iley Cyrus was going through her dangerous

phase. She had tattoos and piercings and dildos and so, of
course, she also had to have some black affect to complete
the package. It is all part of the pop star toolkit. I decid-
ed to write about it. Now, it is pretty common for people,
sometimes lots of them, to respond to things I write. Some-
times they share heartbreaking stories of recognition. Other
times, angry diatribes about what I get wrong while being
black, a woman, and popular. But of all the things I have
written, nothing has inspired more direct, intense emotional
engagement than what I wrote about post-Disney pop star
Miley Cyrus. What had me stuck—momentarily—wasn’t
just the heightened emotions of those who took me to task,

but rather who was leading the charge.
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I am accustomed to men and white people being angry league emailed me to say how a black woman friend told

with me. That is par for the course. But when black women him she did not want to read some trash article about how

are mad at me it is a special kind of contrition, and | take ugly I am when my accompanying picture belied the claim

the time to figure out my responsibility. Something clearly It was, she insinuated, an appeal for public validation of my

wasn’t registering in this scenario, because black women

physical attractiveness. I did not think that was true, but I
|

i

Sisters weren’t really angry about my breakdown of just

were giving me the business.> Was raised right. I told him that wag fair and drank myself

to sleep. Someone else sent me a link to a Facebook group

how dangerous Miley Cyrus’s performance on a televisi where many women, but especially more than a few black

award show actually was. They weren’t exactly angry that I women, took me to task for hating myself. The person who

pointed out the size and shape of the black woman dancers. sent it did not know that [ was already a member of the

behind her. What many black women were angry about was. group and had been watching the carnage for days. I never

how I located myself in what I'd written. I said, blithel mentioned it.

a matter of observable fact, that I am unattractive. Beca A few months after the essay had been published. | was

I am unattractive, the argument went, I have a partict scheduled to deliver the Mason Sankora Lecture for the

kind of experience of beauty, race, racism, and intera i Department of English at my alma mater, 3 historically
3

with what we might call the white gaze. I thought nothin black college. It was a brutal experience because an HBCU

of it at the time I was writing it, which is unusual. [ can 5L
ally pinpoint what I have said, written, or done that will pis the culture,

people off and which people will be pissed off. I missed th e challenges, and the faults of black colleges in books

one entirely. Articles, movies, television shows, and documentaries. But

few of those things have ever described the primary reason
to the internet. Things got personal. One black male e Why HBCUs are so special to me.
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When [ was eleven years old, my waist caved in and my If I knew to be cautious of men, I did not learn early
breasts sprung out. I could not be left alone at the school bus enough to be cautious of white women. The first time a
stop anymore. It was dangerous because men can be danger- white woman teacher told me that my breasts were distract-
ous. I had some preparation for that. My mother had been, ing was in the sixth grade. Over the years, white women
I believe, sexually victimized as a child. She doesn’t speak with authority over me have told me how wrong or danger-
of it except when her sentences fade out in retelling certain ous or deviant my body is. As with that teacher, many of
stories. But it was there in how protective she was of me, ar their comments focus on my breasts as opposed to, say, my
only child of a single mother. There were no men allowed ass. The next year [ entered middle school, where you learn
in our house except for family and even then only under her the rules of sexual presentation. That is where I started to
direct guidance. “I wanted your home to be safe, made fo discover that while my breasts distracted some of the boys
children and not adults,” she has told me. Only childre and men, all distractions were not created equally.

