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			To Sly

		


		
			

			You painted a naked woman because you enjoyed looking at her, you put a mirror in her hand and you called the painting Vanity, thus morally condemning the woman whose nakedness you had depicted for your own pleasure.

			The real function of the mirror was otherwise. It was to make the woman connive in treating herself as, first and foremost, a sight.

			—­John Berger, Ways of Seeing
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			Introduction

			When it was released in the summer of 2020, Megan Thee Stallion and Cardi B’s viral single and music video “WAP” (an acronym for “Wet-­Ass Pussy”) exploded, receiving 25.5 million views within twenty-­four hours and debuting at number one on the US and global charts, becoming the first female collaboration ever to do so. Soon after, the internet was consumed with a debate about the hypersexual aspects of the lyrics and video. Many cultural commentators praised the song as a sex-­positive anthem and claimed that, in rapping about explicit sexual details and their desires, Cardi and Megan were asserting their agency and enacting an overdue role reversal. Others argued that the song and video were setting feminism back a hundred years.

			The last time a music video sparked such a heated debate around women’s empowerment and sexuality was in 2013, with “Blurred Lines,” cowritten and performed by Robin Thicke, Pharrell, and T.I. The video featured three women dancing around almost completely naked. I was one of those women.

			“Blurred Lines” propelled me to overnight fame at age twenty-­one. To date, the censored version, which partially conceals our nakedness, received approximately 721 million views on YouTube and the song is one of the best-­selling singles of all time. The “uncensored” version was removed from YouTube soon after its release, citing violations of the site’s terms of service; it was restored and then taken down again, only adding to its controversial allure.

			I and, more specifically, the politics of my body were suddenly being discussed and dissected across the globe by feminist thinkers and teenage boys alike. Critics condemned the video as “eye-poppingly misogynistic” because of the way my fellow models and I were objectified.

			When the press asked me for my position on the video, I surprised the world by answering that I didn’t feel it was anti-­feminist at all. I told reporters that I thought women would or at least should find my performance empowering. My statements about “Blurred Lines” came in the era of the feminist blogosphere, of Lean In and headlines such as “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All” on the cover of major magazines but before the popular embrace of the term feminist, before Beyoncé danced in front of a giant neon feminist sign, and before fast fashion companies began selling feminist T-­shirts. Many were outraged that the naked girl from the viral music video had dared to call herself a feminist, while others, mostly younger women, found my perspective refreshing. I argued that I felt confident in my body and my nakedness, and who was anyone to tell me that I wasn’t empowered by dancing around naked? In fact, wasn’t it anti-­woman to try to tell me what to do with my body? Feminism is all about choice, I reminded the world, so stop trying to control me.

			A few years after “Blurred Lines,” I wrote an essay entitled “Baby Woman” about growing up and the shaming I’d experienced around my sexuality and developing body. Even as a working model and actress, I claimed that I hadn’t experienced the sense of humiliation I’d felt when my middle school teacher snapped my bra strap to scold me for letting it slip out from beneath my tank top. To me, girls sexualizing themselves wasn’t the issue, as feminists and anti-­feminists would have us believe, but shaming them was. Why were we the ones being asked to adjust? To cover up and apologize for our bodies? I was tired of feeling guilty for the way I presented myself.

			My perspective was the result of an adolescence filled with mixed signals related to my developing body and sexuality. At thirteen, I’d been confused when my father quietly suggested that I “not dress like that, just for tonight” when my parents and I were getting ready to go out to a nice restaurant. I looked down at the pink, lacy top and push-­up bra I wore. My mother always told me to take pleasure in the way I looked, and this particular ensemble brought me validating attention from both adult men on the street and my peers at school. Suddenly, I felt embarrassed by the very thing that was also a source of pride.

			I hadn’t understood the time when my cousin, who was nearly twenty years my senior, came rushing into her living room, breathless, after leaving me alone with her male friend for a few minutes. I didn’t understand what she was afraid of, although I already instinctively knew what her friend’s body language meant—­the way he reclined back on the couch, his hips jutting forward and his mouth forming a crooked, inviting smile. I was a child, but somehow already an expert in detecting male desire, even if I didn’t completely understand what to make of it: Was it a good thing? Something to be afraid of? Something to be ashamed of? It seemed to be all these things at once.

