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While a great deal is known about the benefits of being culturally identified as attractive, 

very little is known about the lived experiences of beautiful women. In this study, 21 

adult women who are currently employed as models or represented by modeling agencies 

participated in open-ended interviews, and their responses were analyzed using a 

Foucauldian and postmodern feminist theoretical framework. Findings generally support 

and complicate the conclusions of extant research: Beautiful women are shown to have a 

complex definition of beauty, an awareness of being understood by society as beautiful, 

positive and negative experiences that are associated with being beautiful, feelings of 

confidence, and opportunities for creativity within modeling work. Interpretation of 

findings via a Foucauldian and postmodern feminist framework reveals ways in which 

power, knowledge, and subjectivation combine in participants’ lived experiences and 

problematizes beauty discourse and the identities of “beautiful” women subjects. Power 

deploys discourses of “beauty” and “modeling” and employs multiple strategies that 



conceal and simultaneously reinforce their existence. Knowledge is present in 

participants’ lives in several ways, and is applied by participants in service of power and 

to construct their identities as “beautiful” subjects. Subjectivation, or participants’ 

development of a relationship to themselves, occurs physically via beauty practices and 

mentally via the choices they make in how they view themselves and represent 

themselves to others. Participants’ experiences of becoming constituted as “beautiful,” 

feeling confident, and how others treat them are located at the confluences of power, 

knowledge, and subjectivation in their lives.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

A great deal is known about the privileged social position of attractive people 

relative to the less attractive. Research comparing the treatment of more attractive male 

and female babies, children, and adults to those who are less attractive demonstrates that, 

in general, the more attractive individuals benefit in a wide variety of ways. The results 

of women’s attractiveness is slightly more complex, in that women designated as 

“beautiful” are also sometimes perceived negatively, but the preponderance of evidence 

indicates that attractiveness is a socially valuable characteristic for women.  

However, existing scholarly work has not been done from the perspectives of 

“beautiful” women themselves or investigated their own experiences. While feminist 

scholars have interrogated and problematized the work required to achieve appropriately 

feminine bodies (such as Young, 1991) and the disciplinary practices of “beauty” (such 

as Bartky, 2003), these studies have not been based on data drawn from individuals’ lived 

experience. Therefore, despite a substantial body of research on the perception and 

treatment of “beautiful” women and feminist analyses of “beauty,” very little is known 

about the lived experiences of women who are “beautiful.”  

This project addresses this gap by exploring the lived experiences of beautiful 

women through a postmodern feminist theoretical lens, which recognizes bodies as 

products of discourse and “beauty” as fictive and performative. To establish a research 

population of “beautiful” women within the scope of the project, employed or agency-

represented models are defined as meeting cultural definitions of “beauty.” Twenty-one 

women who were represented by modeling agencies and/or employed as models 

participated in semi-structured interviews. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and 

analyzed for emergent themes. Participants’ experiences were interpreted via Foucault’s 

notion of experience, which understands experience as occurring within the three 

domains of knowledge, power, and subjectivation. Findings are also contextualized 

within extant research on the perception and treatment of “beautiful” women.  

Postmodern feminist perspectives critique and question the underlying 

assumptions of the status quo in order to identify the social origins and performativity of 

identity (Mann, 2012). Susan Bordo and Judith Butler, among others, highlight the ways 
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in which gender and other identities are cultural artifacts that are performed in 

accordance with the requirements of various discourses. In a circular and perpetually 

sustaining fashion, these performances in turn constitute our knowledge of these 

identities. The performance of “beauty” is based in femininity, which, as Bartky (2003) 

details, requires and relies upon the disciplining of women’s bodies in specific ways. 

Women participate in disciplinary acts voluntarily, monitor their own progress, and have 

internalized the requirements of the discourse. This project is a problematization of 

“beauty,” and of the identity of the “beautiful” woman that interrogates ways in which 

“beauty” is a performance and a “beautiful” identity is a cultural product. 

In addition to serving as a continuation of feminist interrogations of “beauty,” this 

project also contributes to feminist scholarship in the area of privilege studies; it provides 

new information on appearance-based privilege. As McIntosh (2012) argues, the 

investigation of social privilege is crucial to understanding power, in that “the study of 

power is not accurate unless it includes both disadvantage and privilege, and maps the 

differentials in power between those people and paradigms that have been given less 

importance and those that have been given more” (p. 195). Understanding the 

experiences of those who are privileged as “beautiful” has liberatory potential. For 

example, only when the operations of power in the instantiation of beauty discourse are 

fully understood can they be countered; only when the processes by which “beauty” 

standards for women are normalized and compelled are fully understood can they be 

opposed. 

Many of Michel Foucault’s concepts are foundational to this theoretical 

perspective, particularly his notion of experience. To Foucault, experience occurs at the 

intersections of knowledge, power, and relation to the self. These three axes, while 

conceptually separable to a degree, are inextricably intertwined (O’Leary, 2008). Using 

this three-part conception of experience allows me to explore the lived experiences of the 

“beautiful” women in my study by examining the things that they know, the locations and 

effects of power in their lives (and the strategies by which power maintains and conceals 

itself), and the ways in which they come to relate to themselves as “beautiful” women. In 

other words, this framework allows me to articulate some ways in which “beautiful” 
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women’s experiences are artifacts of—and shaped by—power, knowledge, and 

subjectivity in order to problematize and destabilize dominant ideas of “beauty.” 

A significant feminist criticism of Foucault is that his orientation to power is 

“with” rather than “against” it and fails to recognize systematic privilege and oppression 

(Hartsock, 1990). In other words, Foucault’s accounts of power do not take into account 

the stratification of social power along clearly recognizable lines, such as gender and 

race. However, because this study applies Foucault’s ideas to the task of describing a 

specific aspect of social privilege, his ideas are relevant to this project and have been 

effective for this purpose.  

Toril Moi warns that Foucault’s analysis of power and resistance makes it 

impossible to “develop a theory of [women’s] liberation” (quoted in McWhorter, 1999, p. 

xv). However, his notion of distributed power is very effective in describing the way that 

power works, particularly within groups. Because the purpose of this study is to closely 

examine data collected from a significantly homogeneous and socially privileged sample 

in order to (in part) describe and articulate their privileged status, his ideas are useful as 

means to liberatory ends; liberation is made possible by thoroughly understanding the 

thing from which one wishes to become liberated.   

Knowledge is closely linked with power and takes many forms in service of 

power (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 101); one form in which knowledge can be detected is in 

discourses. Discourses are “material verbal traces left by history” and can be understood 

as the “location[s] where power and knowledge intersect” (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 133). This 

project builds upon existing feminist work that identifies feminine discourse in order to 

identify discourses of beauty and modeling. 

Power is the source of production of “truth, difference, and normalcy” (Mann, 

2012, p. 223). Foucault conceptualizes power as an effect that is exercised rather than 

possessed, is simultaneously everywhere and nowhere in particular, and which exists 

only (and exactly) in relation to resistance (1979, p. 26–27). Women’s relation to power 

is complex; as Bordo (1989) and Bartky (2003) detail, women’s opportunities for 

resistance to the demands of femininity are limited and fraught.  
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Power employs a wide variety of strategies and mechanisms to establish and 

sustain itself while simultaneously remaining concealed. These invisible strategies of 

power operate to control human behavior in a wide variety of ways, and include the 

establishment of normative systems, surveillance, the panopticon, and confession. 

Normative systems are established and enforced through institutions (Foucault, 1984, p. 

336). Bartky (2003) identifies the many ways in which women are enmeshed within 

normative systems of feminine performance and the intermediaries which construct the 

required norms.  

The strategies of surveillance, the panopticon, and confession are interlinked; 

surveillance describes a tool of power in which subjects control their own behavior and 

police their own compliance with expectations (Foucault, 1979). The panopticon is a 

metaphor that draws upon a prison design in which all inmates believe that they are 

subject to observation by an unseen authority figure at all times and behave accordingly 

(Mann, 2012). Confession is a technique of power that compels non-compliant 

individuals—those who have not policed themselves adequately—to confess their 

failures to an authority figure (Foucault, 1980b, p. 61–62). These concepts are useful in 

explaining the behavior of women who willingly participate in beauty practices despite 

the role of those practices in constructing women as inferior beings, the inconvenience of 

performing them and, often, the pain they inflict (Bartky, 2003).  

Subjectivation, or ethics, is the process of assuming an identity and involves the 

material and conceptual processes through which individuals become subjects (Foucault, 

1985). In other words, it is the relationship of an individual to herself; the things that she 

chooses to think, say, and do are what makes her who she then becomes. This process 

involves “games of truth” and techniques of the self (Foucault, 1985, p. 6–7); games of 

truth delineate realms of thought, while the techniques of the self (also known as “arts of 

existence”) indicate behaviors by which individuals construct themselves physically.  

One manifestation of techniques of the self is in the form of disciplinary practices, 

or the mechanisms that produce socially acceptable and materially real bodies. 

Individuals are imbued with the desire to participate in disciplinary practices, are 

rewarded for adequate compliance, are punished for failure to comply, and experience 
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their participation as voluntary (Foucault, 1979). As Bartky (1990) articulates, the 

disciplinary practices required by femininity create docile, inferior female bodies. The 

disciplinary practices of beauty build upon the requirements of femininity in an even 

more specifically regulated way to create “beautiful” bodies (Wolf, 1991).  

Statement of Purpose 

This project seeks to interrogate beauty discourse and the identities of “beautiful” 

women subjects as cultural and historical artifacts in a way that critically redescribes and 

makes visible the ways that power operates to construct and maintain beauty discourse 

and the identities of “beautiful” women subjects. 

Research Questions 

1. Power: What mechanisms of power contribute to beautiful women’s status as 

“beautiful”?  

2. Knowledge: What do beautiful women know about beauty discourse? 

3. Ethics/subjectivation: What are the processes that produce beautiful women as 

“beautiful” subjects? 

4. Experience: How do power, knowledge, and ethics converge as the lived 

experiences of beautiful women?  

Assumptions 

Assumption 1: Female models are an effective proxy for “beautiful” women 

because they are representatives of cultural standards of beauty; they are, literally, the 

definition of beautiful women. The fashion industry groups models into two categories; 

commercial and editorial. Editorial models appear in artistic fashion magazine spreads 

and on catwalks. They are particularly thin and often have unusual or “edgy” looks. 

Commercial models work in catalogs, fitting rooms, and print advertising, and are 

defined by the industry as being conventionally and classically attractive in a way that is 

easily accessible by the widest possible range of individuals throughout the country. They 

are less dramatically thin, although they still weigh 23% less than the average US woman 

(Mears, 2010). Therefore, in Foucauldian terms, models define and embody beauty 

discourse.  
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Because effectively embodying beauty discourse requires a certain body size and 

shape (thin, but not too thin, and with just the right amount of curves), body size/shape 

and facial appearance will be considered together for the purposes of this research (Singh, 

2004). In extant scholarship, researchers tend to elide facial appearance and body 

size/shape in reference to physical attractiveness. Murray (2004) discusses the mutual 

exclusivity of fatness and sexual attractiveness. In a culture in which beauty is defined as 

that which heterosexual men are conditioned to find attractive, fat women are denied the 

possibility of being sexually attractive; instead, their bodies represent “gluttonous 

obsessions, unmanaged desires and the failed self” (Murray, 2004, p. 239). While 

working toward a quantifiable expression of the relative attractiveness of body size, 

shape and proportion, Fan et al (2004) use the term “physical attractiveness” without 

addressing the impact of other factors that affect the attractiveness of an individual, such 

as facial features, hair, skin, and racial identity. While it is theoretically possible to 

separate facial appearance from body size, as did Fan et al (2004) by using computer 

generated outlines of body shape that lacked other information, facial appearance and 

body size are inextricably linked in real life evaluations of attractiveness. In an account of 

their method of preparing stimulus photographs for a study that examined the relative 

attractiveness of brides and grooms, Stevens, Owens, and Schaefer (1990) do allude to 

the inextricable relationship between weight and facial attractiveness. They note in a 

footnote that, while their approach focused on the face, body weight is visible to a certain 

extent in the face and therefore influenced the relative attractiveness of each stimulus 

photograph. However, they do not consider facial attractiveness and body weight 

separately in their conclusion that people tend to marry similarly attractive people 

(Stevens, Owens, and Schaefer, 1990).  

Because this study seeks to explore the experiences of women who are identified 

as being more attractive than most other women, for these purposes it is not important to 

draw theoretical distinctions between facial attractiveness and body size/shape 

attractiveness. Rather, this study is best served by an overarching, general definition of 

beauty that includes thinness. Drawing a sample of currently employed or agency-

represented models serves this purpose as well. Therefore, women who are represented 
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by a modeling agency and/or who have been paid for modeling work are a suitable 

population for this study because they are assumed to meet, and simultaneously define, 

contemporary US standards of beauty.  

Assumption 2: No researcher of the human experience can possibly detach her 

own experiences from her work. My interest in this subject comes from being a relatively 

attractive, tall, thin White woman and being told throughout my life that my body and 

appearance is essentially acceptable by social standards. I think of myself as an attractive 

woman, and I am curious about the experiences of other attractive women. Therefore, I 

inevitably bring my own assumptions, biases, and experiences to bear on this research 

topic.  

Definitions of Terms 

Throughout this project, terms are used as follows: 

Beauty: The culturally defined characteristics of visible attractiveness in the 

mainstream contemporary United States; the widely understood definition of preferred 

physical appearance. In Foucauldian terms, the successful embodiment of beauty 

discourse, as discussed above. Synonyms include “beautiful,” “physically attractive,” and 

“attractive.”  

Physical appearance: The visible attributes/characteristics of a human being, 

including the results of appearance management; often used in the context of how 

“attractive” a person appears.  

Appearance management: Doing things that alter (and, usually, enhance) one’s 

visible characteristics. This includes makeup, clothing, exercise, teeth whitening, body 

hair removal, hair styling, etc.  

Employment: A position in which work is performed in exchange for financial 

compensation.  

Occupation: What one does with one’s life in a given period; a person’s role in 

the world in a general sense, including employment but also inclusive of homemaking, 

parenting, volunteering, being a student, and so on.  

Family: Individuals related to a person by blood, marriage, adoption, and/or 

choice; the individuals that a person considers as her/his family. 
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Romantic relationships: Relationships of an intimate nature, such as dating 

partners, life partners, boy/girlfriends, significant others, and/or spouses.  

Interpersonal relationships: The relationship between any two people who know 

each other outside of their public interactions, such as friends and co-workers.  

Public interactions: Any contact with people with whom we do not have a 

relationship, such as the barista at our regular coffee shop or passers-by on the street.  

Gender: The creation of categories of biological sex through historical and 

political processes, the meanings assigned by a culture to those categories, and the 

definition and performance of “appropriate” roles for each.  

Race: Socially and politically defined categories of visible biological variation.  

Class: Also referred to as socioeconomic class or social class, this term refers to 

the cultural category in which an individual is placed based on a variety of factors 

including her own and her family’s economic status, education level, lifestyle norms and 

expectations, and social/political influence.  

Ability: The extent to which an individual meets current cultural expectations for 

“full” or “normal” ability to perform life tasks and interact with the world independently.  

Sexual identity: A self-defined description of sexual interest, often (but not 

necessarily) based on the gender of persons to whom one is sexually attracted.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, the theoretical and existing research foundations of this study will 

be described. The theoretical foundation includes concepts from Foucault, postmodern 

feminist applications of them, and postmodern feminist theoretical understandings of 

identity. The existing research foundation includes scholarly work that relates to 

attractiveness. The definition/s of “beauty” that are used in extant research will be 

reported, “beauty” will be considered from the perspective of my theoretical framework, 

and an understanding of “beauty” which combines these perspectives and establishes 

models as a practical research population will be developed. Then, terms that are used in 

existing scholarship to describe the relationship between “beauty” and access to power 

will be discussed and extant research on the perception and treatment of individuals who 

are “attractive” and less “attractive” will be summarized. Finally, limitations of extant 

research will be discussed.  

Theoretical Framework 

The purpose of this research project is to investigate “beauty” and the lived 

experiences of “beautiful” women from a postmodern feminist perspective. This 

perspective questions the notion that truths, ideas, and identities are (or can be considered 

to be) fixed and develops new ways to think about power. Postmodern styles of inquiry 

critique the “fundamental assumptions of modern social thought” in order to look for 

ways that power has created and structured realities and truths via fundamentally social 

means of “language and discourse” (Mann, 2012, p. 213). Discourses are productions of 

power which “regulate the behavior of individuals in the social body” (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 

133). Knowledge is understood as a function of power; through various strategies, 

including discourses, power manufactures “subjects and identities” (Mann, 2012, p. 222). 

These subjects and their identities, then, are understood as effects of power; they are 

created by and within historically and culturally specific contexts (Mann, 2012).  

In this project, I explore how discourses of beauty and modeling shape “beautiful” 

women’s bodies and lives; how it constructs them and makes them real. I describe some 

of the “practices by which” they are “led to focus their attention on themselves” in order 

to come to an understanding of themselves as “beautiful” women subjects (Foucault, 
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1985, p. 5). I explore how power operates to construct and reify beauty discourse; the 

forms it takes and the strategies it employs. I seek to understand how “beautiful” women 

are an effect of these various forms and methods and instances of power; to identify what 

is hidden in the process. I investigate the ways in which knowledge is incorporated by 

power in “beautiful” women’s experiences; how it shapes their ethical choices and the 

subjects they then become. Through this process—this experience, in Foucault’s terms—I 

hope to make visible the identity of the “beautiful” woman in a new way; one that opens 

it up to new forms of scrutiny and perhaps has liberatory value (Foucault, 2000a, p. 239). 

I draw upon the work of Sandra Lee Bartky, Judith Butler, and Michel Foucault as 

foundational texts, with Susan Archer Mann, Clare O’Farrell, and Ladelle McWhorter, 

among many others, providing invaluable theoretical and interpretational support. What 

follows is a theoretical framework that undergirds and guides my inquiry.  

Experience 

In the course of his career, Foucault comes to define experience as the intersection 

of knowledge, power, and subjectivation. It is the process by which human beings are 

constituted (via thought) in three “fundamental domains, or axes”—knowledge, power, 

and relation to the self (O’Leary, 2008, p. 13). An understanding of experience can be 

reached by an analysis of practices (O’Leary, 2008, p. 13). Experiences are individual, 

and while they may be shared socially and culturally, they do not escape from the 

requirement that they are products of thought; in other words, they are fictions (Foucault, 

1984, p. 335).  

Knowledge 

Foucault defines knowledge as a “domain of recognitions” (1984, p. 336) that is 

“shaped and organised by exercises of power [sic]” (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 87). In other 

words, knowledge is both a production and a tool of power (Foucault, 1979); “no form of 

knowledge emerges independently of complex networks of power and … the exercise of 

power produces certain types of knowledge” (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 101). Knowledge exists 

symbiotically with language; knowledge relies upon language to interpret things and 
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bring them forth (Foucault, 1994). In other words, we can only know anything in the 

form of language.  

Discourses  

Discourses—manifestations of power—are conceptual entities that are created 

and sustained by the act of defining them (Mann, 2012). Discourses do not appear in a 

vacuum, nor do they come into being fully formed. The process of something being “put 

into discourse” describes the way in which ideas about it are exchanged in a society; the 

shared social knowledge of a thing simultaneously calls the thing into being (Foucault, 

1980b, p. 11). In other words, the thing does not exist outside of or separately from the 

society’s definition of it.  

Discourses are often obscured, even invisible; they are identified as one seeks to 

“account for the fact that [something] is spoken about, to discover who does the speaking, 

the positions and viewpoints from which they speak, the institutions which prompt people 

to speak about it and which store and distribute the things that are said” (Foucault, 1980b, 

p. 11). The articulation of a given discourse in this manner makes the discourse visible 

and makes it possible to identify how power is implicated in the deployment of the 

discourse.  