As part of the last generation of Carolinians to attend
vital for your survival and, you eventually learn, necessart the integrated schools that Brown v. Board of Education
if you are going to help your only adult protection in the ushered into existence, I went to school with a lot of white
world keep you both safe. I intuited from my mother’s ca people. Because of the racial composition of the districts
tion that I should be cautious of men, defensive of whates drawn in my then-progressive school district, I also went to
I was calling home at any given time—my heart, my m school with many South Asian and Latino kids. That racial
health, my car, my bedroom, my checkbook, my dream and ethnic integration mattered to the rules I learned about
my body. Decades before I valued myself enough to be ¢ heing sexual, desirable, visible, and unseen.
ful for myself, I was careful so that my mother would & ~ Unlike home, where much of my social world was fil-
worry.

tered through my mother’s preference for African American
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middle school. T heard a white boy, a bit of a loser withiey e et
.. > the one who once told
me my breasts

' e . were 1 1
CrOOked hall cut Wll() acted out because he C()U.l n't bear o too distractmg, looked at the too—tall bOy she smiled
] b ’

and I was confused. The only hair coloring I knew of at four- ciation of Sand .
y as normal if unmannerl '
y. He smiled back

teen years old was the kind my grandmother used to “AX i ind of shrugged as i .
ged as if to say, “I just can’t h
A elp myself.”

with her wig. I had no idea what a “real” or «fake” blonde that strange creature, was beautiful
’ .

was, but I could intuit, much like my mother’s fears, that the Middle school mome
| , nts—school dances and lu
nchroom

slacker boy was communicating some valuable social fact. strategies and w
eekend sleepover
s—start to shake ou
t

Later, we watched the musical Grease in a high school Q! scerceation of even the
most utopian integrat
ed

) Ut

Sandy shows up at the carnival in shiny skin-tight pan home friends. You took i
; the gifted math classes
together but

all the black kids tittered. She looked funny! There vou would not be on the lake with th h
em over the weekend.

] ] Egs' A VVh]te l)( )y oo - )

the tenth grade reared back and shouted, “My hot - i classrooms and b
, allways, 1 learned wha
A t was

 ewton Johnt" e mber the scene 0 cleativd beautiful. By high school, 1 knew that I
. was not it.

that was when I got it. A whole other culture of desirabs Rlzirls in high
gh school have self-esteem is
sues. And most

had been playing out just above and beyond my awa ren #irls compare themselves to unattainable, unrealistic ph
, unrealistic physi-
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violence of gender that happens to all of us in slightly dif- Whiteness is a violent sociocultural regime legitimized by

ferent ways. I am talking about a kind of capital. It is not Property to always make clear who is black by fastidiously

just the preferences of a too-tall boy, but the way author- delineating who is officially white. It would stand to reason

ity validates his preferences as normal. I had high school that beauty’s ultimate function is to exclude blackness, That

boyfriends. I had a social circle. I had evidence that I was beauty also violently conditions white women and symboli-

valuable in certain contexts. But I had also parsed that cally precludes the existence of gender nonconformin

g peo-
pl

there was something powerful about blondness, thinness, eis a bonus. Some of the white girls I went to high school

flatness, and gaps between thighs. And that power was the with may not have been beautiful. They may be thin when

context against which all others defined themselves. That they should be fit or narrow of jaw when it should be

Bu,

strong.
was beauty. And while few young women in high school should power need them to be, social, economic, and
could say they felt like they lived up to beauty, only the non political forces could make those girls beautiful by reshap-

white girls could never be beautiful. That is because be ing social norms. Asg long as the beautify] people are white,

isn’t actually what you look like; beauty is the preferences what is beautify] at any given time can be renegotiated with-

that reproduce the existing social order. What is beautifulis out redistributing capital from white to nonwhite people.

whatever will keep weekend lake parties safe from strang Feminists have chronicled the changing standards of

dater people female beauty over time. One of the more popular exam-

When white feminists catalogue how beauty stand Ples of this is reborn on the internet every couple of years.

W - 21 - A ‘ ! )
over time have changed, from the “curvier” Marilyn M¢ il the meme, readers are asked to guess what size dresg

roe to the skeletal Twiggy to the synthetic-athletic Pan Marilyn Monroe would wear today. One ig supposed to

Anderson, their archetypes belie beauty’s true func BAsp at the realization that the iconic popular culture beay-

whiteness. Whiteness exists as a response to blackng HWas a size twelve, Memes are just born-digjtal nuggets of
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cultural norms. | |
gif of a YouTube prank is gross all depen

6}
that produced the meme.™

is beautiful or a

on the norms of the culture

h €

. - beautift
western U.S iconography. Marilyn is not just b€
a .S.

