of the ways women’s bodies in particular are prized above all other aspects of their humanity and all of the ways women are taught they should look and act in order to be accepted, respected, valued, or desired. We can adapt and survive in the sea of objectification, but it is a constant burden on our mental and physical energy to keep our heads above water.

As little children, we all live on the sandy shore we’ll refer to as More Than a Body Beach. Imagine yourself there as a child. You love the beach and spend your days having fun, playing in the sand, and watching the waves, all the while unaware and unburdened by how you appear to others. You have no anxiety about wearing a swimsuit or a big T-shirt and hat while slathered with thick sunscreen, no concern about what your stomach looks like as you hunch over a sandcastle, whether you have tan lines, or are sweaty, hairy, too exposed or not exposed enough, and on and on. From the shore, you can see the sea extends past the horizon. It looks inviting; lots of people are splashing and paddling in the water, encouraging you to wade in.


We all entered these waters at different times and through different means, whether by dipping a toe through browsing a family member’s magazine collection out of curiosity, getting pushed in by a catcaller’s lewd words or classmates’ taunts of “fatso” or “beanpole,” or even being swallowed up by a tsunami wave through sexual abuse. How did you first wade into the sea of objectification? Was it hearing your mom or sister talk about her own body in disparaging ways, and realizing you must need to look at your own body the same way? Was it watching a TV show that featured ideally beautiful female characters who didn’t look like you or anyone you knew in real life? Was it the shock of hearing a man on the street yelling something at you or watching someone’s eyes scan your body? Was it noticing which girls in your class got the most attention?

When you experience being objectified by others or become aware of the unavoidable objectification of bodies in our media, culture, and personal interactions, you learn to view yourself that way, and your identity becomes divided: the whole, embodied human on the beach, and the self-objectifying, image-focused part of yourself trying to stay afloat in the water. You leave behind your embodied, whole, complete self on the shore as you wade, dive, or get pulled into the water. As your clothes, skin, and hair get drenched, you are pulled into a new way of navigating and understanding the world and your place in it. Once you’re in the water, you quickly start to become acclimated to it. After a while, it doesn’t shock you or take your breath away anymore. It might even start to feel more comfortable than the air and land outside. You drift farther and farther from More Than a Body Beach. We all grow up and grow older in various depths of this water, more often than not surrounded by others we know and love who entered the water before and after we did. We all adapt to it. We forget about our carefree inner children, whose lives and hopes and imaginations weren’t distracted or limited by envisioning how they looked, and learn to cope with the demands of our new environment.

In the waters of objectification, you may have managed to find your own comfort zone when it comes to body image—sort of like settling in on a life raft. It may be flimsy, but it mostly keeps you afloat. It is the “normal” state of your body image, and it might not be all that comfortable. Think of the ways so many people respond to the question “How do you feel about your body?” (Discussed on page 36.) Their answers reveal deep discomfort and detachment from their own experiences in their bodies, but no one seems to think this is abnormal. Scholars describe this phenomenon as “normative discontent,” meaning it is perfectly normal for girls and women to feel bad about our bodies most of the time. It feels natural to be uncomfortable with our bodies or to be constantly self-monitoring. If we do see the discomfort in our self-objectification and shame, we write it off as just another part of womanhood.

Many of us bond over that shared, normal discomfort with our bodies—what we hate, what we’re trying to fix, how guilty we feel for eating or not exercising, and recruiting others to join our new plans for surefire success. Most of us can’t even imagine what it might feel like to not exist this way—to be at home in our bodies instead of monitoring them from the outside, not constantly restricting and dieting or planning our next beauty fix or spending time on everyday beauty “responsibilities” like makeup and fashion. You might not even consider body shame and appearance fixation to be problems because they are so seemingly justified—after all, if you could simply muster enough self-control to abstain from sugar or carbs, or stick to your workout regimen, or not sleep on your side and not talk with so much expression to avoid all those wrinkles, you wouldn’t have to worry about looking and feeling so awful. You become convinced that if you could just get it together, your body image would stay confidently afloat without the constant anxiety and exhaustion of failing on your diet or restarting a cardio routine after an indulgent vacation or investing the time and money into the ultimate anti-aging regimen.