“Beauty” clearly qualifies as a discourse; it is a bodily performance that is created 

by and embedded within institutions and practices, it is invisible to those who participate 

in it, and it enlists the help of other discourses in remaining hidden (Foucault, 1980b). 

One of the defining characteristics of discourses given by Foucault is their invisibility. 

The invisibility of beauty discourses within the cultures that create them has been noted 

by feminist scholarship, even when it has not been identified in those terms. For example, 

Bonnie Adrian (2003) notes that Taiwanese brides have difficulty explaining the practice 

of bridal photography, in which completely unreal images of brides in bridal finery are 

created, because it is so obvious to them. Rebecca Popenoe (2004) identifies a similar 

phenomenon among Azawagh Arab women in Niger, who believe that extreme fatness is 

self-evidently beautiful. In both of these examples, beauty discourses are so thoroughly 

embedded in the societies that create them that the discourses themselves are hidden.  
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Beauty discourse obscures its origins as a discourse by enlisting the help of other 

discourses. Just as gender discourse draws on science, beauty discourse draws on 

scientific assessments (of facial symmetry, for example) and conflates performance and 

discipline with anatomy (such as defining women’s bodies as bodies that lack underarm 

hair). A woman’s “motility, spontaneity, posture, gait, [and] the uses to which she can put 

her body” are all coerced into the required forms by the various tactics of beauty 

discourse (Dworkin, 1974: 113–14, quoted in Bordo, 1999, p. 247). Discourses of 

femininity and of beauty are closely intertwined as “interlocking patterns of compulsion” 

which occur simultaneously; femininity cannot be achieved without at least attempting to 

achieve beauty and beauty cannot be achieved without successfully performing 

femininity (Pauly Morgan, 2003, p. 168). Other discourses come into play as well; 

discourses of race, social class, ability, and sexual identity (among others) contribute to 

and complicate the performance and definition of both “beauty” and femininity.  

As Butler (2006) says of gender, beauty is “an effect, an object of genealogical 

investigation that maps out the political parameters of its construction.” (p. 45, emphasis 

hers). Like gender, I argue that beauty is “an ongoing discursive practice” that “is open to 

intervention and resignification.” (Butler, 2006, p. 45). Like gender, beauty may seem to 

“congeal into the most reified forms” but “the “congealing” is itself an insistent and 

insidious practice, sustained and regulated by various social means” (Butler, 2006, p. 45). 

I seek to describe that practice and identify some of the social means by which it is 

sustained and regulated.  

Just as one becomes a woman as a result of and simultaneously with one’s 

participation in processes of gender (Butler 1990, p. 45), becoming a “beautiful” woman 

subject is an enactment of a discourse that defines itself during the process of its 

enactment. As Dworkin points out, the discourse of beauty describes and defines “in 

precise terms the relationship that an individual will have to her own body” (1974: 113–

14, quoted in Bordo, 1999, p. 247). It is impossible to discuss a woman’s “beauty” 

without simultaneously contributing to—helping to define and reify—discourses of 

beauty. Just as “there is no reference to a pure body which is not at the same time a 

further formation of that body” (Butler, 1999, p. 240), it is impossible to discuss or define 
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“beauty” without continuing to define it and shaping its definition. Because discourses 

are mechanisms that inform the entirety of a given society of their qualifications and 

restrictions (in that the society has itself created and reified them), achieving subject 

identity as “beautiful” can be described as the effective performance of beauty discourse. 

A woman identified as a “beautiful” subject, then, effectively embodies beauty discourse; 

a woman is “beautiful” whose face, body, and behaviors adequately enact the 

requirements of, perform, and define beauty discourse.  

Butler asks “What other foundational categories of identity … can be shown as 

productions that create the effect of the natural, the original, and the inevitable?” (2006, 

p. xxxi). My work reveals “beautiful” woman as a category of identity that is one such 

production. Beauty creates the effect of being natural; participants say things like we’re 

just naturally this thin, we just happen to have these features, we just happened to be able 

to do modeling. Beauty creates the effect of being original; participants say that science 

says we are, they invoke discourses of symmetry, evolutionary markers of fitness. Beauty 

creates the effect of being inevitable; participants say they achieved the identity of 

“beautiful woman” when they grew into their features and when they discovered that 

being weirdly tall and thin turned out to be a good thing.  

Power 

Power, or “the relation to rules” (Foucault, 1984, p. 337) is one of Foucault’s 

domains of experience. Rather than being something that can be possessed or owned, 

power “is a relation between different individuals and groups and only exists when it is 

being exercised” (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 99, emphasis in original). Power takes a “capillary 

form” in order to become an integral part of individuals’ “actions and attitudes, their 

discourses, learning processes and everyday lives” (Foucault, 1980c, p. 39). Instead of 

acting simply as an oppressive force, power creates knowledge; it “produces the regimes 

of truth, difference, and normalcy by which we construct our identities” (Mann, 2012, p. 

223), as well as producing the “particular types of behaviours [sic]” of everyday life 

(O’Farrell, 2005, p. 101).  

Foucault understands discourses as being simultaneously shaped and enforced, 

not by some sort of top-down ruler or organized authority, but by a complex network of 
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power, in the form of “force relations.” These “force relations” interact with each other in 

a systematic manner and are “embodied in the state apparatus, in the formation of the 

law, [and] in the various social hegemonies” (1980b, p. 92–93). Complex mechanisms of 

social institutions express power to shape and conceal discourses; the invisible system of 

force relations is embedded in various institutions, which then exert power in turn.  

Power is both visible in and served by discourses of beauty that define who is 

beautiful; beauty discourse “scientifically categorize[s] and delineate[s] the differences 

between bodies” in determining who is and who is not beautiful (Mann, 2012, p. 222). 

Discourses are “more fluid form[s] of power” which come “from everywhere and 

nowhere” (Mann, 2012, p. 223). Power, therefore, constructs beauty discourse, which 

acts in various ways to create, shape, and control its subjects. In the modeling industry, 

this occurs in highly specific ways. Individuals are simultaneously “effects of power” and 

the “elements” of the “articulation” of power (Trombadori, 1991, p. 19).  

Postmodernist feminist scholars have used Foucault’s conception of power and 

resistance as “dispersed and multidirectional” to problematize and disrupt modern 

feminist understandings of power as repressive, binary, and hierarchical (Mann, 2012, p. 

221). This makes possible a more nuanced framework for understanding social relations, 

in which “we must think instead of the network of practices, institutions, and 

technologies that sustain positions of dominance and subordination” (Bordo, 1989, p. 15). 

This is a shift away from simpler feminist models of power in which people in higher-

status categories hold power while those in lower-status categories do not. Instead of 

being defined as a top-down, hierarchal phenomenon, power can now be understood as 

something that can be expressed by and toward individuals who occupy any social 

position. Power in this sense is a tool of dominance, embedded in society in ways that 

help to sustain it, rather than a tool used by individuals to maintain their own dominance.  

Women who participate in the performance of femininity are therefore drawn into 

“collusion with forces that sustain [their] own oppression” (Bordo, 1989, p. 15). Even 

though women are not overtly forced to participate, the actual enforcing authority is 

“everywhere and it is nowhere; the disciplinarian is everyone and yet no one in 

particular” (Bartky, 2003, p. 36). Further complicating the issue, women may experience 
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a sensation of power that follows from successfully achieving feminine norms, although 

this power is fundamentally limited and limiting in reality because of its association with 

femaleness (Bartky, 2003). At the same time, embodying femininity may allow women to 

resist or subvert masculine-dominated spaces by exerting power that they would not 

otherwise have had access to (Bordo, 1999, p. 254).  

The discourse of beauty can be understood as one of the “diffuse and microlevel 

powers that operate in everyday life” (Mann, 2012, p. 223). Beauty discourse serves as a 

means for (some) women to exercise power. Given that power is “a relation between 

different individuals and groups and only exists when it is being exercised,” it follows 

that “beautiful” women are constructed as beautiful women when they are recognized as 

embodying beauty discourse—for the purposes of this study, this is defined as occurring 

when they are represented, hired, or identified as models (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 99, 

emphasis in original). Women who represent “beauty” in a given context are able to 

exercise power towards women who less adequately embody beauty discourse, and 

occasionally towards some men. As in each axis along which some people are considered 

acceptable and others not, more attractive women tend to experience “social approbation 

while the abnormal [the less, or not, “beautiful”] often are targets for exclusion, 

improvement, or correction” (Mann, 2012, p. 223).  

Resistance 

From a Foucauldian perspective, social power and resistance are simultaneously 

co-occurring, mutually definitive concepts, a “network of intersecting practices and 

discourses, an interplay of non-egalitarian, shifting power relations. Individuals and 

groups do not possess power but rather occupy various and shifting positions in this 

network of relations—positions of power and resistance.” (Sawicki, 1999, p. 191). 

Resistance and power are understood to define each other, as power in this model exists 

only in relation to resistance and vice versa. Power is multifaceted, complex, and can 

come from any direction. Rather than being inherent to or held by any given individual or 

status, power is instead “exercised rather than possessed” as an “overall effect of its 

strategic positions” and something that is “transmitted by … and through” individuals 

rather than being acted upon them (Foucault, 1979, p. 26–27). In other words, a given 



16 

 

individual is not necessarily thought of as being always powerful, but instead is thought 

of as being able to exert power in certain situations. Instead of always being top-down, 

power is diffuse, with individuals expressing power in different ways depending on their 

locations within institutions. Power is “a relation between different individuals and 

groups and only exists when it is being exercised” (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 99). Similarly, 

resistance to power can exist or be enacted in any direction and by anyone. Resistance, 

like power, exists in a multitude of ever-shifting forms and locations: a “swarm of points 

of resistance traverses social stratifications and individual unities” (Foucault, 1980b, p. 

96).  

The notion of resistance fills a theoretical gap in previous feminist analyses that 

did not include a mechanism for women to act in opposition to oppressive forces. 

Postmodern feminists have used the concept of resistance to explain aspects of women’s 

experiences in new ways. For example, anorexia, which is often seen as a pathological 

state, can be interpreted instead as a form of resistance against feminine bodily norms. 

Bordo (1989) calls anorexia an unconscious “indictment of a culture that disdains and 

suppresses women’s hunger” (p. 20).  

On the other hand, while acknowledging the potential for subversion and exercise 

of power, feminist theorists warn against placing too much value on the potential for 

women to express power, as a state of false consciousness may exist; the power that is 

experienced by a woman who places her body under the control of harmful bodily 

discourses, such as the example of women with anorexia, is “deeply and dangerously 

illusory” (Bordo, 1989, p. 24). Bordo emphasizes that, while it is meaningful to discuss 

the potential for women to protest patriarchy, their resistance often remains 

“counterproductive [and] tragically self-defeating” in the context of a culture in which a 

woman rendered silent through starvation is ideal (1989, p. 20).  

Given that power in this theoretical approach follows from the adequate 

performance of beauty discourse, resistance in the context of beauty can be identified in 

the refusal to participate in beauty norms. This refusal can be deliberate (when a woman 

refuses to apply makeup) or unavoidable (when a woman’s body does not meet the 

current acceptable size and shape requirements of beauty discourse). An individual’s 
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refusal to participate in beauty discourse, however, does not necessarily empower; rather, 

refusing to participate in beauty norms often serves only to strengthen them. Just as 

Foucault identifies the lowest of several hierarchized classes of French pupils as existing 

primarily to serve as a deterrent to those in the higher classes, the existence of women 

who do not meet the requirements of beauty discourse serves as a deterrent to 

noncompliance for other women (1979, p. 182).  

Strategies of Power 

Power deploys a variety of strategies in order to maintain itself. These 

mechanisms are often concealed, and include normativities and the intermediaries which 

communicate them, surveillance, the panopticon, the confession, and disciplinary 

practices of the body.  

Normativities 

The process of power includes normativities, or normative systems, which appear 

by way of various intermediaries, such as social institutions, and which operate to control 

human behavior (Foucault, 1984, p. 336). Normative systems can operate in individual 

lives through intermediary processes or authorities. While women are not explicitly 

forced to comply with the performance of “beauty” by a specifically empowered 

authority figure, women are nonetheless compelled to participate in beauty discourse by a 

network of subtle forces; they operate within a vast network of knowledge of what beauty 

is, how to achieve it, and who already embodies it. This “domain of knowledge” of 

beauty includes “truth games” by which models recognize themselves as beautiful. 

Enormous beauty and media industries are eager to provide such improvements and 

corrections to women whose “beauty” does not measure up. Beauty discourse is held in 

place by a wide range of normative systems (normativities, or mechanisms of power that 

operate to define models as “beautiful”) which are disseminated by a wide range of 

intermediaries (fashion magazines, television, movies, and so on) and have a great deal of 

influence on the way women participate in beauty discourse (Bartky, 2003).  

Surveillance 

Foucault uses the concept of surveillance to help explain subjects’ acquiescence 

to a power structure that is not explicitly imposed. Surveillance is a tool of power; it is 
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the real or imagined observation of an individual by an authority figure or force. 

Surveillance is one of the mechanisms by which power manifests itself. Not knowing if 

they are being watched, but aware that they are always subject to being seen, individuals 

experience a “constant and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of 

power” (1979, p. 201). Those watching, and thus exercising power, can be anyone; this 

“machine” of power can be operated by “[a]ny individual, taken almost at random” as 

long as those under observation know that they are subject to being watched (Foucault, 

1979, p. 202). Fear of surveillance encourages individuals to comply with bodily 

discourse norms and disciplinary practices. 

Women expertly police their own compliance with the requirements of feminine 

discourse (Bartky, 1990); constant attention to the details of clothing, makeup, and diet 

effects in them a state of “relentless self-surveillance” (p. 416). Feminine discourse is 

conveyed by a wide variety of institutional influences, such as teachers, parents, and the 

media. Participation in bodily discipline is not necessarily externally coerced, but stems 

from the creation of the desire, within each individual, to comply with gender norms, to 

perform femininity adequately, and to meet cultural standards of womanhood (Sawicki, 

1999).  

Surveillance is useful in describing and explaining the continued participation of 

women in the disciplinary practices of beauty despite the drawbacks of expense, 

inconvenience, potentially harmful “beauty” products, and pain. The successful 

performance of “beauty” requires a great deal of self-conscious attention to dress and the 

body and an acute awareness of the requirements of beauty discourse. This individual 

self-surveillance is part of the complex “machinery” of power identified by Foucault 

(1979, p. 202). Women’s participation in beauty discourse is subject to being judged by 

anyone; according to Foucault, anyone can exercise the powerful gaze of the omnipresent 

observer (1979). Institutions, such as media and the beauty industry (among many others) 

relentlessly encourage women to remain in a constant state of high alert regarding their 

appearance and are representative authorities of beauty discourse.  
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Panopticon 

The panopticon is a metaphor for power based on Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon 

prison design (Mann, 2012). The Panopticon is designed so that multiple inmates are 

within view of a single observation point, and are never quite sure when they are being 

watched by the (unseen) observer. The result is that everyone polices their behavior 

constantly (which allows power to function unimpeded). Foucault and others apply the 

panopticon metaphor to explain various phenomena in which people behave in service to 

power without being forced to (or even really told to).  

The Panopticon is applicable to the consideration of “beauty”; as Bartky (2003) 

applies it to femininity and beauty, women are constantly aware of the extent to which 

they are meeting or failing to meet the expectations of femininity—and male approval. 

Bartky identifies the metaphorical person at the center of the Panopticon as a “panoptical 

male connoisseur [who] resides within the consciousness of most women: They stand 

perpetually before his gaze and under his judgment” (p. 34). In response, women are 

vigilant about their participation in beauty practices.  

Confession 

Confession is a technique of power that draws out information from individuals 

about the extent to which they are following—or failing to follow—the dictates of 

discourses (Mann, 2012). Despite social pressure to comply, many individuals do not or 

cannot sufficiently follow all of the dictates of discourse norms and disciplinary 

practices. Confession acts as a “ritual of discourse” in which one’s failure to comply is 

voluntarily confessed to an authority figure in order to be exonerated. The ritual requires 

that one’s non-fulfillment of the norms of a given discourse are reported to someone else 

who serves as “the authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, 

and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile” (Foucault, 

1980b, p. 61–62). Confession also serves as a mechanism of power; confessions are not 

made by those who are currently in a position to wield power, but are required of lower 

status individuals. Power is located in the role of listener or receiver of confessions, 

rather than the role of confessor (Foucault, 1980, p. 62). It follows, then, that women who 

find themselves in a place of noncompliance with the requirements of femininity or of 
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“beauty” would seek to participate in some form of confession, in order to explain their 

failure to meet the required standards and seek absolution.  

Subjectivation 

Another axis of experience is subjectivation, or the relationship of an individual to 

herself. Subjectivation refers to the iterative process by which human subjects are 

brought into being—brought into a recognition of themselves of subjects (Foucault, 1984, 

p. 334). Broadly speaking, subjects are individuals who have become “able to choose 

courses of action” (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 110). By making these choices, individuals 

construct, for themselves, ethical relationships with themselves (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 114). 

Subjectivation occurs in part through techniques of the self and games of truth. 

Foucault uses Nietzsche’s idea that “self-knowledge, particularly in the form of moral 

consciousness, is a strategy and effect of power whereby one internalizes social control” 

(Best and Kellner, 1991, p. 10). We use language and thought to represent ourselves to 

ourselves, to make our worlds real, at the same time that we are establishing what we 

know about them (Foucault, 1994, p. 352). Games, or practices, of truth operate during 

the process of subjectivation (Foucault, 1985, p. 6). Foucault strove to identify and 

analyze the “games of truth and error” that define what “can and must be thought” 

(Foucault, 1985, p. 6–7). People come into being as a result of their participation in these 

games and practices. In other words, these practices are the things people do, how they do 

them, and why they do them, “including the languages and forms of action in which they 

are woven and … the relations of power that govern to some extent the conduct of the 

participants” (Tully, 1999, p. 166).  

Techniques of the self (or “arts of existence”) are the “intentional and voluntary 

actions” that are undertaken by individuals “to transform themselves ... and to make their 

life into an oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic criteria” 

(Foucault, 1980b, p. 10–11). These techniques are often invisible, and are often linked to 

techniques for controlling others. They can also be materially real; subjects are 

constituted via “historically analyzable practices” (Foucault, 1984b, p. 369).  
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Disciplinary practices 

One form of techniques of the self are disciplinary practices, which is the 

mechanism by which socially acceptable bodies are created. Foucault identifies the 

“disciplining” of the body as an important method of maintaining social order. Bodily 

discipline operates by creating behavioral norms that individuals follow while at the same 

time being led to believe that they are doing so of their own volition (1979). Disciplinary 

practices are a “policy of coercions that act upon the body, a calculated manipulation of 

its elements, its gestures, its behavior” (Foucault, 1979, p. 138). These practices identify 

“each of the relations that the body must have with the object that it manipulates” that, in 

effect, make the body into a machine (Foucault, 1979, p. 152–53).  

Disciplinary practices operate “by creating desires, attaching individuals to 

specific identities, and establishing norms against which individuals and their behaviors 

and their bodies are judged and against which they police themselves” (Sawicki, 1999, 

pp. 190–91). Rewards, in the form of social approbation, are also provided to individuals 

who comply (Foucault, 1979, p. 180). In other words, people subject their bodies to 

disciplinary practices because they believe that they want to and they understand, even if 

subconsciously, that doing so will make them socially acceptable. 

The disciplinary practices that contribute to the enactment of discourses create 

and require “subjected and practiced bodies, ‘docile’ bodies” (Foucault 1979, p. 138). 

Properly docile bodies “may be subjected, used, transformed and improved” because they 

do not (or cannot) resist the cultural forces acting upon them (Foucault, 1979, p. 136). By 

calling into being bodies that are sufficiently self-controlled, social order is achieved. 