. o

m

hould be shocked by Marilyn’s dress size also relies
shou

1 who is fat. £
an audience who will share an idea about

een juxtapo
antithetical. Of course, fat has not always been | i

rtists
gainst beauty in white western culture. A
a

i th centl
the Rubenesque female bodies of the seventeen

1 . e . 1- :
a t

western history. 1
. ol il
Naomi Wolf made the idea of examining _

1 {nist cause du jour:
across time a white third wave feminist cause du

Beauty Myth, Wolf excises the expectations of female

m, hold
from the economic context that produces them,
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s Whether the LOLcat is funny or Marilyn
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up for feminist critique.” As others have noted, Wolf does
not do much work on how economic and political condi-
tions produce a white hegemonic body as the ultimate expres-
sion of beauty.® More precisely, Wolf demonstrates that as
the sociopolitical context of whiteness—the political, state-
sanctioned regime—tussles with historical forces like fall-
ing stock markets, mass media, suburbanization, and war, it

will reshape an acceptable beauty standard for women that

‘adjusts for body types, but never for body color. That was
not Wolf’s argument, but the absence of such a critique rather
‘proves the point: beauty is for white women.” It is a white wom-
an’s problem, if you are a feminist, or a white woman’s grace,
it you are something else not feminist. Beauty, in a meme or in

the beauty myth, only holds as a meaningful cultural artifact

hrough which we can examine politics, economics, and laws,
nd identity if we all share the assumption that beauty és pre-
ssely becanse it excludes nonwhite women.

Black women have examined where we are located in the
eauty myth, examining the political economy through our

s. If we could never be assumed beautiful in white cul-

's memes, histories, and feminisms, we could create other
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standards. Like feminist critiques of Rubens’s renderings of

white jiggling flesh, we have turned to cultural producti

for evidence

Collins’s Black Sexual Politics is the most notable shot acr@

the bow.!® Collins does not exactly wade into the com

cated depth of race, class, nationalism, culture, economie

and the politics of how black sexuality i refracted throug

the racial hierarchy that precludes black women from heir

beautiful. She is, however, critical to defining a school |

intellectual thought that gives us tools to understand

dynamics. Some of her most strident critique is saved

compromises inherent in hip-hop culture. Here is @

product where blackness can be 2 critical feedback loop

the white mass media images of black women as €
What Collins finds instead is a space where black me

line ideas about black women create ever more hierats

desirability based on pody type, for example. Th use y.

chies rarely go so far as to challenge the supremacy’ of

female beauty.

Black hip-hop feminists brought 2 deeper engig

with the complexities of hip-hop culture to bear on €€
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of how we can ever be beautiful. Patricia fill
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critique. Joan Morgan’s When Chickenheads Come Home
to Roost: A Hip-Hop Feminist Breaks It Down locates a
Fblack' feminist voice in hip-hop culture, however marginal-
ized in mainstream media.'! Despite arguing that the gen-

male-identified, and all too often self-sacrificing,” hip-ho

a[rja feminists excavate a cultural history where we havz
tried to claim a space for black beauty. In 2014, comedia