The solutions to your body image woes are advertised as being readily available in beauty fixes and straightforward diet plans, but the problem is always you—your weakness and lack of willpower. So you have grown comfortable with being uncomfortable. You hate your body instead of hating the expectation that your body fit a certain mold. You hate your weakness and lack of discipline instead of hating the profit-driven solutions that are designed to require a lifetime of purchases but still leave you short of perpetually out of reach ideals.

Our uncomfortable body image life rafts never stay in one spot for long. They are collectively being pushed and pulled by currents of beauty-enhancing trends and changing body ideals. We often don’t even recognize the currents that are carrying us around since almost everyone we can see is going in the same direction, just bobbing along in search of comfort and safety. Look through the most popular accounts on Instagram, and you’ll see how homogenous and cohesive beauty and body ideals are at any point in time. When the same ideas of attractiveness are shared so widely and at such an incredible scale, it is no surprise that they shape our own body goals and preferences (for our own bodies and others’), carrying us along without our awareness that we’re even moving. Some of the currents are more like dangerous riptides that can drag us under unexpectedly or sweep us away from places of peace or contentment. These all too prevalent riptides in the waters of objectification represent prejudice and bias against people who don’t fit the ideals (fatphobia, racism, sexism, ageism, and classism) and dehumanization of women and girls that contributes to widespread violence and abuse. These invisible undercurrents shape our culture and make this environment much less safe and enjoyable for some than others.

Not everyone lives in the waters of objectification or faces the harms and dangers of spending time there. Some people—especially some men—are privileged to rarely be defined by or primarily valued for their appearance. Their identities never split into the object to be admired and the subject doing the admiring. They aren’t dehumanized and objectified in any significant ways by others with more power. Men who don’t fit appearance ideals are much less likely to face the repercussions women do because our culture values men for more than their bodies or their sexual desirability. Their looks are just one part of their identity, and rarely the most important part. Men are indeed valued for having an attractive appearance, but they are also valued for multiple aspects of their humanity, like intelligence, humor, talents, and accomplishments, regardless of how they look. Advantages like wealth and power also minimize the potential negative effects of being objectified for men who don’t fit appearance ideals. Many men don’t even know they have advantages protecting them from being pulled into the depths of the waters of objectification, and they (and we) might assume that those struggling in the currents of beauty ideals just need to work a little harder to reach a better destination or stay afloat.

Waves of Body Image Disruption

Whether or not we are comfortable in our body image “comfort zones,” every one of us will still face life experiences and societal pressures that push us out of our life rafts. These waves of body image disruption—things like facing unreal ideals in media, aging, pregnancy, injury, illness, bullying, criticism, self-comparison, abuse, and violence—will knock you over, throw you for a loop, and shake up your relationship with your own body. Sometimes you see them coming, and sometimes you don’t, like when a loved one comments on your weight and questions your eating habits, or when you see a photo of yourself that makes you feel ashamed. They can hit when you catch a glimpse of yourself in the mirror or see an ad hawking “body contouring” or the new fountain of youth or some procedure you secretly believe will fix your biggest problems, physical or otherwise. They can hit when you compare your body to someone else’s (or to your own body in the past) or someone close to you becomes ultra-focused on their weight-loss plan or undergoes cosmetic surgery.

A severe body image disruption that pushes you out of your body image comfort zone might be the onset of a chronic illness that changes your entire outlook on your body, leaving you unable to do the things you’ve done before and changing your appearance in the process. It could be a devastating breakup or betrayal by a partner. It could be a sexual assault that distances you from your own body, leaving you feeling like your body is a weapon that was used against you. It could be a pregnancy or miscarriage that changes your body in ways you weren’t prepared for while changing your lifestyle and relationships in the process.