A specific type of “docile” body is a prerequisite for the performance of 

femininity, with its complex methods of constructing bodies on which “inferior status has 

been inscribed” (Bartky, 1990, p. 410). As Young (1980) discusses, the bodies of women 

perform “a general feminine style of body comportment and movement” which is 

characterized by timidity, closeness, and restraint (p. 144). Successful performance of 

femininity requires adherence to a wide range of bodily disciplines that bring women’s 

bodies into being and keep them within acceptable norms. As she grows into femininity, 

a girl “takes herself up as fragile” (Young, 1980, p. 153). Diet, exercise, restraint in 
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physical movement, the expression of deference by face and body, gracefulness, 

modesty, and the performance of a measured amount of sexiness are examples (Bartky, 

2003). By designating women’s bodies in this way, a social order in which women are of 

secondary importance is achieved (Bartky, 2003).  

While femininity requires a properly conforming docile body, beauty requires an 

even more specifically regulated version of the feminine body. Many and varied 

disciplinary practices relating to acceptable parameters of “beautiful” hair, makeup, nails, 

clothing, scent, and so on are prescribed for women (Wolf, 1991). This is analogous to 

examples given by Foucault of the disciplinary relationship between the body and the 

manipulated object. For example, in the early 20th Century, French pupils were given 

incredibly detailed instructions for handwriting and rifle handling, which are similar to 

the way that detailed makeup and grooming instructions are given to modern women who 

seek to achieve “beauty” (Foucault, 1979).  

Identity 

Central to postmodern theory is the idea that “identity is a construct of language, 

discourse, and cultural practices” (Mann, 2012, p. 215, emphasis hers). Judith Butler’s 

groundbreaking theoretical work on the performativity and fictivity of bodies and 

identities is an important starting point. Butler (1993) argues that the effects of discourse 

constitute us; sex is one of many norms that are “part of a regulatory practice that 

produces the bodies it governs” (p. 1). Therefore, identities (such as “sex”) are not a 

“simple fact or static condition of a body, but a process” (p. 2). The treatment of “the 

materiality” of an identity “as a given presupposes and consolidates the normative 

conditions of its own emergence” (p. 10). Identities, such as gender, binary sex, and the 

body, are “foundational categories … can be shown as productions that create the effect 

of the natural, the original, and the inevitable” (2006, p. xxxi, emphases mine). In other 

words, saying that something exists assumes that it exists and is what causes—makes it 

possible for—it to exist. 

Butler describes subjects as created via processes, which disguise themselves 

even as they operate; subjects are therefore “cultural fictions” (2006, p. 190). Bodily 

experience is organized by discourses that are embedded within social, political, and 
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historical institutions and practices (Bordo, 1999). These discourses “scientifically 

categorized and delineated the differences between bodies” along axes of “normal” race, 

sex, ability, and so on (Mann, 2012, p. 222). These discourses are performed by and 

ascribed to individuals who understand themselves or are understood by others as being 

in various categories; the body is both the “target” and the “vehicle” of gender expression 

and the expression of other identity categories (Gatens, 1999, p. 230). Discourses of race, 

gender, ability, and sexual identity (for example) interact with each other in myriad ways 

to construct each individual’s body.  

Butler (2006) explains that gender is a performance of a suite of characteristics 

that, taken together, are understood as constituting “gender” (p. 185). Gender is 

“produced as the truth effects of a discourse” of identity (p. 186). Gender discourse 

identifies bodies with “female” characteristics as female “as if it were a natural or 

necessary property takes place within a normative framework in which the assignment of 

femininity to femaleness is one mechanism for the production of gender itself” (Butler, 

2004, p. 10). Feminine bodies are identified as the products of discourses that are 

interpreted by individuals through various powerful filters of social control by Bordo, 

Bartky, Butler, and Mann, among others. Feminine discourse allows the “sedimentation 

of gender norms” into coherent and seemingly concrete “social fictions” about what it 

means to be a woman (Butler, 1993, p. 420). This “illusion of an abiding gendered self” 

is accepted and perpetuated by individuals who experience it as a reality (Butler 1997, p. 

419). Femininity is a “performative accomplishment compelled by social sanction and 

taboo” (Butler 1997, p. 240). As with all discourses, femininity creates itself at the same 

time that it creates gendered bodies. Regardless of their intention to participate, their 

desire to participate, or their awareness of their participation, the concept of femininity is 

called into being by the individuals it defines as feminine.  

Discourses of various categories of identity (such as race and gender) intersect to 

create bodies as products—in other words, bodies are created by and within discourses. 

The category of “sex,” for example, creates discourses of “sex” that also police the 

concept of “sex” as a process of regulatory ideals and practices (Foucault, 1980b, Butler, 

1999, p. 235). The process of bodies becoming sexed as “female” or “male” involves the 
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overlapping of multiple discourses of science, gender identity, behavior, appearance, and 

disciplinary practices (among many others). Sex is an “artificial unity” of anatomy, 

biology, behaviors, and experiences, which appears to be a natural fact but which 

manages to successfully hide its origins as a cultural construct (Foucault, 1980, p 154). 

Scientific definitions of certain biological characteristics help to create categories of 

“normal” femaleness and “normal” maleness, with a (historically relatively recent) third 

category of “intersex” (Butler, 2004). Therefore, bodies are only “female” or “male” as a 

result of the cultural and historical definitions of them as such (Gatens, 1999, p. 230). 

Because it is impossible to think about one’s body without thinking about it through the 

lens of these regulatory norms—norms which act as “one of the great instruments of 

power” (Foucault, 1979, p. 184)—bodies come to be known as either “female” or “male” 

(or possibly “intersex”) (Butler, 1993, p 236). When sex is understood as a product of a 

discourse, it becomes impossible to think of the body as a separate—or separable—

entity; rather, the body itself is an inseparable aspect of the discourse that calls it into 

being (Butler, 1999, p. 236).  

Individuals achieve subject status when people identify them as such; (in 

Althusser’s terms, “hailing” and “interpellation”) in other words, calling women 

“beautiful” is “formative, if not performative, precisely because it initiates the individual 

into the subjected status of the subject” (Butler, 1993, p. 122). The “beautiful” woman 

subject “cannot extract itself from the historicity of that chain or raise itself up and 

confront that chain” (Butler, 1993, p. 122). So, when participants say they’re not 

beautiful, or that they’re not sure that they’re beautiful, or that they don’t always feel 

beautiful, they’re drawing on their identification as “beautiful” to oppose that label, and 

that’s their so-called agency, but when they do that they’re “implicated in the very 

relations of power that [they seek] to oppose” (p. 123).  

Discipline of women’s bodies 

Sandra Lee Bartky’s (2003) work on the disciplining of women’s bodies is 

another important basis of my research. She seeks to identify that which is hidden 

beneath the surface of feminine bodily practice; her exploration deciphers the meanings 

of daily feminine activities when viewed through a postmodern and feminist lens. She 
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shows how the many and varied rituals of femininity performed by individuals shape the 

beings that women become, and how those beings are therefore created into an inferior 

status (p. 33). 

These rituals or activities are not formally mandated; no supreme ruler makes us 

comply (p. 36). Many intermediaries, such as the media and other women, participate in 

making sure women know what the expectations are, but none quite have the authority to 

compel; no formal authority is needed because we do it to ourselves. We choose to 

transform ourselves into “women” because we know that we will face sanctions if we do 

not (p. 38). In order to retain approval from men, Barky continues, women internalize the 

requirements of femininity and collude in the production of themselves as feminine 

subjects. As Foucault points out, modern society is able to exercise particularly specific 

and ever “finer control of the body’s time and of its movements” (Foucault, 1980, p. 151; 

cited in Bartky, 2003, p. 40). As direct control over women has waned throughout recent 

decades, Bartky argues, power adopted more insidious methods; it has become even more 

effective at constituting subjects. It no longer needs direct contact with its constituents; 

instead, they police themselves. Women’s bodies became the focus of their own 

surveillance; as they internalized the requirement of external performance, women 

assumed a “state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 

functioning of power” (Foucault 1979, p. 201, cited in Bartky, 2003, p. 42).  

Butler (1993) identifies the category of sex as a “regulatory ideal” (in Foucault’s 

terminology) which “not only functions as a norm, but is part of a regulatory practice that 

produces the bodies it governs, that is, whose regulatory force is made clear as a kind of 

productive power, the power to produce—demarcate, circulate, differentiate—the bodies 

it controls (Butler, 1993, p. 1). I add “beauty” as another category that does this. 

Substituting “beauty” for “sex,” then, beauty is “an ideal construct which is forcibly 

materialized through time. It is not a simple fact or static condition of a body, but a 

process whereby regulatory norms materialize [beauty] and achieve this materialization 

through a forcible reiteration of these norms” (Butler, 1993, p. 1–2).  

Bartky (2003) acknowledges the existence of space for resistance and suggesting 

that liberation for women must begin by learning “to read the cultural messages we 
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inscribe upon [our own bodies] daily” (p. 44). This research project aims to make more of 

this re-reading possible by making visible the ways that “beauty” and “modeling” 

discourses operate to effect the identities of “beautiful” women.  

Butler (1993) uses drag balls (drag performance competitions) as an example of 

how normalized ideals—which are often taken for granted as real—are in fact fictions; 

performing the suite of characteristics that are taken as “feminine” demonstrates the 

fundamental fictivity of that identity. Performativity requires “iterability, a regularized 

and constrained repetition of norms;” in other words, performance of identity is “a 

ritualized production” of that identity (1993, p. 95). The modeling industry serves a 

similar purpose to drag balls; by revealing the suite of characteristics that together are 

taken as “beautiful,” my research indicates the fundamental fictivity of “beauty.” Like 

drag does with gender, modeling acts to “dramatize the signifying gestures through which 

[beauty] itself is established” (Butler, 2006, p. xxxi). Models participate in “performative 

acts that produce the body” as a beautiful one. (Butler, 2006, p. xxxi). In other words, 

describing what my participants do to display themselves as “beautiful” while 

participating in modeling work shows how “beauty” is a production and a performance. 

Summary of theoretical framework 

Using Foucault's power/knowledge/subjectivation framework of experience to 

interpret what my participants said allows me to critically re-describe “beauty” in a way 

that undercuts dominant descriptions of it, and makes visible the dominant discourse of 

“beauty.” To understand the experience of “beautiful” women subjects, I’m looking at the 

ways in which power, knowledge, and subjectivation operate in my participants’ lives; 

the act of describing these ways is an act of problematization, of redescribing them in 

ways that may have liberatory potential. In other words, identifying the ways in which 

power, knowledge, and subjectivation interact in the experiences of my participants has 

the effect of making “beauty” visible as a dominant discourse and is a prerequisite for 

liberation.  

This study does with beauty, in part, what Foucault did with sexuality; to consider 

it “as a historically singular form of experience” (1984, p. 333). This study seeks to 

examine and describe beauty as “a complex experience [that] is constituted from and 
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around certain forms of behavior” (1984, p. 333). Foucault’s three-part conception of 

experience as the convergence of knowledge (including “truth games”), power (including 

“normativities”), and subjectivity (including the ways in which we relate to ourselves) 

has a great deal of potential in helping make sense of the experience of being a beautiful 

woman.  

Beauty discourse relies upon a vast network of knowledge of what beauty is, how 

to achieve it, and who already embodies it. The “domain of knowledge” of beauty 

includes a wide range of strategies of power and truth games by which “beautiful” 

women subjects use in the process of recognizing themselves as beautiful. Beauty 

discourse is held in place by a wide range of normative systems (normativities, or 

mechanisms of power that operate to define models as “beautiful”) which are 

disseminated by a wide range of intermediaries (fashion magazines, television, movies, 

and so on) and have a great deal of influence on the way women participate in beauty 

discourse.  

An assortment of games of truth make it clear to women how successful their 

embodiment of beauty discourse is (and what they lack). The process by which beautiful 

women come to know themselves as beautiful women subjects relies upon the influence 

of beauty discourse. Women are bombarded with information about what they are 

supposed to be doing, and how to do it, in order to be beautiful. The conduct of beautiful 

women is governed by the relations of power that have to do with beauty discourse. 

Foucault identifies individuals as being simultaneously “effects of power” and the 

“elements” of the “articulation” of power—a process that is particularly applicable to 

beautiful women, who embody the articulation of power (Trombadori, 1991, p. 19). 

The process of becoming a beautiful woman subject (of coming to relate to 

oneself as a beautiful women) is a process in which one recognizes aspects of oneself 

within beauty discourse; beautiful women constitute themselves—bring themselves into 

being—by way of thought and beauty discourse. Beauty discourse employs a wide 

variety of mechanisms which Foucault refers to as “techniques of the self” or “arts of 

existence”; behaviors that women perform intentionally and (they believe) voluntarily in 

order to ensure that their bodily performance of beauty discourse “carries certain 
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aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic criteria” (1985, p. 10–11). In the construction 

and maintenance of women’s bodies, these materially real disciplinary practices include 

body hair removal, makeup, hairstyling, and dieting (Bartky, 2003). 

“Beauty” as defined in extant research 

A variety of terms for “beauty” as it relates to individual appearance are used in 

extant research. The term “beautiful” is used (for example, Aharon et al, 2001), but most 

researchers use variations on the terms “physically attractive/unattractive” and “physical 

attractiveness/unattractiveness,” with some use of qualifiers such as “very,” “average,” 

and “relatively” (for example, Luxen and Van de Vijver, 2006). “Beauty” is generally 

understood by researchers as a set of consistent and widely shared cultural ideals of 

physical appearance.  

In contemporary US culture, research indicates that there is a great deal of 

agreement between individuals about what constitutes “beauty” and how physically 

attractive a given individual is (Feingold, 1992). While individuals might have their own 

aesthetic preferences (such as in ideal romantic partners) for features such as curly or 

straight hair, or large or small breasts, a relatively consistent cultural definition of beauty 

is evident. The assumption that “beauty is defined by social consensus” (Feingold, 1992, 

p. 304), or that physical attractiveness is determined by groups of people who agree upon 

a shared definition, is the basis for much extant research.  

In a meta-analysis of over 900 studies in which they assessed the accuracy of the 

common maxim “beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” Langlois et al (2000) found that 

attractiveness ratings are consistent across age, ethnicity, and culture of raters; adults, 

children and infants from various cultures demonstrate agreement in facial appearance 

preferences. In other words, definitions of beauty are not unique to each individual, but 

are broadly understood, shared constructs. When individuals are asked to assess the 

attractiveness of other people, their assessments are remarkably consistent, with 

reliability scores above .80 (Hatfield and Sprecher, 1986, Johnson and MacEachern, 

2001, Andreoni and Petrie, 2008). Even children know what “beauty” is; in one study, 

when shown sets of paired photographs of children who had been identified by 

researchers as attractive and unattractive (based on the ratings of a panel of adult judges), 



29 

 

three to six year old subjects were asked to indicate the prettier or cuter child. Overall, the 

children successfully identified the more attractive child of each pair (Dion, 1973).  

Operational definitions of physical attractiveness in extant research reveal that 

scholars rely heavily on the assumption that people just know what “beauty” is. Some 

studies simply use researchers’ assessment of attractiveness (Försterling, Preikschas, and 

Agthe, 2007; Jackson and Huston, 1975; Ritter and Langlois, 1988), while others do not 

specify what criteria or methods were used to establish attractiveness (Campbell, Kliem, 

and Olson, 1986; Dion, Bersheid, and Walster, 1972; Rowatt, Cunningham, and Druen, 

1999). The majority of studies that describe the methods used to define “attractiveness” 

ask a panel of adults (often young white college students) to provide ratings of 

photographs of individuals (often other young white college students) on five, six, seven, 

nine, or ten-point Likert-type scales (for example, Agthe, Spörrle, and Försterling, 2008; 

Hamermesh and Biddle, 1994; Snyder, Tanke, and Berscheid, 1977; Dion, 1973). These 

results are used as a continuous variable (Bleske-Rechek and Lighthall, 2010; Kaighobadi 

and Shackelford, 2008) or sorted into categories using a variety of methods. In some 

studies, photos rated at the top and bottom of each scale are classified as high and low 

attractiveness and photos rated in the middle of the scale are presumably discarded 

(Agthe, Spörrle, and Försterling, 2008; Aharon et al, 2001; Cash, Gillen, and Burns, 

1977; Lemay et al, 2010; Luxen and Van de Vijver, 2006, Snyder, Tanke, and Berscheid, 

1977). In others, all of the photos are divided into three categories of high, 

average/middle, and low attractiveness (Agthe, Sporrle, and Maner, 2010; Andreoni and 

Petrie, 2008; Dermer and Thiel, 1975; Haas and Gregory, 2005; Hamermesh and Biddle, 

1994), or two categories of high and low attractiveness (Byrne, Ervin, and Lamberth, 

1970). Dion (1973) specifies only that the necessary number of stimulus photographs 

were selected from a “large number” of photographs (p. 184).  

Existing scholarship identifies a wide variety of ways in which physical 

attractiveness is defined via requirements within other social constructs, such as gender, 

race, age, social class, and body size. As noted below, the requirements of these social 

constructs intersect and overlap in many ways.  
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Gender  

Femininity is a necessary condition for attractiveness; in other words, for a 

woman to be “beautiful,” she must also be acceptably feminine. Femininity, 

simultaneously, requires that women attempt to be as “beautiful” as possible. Physical 

attractiveness for women has very different meanings than for men. While physical 

attractiveness is equally important to men and women (Langlois et al, 2000), the 

definitions of ideal physical attractiveness are highly gendered. Attractiveness is far more 

important to society’s construction of femininity than to masculinity; in other words, a 

man of less-than-average attractiveness can maintain his masculinity, whereas a woman 

of less-than-average attractiveness is defined as unfeminine (Wolf, 1991). Double 

standards of beauty for men and women contribute to widespread discrimination against 

women (Wolf, 1991). The ramifications of attractiveness on the successful performance 

of gender are very different for men and women; the embodiment of beauty “is an 

imperative for women and not for men” (Brownmiller, 1991, p. 12).  

Race 

In the US, beauty is a highly racialized construct; in other words, looking “white” 

is a defining element of “beauty.” Standards for women’s beauty in the US are 

fundamentally based on White characteristics; beauty for nonwhite women is largely 

defined as how closely they resemble white women in a variety of contexts. Hunter 

(2002) argues that for women of color, looking “White” is a major component of beauty. 

Fair skin, light eyes, smooth hair, narrow noses and lips, and slenderness are prized. 

Long, shiny, smooth hair that can be flipped in pursuit of male attention is an important 

and highly racialized aspect of beauty (Weitz, 2009). Nose size and shape must conform 

to white beauty standards as well. As Miya-Jervis points out, “prettier” noses are 

“whiter” noses in her Jewish community (2003, p. 279); attractiveness and whiteness are 

conflated.  

Age 

Youthfulness is a defining aspect of “beauty” with gendered ramifications. 

Looking young is part of the definition of attractiveness for both men and women, but the 

link between attractiveness and a youthful appearance is particularly important for 
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women. Youth, or the appearance of youth, is a prerequisite for beauty for women, 

whereas men are able to achieve distinguished good looks as they age (Slevin, 2010). For 

women, beauty is a prerequisite for appropriate femininity, while for men it is possible to 

be unattractive and fully masculine (Brownmiller, 1991). In Thone’s (1992) reflections 

on her own process of aging, she observes that women who wish to continue to be 

attractive into old age must attempt to pass as younger than they are or resign themselves 

to looking good for their age, whereas “[m]en get to age and be distinguished in that 

process” (Thone, 1992, p. 63). As we age, women are motivated to appear younger than 

we really are in an effort to beat out other women in a competition for social power 

(Copper, 2009).  

Social class 

Various markers of social class status are built into the definition of 

attractiveness. Middle class expectations are reflected in beauty norms for teeth, bodies, 

and skin, which assume middle class resources and priorities. Orthodontically 

straightened, whitened teeth, an exercised, well-nourished body, and tanned, smooth skin 

serve dual duty as beauty norms and social class markers (Berry, 2008), and individuals 

with economic means are empowered to participate in the disciplinary beauty practices 

that allow pursuit of the ideal body (Slevin, 2010). Gender intersects with social class in 

various ways; for example, Etcoff (1999) points out that, for women, thinness is strongly 

related to high social status in almost all industrialized nations, and that thinness is 

associated with access to higher-status men. Suntanned skin, once understood as an 

indicator of outdoor, lower-status labor, can now be interpreted as a high-status sign of 

leisure (Berry, 2008).  