Feshe Jones performed a skit on Saturday Night’Live abourz
t‘he complexities of claiming that space.!” In the skit, she
turns the pain of racist beauty hierarchies that acade,mics
-_.-the order of Marcus Hunter have studied into the kind of
-’j'v --e tha-t made Richard Pryor so great. For approximately
.I-e.e minutes Jones bemoans her singleness. It is a frequent
well from which she draws in her comedy. The topic is the

ation of Lupita N’yongo as People’s Most Beautiful

Woman. 1
Jones says that she is “waiting for them to
r ut
it the Most Useful Li i
ul List because :
that’s where T’

une.” It is a painful ¢ gy

) omment but not unfathomable given
\at beau if i

ty means, even if it said to be embodied by dark

kinned i
d Kenyan-Mexican actress Nyong’o.
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Jones is flatly saying that she is not beautiful and can: show. I re
; call watchin :
g the skit and the ensui .
uing social

not be beautiful but that she is useful. She is locating her media firestorm about it with di
ith dismay. Not a single black

value not in beauty but in her use value. The real criticise woman that I read
read or followed seemed to empathize with

(] a

1 would’ve never been single. 1 am six feet tall and 1 af the video clip without pausing s 1
everal times. Where others

strong! I'm just saying back in the slave days my love li saw insult, I saw injury. The joke
A was not on enslaved black

would have been way better. Massa would’ve hooked me! women of
yesteryear but on the idea that it would take a

with the best brother on the plantation.” It hurts to wat totalizing system of enslavem
ent to counter the
structural

the video. It’s the kind of humot located in pain, not e ceth
, at beauty does to Jones i i
n her life today. Perha
. psl

s mined by i Pons generation 2go: L taught what others missed because 1 h
| am something different

allowed Pryor his pain. He was an addict with s¢ B0 Parricia Hi
i ia Hill Collins or Joan M
organ or other impor-

issues. He could set himself on fire and turn “nig tant
tant black women scholars of black feminism

an incantation, often for white audiences. But Jone W2 da .
’ lam dark, physically and cul
turally. My complexion i
plexion is not

Free but black in the white western beauty myth, Jo realiti .
ities of generations of dark-complexioned black people

laying bare how futile it can be to desire beauty as & Ve are rural, even wh
: , even when we move to cities. Qur mobility is

woman. Many people lammed Jones for making lig fiodest. Our o .
: | ut-marriage rates to nonblack men are neg

: . f mat'lc 7 p O “'Sla‘/ ‘:E‘ ..I...‘I" €. ()u[ SQCitt] netWOrkS d() ot C
]] ] SYS'EC apc - v n onnect to eh
1 ‘e . 3 . ' - te black
‘ 1S that She was Illlﬂlng A% - ‘ lIlStltu[i(}lls. When WE IMove arou d i Il W W
. E 8 5 o nd in the Orld, [+
] S mﬂpthﬂ on a plOglal]l that i A 'up againSt the CI‘iIniIIal juStice System I am not I()(:aI—
.

Lorne Michaels once intoned would never be an * at the t '
a op of hip-hop’s attenua
ted beauty hierarch
y. Tam,
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at best, in the middle. As Michael Jackson once sang, when
you’re toO high to get over it and too low to get under it, You-
are stuck in the middle and the pain is thunder.
We have yet to make strides toward fleshing out 2 theor)
of desirability, the desire to be desired, in black feminist the
ory or politics. There is indeed 2 philosophy in how Jones
desires being desired. That Nyong'o was atop a list of th
world’s most beautiful people does not invalidate the reall
for many dark-skinned black women any more than Ma
7 uckerburg making 2 billion dollars as a college drop-@
invalidates the value of college for millions. Indeed, any
tem of oppression must allow exceptions to
as meritorious. How else will those who are
the system internalize their own oppression? This is Wi
did not yet understand that when 1 was watching Ms:8
ton John: [ was not beautiful and could never—no M
what was in fashion to serve the interests of capits
power—become beautiful. That was the theory trap
my bones when 1 left for my mecca, My HBCU.