These waves are big and small and different for everyone, but what they have in common is that they cause you to feel self-doubt, shame, fear, or anxiety about your body, and they demand your attention and response. We all respond to our body image disruptions in one way or another, but we often don’t even think about how we react and what better options might be. Since getting pushed out of your comfort-zone life raft is not generally a positive experience, it is likely that you respond in ways that help you cope in the short term but maybe don’t really serve you in the long term. As you think back on specific experiences when you felt increased body shame and self-objectification, ask yourself, “How did I cope?” We have identified three paths people take in response to body image disruptions, and they’ll likely sound familiar to you from different points in your life or a loved one’s.


Sinking into Shame

The first and worst path people take leaves them sinking into shame. Many of us deal with disruptions to our relationships with our bodies by numbing ourselves from having to feel pain or embarrassment, and when the distraction or numbness wears off, we are left in deeper pain, worse off than before. We may feel intense shame, despair, or depression, making it hard to engage with everyday life; at the most extreme end, these emotions can manifest in harmful behaviors. An alarming number of girls and women harm themselves through attempted suicide, cutting, overexertion, disordered eating, and abuse of alcohol and illegal and prescription drugs. When faced with the overwhelming pain of sexual or physical abuse, bullying and gossip, and rampant body shame and self-loathing, many girls and women admit to inflicting physical harm on themselves to punish themselves or numb their internal pain and shame. Others seek a temporary high to help them feel something new in the moment, only to push their internal agony back as long as they can.

Cutting and other forms of self-harm skew heavily female. Up to 30 percent of teenage girls in some parts of the United States say they have intentionally injured themselves without aiming to commit suicide, researchers have found. In 2019, about one in four adolescent girls deliberately harmed herself, often by cutting or burning, compared to about one in ten boys. Add to this the fact that self-harm among ten- to fourteen-year-old girls in the US has nearly tripled since 2009, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and it is clear that girls are entering womanhood with deep pain and shame they are unable to deal with on their own.

The sheer number of teenage girls who come talk to us after our speaking events and admit to using self-harm as a coping mechanism is astounding. We have spoken with hundreds of girls over the years—in person and through email and messages—who deal with the agony of abuse, assault, bullying, and body shame by hurting themselves. They often couple their self-harm with disordered eating, and are eager to share when they hear us acknowledge their secret shame aloud. Their stories are nothing short of devastating, but they are not unique, and they have to be heard to be understood and addressed.

After reluctantly attending an event we spoke at in Tennessee, a thirteen-year-old girl shared with us her example of sinking into shame, writing:

 

“I used to cut myself. Well, my last time doing that was yesterday. But I did it because I was bullied about my looks. I was told to kill myself nearly every day. I was told that nobody would ever like me because of how I looked.”

 

This is a heartbreaking example of coping through self-harm after the body image disruption of constant bullying.

After one of our speaking events in Idaho, a teenage girl emailed us that night to say:


 

“I have problems with going through stages and large periods of time where I don’t eat, and I’m constantly judging myself and that’s really all I’ve ever done for as long as I can remember. I hate myself more than anything and I’ve been self-harming for almost a year—I already have thousands of cuts and dozens of burns. I’m not sure if it’s weird that I don’t cut for the rush. I really don’t feel any different before, during, or afterwards. I cut because I feel like I deserve pain and I can’t kill myself because I feel like I would be cheating myself out of the pain I deserve to feel.”

 

After speaking at an eating disorder treatment center, we received this email from a girl in attendance:

 

“Two years ago, I was raped by my boyfriend. At the time I was 15 and he was 23. I never hated my body more than after that horrible day. I couldn’t even look in the mirror for the first few weeks. When I found out I was pregnant later I immediately let him know. He told me I had to get an abortion or he would ‘ruin my life.’ That night I attempted suicide. Finding out I lost the baby was my all-time low. I was so disgusted with myself, so horrified, that I don’t even think words will ever have the ability to express it. There is no way to explain that pain. The next few months were absolute hell. I hopped from abusive relationship to abusive relationship, oftentimes taking part in the abuse myself.”