Body size 

Thinness is a necessary condition for beauty, particularly for women; in other 

words, in order to be fully beautiful, women must be thin (Lennon and Rudd, 1994). 

Gender differences are observable in the importance of body size. Chrisler (2011) argues 

that fat women are discriminated against differently, and more harshly, than fat men. 

Because the achievement of acceptable femininity requires women to be thin, beautiful, 

self-controlled and self-disciplined, fatness is particularly unacceptable for women. 
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Fatness in men matters less; while fat men may be seen as lacking in self-control, their 

masculinity is not called into question and they are under no particular pressure to 

achieve attractiveness in order to be considered acceptable (Chrisler, 2011). Parents are 

more likely to think that their girl children are bigger than they should be than to think 

their boy children are overweight. When a sample of 1,276 parents were asked to 

subjectively assess their children’s body size “along a continuum ranging from ‘too 

skinny’ to ‘definitely overweight,’ … adolescent girls were rated significantly fatter than 

adolescent boys,” even though reported BMI data showed no significant body size 

difference between girls and boys. This indicates that parents may have a higher standard 

of slenderness for girls than for boys (Striegel-Moore and Kearney-Cooke, 1994). 

Kwan’s (2010) theoretical development of body privilege identifies gendered differences 

in the experience of being fat; while women experienced a great deal of discomfort with 

their overweight bodies in certain contexts, such as dining out, men were comfortable 

with their equally large bodies.  

Defining “beauty” from a Foucauldian feminist perspective  

From the Foucauldian feminist perspective defined in the previous chapter, the 

operational definitions of “beauty” that have been established by researchers are 

problematic examples of the way that identities and discourses are constructed by 

authority figures. The deployment of “scientific” definitions is a common technique of 

power; Foucault speaks warningly of this tendency of science to establish a version of 

truth by way of discourses in which power is embedded (1980, p. 53–54). Following 

Foucault, feminist scholars point out that our understandings of reality are implicitly 

structured by the concepts and words provided by discourses. Categories of identity are 

often constructed in binary form (female/male, heterosexual/homosexual, and so on), 

which is problematic because this practice tends to hierarchize the categories it creates 

(Mann, 2012, p. 216). Feminists agree with Foucault that it is important to move away 

from binary, dualistic paradigms and toward an “alternative view of the body and power” 

which highlight an understanding of bodies as culturally specific entities (Gatens, 1999, 

p. 228).  
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At the same time, a Foucauldian feminist perspective does explain the observed 

phenomenon of high degrees of consensus on what is “beautiful.” Discourses permeate 

society and the mechanisms of beauty discourse (disciplinary practices, confession, and 

self-surveillance) are widespread and enforced by individuals throughout the network of 

power. Therefore, it is entirely logical that knowledge of the requirements of the 

discourse is shared. It could also be argued that this perspective justifies the use of 

researchers’ assessments of attractiveness for research purposes, since they are as familiar 

with beauty discourse as anyone else. However, an operational definition of “beauty” in 

which all rated photographs or individuals are separated into two or three categories 

remains questionable because the lines drawn between the categories are arbitrary.  

A Foucauldian feminist perspective also recognizes that cultural ideals of beauty 

are complicated and shaped by other discourses, such as gender, race, age, social class, 

ability, sexual identity, and body size as discussed above (Chan, 1989). Feminists agree 

that “beauty” is a known entity, and add nuance to the concept of “beauty” by making 

visible the aspects of beauty discourse that intersect with other discourses, which are 

otherwise invisible. Beauty standards are difficult or impossible for most women to meet, 

by definition (Wolf, 1991). To be “beautiful” in the contemporary United States requires 

the embodiment of powerful positions within multiple discourses; the perfect-looking 

woman is “White, [with a] skinny waist, big boobs, long legs, full lips, [and] great 

hair”—criteria which cannot possibly be fulfilled by the majority of women (Valenti, 

2009, p. 549).  

Synthesis: Models embody “beauty” 

For the purposes of this research, a reconciliation or synthesis of these definitions 

within a Foucauldian feminist perspective is possible in the form of using agency-

represented or currently employed models as a proxy for “beautiful” women. Models 

occupy a space in they are designated by society as the most successful at embodying 

beauty discourse and exercising beauty power. The modeling industry’s definition of 

models is essentially Foucauldian: They are women who everyone agrees are “beautiful”; 

women who as completely as possible fulfill, and therefore help to define, cultural norms 

and requirements of “beauty” (Mears, 2010).  
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Terms describing the relationship between “beauty” and power 

The observed phenomenon of better-looking individuals being treated more 

favorably than less-attractive individuals has been discussed under various monikers 

since the 1970s. A wide body of evidence from a wide range of sources indicates that our 

outward appearance makes a great deal of difference throughout life, despite the 

ostensible cultural belief that it does not matter (Patzer, 2008). Individuals who are 

relatively attractive experience a range of benefits that accrue to them in predictable and 

patterned ways. In Foucauldian terms, these individuals’ access to power is enhanced. 

Conversely, individuals who are relatively unattractive enjoy none of those benefits and 

tend to experience disadvantages. These disadvantages and lack-of-benefits also occur in 

a predictable and patterned manner. The dangers of eating disorders on young girls, the 

negative pressures of media influences on women’s self-esteem, and discrimination 

against particularly short men are just a few of the well-documented negative aspects of 

the oppressive function of looks privilege (Patzer, 2008). In Foucauldian terms, these are 

examples of the way that power is impressed upon and exercised by individuals via the 

mechanism of beauty discourse. 

The phenomenon of better looking people being treated more positively and less 

attractive people being treated more negatively has been referred to in the literature as a 

“physical attractiveness bias” (Cash and Kehr, 1978) the “physical attractiveness 

stereotype” (Cash, Kehr, Polyson, and Freeman, 1977), and “the ‘physical attractiveness 

(PA)’ phenomenon” (Patzer, 2009, p. 3). Terms that have been applied to this 

phenomenon include looksism (Etcoff, 1999), looks-ism (Thone, 1992), appearance bias, 

looks-bias, socio-personal aesthetics, social aesthetics (Berry, 2008), beautyism (Cash, 

Gillen, and Burns, 1977; Gosselink et al, 2008), and body privilege, which is described 

by Kwan (2010) as the experiences of large-bodied individuals within a built 

environment that is designed for thin-bodied people. Sizeism is also used to specifically 

indicate the normalization of thin bodies and the oppression of those whose bodies are 

deemed too large (Martin, 2009).  

In contemporary academic settings, when a term is applied to the phenomenon of 

the benefits that accrue to better looking people, looksism is commonly used as an 
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overarching term for inequality based on physical appearance, with sizeism referring 

specifically to inequality based on body size. Shaw and Lee (2009) use sizeism and 

looksism in their highly regarded and widely used introductory Women Studies textbook 

to indicate “systems that facilitate privilege and inequality” based on “body size and 

looks” (p. 61–62). Dworkin and Kerr refer to looksism as a “societal belief in one ideal 

body type” (1987, p. 140). Because this study is concerned with the experiences of 

women who are defined as beautiful according to broad cultural definition and because 

thinness is a necessary condition for beauty in the contemporary US (as previously 

discussed), it is appropriate to consider body size-based privilege and oppression as 

inherent to looks-based privilege and oppression.  

In congruence with previous feminist scholarship on the effects of physical 

appearance on women’s lives, and because a specific term for the application of 

Foucault’s ideas to beauty does not yet exist, the term looksism is used in this study to 

refer to the enhanced status of attractive individuals relative to those less attractive. In 

this context, looksism is a system of privilege and oppression in which people who are 

more attractive receive unearned privilege (in Foucauldian terms, who have enhanced 

access to power as a result of “beauty”) while people who are less attractive experience 

oppression (following Foucault, are less able to access power as a result of embodying 

“beauty” and instead may exercise power in the form of resistance). The term looks 

privilege is also used here when referring to the experiences of those who benefit from 

their physical appearance.  

Research describing perception and treatment of individuals based on level of 

“attractiveness” 

Unattractiveness 

In this section, the positive and negative aspects of being an individual whose 

physical appearance is deemed “unattractive” will be considered. In Foucauldian terms, 

“unattractiveness” (or lack of “beauty”) might be defined as an incomplete embodiment 

of the requirements of beauty discourse. Foucault (1979) points out that the disciplinary 

systems imposed by discourses include systematic punishment for those who do not 

comply with requirements (p. 180). Therefore, in a Foucauldian analysis, negative 
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ramifications of lack of attractiveness can be expected. However, because “power is 

exercised from innumerable points,” it is possible that some aspects of non-attractiveness 

may be interpretable as forms of resistance (p. 94). Research supports this perspective.  

Positive aspects of unattractiveness 

Few advantages or positive aspects of being “unattractive” are apparent in the 

literature. “Unattractive” individuals are less likely to be perceived as competition by 

members of their own sex. According to multiple studies performed by Försterling, 

Preikschas, and Agthe (2007), success of less-attractive people of the same sex as raters 

is more likely to be attributed to personal ability (a positive connotation) than to luck (a 

negative connotation). The researchers presented study participants with a brief 

description of a successful person that was paired with a photo of either an attractive or 

an unattractive man or woman. Both men and women participants attributed the success 

of less attractive individuals of their same sex as being the result of ability rather than 

luck (Försterling, Preikschas, and Agthe, 2007). From a Foucauldian perspective, this can 

be seen as a complex interplay of power dynamics; when a woman attributes the success 

of an unattractive woman to ability, rather than luck, she may be acknowledging that 

unattractive individuals do not have access to the type of beauty power that might 

engender “lucky” situations and success. Attributing an “unattractive” person’s success to 

ability can be interpreted as a form of resistance against beauty discourse in which 

“unattractive” individuals have limited access to power.  

Negative aspects of unattractiveness: How unattractive people are treated 

In addition to not having access to the beauty power that accrues to attractive 

individuals, unattractive individuals experience various disadvantages, or, in Foucauldian 

terms, experience the lack of power or the direction of power against them. In meta-

analyses of over 900 studies, Langlois et al (2000) concluded that unattractive adults and 

children are treated more negatively than attractive individuals in a variety of ways. 

Unattractive children experienced less attention, care, and positive interactions with 

others while experiencing more negative interactions with others (Langlois et al, 2000). 

Hamermesh and Biddle (1994) considered data from three household surveys of over 

7,000 individuals in the US and Canada in which each person’s level of physical 
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attractiveness was assessed by the interviewer. By controlling for factors such as health, 

marital status, and level of education, Hamermesh and Biddle were able to isolate an 

overall pattern of a wage penalty of up to 15% for unattractiveness for both men and 

women. In addition to earning less than average and above-average people, being 

unattractive carries a penalty for women in the marriage market; their husbands are less 

educated and have lower earning potential than is predicted by the wives’ levels of 

education and other personal factors (Hamermesh and Biddle, 1994). These tendencies 

may be the result of less-attractive individuals having less access to power; “unattractive” 

people may be seen as being worth less on the job and able to command lower status in 

intimate partners.  

Within the bounds of heterosexuality, to which extant research has been limited, 

people seem to dislike “unattractive” members of the opposite sex. In a study which 

asked 2639 subjects to rank three potential scholarship applicants whose level of 

attractiveness was predetermined as “highly attractive, moderately attractive, and 

relatively unattractive,” the unattractive applicant was awarded the highest ranking at a 

rate much lower than random chance, but only by opposite-sex raters (Agthe, Sporrle, 

and Maner, 2010). Three studies report that members of the other gender attribute less-

attractive individuals’ accomplishments to chance, instead of personal ability. In other 

words, women believe that positive attributes of unattractive men are the result of good 

luck instead of personal ability and men believe that positive attributes of unattractive 

women are the result of good luck instead of personal ability (Försterling, Preikschas, and 

Agthe, 2007). In this case, beauty power in the form of negative beliefs may be operating 

against less-attractive individuals.  

Negative perceptions of unattractive people 

In the converse of the halo effect that associates attractive people with positive 

attributes (discussed in more detail below), a wide variety of negative assumptions and 

associations are made of unattractive people. Beauty discourse operates in each of these 

situations to stigmatize those who have less access to beauty power and make it socially 

acceptable to punish them in the form of negative assessments. In meta-analyses of over 

900 studies, Langlois et al (2000) concluded that unattractive adults and children are 
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evaluated more negatively than attractive individuals in a variety of ways. For example, 

unattractive children were significantly less likely to be evaluated as above average 

across all categories, which included social skills, development, and competence. 

(Langlois et al, 2000).  

Moving beyond simple trait attributions, adult perceptions of children’s antisocial 

behavior are significantly affected by the child’s level of physical attractiveness. In 

Dion’s 1972 study, 243 female undergraduates were asked to read written descriptions of 

children’s behavior episodes of either mild or severe aggression. These behavior 

descriptions were accompanied by photographs of either “attractive” or “unattractive” 

children. Participants were then asked to evaluate the relative distastefulness of the 

behavior, the level of punishment they thought was appropriate, the likelihood of repeat 

offense, and to rate the child on a variety of personality traits. They were then asked to 

write an open-ended statement explaining the child’s motives for the aggressive act and 

to describe the child’s typical daily behavior. A consistent pattern emerged, in which the 

worst was assumed of “unattractive” children; bad behavior on the part of “unattractive” 

children was taken more seriously and assessed as more severe. The aggressive behavior 

incident of “unattractive” children was assumed by participants to be a pervasive 

personality problem (Dion, 1972).  

Children are able to identify relatively unattractive children, are less likely to 

desire friendships with “unattractive” children, and make negative assumptions about the 

behaviors of “unattractive” children. Dion (1973) showed three to six year old subjects a 

board containing a variety of photographs of children, some attractive and some 

unattractive. First, she asked them to choose two children that they would like to have as 

friends and two with whom they would not like to be friends. Subjects were more likely 

to choose “unattractive” children as individuals with whom they did not wish to become 

friends. Second, subjects were asked to indicate which children were more likely to 

engage in a variety of prosocial and antisocial behaviors and traits; subjects associated 

“unattractive” children with antisocial behaviors and traits (Dion, 1973). Overall, 

“unattractive” children in a variety of contexts are punished—in other words, they 
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experience a lack of power or the exercise of power against them—for their failure to 

effectively embody beauty discourse.  

According to beauty discourse, larger-than-ideal body size is sufficient to define 

individuals as “unattractive,” and discrimination against fat people is rampant. In a 

society where most people understand that overt sexism and racism is unacceptable, 

discrimination against the overweight is often referred to as the last remaining acceptable 

form of prejudice (Martin, 2009). Fatness is highly negatively stigmatized and many 

negative assumptions are made about obese individuals throughout the lifespan; lack of 

self-control, laziness, slowness, and so on (Puhl and Brownell 2003, Puhl and Brownell, 

2001; see also Allon, 1982). The perception of laziness is particularly strongly linked to 

large body size for women (Swami et al, 2008).  

Negative stigmas attached to fat people are so strong that the ramifications affect 

even average-sized and thin individuals associated with fat people. Hebl and Mannix 

(2003) asked 39 subjects to assess the social and professional characteristics of a thin 

person from a photograph of the thin person with or without an overweight person 

nearby. When thin people are seated near fat people, the thin people are evaluated more 

negatively than when no fat people are nearby. In a follow-up study in which subjects 

interacted personally with thin people with fat confederates seated nearby, the effect was 

found to hold, even when there is an explicit lack of social connection between the thin 

and fat people (Hebl and Mannix, 2003). When 89 children were asked to assess how 

interested they were in being friends with people as represented by thin and fat cartoon 

characters, children were both less interested in being friends with the fat characters and 

also less interested in being friends with thin characters who were depicted with fat 

characters in the background (Penny and Haddock, 2007).  

Attractiveness 

In this section, the positive and negative aspects of embodying physical 

attractiveness will be discussed. 

In Foucauldian terms, “attractiveness” can be defined as successful embodiment 

of beauty discourse, along with participation in the bodily disciplines required by it. 
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Compliance with the bodily disciplines of the discourse is rewarded by cultural approval 

and the opportunity to receive the benefits of power (Foucault, 1979, p. 180).  

Positive aspects of attractiveness: How “attractive” people are perceived  

The halo effect, in which a variety of positive characteristics are attributed to 

attractive people simply because of the way they look, has been documented widely and 

operates throughout the lifespan. In an influential study which helped to establish the idea 

that beauty equates to goodness in the perceptions of observers, Dion, Bersheid, and 

Walster (1972) asked 60 undergraduate students to rate three individuals (one attractive, 

one average-looking, and one relatively unattractive) on 27 different personality traits 

(such as altruism, warmth, competition, and so on). Subjects were also asked to estimate 

the three individuals’ life events, happiness, and occupational status. As predicted, the 

more attractive an individual, the higher the social status that was ascribed by the 

subjects; more attractive individuals were presumed to be happier and more successful. 

Similarly, Feingold’s (1992) meta-analysis of traits attributed to attractive individuals 

concluded that attractive people were rated more positively in traits ranging from 

modesty to mental health to intelligence. The meta-analysis performed by Eagly et al 

(1991) of 69 published and unpublished studies confirms that the “what is beautiful is 

good” stereotype is widely held in regards to assessments of attractive individuals’ social 

competence, such as sociability and popularity. In the scenario of an online public goods 

game in which 80 subjects played repeatedly against each other in teams of five, 

attractive people were perceived as more cooperative and earned significantly more 

money than others, even though their actual behaviors were neither more or less 

cooperative than others’ behaviors (Andreoni and Petrie, 2008). The halo effect even 

extends beyond the beautiful person herself; homely male partners of beautiful women 

are perceived to have a variety of positive characteristics (Katz, 1999). Thinness, a 

necessary condition of attractiveness, connotes a variety of positive traits in and of itself. 

In a Presidential Address to the Division of Health Psychology of the American 

Psychological Association, Brownell (1991) asserts that thin people are presumed to be 

hard working, self-disciplined, and self-controlled.  
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A meta-analysis conducted by Langlois et al (2000) assessed extant research and 

concluded that the common maxim about beauty “never judge a book by its cover” 

contradicts research findings regarding the actual importance of physical attractiveness in 

how people are judged and treated. In multiple meta-analyses of over 900 studies, 

Langlois et al (2000) concluded that better looking adults and children are both evaluated 

more positively and treated more positively than unattractive individuals. Those more 

attractive are presumed to be more socially adept, occupationally successful, and well-

adjusted than those less attractive. Further, more attractive individuals are paid more 

attention and are rewarded more often than less attractive individuals (Langlois et al, 

2000). In other words, while the pretense of ignoring physical attractiveness may be a 

common cultural phenomenon, physical attractiveness does have a significant effect on 

how individuals evaluate and treat other people.  

A meta-analysis conducted by Eagly et al (1991) concluded that the bulk of the 

positive perceptions of attractive people are in the general area of social competence; in 

other words, more attractive people are rated higher on areas such as popularity, social 

skills, and confidence. Non-social factors were less strongly linked to relative 

attractiveness. In a follow-up to the Dion, Berscheid, and Walster (1972) study, Dermer 

and Thiel (1975) asked 40 undergraduate students to assess the personality characteristics 

of three women (one each of high, average, and low attractiveness) from photographs. 