My first night as 2 college freshman at my H!

ordered a pizza. The man-boy who delivered it St
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lo.ng before he handed it over. I snapped and grabbed m
pizza. As I did, he muttered something about my phonz
number. I would date him off and on for a decade. As I
walked back into the lobby of Eagleson Hall, I turned just
as the pizza man-boy caught the eye of our dorm supervi-
sor, an older black man. The man gave him a look like the
Gﬂf.,' t.he teacher had once given the too-tall boy overtaken b
Olivia Newton John’s spandexed thighs. [ was Sandy! '
At this institution I could be a kind of beautiful: nc.)rmal

normative
, taken for granted as desirable. It is one of man
y

b

deh
ned by a standard of beauty that, by definition, could not

; . g
g)

the standard i i
ard is complicated. It has the same economic costs

10 perform | i
per t as the ones white feminists argue that the mas

” global beauty industry exacts from white women. The
: -: may be even higher, because black women have few-
ources to purchase the accoutrements of thin waists
ick hips, tattooed brows, elegant contouring, red—heelecl

s, and femme styling that contemporary black beauty
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g b g o b]

g I have W ]

are apparently doing so because they want to be my friend.
my sense of self.

il Again, the idea of my body’s value in social contexts was the
That inclusion is what 1 was coming home to the dal i oo
at inclu

i as they could, that I could not be ugly because white people
i d asked ne as they A oy Ceon
] he things my hosts ha
or so of talking about t

.

i bodies, what more seasoned black women were saying
ke out her bE bodies,

ighti her face, but 1 could ma

lighting shadowed

fl W ' &) y . They were saying we had
M body 1 me in response to my essay. |

k black woman uently y ‘ y y

language. 1 spea

{ought too long, worked too hard, come too far to concede

thar what white people have said about us is true. White

nized hers and [ stood up straighter as she took n
o S e eda:i people, as a collective system of cultural and economic
i N ]u”SthZC::(im};if up. '”':’.:.' production that has colonized nonwhite people across the
———— 'ugly. d had assigned globe through military and ideological warfare, have said
i e ancj ;eryone n hat black people are animalistic. But, as sister bell hooks
i - Wha't I dol.)P:: itc d many others have pointed out, animals with dicks
e tholughtsbarllddiizzis :f}:ﬂg t.o explair “ha a0 be useful. They can be “tall, dark, and handsome”
1 did a little verba ,
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to anti-blackness for black women but through colorism.
Mulatto, “mixed,” high yellow, light—all euphemisms for
black people whose phenotype signals thar they may have
some genetic proximity to whiteness. But, by definition,
black women are not beautiful except for any whiteness
that may be in them.

Black women have worked hard to write a counternar
rative of our worth in a global system where beauty is the
only legitimate capital allowed women without legal, politis
cal, and economic challenge. That last bit is important
Beauty is not good capital. It compounds the oppression of
gender. It constrains those who identify as women against
their will. It costs money and demands money. It color
It hurts. It is painful. It can never be fully satisfied. I
not useful for human flourishing. Beauty is, like all cai :
merely valuable.!3

Because it is valuable, black women have said that |
are beautiful too. We have traveled the cultural imagd
tions of the world’s nonwhite people assembling a beat
construct that does not exclude us. We create culture ab

our beauty. We negotiate with black men to legitimize
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We intend to mean, It is not
1es of the dominant class viol
Violence only makes sense if

erences in Imperia), industria
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eration in an inherently Oppressive regime, balancing peace
with our marginally more privileged lighter-skinned black
women whijle refuting the global caste Status of darker-
skinned black women. Some of yg try to include multiple

genders and politics in our definition of beauty.

This kind

When 1 say that I am unattractive,

concede that [ am
ugly, the antithesis of beauty,

I sound like | am interng]-

121ng a white standard of beauty that black women fight

hard to rige above. But my truth is quite the opposite. When

i . . -
joining the dominant class in their ideas about what we are
3

it | ic vi i
$ symbolic violence, Like all concepts, symbolic violence

has a context that js Important for using it to mean what
ust that internalizing the val-
ently stigmatizes us. Symbolijc
We accept its priors: a]] pref-

lized societies are shaped by
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the economic system. There aren’t any “good” preferences.

There are only preferences that are validated by others, dif-

ferently, based on social contexts.