None of these girls are alone in their secret, dark, sinking pain and shame, but they usually feel like they are. When our culture consistently portrays female bodies as parts served up on a platter to be used, evaluated, ogled, and cast aside, we can’t blame them for internalizing that darkness and coping in dark ways that sink them deeper into shame. When feeling beautiful and desirable remains the only solution we can imagine to the large-scale problem of body image concerns, of course we are left feeling worthless and deserving of pain. And when you don’t know other ways to deal with the brutal realities of life in this dehumanizing environment, and you don’t feel worthy or equipped to seek better options, allowing yourself to sink to the bottom might feel like a reasonable response and the only one you are capable of making.

Clinging to Your Comfort Zone

The second path people take in response to a body image disruption is to try to “fix” their bodies. These quick fixes—such as buying new makeup or clothes, going on a liquid cleanse for the weekend, or making plans for or going through with cosmetic procedures like face fillers, lip injections, liposuction, or fat freezing—might temper your anxiety for a moment but don’t offer lasting solutions. They alter the surface in an attempt to fix the “flaw” while simply postponing the necessity of dealing with your deeper body image concern. Your efforts might not even have any immediate effect on your appearance, but they give you the temporary feeling of control over your anxiety by creating or following through on a plan to fix your “problem areas.” Many of the people we know are treading water right alongside us or being temporarily wooed toward mirages of confidence and positive body image through surefire solutions of weight loss/booty lifting/longer lashes/hairlessness/cellulite minimization/anti-aging efforts. The only problem is, this promised confidence and body love might not ever materialize, or will be only a temporary respite until the next “flaw” and “fix” is identified. Positive body image is an inside job. When we keep attempting to fix an internal, mental problem with outside, physical solutions, those quick fixes will never really solve our problems, nor will they prepare us to respond effectively to future body image disruptions.

When the “fixing” doesn’t do the trick or your flaws seem too overwhelming to even try to change them, you might simply sit it out. You hide by opting out of anything that would require being seen.

From Lindsay: I remember the very first time I chose to hide myself rather than swim. I may have been embarrassed about how I looked before, but I had never let it overpower my desire to go swimming because it had been such a regular part of my life. Lexie and I had spent most of our childhood swimming, beginning with classes when we were very young, and then joining our city’s swim team at age six. (The smell of chlorine still gets my heart racing, and reminds me of the weekends we spent traveling to swim meets and the practices before and after school.) My everyday life of swimming changed all at once when I was fifteen, a sophomore in high school, and taking a swimming class for PE credits at school with members of the swim team and other students. I had always been proud to be a swimmer, and I had already spent one semester loving my swimming class.

That all changed when I saw who else had joined the new class—cute, intimidating, older boys. My confidence in my swimming abilities was completely decimated by my fear of those boys seeing me in a swimsuit, judging the size of my thighs and the whiteness of my legs, seeing my eyes ringed by goggle lines, the makeup washed off my zit-prone chin. I was frozen, and I spent the first day of class sitting on deck, pretending I had forgotten my swimsuit. I spent every other day as the first person in the water and the last one out so no one could see me. I hid. I kept hiding.

 


Over the next several years, one of the most consistently jolting waves of disruption we both faced again and again came through a seemingly innocuous experience: being invited to go swimming. Though we were never insulted or bullied by anyone, we unleashed internal insults and bullying on ourselves each time we faced the opportunity to go to a pool, beach, hot tub, or lake. Rather than tell anyone the real reason we would never join them for a day at the pool, we listed off rapid-fire excuses while mentally making plans to fix ourselves so we could “qualify” to go next time. Our mouths said, “I’ve got too much to do, but definitely invite me next time!” or “I’m not feeling good, but have so much fun without me!” while our brains said, “No more carbs for you, and get ready for some serious treadmill time since you’d be humiliated if anyone saw you in a swimsuit this way!”


The problem with this response is that even when we hid inside to protect ourselves from the embarrassment we believed would overwhelm us, and even when we fixed or improved our supposed flaws through weight loss or hair removal or tanning or finding cute swimwear, we never felt any better about our bodies or ourselves. And when “next time” rolled around, we still declined.