			I end “Baby Woman” with an exchange I had with a drawing teacher after my first year of art school. As I showed him a charcoal nude of mine, he suggested, “Why not draw a woman with a waist so small she falls over and cannot stand up?” He advised me either to “play into the stereotypes of the beauty standard or to show its oppression.” I didn’t want to believe that it was so stark, that those were my only two options.

			For most of my life, I thought of myself as savvy, a hustler. I understood that I had a commodifiable asset, something the world valued, and I was proud to have built a life and career off my body. All women are objectified and sexualized to some degree, I figured, so I might as well do it on my own terms. I thought that there was power in my ability to choose to do so.

			Today I read that essay and look at interviews from that period of my life and feel a tenderness toward my younger self. My defensiveness and defiance are palpable to me now. What I wrote and preached then reflected what I believed at the time, but it missed a much more complicated picture.

			In many ways, I have been undeniably rewarded by capitalizing on my sexuality. I became internationally recognizable, amassed an audience of millions, and have made more money through endorsements and fashion campaigns than my parents (an English professor and a painting teacher) ever dreamed of earning in their lifetimes. I built a platform by sharing images of myself and my body online, making my body and subsequently my name recognizable, which, at least in part, gave me the ability to publish this book.

			But in other, less overt ways, I’ve felt objectified and limited by my position in the world as a so-­called sex symbol. I’ve capitalized on my body within the confines of a cis-­hetero, capitalist, patriarchal world, one in which beauty and sex appeal are valued solely through the satisfaction of the male gaze. Whatever influence and status I’ve gained were only granted to me because I appealed to men. My position brought me in close proximity to wealth and power and brought me some autonomy, but it hasn’t resulted in true empowerment. That’s something I’ve gained only now, having written these essays and given voice to what I’ve thought and experienced.

			This book is full of the ideas and realities that I was unwilling to face, or perhaps incapable of facing, earlier in life. I had made a practice of dismissing experiences that were painful or incongruent with what I wanted to believe: that I was the living testament of a woman empowered through commodifying her image and body.

			Facing the more nuanced reality of my position was a difficult awakening—­brutal and shattering to an identity and a narrative I’d desperately clung to. I was forced to face some ugly truths about what I understood as important, what I thought love was, what I believed made me special, and to confront the reality of my relationship with my body.

			I’m still grappling with how I feel about sexuality and empowerment. The purpose of this book is not to arrive at answers, but to honestly explore ideas I can’t help but return to. I aim to examine the various mirrors in which I’ve seen myself: men’s eyes, other women I’ve compared myself to, and the countless images that have been taken of me. These essays chronicle the deeply personal experiences and subsequent awakening that defined my twenties and transformed my beliefs and politics.

		


		
			Beauty Lessons

			1.

			“When you were born,” my mother begins, “the doctor held you up and said, ‘Look at the size of her! She’s beautiful!’ And you were.” She smiles. I’ve heard this story many times.

			“The next day he brought his children to the hospital just to see you. You were such a beautiful baby.” This is where the recital normally ends, but this time my mother is not done. A familiar innocent expression spreads across her face before she continues, one that I’m used to seeing right before she says something to me or my father that she knows she maybe shouldn’t. I brace myself.

			“It’s funny,” she says with a small smile. “My brother was talking to me recently . . .” She starts to imitate him and his East Coast accent. “ ‘Kathy, Emily was a beautiful baby. But not as beautiful as you were. You were the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen.’ ” She shrugs and then shakes her head as if to say, Isn’t that wild? I wonder briefly how she expects me to respond, until I realize she is staring out the window, no longer paying attention to me.

			2.

			I am in hair and makeup on a photoshoot, making conversation with the hairdresser’s assistant. “Is your mother beautiful? Do you look like her?” he asks, running his fingers through my hair.

			He sprays product on my ends and studies my reflection in the mirror in front of us. He compliments me on my eyebrows. “They’re good,” he proclaims, grabbing a brush.

			“What’s your ethnicity, girl?” This conversation is one I’m used to having on set; it almost always goes exactly like this, and I want to shut it down as quickly as possible. I don’t like the way white women use the question as an opportunity to list their ethnicities in an attempt to sound quote unquote exotic: I’m thirteen percent this and seven percent that. Instead I tell him simply: “I’m a white girl.” My hairdresser laughs.

			“Okay, white girl.” He grins broadly. “I can tell you got something in there, though.” He purses his lips and shifts his weight, popping a hip. He is mostly Mexican, he tells me.