Overall, more attractive women were perceived as being more socially desirable, more 

successful in romantic relationships, more successful in the workplace, and partnered 

with men of higher status (Dermer and Thiel, 1975). In a study that asked 93 

undergraduates to assess attractive and unattractive photographs on various personal 

characteristics and to indicate how interested they were in forming a relationship with 

each person, Lemay et al (2010) established that attractive adults are seen as having more 

positive attributes. They concluded that the perception of attractive people as having 

more socially desirable traits may be because people want to develop relationships with 

more attractive people and project socially desirable qualities onto them (Lemay et al 

2010).  
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When 38 undergraduates evaluated videotaped interactions of attractive and 

unattractive women with an infant, Ritter and Langlois (1988) found that attractive 

women are perceived more favorably than unattractive women. Attractive women’s 

interactions with infants were perceived as being more relaxed, more fun, and more 

attentive than unattractive women’s interactions with the same infant. The attractive 

women’s interactions were rated more positively even as compared to the same video 

when the woman’s features were obscured (Ritter and Langlois, 1988).  

In meta-analyses of over 900 studies, Langlois et al (2000) concluded that 

“attractive” children are evaluated more positively than “unattractive” individuals in a 

variety of ways. Evaluations of attractive children are significantly more positive than 

those of unattractive children. For example, three fourths of “attractive” children were 

judged as above average in all categories, which included social skills, development, and 

competence. They were also judged as significantly more interpersonally skilled and 

better adjusted (Langlois et al, 2000). Adult perceptions of children’s antisocial behavior 

are significantly affected by the child’s level of physical attractiveness. In Dion’s 1972 

study, 243 female undergraduates were asked to read written descriptions of children’s 

behavior episodes of either mild or severe aggression. These descriptions were presented 

to participants alongside photographs of either “attractive” or “unattractive” children. 

Participants were then asked to evaluate the relative distastefulness of the behavior, the 

level of punishment they thought was appropriate, the likelihood of repeat offense, and to 

rate the child on a variety of personality traits. They were then asked to write an open-

ended statement explaining the child’s motives for the aggressive act and to describe the 

child’s typical daily behavior. A consistent pattern of giving “attractive” children the 

benefit of the doubt emerged; bad behavior on the part of “attractive” children was 

described as less seriously distasteful, and “attractive” children’s bad behavior was not 

considered to be part of a consistent pattern of bad behavior (Dion, 1972).  

Even young children are able to classify the relative level of physical 

attractiveness in children, exhibit preferences for “attractive” children, and make positive 

assumptions about “attractive” children. Dion (1973) showed three to six year old 

subjects a board containing a variety of photographs of children, some “attractive” and 
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some “unattractive.” First, she asked them to choose two children that they would like to 

have as friends and two with whom they would not like to be friends. Subjects were more 

likely to choose “attractive” children as potential friends. Second, subjects were asked to 

indicate which children were more likely to engage in a variety of prosocial and 

antisocial behaviors and traits; subjects associated “attractive” children with prosocial 

behaviors and traits.  

How “attractive” people are treated 

“Attractive” people receive preferential treatment throughout life; in Foucauldian 

terms, this phenomenon would be understood as the enactment of power relations that 

occur in favor of those who successfully embody beauty discourse (Foucault, 1979, p. 

180). Research indicates a wide range of evidence of the power exercised by and in favor 

of “attractive” individuals. Preferential treatment of “attractive” people starts at birth; for 

example, professional caregivers have been shown to assume that “attractive” babies are 

more competent than “less attractive” babies. When 90 experienced caregivers were 

shown eight photographs of “highly attractive” and “unattractive” six-month-old infants 

and asked to assess each infant, higher overall competence scores were given to the more 

“attractive” infants (Casey and Ritter, 1996). In meta-analyses of over 900 studies, 

Langlois et al (2000) concluded that “attractive” children are treated significantly more 

positively than “unattractive” children in a variety of ways; “attractive” children receive 

more attention, receive more care, and experience fewer negative interactions and more 

positive interactions with others (Langlois et al, 2000).  

In adulthood, better-looking people enjoy enhanced social status and preferential 

treatment in many ways, including receiving deferential treatment from others. Using 

what was then a fairly state of the art time-lapse video recording system, Dabbs and 

Stokes (1975) demonstrated that passersby allow a greater distance between themselves 

and an “attractive” woman on a sidewalk than between themselves and an “unattractive” 

woman. Haas and Gregory (2005) used voice pattern and pitch recordings to assess 

participants’ influence over and deference to one another as they completed a task in 

pairs and found that attractive women received deference from their “less-attractive” task 

partner. “Attractive” women are considered to be more socially desirable than “less 
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attractive” women (Perlini, Bertolissi, and Lind, 1999) and more “attractive” people of 

both sexes have better dating prospects (Rowatt et al, 1999). In general, people tend to 

make more of an effort to be nice to “attractive” others; for example, Snyder, Tanke, and 

Berscheid (1977) demonstrated that male participants were more outgoing over the phone 

with women they were led to believe were “beautiful” than they did with women they 

were led to believe were less “attractive.”  

Individuals who embody “beauty” are more likely to be noticed by others; by 

showing photographs of individuals of a wide range of “attractiveness” to over 500 

undergraduates and asking them to estimate the number of “attractive” women, Maner et 

al (2003) established that women who are relatively more “attractive” are more readily 

noticed and remembered by both men and women. Further, when researchers limited the 

amount of time that participants viewed photographs of male and female faces of varying 

attractiveness, both men and women over-estimated the number of “attractive” female 

faces; in other words, people tend to pay more attention to “attractive” women (Maner et 

al, 2003). 

Research indicates that individuals’ experiences in romantic contexts are 

enhanced. More attractive women are more assiduously courted by hopeful prospective 

mates and enjoy more frequent sexual attention from male partners (Kaighobadi and 

Shackelford, 2008). By asking undergraduate students to go on a brief date with a student 

of the opposite sex and matching students who provided similar responses on a pretest 

questionnaire that was designed to create heterosexual pairs of similar students, Byrne, 

Ervin, and Lamberth (1970) established a positive relationship between attractiveness and 

romantic attraction. The attractiveness of the other person was positively related to the 

assessment of the person as a desirable potential spouse and to the desire to continue to 

date the person. Additionally, the more “attractive” a participant was, the more likely s/he 

was to be remembered by other participants several weeks later (Byrne, Ervin, and 

Lamberth, 1970). Aharon et al (2001) established that heterosexual, right-handed males 

make more of an effort to continue looking at photographs of “beautiful” women and 

expend effort to stop looking at photographs of “average-looking” women and all men 

(the researchers mentioned nothing about the generalizability of their study to left-handed 
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men). People express the desire to spend time socially with, and to feel positively toward, 

“attractive” individuals of the opposite sex (Agthe, Spörrle, and Försterling, 2008). In 

married couples, “attractiveness” of the two partners is strongly correlated (Stevens, 

Owens, and Schaefer, 1990); in other words, “attractive” people tend to partner with 

other “attractive” people.  

“Attractive” people receive preferential treatment in the job market in a variety of 

ways (Patzer, 2008). Good looks translate into better ratings by human resources 

personnel (Cash, Gillen, and Burns, 1977) and higher earnings than those of average or 

below-average “attractiveness” (Hamermesh and Biddle, 1994). More attractive people 

earn higher salaries; Hamermesh and Biddle (1994) considered data from three household 

surveys of over 7,000 individuals in the US and Canada in which each person’s level of 

physical attractiveness was assessed by the interviewer. By controlling for factors such as 

health, marital status, and level of education, they were able to isolate an overall pattern 

of a higher pay for good looks that they call the beauty premium; both “attractive” men 

and “attractive” women earn up to 13% more than their average-looking or below-

average-looking colleagues.  

Negative aspects of “attractiveness” 

Although “attractive” people are routinely privileged in many well-established 

ways, a variety of negative stereotypes, such as conceit and arrogance, are held about 

“attractive” people (Hatfield and Sprecher, 1986). The Eagly et al (1991) meta-analysis 

found that increased vanity and decreased modesty are attributed to more “attractive” 

people than to others. In a follow-up to the Dion, Berscheid, and Walster (1972) study, 

Dermer and Thiel (1975) asked 40 undergraduate students to assess the personality 

characteristics of three women (one each of high, average, and low “attractiveness”) from 

photographs. Overall, more “attractive” women were “expected to be more vain, 

egotistical, likely to request a divorce and have an extramarital affair, as well as be 

unsympathetic with oppressed peoples, materialistic, and snobbish in comparison to 

unattractive targets” (Dermer and Thiel, 1975, p. 1173).  

Beautiful women are assumed to be less faithful and more flirtatious (Singh, 

2004), less sympathetic to those less fortunate than themselves, less faithful, more vain 
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and snobbish, and more materialistic (Dermer and Thiel, 1975). Being relatively 

“unattractive” seems to sour women’s perceptions of more “beautiful” women, perhaps 

as a result of jealousy; Dermer and Thiel’s (1975) study indicates that “unattractive” 

women give lower personality ratings to beautiful women. An additional downside to 

being “attractive” is that potential dating partners may be more likely to lie to beautiful 

people than to ordinary-looking folks; as Rowatt, Cunningham, and Druen (1999) 

discovered, study participants dishonestly augmented their own characteristics when 

describing themselves to more “attractive” potential dates. Study participants also 

reported that they were more willing to be dishonest about themselves when the potential 

dates are more “attractive” (Rowatt, Cunningham, and Druen, 1999). 

Behavior of “attractive” people 

The actual behaviors of “attractive” people are not quite as commonly addressed 

by existing literature, but research findings indicate that some of the assumptions about 

the characteristics and behaviors of “attractive” people are accurate. The meta-analysis 

performed by Langlois et al (2000) indicates that “attractive” children exhibit more 

positive behaviors and are more popular and well-adjusted than “unattractive” children. 

In adulthood, “attractive” individuals are more successful in the workplace, are more 

popular and healthy, and have more dating and sexual experience than “unattractive” 

individuals (Langlois et al, 2000). By analyzing the recorded voices of women’s 

conversations as they completed a task together in pairs, Haas and Gregory (2005) 

confirmed that “attractive” women do behave in ways that command more influence than 

“unattractive” women; “attractive” women enact the referent power that accrues to them.  

“Attractive” women may be inclined to believe that they are entitled to attention 

or service from others; Jackson and Huston (1975) recruited “attractive” and 

“unattractive” traditional-aged college student women to complete a questionnaire, but 

the experimenter was called away at precisely the moment before the questionnaire was 

handed to participants. On average, “attractive” women waited only three minutes and 21 

seconds before interrupting the experimenter, who was in conversation with a confederate 

within sight, to ask if she could begin the questionnaire. “Unattractive” women waited 
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almost three times longer—nine and a half minutes—before interrupting the 

experimenter.  

“Attractive” people do have higher expectations of being able to date other 

attractive people (Montoya, 2008). “Attractive” women engage in more flirtatious 

behavior, such as possessive touching and complimenting, with dates than do less 

attractive women (Singh, 2004). There also may be a self-fulfilling prophecy effect that 

results in better-looking people actually behaving in a more open and sociable manner in 

response to how they are treated by others: Snyder, Tanke, and Berscheid (1977) found 

that when men were told that the woman on the other end of the phone was “attractive,” 

the men made more of an effort to be sociable, to which the women responded by 

behaving more sociably. Campbell, Kliem, and Olson (1986) confirmed previous 

research indicating that “attractive” women behave more confidently in some ways in 

conversational settings. While “beautiful” women complied with norms of femininity 

regarding speech volume, they spoke more readily than less “attractive” women.  

Gender differences in attractiveness  

In a variety of contexts, the beauty premium, in which individuals receive benefits 

because of physical attractiveness, is complicated by gender; Luxen and Van de Vijver 

(2006) found that, while men are more likely to hire “attractive” women, women human 

resources professionals tended not to hire women at all, which they hypothesize may be 

in response to feeling threatened by the potential job applicants’ relative youth. In another 

example, “attractive” prospective scholarship applicants in Agthe, Sporrle, and Maner’s 

(2010) study, which asked 2639 subjects to rank three applicants, were rated significantly 

more highly by opposite sex raters than were moderately attractive or relatively 

unattractive applicants. Further, the Sexual Attribution Bias (SAB), which is articulated 

by Försterling, Preikschas, and Agthe (2007), indicates that both men and women 

attribute the success of an “attractive” same-sex individual more to luck (a negative 

attribution), rather than skill (a positive attribution). The success of “attractive” 

individuals of the “other” gender is more likely to be attributed to skill by both men and 

women. In other words, according to the SAB, people tend to believe that attractive 

people of their own gender are more lucky than skilled and that “attractive” people of the 
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opposite sex are more skilled than simply lucky. For example, women assume that 

“handsome” men are highly competent and men assume that “beautiful” women are 

highly competent.  

Disadvantages of looksism to women 

The networks of power that are related to “beauty,” which are commonly referred 

to as looksism in extant literature, have a corrosive effect on the potential for women to 

have strong, positive relationships with each other (Gosselink et al, 2008). Much of the 

existing scholarship in this area is heteronormative, with men and men’s attention serving 

as the goal of women’s “beauty” efforts. As Blum (2005) discusses, women compete 

with each other to be the most “beautiful,” often through cosmetic surgery. Blum (2005) 

argues that most women live in the shadow of the Other Woman, the younger, more 

beautiful version of themselves to whom they are afraid of losing men’s attention. Friday 

(1996) identifies and condemns the tendency for women to consider “beauty” to be a 

zero-sum game, in that “beauty” is not seen as a shared resource, but as a source of 

conflict. As the goal of being “beautiful” in a heteronormative paradigm is to attract male 

attention (Weitz, 2001), beauty tends to evoke jealousy in other women (Buunk, Goor, 

and Solano, 2010). While Friday (1996) argues that women tend to deny that they have 

feelings of competitiveness, Bleske and Buss (2000) report that (presumably 

heterosexual) women report that they do see their women friends as competitors for male 

attention. In a study of 46 pairs of traditional age college students, women who are less 

attractive than their friends report higher levels of competition for male attention than do 

the more attractive friends (Bleske-Rechek and Lighthall, 2010). 

Women, beauty, and competition 

The assumption that better-looking people are thought more highly of than less-

attractive people is complicated by evidence suggesting that women feel negatively 

toward “attractive” women. “Beauty” and competition are inextricably linked for women; 

while much evidence demonstrates the overall benefits of “beauty,” “beautiful” women 

face competition and hostility from other women. When Tanenbaum interviewed 

“beautiful” women in her journalistic investigation of women’s competition with each 

other, she “heard story after story of envy and bitterness” about the resentment shown to 
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“beautiful” women by those less attractive (2002, p. 85). “Beauty” is fundamental to 

women’s competitiveness; “Attractiveness appears to be the currency of female 

competition even when no mention is made of what the competition is about” (Campbell, 

2004, p. 19). Some women participate in “beauty” practices in an effort to avoid being 

negatively judged by other women and to maintain their own social status (Stuart and 

Donoghue, 2012). Women seem to penalize “attractive” women when they have the 

power to do so: In a study which asked 2639 subjects to rank three potential scholarship 

applicants whose level of “attractiveness” was predetermined as “highly attractive, 

moderately attractive, and relatively unattractive,” women raters awarded the scholarship 

to highly “attractive” women candidates at a level far below random chance. Relatively 

“unattractive” women were ranked as the top candidates almost exactly one third of the 

time, while moderately “attractive” women received top billing almost 56% of the time 

(Agthe, Sporrle, and Maner, 2010, p. 1152). “Beautiful” women, on the other hand, do 

not seem to discriminate against other “beautiful” women; a follow-up study with fewer 

subjects (622) who were instructed to evaluate potential employees, revealed that when 

the raters themselves are highly attractive, their candidate rankings are not affected by 

candidates’ level of attractiveness (Agthe, Sporrle, and Maner, 2010).  

Women’s animosity toward “beautiful” women has the potential to harm 

women’s relationships with each other (Gosselink et al 2008). Women tend to view 

“attractive” women as competitors rather than as colleagues; in a set of studies performed 

in Germany with participants drawn from a university campus, women were more likely 

to attribute the personal and professional achievements of “attractive” women to luck (a 

negative attribution) than personal ability (a positive attribution), a phenomenon that 

Försterling, Preikschas, and Agthe termed the sexual attribution bias (SAB) (2007).  

Relative attractiveness compared with potential romantic competitors matters 

significantly to women; Bleske-Rechek and Lighthall’s (2010) study of female friendship 

pairs revealed that the less “attractive” woman in a friendship pair perceives more rivalry 

for male attention between herself and her more “attractive” friend. Buss’ (2000) study of 

Korean, Dutch, and American women and men found that women are more distressed by 

“attractiveness” in rival women than men are distressed by “attractiveness” in rival men. 
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When shown photographs of “attractive” and “unattractive” men and women and asked 

to indicate how interested they were in spending time with each, women subjects reported 

that they were less interested in spending time socially with “attractive” women than with 

“unattractive” women (Agthe, Spörrle, and Försterling, 2008). Further, when asked to 

indicate their emotional responses to the same stimulus persons, women subjects felt 

negatively about “attractive” women (Agthe, Spörrle, and Försterling, 2008).  

Missing from the research: Lived experience of “beautiful” people 

The experience and perspective of “beautiful” people themselves is missing from 

the current body of research, either because data on lived experience is not collected or 

because participants’ attractiveness is not considered. Wolf (1991) identifies what she 

terms the Professional Beauty Qualification (PBQ), but discusses it hypothetically and 

only from the perspective of women who do not have that particular qualification. Agthe, 

Spörrle, and Försterling (2008) offer the speculation that the sexual attribution bias may 

be less strongly expressed by “attractive” individuals, who presumably feel less 

threatened by other “attractive” people, but do not address the concept in their work. 

Most studies on “beauty” and body-related topics do not mention the “attractiveness” of 

their participants. For example, Spurgas (2005) explores women’s perceptions of their 

bodies but does not specify how “attractive” her participants are. While Moreno 

Figueuroa (2013) considers beauty and race in her conversations with Mexican women, 

her conclusions do not address the “attractiveness” of the women interviewed in the 

study. Similarly, other studies have not included participants’ level of attractiveness as a 

variable (Joung and Miller, 2006, Johnson, Francis and Davis Burns, 2007, and Stuart 

and Donoghue, 2012).  

Summary of literature reviewed 

Many terms are used to describe the way people look in extant research, including 

“beautiful,” “physically attractive” / “unattractive,” and “physical attractiveness” / 

“unattractiveness.” Regardless of the term used, a high level of between-rater agreement 

is found in both adults and children. However, researchers’ operational definitions of the 

concept vary. While a Foucauldian feminist perspective does challenge the notion of 
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scientifically defining “beauty” (or any other truth), it is congruent with the high levels of 

between-rater agreement in assessments of individuals’ appearance in that discourses, by 

definition, are widely understood.  

By any name, “beauty” is inherently complicated by other discourses, such as 

gender, race, age, social class, and body size. Femininity requires “beauty” in a way that 

masculinity does not, “beauty” is a highly racialized construct in the US and one in which 

the importance of age varies by gender. Social class and body size are related to each 

other and to gender. These discourses (among others) are inextricably intertwined. 

For the purposes of this research—exploring the lived experiences of “beautiful” 

women—a Foucauldian feminist perspective allows commercial models, who are defined 

by the modeling industry as being “attractive” to everyone, to serve as a sample 

population. Commercial models embody beauty discourse in that they simultaneously 

define and represent “beauty.” 

Various terms are used in scholarship to identify the phenomenon in which more 

“attractive” individuals are of higher status and receive benefits as a result of their looks. 

Looksism is most commonly used to identify a system of privilege and oppression in 

which being “beautiful” results in positive outcomes and being less “attractive” results in 

negative outcomes. Other terms used in extant research include “physical attractiveness 

bias” (Cash and Kehr, 1978), the “physical attractiveness stereotype” (Cash, Kehr, 

Polyson, and Freeman, 1977), the “physical attractiveness phenomenon” (Patzer, 2009), 

“looks-ism” (Thone, 1992), “appearance bias,” “looks-bias,” “socio-personal aesthetics,” 

“social aesthetics” (Berry, 2008), “beautyism” (Cash, Gillen, and Burns, 1977; Gosselink 

et al, 2008), “body privilege” (Kwan, 2010), and (more specifically relating to body size) 

“sizeism” (Martin, 2009).  