Rising with Resilience

Here’s the thing about body image disruptions: you always get to choose how you respond to them. You can fall into the same patterns of clinging to your comfort-zone life raft, trying quick fixes to keep your body image afloat, or simply hiding from the world. You can sink into shame and engage in self-destructive behavior. Or, you can follow the better—but often scarier—path: you can rise with resilience.

One of the unexpected benefits of facing waves of body image disruption is that they can remind you that you are in the waters of objectification—an environment that started out as a shock to your system at some point but over time became so normal it is invisible. They disrupt your body image comfort zone in ways you would never choose for yourself, but through your response to them, you can learn things about yourself and your environment that you can’t learn any other way. Difficult experiences and feelings about your body caused by objectification can work for you instead of against you. The waves and currents can work as opportunities to not only see more in yourself and your environment, but also be more by pushing back on your normalized discomfort and dehumanization and working to change the dangerous conditions that surround you. This push to rise from the depths of shame and kick against currents of body expectations and pressures goes beyond simply coping and adapting to unideal circumstances. It requires more, and it produces more.

You have the capacity to not only survive your body image disruptions, but also grow and thrive and build strength and compassion and purpose through them. By developing your body image resilience, you gain the ability to access both innate and learned skills and strategies to both alleviate some of the pain caused by your disruptions and react to those waves in ways that improve your relationship with your body rather than push you further away from your whole, embodied self. You can recognize and work to overcome the negative effects of the objectification you might have come to accept as normal. Instead of coping in all the ways you used to, you can dig deep to learn from your experiences, to see more in them and in yourself, and to grow stronger, more capable, and more resilient.

Through our doctoral research, we realized the framework of resilience in positive psychology is a powerful approach to improving body image. Resilience, as both a trait and a process, is defined by one of the pioneers of this field of research (and one of our graduate school mentors), Glenn Richardson, as the process of “being disrupted by change, opportunities, adversity, stressors or challenges and, after some disorder, accessing personal gifts and strengths to grow stronger through the disruption.” The resiliency model developed by Richardson illustrates three possible responses to deal with disruptions: reintegration with loss (or what we call sinking into shame), reintegration back to the comfort zone (or clinging to your comfort zone by hiding and fixing), and resilient reintegration (rising with resilience). This model helps illustrate how disruptions can be painful and throw us out of our comfort zones, but they can also make room for change, even when we don’t know we need it. We can respond to the pain and shame we experience in ways that allow us to have “enabling” disruptions. After all, staying in our totally uncomfortable “comfort zones” doesn’t require anything of us. No progress. No growth. Just hiding and fixing.

Our unique approach integrates research on objectification, body image, and resilience in order to explain and stop the frustrating cycle of self-objectification, in which women get stuck being evaluated by their appearance and then become their own evaluators, with few practical solutions to interrupt or end that cycle. Our steps for developing body image resilience will help you see and understand that objectification is all around us, but it doesn’t have to be our internalized way of being. It doesn’t have to split you in half as the seer and the seen, never being fully whole and at home in your own body.

That doesn’t mean you can make the objectification of women, including yourself, just go away—it won’t. It is persuasive and profitable, and it maintains hierarchies and inequalities enjoyed by people in power and those with the privilege to escape the harms of objectification. As long as we’re surrounded by the waters of objectification, waves of disruption and currents of changing ideals and rampant prejudices will never stop. It is the nature of our environment. No matter how resilient and empowered you are, the reality is that discrimination, bias, prejudice, and culturally ingrained expectations of people—especially women, and especially women of color—still exist. Weight and size discrimination remains a stubbornly accepted prejudice in too many circles, even progressive ones. As Roxane Gay put it so succinctly in her book Hunger, “As a woman, as a fat woman, I am not supposed to take up space. And yet, as a feminist, I am encouraged to believe I can take up space. I live in a contradictory space where I should try to take up space but not too much of it, and not in the wrong way, where the wrong way is any way where my body is concerned.”