These contexts should not just be reduced to race, classy

and gender, as important as those are. Institutions that legit=

imize the “right” ideas and behaviors also matter. That's

why beauty can never be about

1 like” is always a capitalist lie. Beauty would

concept fo

sense. Capital demands that beauty be coercive. If beauty

matters at all to how people perceive you, how institutiof:

treat you, which cules are applied to you, and what che

you can make, then beauty must also be a structure of p

terns, institutions, and exchanges that eats your prefere

for lunch.

Internalizing yourt inferiority is violent. Psychologics

it cleaves you in two, what W.E.B. DuBois famousl

the double veil. As our science becomes mMOre ad
we find that the violence may even show up in ouf
jes as stress. Seructurally, that violence becomes COUE

the social norms around respectability that we black
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r capital if it were only a preference in the pusest
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ple use to 1
do the dominant culture’s work of disciplining
other b s i iti
lack people’s identities, behaviors, and bodies. It i
| Ctis
rational to check me i i
e if I am doing this ki
g this kind of work
i for the
But lest
we forget, the greatest trick the devil ever pulled
was convinci
onvincing us that he does not exist. That is wh
naming is politi .
b g is political. Our so-called counternarratives about
eauty an
y and what they demand of us cannot be divorced
from the f i
act that beauty is contingent upon capitalism

EVEn 0 3
ur resistance bec
omes a means t .
o commodify, a
[ nd

.?Vhét is commodified is always, always stratified. There
-1? sxmp'ly no other way. To coerce, beauty must exclude
Exclusion can be part of a certain kind of liberation, where;
one dominant regime is overthrown for another, but it

cannot be universal.

* L love u '
s loving ourselves under the most difficult condi
1_-

tons, but ite i
gans, | must also write into my idea of truth and free

om. From m i
y perch, trying to fillet the thinnest sections

8fpopular culture, history, sociology, and my own biog

taphy, there isn’
apny, e isn’t any room for error. [ have to call a thing

ing. And i
g sometimes, when we are trapped in the race
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ot o be complicit in our own oppression, self-definition But it is interesting to think about why many white wom.-

mAsqueradeslas anotaaloflovinglousblackiscive NN en, a handful of white men, and a few black men rejected

cermms. More than that, critique that hides the power bl my claim. Their interests cannot be the same as those of

played out in the theater of our everyday lives only serves black women, whose stake in my claim that beauty excludes

that power. It doesn’t actually challenge it. me is deeply intimate.

When I say that I am unattractive or ugly, I am not infets White women, especially white feminists, need me to lean

walizing the dominant culeare’s assessment of me. I am Al 1 to pseudoreligious consumerist teachings that beauty is

ing what has been done to me. And signaling who didil democratic and achievable, Beauty must be democratic. If

It is not, then beauty becomes a commeodity, distributed

[ am glad that doing so unsectles folks, including the unequally and, even worse, at random. This js 4 notion

white women who wrote fo me with impassioned i often ascribed to 4 type of feminism, be jt neoliberal femj-

HiSm, marketplace feminism, or congy

well

how beautiful I am. They offered me neoliberal self-help nos mption feminism, But

cense that borders on the religious. They need me to belie “meaning white women also need me to believe because

beauty is both achievable and individual, because thell Accessing beauty is about the totalizing construct of gender,

native makes them vulnerable. If you did not earn b in this case femininity, in 4 world where other forms of life-

never had the real power to reject it, then you are as mue $tyle consumption are splintering,

vulnesable subject 25 1 am in your own way, Deal Al You can use ap app to buy the foods of the rich, the music
rather than dealing with me. Compared with the for Ofthe cool, the art of the revolutionary,

and the look of the

S ppiessionithesieaninow see viagheirpronini S dspirational, Byt femininity i resistant to appification and

seem to privileged people that it is easier to fix me ¢haN TN fictionless consumption. Femininity is not about biologi-

fix the world. I live to disabuse people of that notion. sex, but about the traitg that have become ascribed to
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l i
g

te what it mieans ol the kind of ideas that work well as exchanges. Because it
] i annot separate w m
any given time. You ¢

b

beauty serves many

..