Existing research on the consequences of being unattractive indicates some 

advantages and many disadvantages (Langlois et al, 2000). Positive aspects of lack of 

physical attractiveness include not being seen as competition and having one’s successes 

attributed more to one’s personal characteristics than to luck, but only by members of 

one’s own sex (Forsterline, Preikschas, and Agthe, 2007). Disadvantages of lack of 

physical attractiveness include a wage penalty and, for women, the propensity to attract 
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lower-status husbands (Hamermesh and Biddle, 1994). “Unattractive” people experience 

the opposite of the halo effect; they receive lower rankings in fictional scholarship 

applications by members of the opposite sex, and the successes of “unattractive” people 

are perceived by members of the opposite sex as the result of luck rather than effort 

(Langlois et al, 2000). Looks matter in childhood as well, to adults and to other children. 

Less “attractive” children are perceived by adults to be exhibiting worse behavior than 

“attractive” children (Dion, 1972). Other children do not want to be friends with 

“unattractive” children and attribute negative traits to them (Dion, 1973). Fat stigma 

haunts overweight individuals of any age; a variety of negative connotations are 

presumed of large individuals, and aspects of the near environment (such as airplanes, 

restaurant furniture, and turnstiles) are often inhospitable or even inaccessible to large-

bodied individuals (Puhl and Brownell, 2003; Puhl and Brownell, 2001; Allon, 1982, 

Martin, 2009).  

Existing research on the consequences of embodying “attractiveness” indicates a 

few disadvantages and many advantages. Negative aspects of “attractiveness” include a 

variety of negative connotations, such as vanity and arrogance, and increased feelings of 

jealousy and competition from others (Eagly et al, 1991; Dormer and Thiel, 1975). 

Women compete with each other in order to achieve the highest level of “attractiveness,” 

and they feel competitive with women they feel are more “attractive” (Blum, 2005; 

Bruunk et al 2010, Tanenbaum, 2002). This is harmful to women as individuals and 

hampers the ability of women to work together as a group (Friday, 1996). However, 

“attractive” people enjoy a wide variety of benefits. Perceptions of “attractive” people are 

more positive overall; they are presumed to be higher in social skills and to have higher 

social status (Dion, Berscheid, and Walster, 1972; Eagly et al, 1991; Dormer and Thiel, 

1975; Lemay et al, 2010). They are treated more favorably and more deferentially; 

passersby allow more space to attractive people on sidewalks (Dabbs and Stokes, 1975). 

In infancy, more “attractive” babies are given more attention and presumed to be more 

competent (Casey and Ritter, 1996). In childhood, more “attractive” individuals are 

perceived as less aggressive and better-behaved overall, and are better liked by peers 

(Langlois et al, 2000; Dion, 1972). “Attractive” adults enjoy enhanced romantic success 
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and even receive higher salaries (Kaighobadi and Shackelford, 2008; Byrne, Ervin, and 

Lamberth, 1970; Hamermesh and Biddle, 1994).  

This review of literature related to “beauty” summarized the definitions of 

“beauty” that are used in extant research, considered “beauty” from a Foucauldian 

feminist perspective, and established commercial models as a population that is 

appropriate from which to draw research participants. The terms used in extant research 

to describe the relationship between “beauty” and power were discussed, and the results 

and limitations of the research itself was summarized.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

The purpose of this research is to describe, analyze, and interpret the lived 

experiences of “beautiful” women’s lived experiences using qualitative data collection 

and Foucauldian and feminist theoretical frameworks. Data were collected via open-

ended interviews with 21 women who are currently employed as models or represented 

by modeling agencies, in accordance with the definition of “beautiful” women that is 

provided in chapter two. The following research questions come from a Foucauldian 

theoretical framework and were used to shape the inquiry: 

1. Power: What mechanisms of power contribute to beautiful women’s status as 

“beautiful”?  

2. Knowledge: What do beautiful women know about beauty discourse?  

3. Subjectivation: What are the processes that produce beautiful women as 

“beautiful” subjects?  

4. Experience: How do power, knowledge, and subjectivation converge as the 

lived experiences of beautiful women?  

Research methods 

Researchers who identify as feminist use a wide variety of research methods and 

justify the use of those methods in a variety of ways (Reinharz, 1992). Broadly, however, 

feminist research can be described as intentionally setting out to be “for rather than 

merely about women” and avoiding the creation of unnecessary distance between the 

researcher and those in the research population (Olesen, 2000, p. 215, emphasis mine). 

Methodologically, many feminist scholars value methods that generate qualitative data, 

such as interviewing. Interviews provide the opportunity to decrease the distance between 

the researcher and the subject, yield rich, nuanced data, and allow the subjects to shape 

the results as much as possible. Qualitative approaches are appropriate for exploration of 

a topic in which a substantial body of literature does not yet exist, such as this one 

(Creswell, 2007). For these reasons, this study employs interviews to collect qualitative 

data. 

While I used a Foucaultian framework to shape the direction of my inquiry and to 

interpret my results, my methodology remains inherently phenomenological and, as such, 
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is inconsistent with Foucault’s conception of the subject. The tension between Foucault 

and phenomenology is that Foucault understands the idea of lived experience as a 

historical and social construct, which constructs individuals as subjects (2000a), whereas 

phenomenology assumes the existence of a fixed subject that Foucault argues cannot 

exist (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 147). Therefore using Foucault to interpret my data is, as 

O’Farrell explains, a “transfer, via a process of analogy, of his concrete ideas about 

specific historical situations to other situations” such as my participants’ reports of their 

thoughts and feelings about the things that happen to them in relation to their appearance 

(2005, p. 53).  

Recruitment/Sample Size/Data collection 

Currently employed and/or agency represented adult women models were 

recruited using a variety of convenience, snowball, and purposive sampling methods. 

Modeling agencies in Portland, Oregon; Seattle, Washington; and Los Angeles and San 

Francisco, California were asked to forward a recruitment email to the models they 

represent. Recruitment was posted on several Portland, Oregon Facebook groups related 

to modeling. In addition, interview participants were asked to forward a recruitment 

email to other models they know. The recruitment language is included in full in 

Appendix A. The criteria of the recruitment materials worked well to gather a suitable 

participant sample of women who embody beauty discourse, although a few 

nuances/interpretations of the meaning of the given criteria were not anticipated and did 

affect the composition of the final sample.  

Given practical considerations of time and finances, the relatively limited scope of 

the project, and the time- and labor-intensive data collection method used, a target of 20 

interviews was established (Creswell, 2007). In total, twenty-three women were 

interviewed, and 21 of the interviews were transcribed and analyzed. I did not think to 

exclude art models from the recruitment criteria, so two women who were employed as 

art models responded to the recruitment materials and were interviewed. Those 

interviews were not transcribed or analyzed because, as they reported, embodying 

cultural standards of “beauty” is not a requirement for art modeling, so those women’s 

experiences did not serve the purpose of this study.  
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Among the 21 interviewees whose responses were included in the analysis stage 

of this study, one participant did not meet the criteria exactly but had recently 

participated in a national modeling talent search television show. I chose to include her in 

the study because the purpose of using models as the research population was intended to 

result in a sample of women who are culturally accepted as being “beautiful,” and 

participation in the show meets that criteria. In other words, if I had thought to include 

“participation in a national modeling talent search television show” as a criteria for 

participant recruitment, I would have.  

Three of the 21 interviewees whose responses were included in the analysis stage 

of this study technically met the criteria but were dissimilar in ways that I had not 

anticipated or accounted for in the recruitment materials. Their responses were 

transcribed and analyzed because their experiences served the purpose of this study. One 

participant is a fit model for a major athletic brand, and was included because she also 

occasionally works as a commercial/lifestyle model. Two participants were plus-size 

models who were included because, as they reported, plus models are considered to be in 

the commercial/lifestyle category of modeling. Therefore, they represent women who are 

culturally accepted as being “beautiful” in a slightly larger body size. Also, as they 

reported, plus models are not very much bigger than “straight size” models, because they 

model clothing for a target market that is significantly larger than themselves. Finally, 

their interview responses were substantively similar to the other participants’ responses. 

An overview of participants’ demographic information, as they provided it during the 

course of our conversations, is provided in the following chapter.  

Interviews were conducted in person or remotely via phone, Skype, or FaceTime, 

whichever each participant preferred. Interviews were open-ended, semi-structured, 

audio-recorded, and ranged in length from 45 to 90 minutes. A $40 token of appreciation 

was offered to participants, although several participants declined to accept it. 

Participants were invited to choose a pseudonym, and pseudonyms were assigned to 

participants who did not provide one. Interviews were transcribed verbatim by the 

interviewer.  
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Reliability 

Reliability of qualitative research can be addressed by accurate data collection 

and transcription (Creswell, 2007). A reliable audio recording method was used, and the 

researcher transcribed the interviews carefully and accurately.  

Validity/Trustworthiness 

The validity, or trustworthiness, of this research project was addressed by 

establishing rapport with participants and establishing a member checking process 

(Creswell, 2007). I established rapport by allocating a few minutes for small talk before 

beginning the interview and by emphasizing that participants would be able to review 

their responses for accuracy afterwards. As a form of member checking, participants were 

provided with the opportunity to review their interview transcripts for accuracy (Janesick, 

2000, p. 393). Transcripts were emailed to participants and the corrections that were 

received were immediately made to the transcripts. Building in this element of reflexivity 

helped to ensure that data reflect the truth of participants’ realities as they understand and 

experience them and included them in the creation of data (Olesen, 2011). This also 

allowed participants the opportunity to remove any elements of the conversation that they 

did not intend and helped to ensure that participants’ voices are heard authentically. No 

participant made substantive corrections to the transcripts; the few small changes that 

were made by participants included clarification of a few misheard words.  

Analysis 

After correcting interview transcripts based on member checking responses, I 

examined the data in search of themes, or “similarities and dissimilarities—patterns—in 

the data” (Berg, 2004, p. 115). Following Berg’s insistence that patterns be sought 

“systematically,” I created a series of coding prompt questions, based on the research 

questions, to use as a starting point. As I went through the data the first time, I 

highlighted items that seemed relevant to the categories of power, knowledge, and 

subjectivity (keeping the prompt questions and the research questions in mind), made 

notes in the margins, and made lists of emerging themes. I refined these theme lists, and 

used them on subsequent passes through the data, during which I kept a tally of how 
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many of my participants mentioned something relating to each theme and compiled 

quotes that best represented each theme.   
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

Description of participants 

Participants for this study were women who responded to the advertised 

recruitment materials, which gave criteria of adult (age 18 and older) women who are 

either currently employed as models or currently represented by a modeling agency. 

Demographic information was not formally collected, but many participants volunteered 

demographic information during our conversations.  

Fourteen participants mentioned their ages at some point in the interview; their 

ages ranged from 19 to 34. The remaining participants did not mention their ages but 

from their remarks did not seem to be significantly outside of this range. Two mentioned 

being mothers; the remaining participants did not mention that they have children.  

Nine participants specifically referred to or mentioned their ethnic/racial identity; 

one mentioned being white in the context of trying to distinguish herself in a 

predominantly white industry (“I’m a white girl, with brown eyes, so I have to change my 

hair color to make me look more unique” (Leah), one identified her heritage as being 

Scottish, German, and Native American (and as a result can “get pale as easy as I get tan” 

(Mary Belle), one referred to herself as looking like she “came from Sweden” 

(Samantha), and two identified themselves as biracial: “I’m … ethnically ambiguous 

brown” (Claudia) and “I’m essentially mixed black and white” (Christie). Four others 

mentioned in passing that they are white. The remaining participants did not mention 

their ethnic or racial identity.  

Nineteen participants mentioned their current city of residence; 11 lived in or near 

the main recruitment location of Portland, Oregon. Of the others who mentioned their 

home city, one mentioned Corvallis, two Seattle, one Phoenix, one Orange County, two 

Los Angeles, and one New York. The remaining participants did not mention their home 

city.  

Types of modeling work 

When asked what type of modeling they do, all but one participant mentioned 

doing, or having done, at least two types of modeling work. Fourteen reported 

fashion/editorial, 16 reported commercial/catalog/print/lifestyle/ecommerce, six reported 
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runway, and five reported sport/athletics. Ten (about half) of participants described their 

modeling work as being quite varied: “I do lots of different kinds actually, my favorite is 

high fashion … I do sport right now … I do runway, I do a little bit of lifestyle … I just 

kind of do a little bit of everything” (Amelia). The other eleven participants described 

their modeling work as being more specific to a certain category of modeling, such as: 

“Commercial, catalog, yeah, like internet catalog, you know, like zappos winter parkas, 

it’s just like parka, parka, parka and there’s like a model in every parka—that’s me” 

(Ruth) or “commercial, print, fashion commercial print work. Runway every once in 

awhile … but for the most part commercial print” (Claudia). Just over half (11) described 

themselves as doing both commercial/lifestyle and editorial/fashion or runway. 

Sources of modeling work 

While participants were not asked to list the sources of their modeling work, most 

mentioned or referred to this at some point in the interviews. Fifteen participants 

mentioned that they are or have been represented by a modeling agency, three mentioned 

working on a freelance basis, using online/social media sites and networking to find 

work, and the remaining participants did not mention the source of their modeling work. 

Several participants referred to accepting modeling work when they are asked to do so, or 

continuing their modeling careers as long as they were asked to work as models, but the 

sources of those requests were not specifically mentioned.  

Full-time vs. part-time modeling work 

While participants were not asked specifically if they are primarily employed as 

models or work part-time, a wide range of employment status was represented in the 

sample. Nine participants referred to other occupations in the course of the interview: “I 

have a full time job right now, so modeling’s not my job, per se, it’s just kind of like a 

hobby/passion on the side, if someone asks [me to model]” (Jennifer). Eight referred to 

modeling in terms indicating that it is their primary occupation: “... so for like, you know, 

the past five years, I’ve been working as a freelance model” (Samantha) “everything 

worked out really well, and less than a year later I began to do modeling full time” 

(Amelia).  
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Overall, I believe that saturation was reached with this sample; about halfway 

through the recruitment and interview process, responses to the interview questions began 

to feel quite familiar. Analysis of the transcribed data confirmed this; the categories that 

emerged during the first pass through the data remained relevant throughout the coding 

process.  

Themes related to power, knowledge, and subjectivity regarding one’s beauty 

Many commonalities emerged in participants’ responses. In this chapter, these 

themes will be identified. In the following chapter, I will provide a postmodern feminist 

interpretation of these themes using Foucault’s concepts.  

Definition of beauty 

Beauty, as defined by participants, is a very complex concept; they gave a wide 

variety of responses to the question “what are the important criteria or elements of 

beauty?” Their answers fell into three main categories; internal definitions of beauty, 

external definitions of beauty, and I don’t know/there aren’t any criteria.  

Internal definitions of beauty included qualities that are invisible and/or come 

from within. Twelve people defined beauty using internal criteria, in one of three 

subcategories; 1) beauty is the result of being healthy and/or taking care of oneself, 2) 

beauty comes from within, and 3) beauty is the result of confidence. External definitions 

of beauty included visible characteristics. A total of nineteen participants defined beauty 

using external criteria. External definitions of beauty fell into two subcategories: 1) 

beauty is a social construct with culturally determined visual markers of beauty and 2) 

beauty is defined differently by each individual.  

There was a great deal of overlap of internal and external definitions in 

participants’ responses, which indicates that models’ understanding of beauty is quite 

complex; most participants (14) defined beauty in terms that fell into more than one 

category. Of the (seven) participants who defined beauty in terms of only one category, 

all responses fall into the external definition category.  

The final category, I don’t know/there aren’t any criteria, is self-explanatory; 

seven participants said that they didn’t know what the criteria of beauty are or that there 
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aren’t any criteria. At the same time, however, each of these participants did also mention 

criteria of beauty that are either internal or external or both.  

When asked to define the criteria for beauty, six participants asked for 

clarification regarding what the question was asking. For example, Christie asked if she 

was being asked “what I think is beautiful as far as, like, physical appearance goes?” 

Bernadette asked if the question was asking about “society’s criteria for beauty, physical 

beauty?” 

Internal criteria of beauty 

Just over half (12) of participants defined beauty criteria as coming from within in 

some way; in other words, not as visible physical attributes. These responses fell into 

three subcategories: Beauty is the result of taking care of oneself and being healthy, 

beauty comes from within, and beauty is the result of confidence.  

Of the twelve people giving internal definitions of beauty, eight participants 

referred to beauty as a result of health or taking care of oneself. Laura said that “in 

everyday life [beauty is] just being healthy.” Ann added that “the way I see beauty is 

people take care of themselves and are really really health conscious about the way they 

live their life.” Dee said that she feels that “people who try and take care of themselves 

emotionally and physically have a beauty quality to them” (Dee).  

Seven participants defined beauty as coming from the inside out; that it comes 

from having a good, kind personality and can be evidenced in behavior rather than in 

visible characteristics. Donna is representative of many of these comments when she said 

that she feels that internal beauty is a prerequisite for external beauty, “like you have to 

be pretty from the inside out.” Leah agrees, saying that “you can’t be, like, a beautiful 

person without having a good personality, you can be like someone who’s super sexy and 

an ugly personality and for me, you’re just stupid and you’re ugly [laughs] and I don’t 

want to be around you [laughs].” Amelia adds that the way we treat others is an important 

aspect of beauty: “I don’t think beauty is just physical … I think that mostly on the 

inside, who we are, and how we love, that’s, that is beauty. You know, how we treat 

others, who we love, who we take care of, an impact, you know, that’s kind of beauty, to 

me, I guess.”  
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Five of participants defined beauty specifically as an outcome of confidence; in 

other words, they all say that being confident and secure is what makes someone 

beautiful. Olivia’s statement is characteristic of these comments: “beauty has to do with 

the inside a lot more than the outside, so if you have, um, confidence about the way you 

look on the inside it will just exude out on the outside” (Olivia). Jennifer considers self-

confidence to be the primary origin of beauty: “First and foremost, I think it’s just inner 

beauty and having, like, inner confidence in yourself.” Inner beauty that comes from 

confidence can come out in a visible way, adds Joy, “in the way someone carries 

themselves, um, how they portray themselves, maybe the confidence level, um, their 

insecurities and what they’re secure about.” Dee said that interpersonal skills can be 

another aspect of confidence—and therefore beauty: “I know I find someone more 

beautiful when they, you know, speak up and they just say, ‘hi, I’m so-and-so’, and they 

have a natural confidence about them.” (Dee).  

External criteria of beauty 

Almost every participant (19) mentioned criteria of beauty that are external and 

visible. These responses fell into two subcategories: 1) beauty is defined differently by 

each individual and 2) beauty is a social construct with culturally determined visual 

markers of beauty. Not all participants agree with these culturally defined criteria. 

Several participants describe characteristics of beauty as being inborn or genetic. Further, 

the external criteria of beauty are explained as being different for modeling and for 

everyday life, and there are different criteria for different kinds of modeling work.  

The idea that the criteria of beauty are defined differently by each individual is 

placed in the external definition category because the participants who defined beauty in 

terms of individual preference referred to visual characteristics of appearance as they did 

so. In other words, nobody who said that beauty is defined differently by each individual 

then referred to internal aspects of beauty. For example, Harriet gave a list of visible 

characteristics that she prefers in women and concluded, “So for me ... that’s what 

beautiful is” (emphasis mine). Ten participants defined beauty as an individual 

preference, in that different people find different aspects of appearance to be beautiful. 

Donna’s comment is representative of this perspective: “Beauty is in the eye of the 
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beholder ... everyone has their own ideas of beautiful … I feel like there’s so many 

different ideas of what ‘pretty’ is and it’s hard to really name an element ... it’s all so 

conditional.” Jess provided a more specific example of this perspective:  

“It’s just so interesting how people, like my guy friends for example, view a 

beautiful woman vs. how I might view a beautiful woman, or something like that, 

or how other models would view a beautiful woman or anything. You can’t define 

beauty, I guess, there’s so many different types of people. Like I might see, um, a 

five ten, really skinny, like gawky eyed, long haired girl, pretty young, and I’d say 

wow, she has the potential to be so beautiful. Or I don’t know, whereas my guy 

friends might think like a short, curvier girl, something like that, might be more 

beautiful. And I also think that’s beautiful, but, um, they might not think the super 

skinny tall girl is beautiful, or whatever. … I really think there’s a lot of different 

types of beauty.”  