			“What about your mama?” He repeats his question, genuinely curious. “Is she beautiful like you?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “She’s prettier than me.” My hairdresser’s eyebrows shoot up. He goes back to brushing the extension he’s holding. “Well, I’m sure that’s not true,” he offers. I’m used to people sometimes getting uncomfortable when I say this.

			“It is true,” I respond matter-­of-­factly. I mean it.

			3.

			My mother is classically beautiful: she has wide-­set green eyes, a tiny, elegant nose, a small frame, and, as she would say, an hourglass figure. Throughout her life she has been likened to Elizabeth Taylor, a comparison I agree with. People of a certain generation used to tell her that she looked like a young Vivien Leigh. Both National Velvet and Gone with the Wind were films my parents owned and kept in a small VHS collection next to their bed. As a child I watched these films countless times, feeling as if I was getting a glimpse of a younger version of my mother, immersed in a world of Southern belles. Vivien Leigh would bring her chin down to side-­eye Clark Gable and I’d think of my mother’s tales of adoring boys standing on the lawn below her bedroom window in high school. I’d imagine the silky texture of her homecoming-­queen sash and the weight of the sparkling crown she wore in her yearbook pictures.

			4.

			There is a wooden bureau in my parents’ living room that holds their silverware and china. Framed pictures, souvenirs from their travels, and a few of my father’s smaller sculptural works sit on top of it. Guests are always drawn to one of the frames, containing two circular images playfully angled toward each other. On the right is a black-­and-­white elementary school picture of my mother, her hair in short pigtails. On the left is a photo of me at around the same age, a black headband sweeping my hair away from my face. Two little girls smiling widely. If it weren’t for the texture of the old photograph and the year printed in the bottom right-­hand corner of my mother’s picture, one might think these images are of the same child. “Who is who?” guests ask.

			5.

			My fine hair always had a tendency to tangle. When I was a child, my mother used a detangler spray and a comb after bathtime to brush out the knots. The tugging stung my scalp, and my neck would ache from holding my head up for her. I hated the process. I’d fix on the bottle of detangler covered in pictures of sea animals and stare at the smiling orange seahorse and chubby blue whale as tears streamed down my face. The smell of the sweet spray made my mouth water. Feeling her comb dig into my scalp, I’d yell out in misery, “Don’t!”

			The house I grew up in didn’t have ceilings, only stunted walls that stopped short of the roof, so my cries would fill the entire space. Hearing my howling, my father would start singing from the other room, “Hair wars, nothing but hair wars,” to the tune of the Star Wars theme song.

			6.

			I was not raised in any religion, and talk of God was not a part of my childhood. I’ve never prayed much, but I do remember that as a young girl I prayed for beauty. I’d lie in bed, squeeze my eyes shut, and concentrate so hard I broke out in a sweat underneath the covers. I believed that for God to take you seriously, you had to make your mind as blank as possible and then focus on the expanding spots of light behind your eyelids and think only of the one thing you desperately wished for.

			“I want to be the most beautiful,” I’d repeat over and over again in my head, my heart in my throat. Eventually, when I could no longer resist the other thoughts drifting into my mind, I’d fall asleep, hoping that God would be impressed enough by my meditation to answer my prayer.

			7.

			My mother’s father, Ely, was a stern and serious man. He was born in 1912 and came through Ellis Island from a small shtetl in what was then Poland and is now Belarus. A talented pianist, he graduated from Juilliard at the age of fifteen and went on to become a chemist and to father three daughters and a son. He told my mother that it was inappropriate for her to just say thank you when people told her she was beautiful. He didn’t feel she had accomplished anything.

			“What have you done?” he would ask. “Nothing. You’ve done nothing.”

			8.

			I knew from a young age that I hadn’t done anything to earn my beauty, just as my grandfather had pointed out to my mother. Was it, then, that my beauty was a thing my mother had given to me? I sensed at times that she felt entitled to it in some way, like a piece of bequeathed jewelry, one that was once hers, one that she’d lived with her entire life. It had been passed down to me heavy with all the tragedies and victories she had experienced with it.

			9.

			“Wear whatever you want, Ems,” my mother would always tell me. “Don’t worry about other people.” She wanted me to be free of shame, to be able to embrace the way I looked and whatever opportunities it presented.