. beauty can be political. It can exclude and include, one of
i d space. We all do this kind of
not acceptable across time an

the basic conditions of any politics. Beauty has it all. I ]
i der or race or socia
f ourselves, be it our gen
performance o

a nar

and perhaps best of all 4 story that can

be told. Our dominant story of beauty is that it is simul-
stitutes a womarn.

aesthet taneously a blessin
Beauty has an aesthetic, but it is not the same as aesthel y g,

of genetics or gods, and a site of con-

rertl

. o in for good measure. For et that these two ideas—upj ue
. o ___-.'. in g ) g q
lly contingent set of traits.
manners, also a socia

is, i t always be more blessing and earned reward—are antithetical to each other.
ides that beauty is, it mus z
power decides

ducibl ingle thing. Beauty is a wonderful form That makes beauty all the more perfect for our
reducible to a sin .

social and
. political) time, jtself anchored in paradoxes like freedom
i nd gene p )
ital i hat organizes everything around get
capital in a world t

¢ i 14
d th ires a performance of gender that makes and property, opportunity and equality.
and then requ

A 8 niearby chain bookstore filled with magazines that will give
B w h a useful distinction wei (
eauty would not be suc

i d political conditions. It is trit me five meditations or three coloring book pages or nine
not for the economic and polit e
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yoga retreats or fourteen farmhouse ideas or nineteen paper-

crafting inspirations that, if purchased, will acculturate me

to achievable “inner beauty.” Mind you, the consumption: Plackness, because cveryone—includ b
—ncluding white women—
always external and public. These are quite literally call have “race > It i actually blackn has b
€8S, as it has been creat.
“lifestyle” magazines, which begs the question “Whaose life ed through the history of colonizat 1
ton, imperialism, and
style?” These are ways of expressing a kind of feminig domination
that excludes me fr
om the forces of beaut
Y.

we
tell about beauty, the value we assign beauty, the power

tain status, class, profession, and disposition. These are given to those with beauty, the disciplining eff

women who can be beautiful, if only conditionally, and cor § ettect of the fear
tingent upon the needs of markets and states—and the me
whom states and markets serve most and best. All of &

admonishments that I should “love myself” and am “as e Deauty is to matter at all

What those white women did not know or could
admit to knowing is that I cannot, by definition, ever
that kind of beautiful. In the way that gender has so

tured how we move through the inter secting planes of¢ ving to li .
wve them. White wom
. €n need me to believe [
can
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carn beathS’ IZECZILISC \ cn a[lt }lat I’ cant Ot k e 3 ‘ai re de u

h luable the pickup artist might compliment her style, but mention
11 the more valuable.
they have becomes 2

that her teeth are imperfect. This is supposed to destabilize
1 refuse them.

the woman, make her question what power she holds in the

. 1d save this exchange, and eventually mold her into a more docile subject
h. the men. I wish I cou
1 also refuse the men. Oh,

. = for sexual conquest
w ise to write but Nevel .

t 1 would promise

for another essay tha

it ) 3 F € llty cont 5

ts of cross-gender iNteras the socio-cultural institution of Big Beauty could not be as
tory constructs
a backdrop of preda

ds his own status. S services that promise individual women beauty. The idea
ied beauty excee :
an whose embodie

g € 57 1
g

) Beauty’s systematic charm.
height, penis size sexual experience, body type, and ¥'s sy
e1gnt, >

fere Big Beauty is just negging without the slimy actor. The
i ccount tastes and pre
but also can take into

. fer ‘tonstant destabilization of self is part and parcel of beau-
ickup artistry when the pre
men say they turn to pi¢

ited to their social position—say, voting for & s effectiveness as a social construct. When a woman
well suited to

p m
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but cannot control the tastes that define said position, Wh
at these black men
seemed to have wanted j g
ed is the easi-

is suspended in a state of being negged. A good man nees st way to suspend me between thei
n their wanting and m
y own.