As an example of how certain features might or might not be considered beautiful 

by certain individuals, Lucy said that she has “a strong jaw and cheekbones ... I don't 

think that's necessarily what other people find beautiful in the world, you can be short 

and really cute or whatever and that's appealing to people.” After identifying shiny hair as 

a typical beauty criteria, Ruth provided another example of this, in that she “would 

probably find somebody with dreadlocks, whose hair is not shiny because it’s in 

dreadlocks, to be really beautiful.”  

Of the 19 people giving external criteria of beauty, nearly all (17) participants 

identified visual characteristics of cultural standards of beauty such as clear skin, 

symmetry, healthy, silky, long hair, cheekbones, full lips, tallness, thinness (but in a 

curvy fashion), and white teeth. No one listed every single characteristic, but in general 

the beauty criteria that were listed by various participants were in agreement with each 

other and overlapped. For example, Ruth’s list of “fuller lips, unobtrusive nose, currently 

strong eyebrows, symmetry, obviously, possibly a beauty mark to break up the symmetry, 

or some kind of unique eye color, you know? Clear skin, long hair … ” agrees with 

Bernadette’s list, which includes “symmetry … of the face especially” as well as “good 
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skin and straight white teeth … silky hair. … And then like, you know, being fit and 

somewhat toned.”  

As they listed the criteria of ideal beauty, several participants also identified 

beauty, and the criteria of beauty, as socially constructed. Samantha thinks that the ideal 

beauty  

“has been ... conditioned to come off as ... 5’8’, that’s kind of like the standard 

height for being, like, for a woman, or 5’7” and you have, you know, just like this 

full, voluminous hair and size B chest and, um, olive skin, and I think that’s kind 

of what I observe as being, like, the ideal beauty. I just notice that if you watch 

pageants a lot, a lot of the girls kind of look the same way, that are chosen. 

They’re all like 5’7”, they all have that, you know, B cup, they’re all olive 

skinned, they all have full, gorgeous hair ... they have to tan because that’s the 

ideal skin color, straight white, white, white teeth.”  

Leah discusses everyday beauty as a social construct, in that she doesn’t think that she 

fits “in the cultural normal, I’m definitely an acquired taste, um [laughs], um, because I 

would say, right now America’s focusing more on curves, and I don’t really have curves, 

um, they want a rounder face, I have a long face, I have a long neck, so it makes me kind 

of, more … model build, because I’m a model.”  

Even though they recognize that beauty criteria are determined by society, several 

participants reported having their own definitions of beauty criteria. Although most (17) 

participants identified visual characteristics of cultural standards of beauty, not all 

participants agreed that they, personally, felt that these were the characteristics of beauty. 

Christie, for example, identified certain culturally defined aspects of beauty as criteria of 

beauty that she doesn’t necessarily agree with:  

“I guess there’s a societal, like, parameter I guess, on what beauty criteria looks 

like, but I don’t know, I guess I would take cues and on trends and stuff, and like, 

oh, okay, that’s cool, and beauty trends or whatever, but as far as like a criteria, as 

in, if you’re not five ten and weight a hundred and 20 pounds, and have blond hair 

and blue eyes, then you’re not beautiful, then I wouldn’t put parameters on that, 

or, like, say that there’s a criteria in my eyes.”  
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Many participants referred to beauty criteria, and in particular the beauty criteria 

required for modeling, as genetic, in that the criteria are based on one’s fundamental 

physical structure, or “winning the genetic lottery” as Ruth described it. Laura points out 

that, while she couldn’t define beauty in an everyday context, “modeling has a lot to do 

with structure, like those little things, like features that stand out, like cheekbones, and 

you know for high fashion, it’s looking a little bit out of the ordinary … in modeling, 

like, it’s to do with height and those, like I said, those facial features.” Dee adds that 

“modeling ... takes a lot of certain genetics, and certain looks.” Kaylee refers to the 

beauty criteria that models need to meet as ‘raw beauty’ in that “models have to be more 

naturally pretty, in a way, just because they don’t want you wearing a whole bunch of 

makeup, because they want to see more of the raw beauty”  

Participants were not specifically asked to describe the differences in definitions 

of beauty for different types of modeling work. However, during the course of the 

interviews, participants provided a great deal of information about the parameters of 

appearance (including body size and shape) that are required for different types of 

modeling. Participants described fairly concrete distinctions between industry 

requirements for lifestyle/commercial modeling, editorial/fashion modeling, and runway 

modeling. Many of these appearance requirements for the modeling industry are 

described in somewhat different terms than they use to describe beauty ideals in general.  

Lifestyle/commercial models were described as “an everyday look that people can 

relate to, you know, like that cute mom look or that girl next door look” by Kaylee; they 

are “more of an ‘average’ pretty,” according to Phoebe. They must be lean but not 

muscular: “You can’t put on too much muscle as a model, like, unless you’re a fitness 

model and that’s your purpose. It’s not recommended that you be too muscular” adds 

Samantha. 

Fashion/editorial models were described by several participants as being unique 

looking as well as being taller and thinner; Laura put it as “looking a little bit out of the 

ordinary.” Samantha adds that “they aren’t very, like, typically attractive; they’re kind of 

strange looking. They have big features, or there’s just something about them that just 

kind of stands out … they look for more, like, interesting features and height and body 
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shape.” Dee agrees: “if you look at a lot of the European models or even models in New 

York, they always have kind of a unique factor; some of them will have really big eyes, 

or, you know, a gap in their teeth, or they’re really thin.”  

Runway models were described as a subset of fashion/editorial models with more 

specific height and body size requirements. The details of these requirements varied but, 

in general, boiled down to very tall and very thin. Jess said that “usually for runway you 

have to be, um, like 5’9” minimum, and in Europe, 5’10” minimum.” Tee offered even 

more specifics: “... it’s really runway models who are between 5’10” and 5’11”, waist 

between 25 and 25 inches, hips that are between 85 and 87 centimeters.” These body size 

requirements are based on the need to fit into designers’ sample clothes. Kaylee said that 

“a lot of it has to do with the clothing designers, because they’re making clothes for 

certain sizes, sample sizes.” According to Dee, those “clothing sample sizes are 2–4s, or 

sometimes smaller.”  

Participants report that there is a difference between the beauty criteria that are 

required of models and the criteria that matter in everyday life; Leah used herself as an 

example, because she has a long face and “everything’s elongated on me, so I don’t 

necessarily have a standard pretty.” Lucy adds that  

“if you're talking about modeling, and being a model in particular, the standards 

are being really really tall and really really really thin, in the modeling world 

you're insanely thin, and perfect skin, not perfect features, because I think that 

something that might be seen as an imperfection makes someone more interesting, 

like maybe you have really thick eyebrows or a gap in your tooth or whatever, but 

that kind of sets you apart and it becomes a good thing I think in modeling ... I 

don't think that's necessarily what other people find beautiful in the world, you 

can be short and really cute or whatever and that's appealing to people I think it's 

this whole very different look [for modeling], it's almost harsh, and that's for the 

type of modeling that I do, like the look book or editorial modeling, not for like 

commercial modeling.”  



68 

 

Unknown/no criteria of beauty 

Seven participants said that they didn’t know what the criteria of beauty are or 

that there aren’t any criteria. However, no one said only that they didn’t know or there 

aren’t any; each of these also mentioned an external or internal criterion, such as Harriet, 

who said “my type would be thin, tall, long hair, big lips, big eyes, um … usually dark 

hair and light eyes. ... I don’t think we can quantify what makes someone beautiful.” 

Similarly, Laura said that she didn’t know but did identify symmetry as at least one 

criteria of beauty: “I really, I don’t believe beauty is being symmetrical—I mean, I guess 

it helps—um, I don’t know, I guess like—are we talking beautiful, like physical 

appearance and that, whole—I mean, because there’s so many different things that make 

a person beautiful, you know what I mean, like—I don’t know what makes someone 

attractive.”  

Beauty criteria 

Sources of beauty criteria 

When asked where beauty criteria come from and who or what influences those 

criteria, participants’ responses generally fell into four categories: Media, influential 

people in the fashion industry, indicators of health and social status, and ‘I don’t know.’  

Two-thirds of participants (14) mentioned media sources. The media category 

includes social media, magazines, and television as sources of information about beauty 

criteria and the presence of supermodels and celebrities as the embodiment of beauty 

ideals. For example, Kaylee said that she “would say magazines, social media, because 

people are on that all the time, they’re following like the Kardashians, you know, so girls 

are like oh, they’re so beautiful, I want to look like that. So I think a lot of it is a lot of 

social media, you’re looking at the celebrities, they’re setting examples, um, and so 

they’re like, oh, they’re beautiful, well this is a trend, you know, so you need to look like 

this because this is the trend right now.” Ann adds that “obviously people look up to the 

Carly Claus’ and Taylor Swift and the girls who are, they have access, to all these super 

fashionable lines and are super tall, skinny, you know, have either people do their 

makeup or know how to do their makeup, those are kind of the people—especially since 

they’re everywhere—that’s who I think of, especially those two girls because they’re 
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everywhere.” Several participants did mention magazines as sources of beauty criteria, 

although Mary Belle thinks that “people are going off TV more than, necessarily 

magazines and stuff these days.”  

Seven participants mentioned sources in the influential people in the fashion 

industry category, which includes designers and other industry professionals, including 

“the advertisers. The people that, that are shooting us, you know? The people that are 

making the billboards and the magazines and all that stuff,” who are mentioned by 

Donna. People mentioned in this category contribute to the establishment of beauty 

criteria by establishing trends, setting standards, selecting runway models, and selecting 

the images that are then presented to the public. For example, Samantha believes that 

“someone in power comes along and decides that this is what the ideal beauty should be 

… And then they are able to further that influence and … have it become a universal 

thing until it becomes a society’s standard.” Jennifer notes that “fashion and where things 

are going” are a big influence on how celebrities choose to look and that “fashion’s 

always consistently changing so I think maybe what influences [it] is, you know, like 

nature and flowers and the color trends.” 

The indicators of health and social status category includes characteristics that 

indicate reproductive fitness in the evolutionary sense, such as clear skin, hourglass 

figure, and glossy hair, as Ruth describes: “I feel like the basic criteria of shiny hair, clear 

skin, nice teeth … I think that just comes from very primitive, basic ‘will your children 

be hale and hearty if a guy has sex with you?’” Six participants gave sources from this 

category. Socially selected characteristics of health such as the right amount of tan for the 

cultural moment and the right amount of thinness or fatness are also included in this 

category, because they tended to be mentioned together. Tee said that  

“originally beauty was based on some sort of indicator, so you know a long time 

ago women who were full figured were considered beautiful because they were 

able to bear children. And people who were really pale were considered beautiful 

because they spent so much time inside and didn’t have to work outside. Well that 

switched because then it became that if you were tan you were beautiful because 

you had time to vacation and lay out in the sun instead of working in an office or 
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a factory. And if you were thin you were beautiful because you had the time to 

exercise and take care of your body, instead of you know working so many hours 

and throwing together a super unhealthy meal.” 

The ‘I don’t know’ category is self-explanatory; seven participants said they 

didn’t know who or what influenced beauty criteria. However, all but one of those 

participants did give other possible sources of criteria or influence, such as Samantha, 

who also indicated that influential people contribute to the criteria: “I would have to say 

that the criteria comes from someone’s made up mind, that beauty should be that way. 

Because nobody really knows where it came from.” 

Most participants mentioned multiple sources or influences of beauty criteria, 

such as Lucy, who said that she thinks that “celebrity actresses kind of define what’s 

beautiful right now, thinking about Jennifer Lawrence and all these women who are so 

desirable right now, I almost think that makes it the standard for what's beautiful. Yeah. 

And then you know I see magazines, they're all over the magazines and stuff too.” 

Similarly, Claudia attributed the sources of and influence on beauty criteria to multiple 

sources, saying that “it’s truly what we’re seeing in magazines … and it truly is what 

these designers are putting on the runway … those are the pictures that are making it into 

fashion magazines and publications, and that’s what people are seeing.” 

Feelings about beauty criteria 

When discussing beauty ideals, many participants indicated that they felt that 

beauty ideals are unrealistic. Some rejected practices that are performed to achieve 

“beauty.” In addition, some rejected the concept of a cultural standard of beauty.  

Several participants’ statements indicate that they reject or contradict certain 

aspects of cultural standards of beauty, or the idea that there is such a thing as a cultural 

standard of beauty. Several participants said that beauty ideals are unrealistic, such as 

Jennifer, who observed that “people strive to look like a Victoria’s secret model, which is 

pretty much unrealistic unless you’re just kinda naturally that way.” Claudia lamented 

that  

“everything that we see—again going back to beauty standards, and everything in 

the magazines—that stuff is so photoshopped, it’s hilarious. ... we have this 
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expectation that people have beautiful, or you know clean, perfect, you know 

monochromatic, just skin that’s one color, one texture, and really we’ve got 

freckles, which I love, we we’ve got scabs and dark skin from scabs and to me, it 

kind of bums me out that I feel like I really should cover it up, you know?”  

A few participants mentioned that they rejected specific beauty standards. Tee, for 

example, described her body hair removal practices and then commented that, while she 

does do the body hair removal that is required for modeling work purposes, in her real 

life, “hair happens, if anyone has a problem with it, great, they can go take their snooty 

booty somewhere else.” Samantha rejected the idea of perfectly white teeth: “I think it’s 

weird to have really white teeth, to be honest. It’s really unnatural, and it kind of scares 

me” and goes on to explain that her dislike is based on the unreality of ideal beauty, 

because “most of this ideal isn’t real. And very few women are that ideal without some 

kind of enhancement.” Ultimately, Samantha feels that she personally does not need or 

want to meet that ideal: “I could definitely rise to that ideal, I could do the work, I could 

get the work done, I could mold myself that way, but I just don’t see why I need to do 

that. I’ve made the personal decision not to want to do that.”  

A few participants rejected the entire concept of a cultural standard of beauty, 

such as Amelia, who said that “[laughs] I don’t think there’s a measurement [of beauty], I 

wouldn’t say, that’s kind of messed up, um, I don’t think beauty is just physical ... that’s 

so superficial.” Joy agreed, saying that “I’m not a fan of that saying, ‘cultural beauty’, 

[laughs] I’m not sure what that even means. I mean, I guess that people, they’ll look at a 

celebrity and say, ‘oh, well, she has this and this’, okay, well, I don’t like that. But she 

may have something else, tall and skinny or a little bit thicker, she may have a bigger 

booty or whatever. Everyone’s so different, I don’t … the cultural, what defines beauty, 

I’m not even sure what that means, because everyone’s got their own different … I think 

I just, for myself, I just do—I just do me. Like I try to make myself as happy as can be, 

and that’s beauty.”  

Knowledge about one’s beauty  

Almost all participants (17) responded in the affirmative when asked if they 

consider themselves to be beautiful. About half of the participants who said they consider 
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themselves to be beautiful equivocated on the subject or qualified the claim somehow; 

they were not quite sure they are beautiful or were reluctant to claim that they are. For 

example, Ann reported that she feels that she has “my beautiful moments. [boyfriend] 

always tells me I’m beautiful, but yeah, I mean, I think so.” Ruth said that she does “meet 

the standard parameters of beautiful, usually.” Donna said that she has “a ‘girl next door’ 

sort of look, and so … I’m not hard on myself, because I know what I look like [laughs]. 

because I know where I fit in, so I guess I feel like I look pretty”  

One participant made a distinction between an ideal beauty and her own kind of 

beauty, preferring to define herself as being beautiful in an “interesting” way:  

“Um, I consider myself to be unique looking; I don’t know if I’m, like, the ideal 

beauty. I’m not sure that’s me. I think I’m more of an interesting beauty; I think 

I’m the type of person that you look at, and there’s just like a story when you look 

at me. There’s like … there’s something about my looks that makes you just kind 

of feel something, or, like, I’m just kind of unique, with my features. I don’t really 

think I am the ideal beauty. I don’t.” (Samantha).  

Ten participants emphasized that they (also) think everyone is beautiful and/or 

that there is a wide range of beautiful; for example, Amelia said that she thinks “that most 

everybody is—obviously it’s so cliché—everybody has their own … they’re special. 

They’re all special and I have my own special model ‘pretty’ and I think I’m pretty, I 

mean, people tell me I’m pretty.“ Christie added that she “believes that everyone is 

beautiful because they’re made in God’s image, so I’d say yes [that I am beautiful], and 

yes that everyone is.” For Jess, beauty can be found in ‘random’ attributes: “I know it 

sounds cheesy but I do think there’s beauty in everyone, even if it’s like something totally 

random, like their fingers are really long or something.”  

How participants come to know themselves as beautiful 

Participants were not explicitly asked about the process by which they came to 

realize that they were beautiful, but they were asked if their level of attractiveness had 

fluctuated or changed over the course of their lives. Their responses are suggestive of a 

process by which they came to understand themselves as beautiful. Many realized they 

were beautiful as a result of receiving information to that effect from various sources and 
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in various contexts. Participants’ descriptions of the things that have been particularly 

impactful in how they think about their appearance are generally consistent, in that they 

have grown into an understanding of themselves as beautiful that is based largely on what 

other people have said and the motivations of those people.  

For example, Phoebe said that “all of the compliments and feedback I’ve gotten 

has built up to me believing in myself [laughs] ... it was a lot of small things. … one of 

the photographers who I’ve worked with … said that I should definitely, I definitely 

deserve to be in new York, like with one of the bigger agencies, and he knew that I could 

be there. And so that was uplifting [laughs]. Because he knows what he’s talking about.” 

Jess was not specific about whose compliments were most impactful, but she said the 

cumulative effect was vital: “I thought I was very not beautiful, and then I got to high 

school and people started telling me, hey, you should try modeling, that’s when I kind of 

changed my perspective ... If people hadn’t started, um, giving me those compliments 

freshman year, I probably wouldn’t have started modeling and probably wouldn’t be 

where I am now. Because it took people telling me, to convince myself.” Samantha 

“would hear those things [compliments] and then I would start to be like, okay, maybe I 

am attractive. But even though I had, even though I heard those things and had that 

realization, though, I still struggled to find myself attractive, though. I don’t know if 

that’s hard to believe, but it didn’t matter how many times I heard it, because in my 

opinion those people didn’t really love me for who I was, so they could say that all they 

wanted, but it didn’t … and I didn’t take it to heart” and it was a partner’s compliments 

that finally convinced her that she was attractive because he “really loves me, so I believe 

what he says and take it to heart.” 

Several participants mentioned specifically that they realized they were attractive 

when they began to receive attention from men. For example, Mary Belle realized that 

she was attractive when she “got asked out by my first boyfriend at nine—no, ten, then. I 

don’t know, it was just the first time I’d ever gotten any sort of, kind of, attention from 

the opposite sex.” Lucy recalled being on a European trip with friends and “suddenly 

getting a lot of attention from men, or boys or whatever, and going 'wow, this is kind of 

weird, I've never had this attention before' and it was nice, I had never considered myself 
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to be beautiful before … I remember being like, this is cool, a bunch of dudes think I’m 

pretty.”  

Several participants reported that they had always received attention because of 

their looks, and that attention eventually made them aware that they were beautiful. 

Kaylee mentioned that she “was always told I should model … I was the tall blond 

walking around school, you know, so I always got noticed ... I’m just more natural, like I 

think models have to be more naturally pretty, in a way, just because they don’t want you 

wearing a whole bunch of makeup, because they want to see more of the raw beauty.” 

Claudia reports having “honestly been really oblivious to the, like to any of that attention. 