			At thirteen, I was sent home from a formal dance because the chaperones deemed my dress too sexy. My mother had bought it with me. It was baby blue and made of a stretchy lace material that clung to my newly developed breasts and hips. When I came out of the dressing room, unsure of myself, she stood up and hugged me.

			“You look absolutely lovely,” she said, smiling warmly.

			“It’s not too sexy?” I asked.

			“Not at all. You have a beautiful figure.” My mother never wanted me to think that my body or my beauty was too much. “If people have an issue with it, that’s their problem,” she’d say.

			When she picked me up from the dance, I was in tears, humiliated and confused. She tucked my hair behind my ear and wrapped her arms around me. Those people could go fuck themselves, she said. She made a special dinner and let me watch a dumb movie while I ate. Later, with my permission, she wrote a fierce letter of complaint.

			“I’ll read them the riot act,” she declared.

			10.

			I tried to gauge where my parents thought I belonged in the world of beauties. It seemed important to them both, especially to my mother, that their daughter be perceived as beautiful; they enjoyed telling friends about the way people approached me to model and, later, about my modeling successes once I signed with an agency in middle school. They thought of modeling as an opportunity they should pursue as responsible parents. “She can make a lot of money. Does she have headshots?” a woman once asked in the checkout line of our local grocery store. When we returned to my mother’s car in the strip mall’s parking lot, I burst into tears. “I don’t want headshots, Mama!” I’d understood the word to mean needles in the head.

			Eventually, my parents found me an agent and began driving me to shoots and castings in Los Angeles the way my classmates’ parents drove them to local soccer tournaments. My father put my first modeling “comp” card (an index-­sized card with my dimensions and modeling images, typically left with clients at castings) on the wall by his desk in the classroom where he taught. When I was in high school, my mother framed a 9½-­by-­11-­inch black-­and-­white image of me from a photoshoot and placed it on the kitchen counter facing the front door, so that anyone coming in was immediately greeted by my pouty lips, bare legs, and teased hair. I was embarrassed by the picture and its location. After I’d moved out of the house, I convinced my mother to remove it. By that point, it had been there for several years. “You’re right,” she said. “It doesn’t represent you anymore. You’re more beautiful than that now.”

			11.

			Beauty was a way for me to be special. When I was special, I felt my parents’ love for me the most.

			12.

			The first casting my mother took me to was for a denim company that made expensive jeans I’d never owned. She called in a sub to teach her class so that she could drive me to Los Angeles, and I left school early, hopping into her VW Bug in the middle school’s parking lot to make the commute.

			She sped on the freeway, her sunglasses on. “I asked your agent about your chances on this audition. She thought I meant your chances of ‘making it’! She said, ‘She definitely has a shot but it’s always tough to say.’ ” She glanced at the rearview mirror, her two hands on the steering wheel. “I meant your chances for this casting! Not for fame.” She shook her head. “I didn’t like that at all.” They were getting ahead of themselves, she explained.

			Inside the casting office, we were met with a blast of cool air and floor-­to-­ceiling glass doors. White benches lined the room and screens hung on the wall indicating the rooms assigned to various auditions. I walked a few paces in front of my mother, wearing the inexpensive, stretchy version of the denim company’s classic jeans and chunky black boots, both newly purchased from Ross Dress 4 Less. In my heels I stood almost a foot taller than her.

			We settled down on a bench and I felt my feet in my unfamiliar boots, the way the zippers cut into the inside of my foot. A freckled boy with wild, naturally highlighted curly hair sat a few feet away from us.

			“Emily?” A young woman held a clipboard to her face and then scanned the benches. I stood up.

			“Flip your hair,” my mother whispered. I swung my head forward and felt the blood rush into my face, my hair surrounding me. I came back up, my hair falling to either side of my face. I could feel my mother’s eyes on the back of my head as I disappeared into the casting room.

			On the car ride home, I rested my head in my hand and stared out the window. The sun hit my cheek as the freeway flew by.

			“That boy looked at you when you stood up and flipped your hair,” my mother said. “He was watching you.”

			What did he see? I wondered.

			13.

			My mother liked to recount stories about men noticing me from the time I was twelve (“I’ll never forget the look on his face as you walked past him! He stopped dead in his tracks and his mouth fell open!”). But she also believed that men’s understanding of beauty was limited and unrefined.