m

the beauty that negs. It is really quite neat if you thin where )
] ; heterosexual masculinity does to them similar things

about it. o
that heterosexual femininity does to me but differentl
ntly,

For black women who are engaging black men with §
assumption that sexual engagement is within the realm
possibility, negging develops a new depth. I suspect:

true of all nonwhite male-female interactions shap They m
. ey must travel through sexual ideologies about bulls and

sexual potential. They may be moderated by their buicks, losin ,
: ; g some skin as they scra
| pe through the walls

imity to whiteness—a fair-skinned Latina might that beauty erec .
. uty erects around social status. That is why it is so

different depth of this experience than a darker-skil portant for m . .
€, a sister and a sista, to reflect back at them

Afro-Latina—but the relations still hold: women W i€ dominant beauty structure of whit femi
ite temininity and the

not white must contend with beauty through the ga ubordin
: sibordinate beauty structy
re of black womanh
_ ood.

white men and nonwhite men.!’ This is perhaps the has black women have to both aspi h
spire to the unattainabl
e

of all these situations for me to describe. How do I iox of white beauty and cultivate i
vate its counterparadox

something that is so diffuse across my life? That is #eause both must exist for black m li
asculinity to retain the

S

and the structure of race feels like—it has always B 61 cc;
ies. [t T reinforce the white b
€auty norm, thenIre
produce

part of the threads that are stitching me. in. )
4 way that benefits white women. If black masculinity
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can or may or does benefit from having the option of RItE B i cor solidacity from every single white woman

then it needs black wome

ite beaut and I reject every overture from a man who wants to con-
ing its star tO white beauty,

But where there is dominance, there

vince me that [ am beautiful. I want nice people with nice-
to play our part.

le have a whole TS enough politics to look at me, reason for themselves that
also subordination. Black people

and preferenc | am worthy, and feel convicted when the world does not
i and wealth and tastes
of class and income

beat o |
It stands to reason that we also have a construct of agree. God willing they may one day extrapolate my specific

. and bad b case to the general rule, seeing the way oppression margin-
that shapes and stratifies good black women & ’ & ¥ opP 8

en. and so on. If black masculinity benefits trom lizes others to their personal benefit.
women, .

. then it b; I do not have any issues of self-worth—well, no more
i king up with black women, .
option of hooking

Playin than anyone who used to be young and now is not. I am sen-
ce of black beauty. Hiay 3 Jouns
value at least the performan

part would look like espousing what a thick black 5 Sible. Tknow the streets in pregentrified communities where

: . ite woman old men will still look twice and someone behind a counter
i the beautiful white
1 am, while coveting

never become. i 1 play my part black maseulini ight give me an extra piece of something for free. I know

and black hat cute and attractive are categories that exist, with their
efits. White women needed me to neg myself and bk . |

i ow rivileges. ¢ _
egded me & 558 them o fhe Pty o e swn attended privileges. But none of these things negates
n

| k i the structural apparatus that controls access to resources
way, I was losing and I knew 1t.

id to me in cheir GEEY . i ad hoc designates those with capital as beauty’s gate-
Repeatedly people have sal

tratified statuses, that T need 1€ wpers. When beauty is white and I am dark, it means that
ithi i rati
within their own s |

1 am beautiful or can become beautiful-—not foﬂ m more likely to be punished in school, to receive higher

) 5. 1 atences for crimes, less likely to marry, and less likely to
benefit, but because 1t serves sO many others ’ . § y
b
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marry someone with equal or higher economic stat
Denying these empirical realities is its own kind of violen
even when our intentions are good.

They say that beauty is in the eye of the beholder and t
ugly is as ugly does. Both are lies. Ugly is everything
to you in the name of beauty.

Knowing the difference is part of getting free.
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