In July 2019, activist Adrienne Hill posted publicly on Facebook about the burden of systemic weight bias in our culture, writing:

“I have been fat all my life, and I have been involved in fat activism since I was 19. During that time, I have done A LOT of body image work. But none of that body image work erases the pain of living in a fatphobic world. And yes, fat is a social justice issue. For me, it has meant not going to the doctor for years on end, and not getting the medical care I need, because I’m scared of getting a doctor who doesn’t listen to me, who attributes all of my health problems to my weight, and who bullies me. It goes beyond the realm of medical care, too. Fat people have a harder time getting jobs, holding on to jobs, getting promotions, and so on, because we live in a culture that presumes that a fat body says something about a person’s work ethic. I’m really tired of being told that my objective experience of the world is, at its core, a self-esteem problem. I’m tired of having to constantly defend the idea that the injustices I face on the daily actually, objectively, exist; and that they’re not my fault because I refuse to start the same endless cycle of yo-yo dieting that my mother did.”



When body ideals and sex appeal are factors in women’s evaluation by their employers, clients, students, doctors, family members, romantic prospects, and every stranger who passes by on the street or on the internet, women suffer. The burden is unbearable. That is truly a harsh reality of the objectifying culture we live in. Our recommendations for how people can respond to these disruptions and difficulties do not hinge on top-down solutions from government or other overseeing agencies (though we would love if those things happened), because we have little faith that those avenues will be successful. Instead, our research-backed methods for personal body image transformation count on all of us experiencing the sea of objectification and its associated stressors and then using those degrading and painful experiences as motivators to tap into our own power to rise with resilience regardless of whether or not our environment changes to meet us there. Through our individual and then collective action, we can gradually create a better and safer environment not only for ourselves, but for everyone else who deserves to see and be seen as more than a body.


In our efforts to offer help and solace to people seeking to improve their body image and our cultural ideas and realities around bodies, we acknowledge the work of pioneers in fat activism, who have tirelessly chipped away at the invisibility and injustice faced by people in larger bodies in all aspects of society. We also recognize the more mainstream body positivity movement’s contributions to helping people see oppressive ideals about bodies and seeking greater representation of body diversity in media. Our approach builds off these efforts and echoes what is now known as “body neutrality” or “body acceptance”: valuing women for more than beauty, with respect for all bodies regardless of appearance or ability. With those stepping-stones, we seek to provide not only the skills to help you survive and cope in our objectifying environment, but also a treasure trove of skills to radically alter the way you see and relate to this environment, yourself, and everyone else. Rather than helping you feel temporarily good about your appearance, cultivating body image resilience can give you the ability to prioritize your own first-person perspective on your incredible body—regardless of how you look or how you or others feel about your looks. That difference is crucial, because reconnecting with your life’s power, purpose, and possibilities outside the framework of looking or feeling beautiful is what will make the difference between adapting to an uncomfortable environment and fighting for a better one.

In our own lives, all the years we spent adapting to our shame and self-objectification by avoiding swimming and trying endlessly to improve our appearances never actually helped us. Even if we fit into the smaller sizes we dreamed of and others complimented our shrinking bodies or clearer skin or new beauty choices, we did not feel “fixed.” What did help was sitting in classrooms and reading books and articles that shattered the glass on our body-centric worldviews and taught us to see more in our objectifying environment. Learning to see more in the world allowed us to see more in our own body shame—what caused it, who benefits from us feeling it, and how common it is, regardless of how we look. Seeing this reality became a catalyst for change in our lives, but it didn’t happen overnight. For years of schooling, we were able to intellectually understand the ways manipulative advertising and media messages have warped women’s perceptions of their bodies, even as we perceived our own bodies as so flawed that they were deserving of embarrassment. We knew on some level that the ideals we were holding ourselves up to were not innate and natural—they were engineered and designed to exclude most of us, to push us to hide and fix our endless flaws forever. But still, they held great power over us.

From Lindsay: I didn’t question my allegiance to those unreal ideals until I faced a familiar disruption, at age twenty-one. It
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