			“Marilyn Monroe was never really beautiful,” she’d say to me, when my father would make an approving face at the mention of her.

			She made distinctions; there were women whom men found appealing and then there were true beauties. “I don’t get Jennifer Lopez,” she’d say, wrinkling her nose. “I guess men like her.” I learned over time that “men liked her” ranked far below “beautiful” but was decidedly preferable to not being mentioned at all. She could be quite condescending when speaking about such women: “She’s cute,” she’d say, smiling sweetly, a subtle trace of pity in her tone. When we’d watch a film featuring a young female actor, my mother would almost always remark on her looks: “I mean, she’s not a beauty.” She also did this with my friends, casually assessing their appearance as we shopped. “She’s certainly not pretty, but she does have a nice figure,” she’d proclaim as she inspected California avocados for their ripeness.

			14.

			After I left home, my ­parents made a habit of posting professional pictures of me on their Facebook pages. My mother responded to each comment from her friends with a “Thank you so much, Suzy!” or “We are so proud of her, Karen.” My father responded to his friends, too, but instead of saying thank you, he liked to joke: “She has my heart and soul and that’s about it, Dan.” I read his comment and thought of the time he told me that I’d inherited his nose.

			“It’s kind of big,” he’d said, laughing. My mother scowled. “Don’t say that, John,” she whispered, her voice low and disapproving.

			15.

			My mother seems to hold the way my beauty is affirmed by the world like a mirror, reflecting back to her a measure of her own worth.

			She says, “A friend of mine from college wrote on Facebook that he’d seen your recent magazine cover. He said, ‘No surprise Kathleen’s daughter is beautiful! But she’s not as gorgeous as you, Kathy. No one compares to you.’ ”

			My mother loves to remind me of the time she’d been complaining about the way some women had treated her, and I, at the age of three, declared, “They’re just jealous, Mama!”

			She recites this story as a charming testimonial to my sweet and perceptive nature at a young age. It wasn’t until I was older that it struck me: How had I already been introduced to the concept of competition between women before I had even learned to read? How had I understood so early that my remark would provide my mother some solace for the unkindness she experienced?

			16.

			I find other ways of constructing a mirror not unlike my mother’s. I study red-­carpet and paparazzi images of myself online and in the camera roll on my phone, tapping the screen to zoom in on my face as I try to discern whether I am actually beautiful. I scroll Reddit, reading and weighing the comments in my thread, wondering if I am “overrated,” as one user notes, or in fact “one of the most beautiful women in the world,” as another says. I learn from one commentator who claims to have worked on the crew of a recent shoot of mine that I am “nothing special in person,” and from a different user that, after seeing me at a coffee shop around the corner from my apartment with my dog, she can say that I am “way prettier IRL. Better than in her pictures.”

			I post Instagram photos that I think of as testaments to my beauty and then obsessively check the likes to see if the internet agrees. I collect this data more than I want to admit, trying to measure my allure as objectively and brutally as possible. I want to calculate my beauty to protect myself, to understand exactly how much power and lovability I have.

			17.

			I was lying in bed after sex with my first serious high ­school boyfriend when he began to tell me about the other girls he’d slept with. He described their bodies, their hair, what he liked about them, and I listened, feeling a sudden sense of panic. My stomach twisted. I began to sweat. What is wrong with me? I wondered. Why was my body responding this way to my boyfriend talking about other girls he’d found attractive?

			As he went on, all the muscles in my lower abdomen and glutes clenched, and I knew that it was a matter of minutes before I’d have to run to the ­bathroom. He kept speaking, unaware of the way I’d curled into myself underneath the thin comforter. I started to shiver. He continued. “She . . . Her . . .” I nodded and asked questions, feigning indifference, knowing that I would later spend hours looking these girls up, watching them at school, collecting data on how we were the same and how we were different. I finally got up and rushed to the bathroom, scared that I would not be able to hold it in any longer. Although I knew that these girls from my boyfriend’s past, or his mention of them, was not an actual threat to my safety, my body reacted as if it was. I hated that he might ever have found anyone more attractive than me.

			18.

			Some of my mother’s memories are so visceral to me that I sometimes can’t remember if they are her experiences or my own—­like the one where she went to the women’s restroom at a party in the early days of my parents’ courtship (as she would say). When my mother came out of the stall, my father’s ex-­girlfriend was at the sink, washing her hands in front of a wide
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