It’s something I’ve always kind of turned off, because it always felt very awkward.”  

Two participants mentioned specifically that they found a sense of belonging in 

the modeling world, where they received feedback that their unusual looks fit in and they 

realized that being hired as a model must mean that they were attractive. For Samantha, 

“the modeling world was just where I fit. Cause all the girls, they all looked like me. And 

they all had a very similar story to me, and for them modeling was the place where they 

just felt accepted. And they felt, you know, you’re not just like this odd girl out, you 

know, there is a place for you, and there is a purpose for your, maybe kind of unorthodox 

looks.” Donna could not identify a specific point at which she realized that she was 

attractive, but did say that becoming successful as a model was part of the process of 

figuring it out, in that “it was just kind of like, oh, well, if I can do this, then awesome. If 

I’m getting hired, then that must be good.”  

For several participants, physical changes after an awkward adolescence were a 

big part of how they realized that they had become beautiful—they became more 

confident in the way they looked after growing into their features, developing breasts, 

having their teeth straightened, getting contact lenses, and/or realizing that their 

appearance was why people were picking on them. For example, Donna said that “when 

you’re growing up or you’re in an adolescent phase, you’re kind of just looking at 

yourself going ‘I’m awkward’—at least I did. ... now I just sort of feel like I’m pretty, or 

beautiful, more like, because I’m older and … I feel like the older I get the more 
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confident I get just in like who I am.” Ruth described her transition out of adolescence as 

having been similar to the ‘ugly duckling becoming a swan’ trope: 

“one summer, between middle school and high school, I was like, you know, 

screw this short hair, it’s driving me crazy, I’m growing it out. And it grew out to 

a chin length kind of bob type thing, and I was able to get contact lenses, it was 

really like ‘she’s all that,’ or whatever, when you’re like ‘her? She’s ugly,’ and 

then oh, take away the glasses and get the ponytail down and she’s actually really 

pretty—it was like that. … And that’s when I started getting more recognition for 

me being attractive.”  

Several participants mentioned that becoming confident in themselves, projecting 

confidence, and/or having a ‘don’t give a shit’ attitude was important in becoming 

attractive. For example, Claudia described it as thinking that her “attraction has grown … 

as I’ve gotten older, you know, it goes hand in hand with confidence … I kind of care 

less about what people think now, I kind of don’t give a shit, to be honest with you … 

and, I’ve honestly noticed a change in how, in even coming to approach me, or just trying 

to talk to me or strike up a conversation ... there’s just an increase in that approachability, 

I feel like.” 

Two participants mentioned that belief in God was key to becoming comfortable 

with their appearance. Christie said that “coming to know the Lord, like, and knowing his 

love for me and his acceptance, like really radically changed how I viewed myself and I 

just started this journey of like, whoa, if God loves me the way I am and he created me 

perfect and in his image, and he made everything about me specifically in the way that I 

am right now, like—why would I not love myself for who I am?” Similarly, Amelia 

reported “not really knowing who I was and what I was until I started going to church 

and realized that my identity is not in physical things ... I was just like okay, this is great, 

whatever, you know, I’m loved for who I am ... I think that’s a lot of why I’m confident 

in myself, because I believe that my identity isn’t in like what I do or how I look or what 

I wear, like little things that are totally fleeting, you know, it’s who I am on the inside.” 
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Reinforcement of current awareness: How models know whether they are beautiful 

Participants gave a variety of explanations of how they know they meet cultural 

standards of beauty. Donna said that she knows she is beautiful because she knows how 

she looks and where her appearance ranks in society: “I know what I look like [laughs]. 

because I know where I fit in, so I guess I feel like I look pretty.“ Ruth noted that her face 

is socially acceptable: “I have a normal face, like it’s symmetrical, it’s okay, there’s 

nothing society deems ‘wrong’ with my face.” Dee also focused on the lack of problems 

with her appearance, and added a reference to meeting the criteria of a cultural standard 

of beauty: “I don’t feel like I have anything that would … distinguish me as an ugly 

person, that, you know, is [not] up to the standard that we see from day to day.”  

Most participants (17) mentioned that they know they are beautiful because 

people have told them they are. Simultaneously, some participants indicated a reluctance 

to identify as beautiful. For example, Phoebe said that she has finally come to realize that 

she is beautiful “because I’ve been told that, and I believe it, finally [laughs].” 

Bernadette, who wasn’t sure if she considers herself to be beautiful, adds that she does 

“know that I should … because I’ve been told ... that’s something people have told me, a 

lot.” For Leah, it took time to believe that she was beautiful, but eventually it sunk in 

after “you have enough friends who tell you and you have moments where you look in 

the mirror and go, yeah! That’s an attractive person.” Dee said that she gets feedback 

from others that she embodies beauty and confidence, and that is how she knows that she 

is beautiful: “I walk around and everyone thinks I’m beautiful, and everyone tells me that 

I—you know, they compliment me, and they think I’m confident, and they think I’m a 

proud person of my figure and what I look like. And I am, and I portray that to them. And 

so I’d say that I just have, I have those qualities.” She also indicated that her knowledge 

of herself as beautiful was grounded in positive feedback from others, but added that she 

wasn’t sure if that was the only factor, because “maybe I just grew up with a lot of really 

nice people who were really positive and complimentary of each other.”  

A few participants use the fact that they are models as evidence of their 

attractiveness; in other words, they know that they must be beautiful because they are 

paid to have their picture taken. For example, for Ruth, “what it boiled down to was ‘oh, 



77 

 

someone’s paying to take my picture. Wow! That means I can go to the grocery store in 

sweatpants and uncombed hair and an unwashed face and still totally feel fine with 

myself. Because I know that I meet society’s standards of value, you know.”  

Even though they know they are beautiful because people tell them, some 

participants maintain an attitude of not caring what people think. For example, Laura said 

that “I just feel like I have to believe I’m beautiful no matter what people say [laughs]—

that sounds so cheesy, but, like, it’s true.” For Amelia, feeling attractive despite what 

others think is the reason that she does not wear makeup, because “I’m pretty the way I 

am, I don’t care what anybody else thinks.” Donna said that she thinks that “because I 

feel pretty inside, I think it makes me feel pretty outside, no matter what other people 

think.” Olivia made a point of saying that identifying oneself as beautiful “is really 

showing your confidence, and showing that to other people and saying that it’s okay for 

you to think that you’re beautiful, even if other people don’t.”  

Several participants’ statements implied that they feel that they are supposed to be 

okay with their bodies and the way they look, and that accepting one’s body and 

appearance is a positive, desirable thing. Participants did not explicitly state this as such, 

but it can be identified in comments they made in passing. For example, as Dee 

mentioned that she made modeling fun for herself, she commented that this “made it easy 

to stay positive” about how she looked. Later, she said that she makes a point of 

following “some curvy girl Instagram accounts” and some “that do the same promotion 

of healthy body image thing.” Mary Belle alluded to the value of self-acceptance in her 

statement that if she says she’s going to work out, people might respond with criticisms 

such as “‘you’re just judgmental’ or ‘you don’t think that you’re worth anything unless 

you’re super fit.’” Harriet explained that she began to feel like she “looked like the 

women on the magazine covers” after losing weight, and said that that “sounds really 

probably, I don’t know, not politically correct, or like not, you know, empowering at all 

… I wish I were stronger and you know I could have been more confident in my body 

when I was heavier.” 

A specific subset of approval from people in general is approval from men. 

Participants reported that approval from boyfriends, men friends, and complete strangers 



78 

 

is understood as evidence of their attractiveness. Lucy remembered “being like, ‘this is 

cool, a bunch of dudes think I’m pretty.’” Bernadette said that she realized in college that 

“oh! Guys find me attractive! Oh, that’s weird, wait—what? What does that mean? And I 

don’t know why I didn’t get it, but I just didn’t for some weird reason.” Harriet identified 

a weight loss as having made a difference in her attractiveness, given that “since I moved 

to [city] and lost the weight, I have noticed that I get a lot more attention, from men.” 

Harriet described an example of a time when a compliment from a man had a particularly 

lasting effect on her knowledge of her own attractiveness:  

“I walked by this guy and all of a sudden he stopped. He didn’t look at any of my 

friends, he just goes ‘You are bangin.’ And that’s it, he like walked away. And I 

just stood there like … I just stood there. And I didn’t know what to do, because 

no one had ever said that to me before, and I was like, huh! And I will never 

forget that, I will never forget that weird drunk guy. [laughs] He’ll always be a 

part of my brain. Because that was probably one of the first times when I was like 

‘Huh. Well!’ I’m bangin. And I carried that with me, I think, you know, for the 

rest of the year, at least, where I would tell myself, I would try to tell myself that. 

So yeah, strangely enough, a weird drunk guy telling me I’m bangin had a very 

lingering effect.” 

Consequences associated with beauty: How participants are treated  

All participants indicated that they are aware that they receive attention when they 

are out in public because of how they look. Their feelings about this phenomenon vary 

from enjoyment, to neutral awareness, to discomfort and avoidance. Lucy appreciates the 

attention, saying that “I definitely feel good about myself when I’m getting attention for 

my appearance.” Tee knows that she can expect that “if I go out by myself, everyone 

where I go is going to stare at me.” For Kaylee, the attention she receives on her own is 

heightened by being in public with her partner, because “my fiancé models too, so we’re 

like two models walking around, so we get a lot of attention that way ... we’re both really 

tall … we just get random compliments from people, just walking around.”  

Some participants reported that the attention they receive attention depends on 

what they are wearing; for example, Ann has learned that “if I go out and I’m like 
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wearing heels or a cute top or you know like actually accentuating my body, like I 

definitely get ... more attention” whereas Samantha finds that “no matter what I wear, I 

attract attention.” Several dress in ways that they hope will mitigate this; to minimize the 

“weird attention” that she might get, Ruth doesn’t “go around every day dressed up like a 

model” because she knows that “the visual indicators that women are supposed to give 

off, to indicate that they’re beautiful or sexual or whatever, gets you really weird 

attention in real life.” Donna also avoids wearing “anything low cut, um, short, or 

anything like that” to avoid looking like she is trying to attract attention. 

Several participants indicated that they are uncomfortable with the attention they 

receive and therefore ignore or try to minimize the attention that might otherwise be 

directed at them. Christie doesn’t like it when “the butcher at the market I go to, he’s like 

‘hey beautiful’—I’m like this is really awkward, why does he have to go there? [laughs] 

... I’m just like no, we’re all on the same playing field here, like I don’t need extra—I 

don’t need special attention from you.” Claudia has “honestly been really oblivious to 

the, like to any of that attention. It’s something I’ve always kind of turned off,” whereas 

Bernadette says that she has fundamentally changed the way she relates to the world in 

order to avoid attention:  

“I’ve always had a lot of attention for my physical appearance, and I’ve never 

liked it … [city] is so overwhelming for me, especially with the attention I get if 

I’m out walking on the street, or whatever I’m doing, I’ve kind of become blind, 

like I’ve had to, I kind of keep my eyes down, I don’t … I take in the world a lot 

less now, I’ve been here five years. And I think it’s because when I first moved 

here, I was so overwhelmed by it, that I think it became like a defense 

mechanism. I try not to be aware of people reacting to me anymore. Because it’s 

not like I’m sooo beautiful that everyone’s staring at me, but like, you know, you 

get some attention, and I, I think I just—I don’t, I try to ignore it. Like my 

boyfriend is the one who’s making me aware of it now, because he will, like, 

‘that’s guy’s staring at you’, ‘that guy was watching you the whole time’ [laughs] 

I’m not aware of it anymore, because I just, I dunno, I think I keep my eyes to the 

floor really.”  
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Positive consequences 

Confidence 

Participants were not asked about confidence, but each of them mentioned or 

described it at some point in the interview. Participants mentioned confidence largely in 

the context of being related to their appearance, and mentioned several sources of 

confidence. Sources of confidence that were mentioned include feedback from other 

people, becoming a part of the modeling industry, being beautiful and performing beauty 

practices, becoming more attractive after an awkward adolescence, and coming from 

within. Confidence is mentioned as an important aspect of working in the modeling 

industry. Participants also referred to the relationship between confidence and beauty.  

Source of confidence: Feedback from others 

Tee said that feedback from photographers during photoshoots helps build her 

confidence; “so that you know what’s happening, the photographer will show you an 

image in the back of the camera. It kind of builds your confidence, it shows your angles, 

it shows the vibe, it really helps.” Ann noticed that when she started wearing clothing that 

fit her better, she received attention from men that gave her confidence:  

“I mean it’s such like a stupid reason but like boy-wise, like I you know I was 

finally paid a little more attention and that obviously helped my confidence a lot 

… [when] I found you know designer jeans that’s when, and those fit my body 

perfectly, so it was just kind of this big, whoa, I actually look the way that I’m 

supposed to versus looking like a fourteen year old my whole life. So, it was 

definitely, it gave me a lot more confidence.”  

Several participants mentioned that receiving compliments contributes to 

confidence, such as Jennifer, who “will be on a little bit of a confidence high if I hear 

from more than one person a day that they like the way that I look,” and Laura, who 

agrees that confidence “maybe comes from being, like, told that I’m attractive.” 

A few participants made a distinction between feedback from strangers and 

feedback from loved ones. For Jennifer, complimentary feedback from outsiders is 

particularly meaningful because  
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“my mom’s going to tell me I’m beautiful every day, and you know family and 

friends are always going to tell you ‘you look good, you look pretty’ but hearing it 

from just someone outside, who doesn’t know you, and a photographer who 

hasn’t worked with you, kind of makes you stop and think, ‘oh’. … obviously, if 

[photographers] want to work with you again, you’re doing something right, it 

just gives you more confidence.” 

On the other hand, Samantha finds that feedback from trusted insiders, such as her 

partner, is particularly powerful, because  

“he really loves me for who I am, he wouldn’t change anything about me, he says 

it all the time … he has really allowed me to feel the most comfortable with 

myself that I’ve ever felt. I think when you have someone around you that really 

accepts you and tells you that they accept you, you know, every day, um, that you 

believe it. You believe it because you know this person is genuine, you know that 

they have nothing to gain by telling you that, so they’re just telling you that 

because that’s what they really believe. … at the end of the day I come home and 

I’m like, well you know what, I have this person that loves me exactly who I am, 

so … you know, it helps a lot with your confidence.” 

Source of confidence: Modeling 

Many participants mentioned that becoming a part of the modeling industry has 

been an important source of confidence, specifically with their appearance. For Jennifer, 

having a lifetime of employment in the modeling world has made her “confident with the 

way that I look, I mean, growing up in cheer and also growing up modeling … I feel like 

I look good. [laughs] I’m confident.“ Phoebe credits modeling with a great deal of 

personal growth, because she has “learned a lot about myself, my confidence has gone up 

a lot, and I actually have self-worth now [laughs].” Lucy noted that she sometimes wears 

high heels as a result of the confidence she’s gained from learning to model, because  

“modeling has helped me not care about stuff like that. Which is cool, it just puts 

you in these situations where you have to just completely not care, which I am 

reeeally bad at, so I think it's been good ... like if you're doing a shoot in the 

middle of a bunch of people and a bunch of people are stopping and watching you 
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it’s so embarrassing, but you have to be like who cares, because it doesn’t matter. 

So that's been good, I think that's been really good for me.”  

Dee said that her favorite part of modeling “was just getting to feel confident and 

comfortable in my skin, that somebody would want to take my photo.” Similarly, Ruth 

found modeling to be “extremely validating” of her appearance. For Mary Belle, a similar 

realization grew over time, as she “actually gained a lot of confidence through modeling; 

for the first little bit, I kind of felt like, wow, I’m like just kind of cheating here, how did 

this happen? … And then after a while, it just got, like, oh, they specifically want my 

look.” 

Source of confidence: Beauty and beauty practices 

Many participants mentioned that they are confident because they are beautiful 

and/or because they successfully perform beauty practices. Olivia said that the way she 

looks has “brought me a lot more confidence. … I receive really positive feedback, and 

just—I feel good about myself.” Kaylee finds that liking the way she looks leads to 

confidence: “I like the way I look, I’m confident being a plus size model … you have to 

be confident so I just put that in my mind of, you know what? I like the way I look, I like 

my curves [laughs], I’m okay with it.” Samantha said that she gets “confidence from 

taking care of myself. You know, I get my confidence from these everyday beauty 

practices.”  

Participants often mentioned confidence in the context of specific beauty 

practices. For example, Claudia said that “when my skin is healthy, I feel like I’m 

confident.” Leah said that acne has “always been like, you know, the self-confidence 

killer … but it’s really clear right now [laughs], so I feel good about my face [laughs].” 

For Harriet, losing weight and getting in shape “really helped my self-confidence and my 

love for my body, when it got healthy, really.” For Olivia, wearing makeup is an 

important confidence builder: “I wear makeup every day. And I don’t think it’s like a 

mask that I’m hiding behind, it’s just something that’s really fun for me to do … and then 

I feel confident starting out my day.” Jennifer finds tanning to be an important factor of 

feeling good about her appearance: “When I’m tanner, I feel more confident. I feel better 

about my body and the way it looks.”  
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Source of confidence: Post-adolescence 

Many participants mentioned that gaining confidence was part of the process of 

growing out of an awkward adolescence and becoming more attractive (or realizing that 

they were attractive). For example, Samantha said that she has  

“grown into my features … [which] allowed me to have more confidence. I would 

say that I started getting noticed, in a complimentary way, so my dating life at that 

point expanded. And you know, I started to go out on dates, and kind of engage in 

those kind of activities, and even leaving, and, you know, growing into my 

features and developing a different sense of self helped me with my confidence.”  

For Donna, growing out of an awkward adolescence “just made me feel better. Because I 

was like, oh, now I have straight teeth, now I have good knees, now I can do more. So I 

think it definitely impacted in a good way, um, I felt more confident.” Christie said that 

in childhood, she “didn’t feel super confident in myself, because I was—I just looked so 

much different than everybody else ... I guess as I’ve aged, I don’t know, I’ve felt more 

confident becoming a woman … feeling confident enough to, like, ask someone out on a 

date, or you know, like, feeling confident wearing different clothing, or you know, 

whatever.” 

Source of confidence: Who I am on the inside 

A few participants described confidence as coming from who they are on the 

inside. For example, Amelia said that she thinks that she is confident in herself “because I 

believe that my identity isn’t in like what I do or how I look or what I wear, like little 

things that are totally fleeting, you know, it’s who I am on the inside.” For Christie, 

becoming more secure in herself was tied to her spiritual life:  

“I think a big part of that is actually my, like, relationship with Jesus, because 

before then I remember there was a time where I was just really insecure in who I 

was ... I think after coming to know the Lord, like, and knowing his love for me 

and his acceptance, like really radically changed how I viewed myself ... why 

would I not love myself for who I am? Or see myself as beautiful, even though 

some other people may not, or even though some kids make fun of me ... That’s 
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been like the number one thing, like already knowing I’m accepted, and coming 

to believe that, myself.”  

Relationship between confidence and beauty  

Participants described a complex relationship between confidence, attractiveness, 

and beauty practices. When asked to describe some important criteria of beauty, or 

elements of beauty, several participants mentioned confidence as a prerequisite of beauty. 

For example, Claudia said that “confidence is key. I mean, that’s, that’s obviously inward 

out, but to me confidence is the number one thing.” Other participants referred to 

confidence as they described the criteria of beauty, such as Joy, who said that she feels 

that “beauty comes out in the way someone carries themselves, um, how they portray 

themselves, maybe the confidence level.” Jess gave examples of celebrity figures that she 

considers beautiful to indicate that confidence is a requirement of beauty: “Kim 

Kardashian or Nicki Minaj, for example, like they’re really curvy and confident and like 

facially beautiful.” For Olivia, demonstrating confidence is one of the ways that she 

becomes beautiful, in that  

“beauty has to do with the inside a lot more than the outside, so if you have, um, 

confidence about the way you look on the inside it will just exude out on the 

outside, and so um, people, I think, can see that confidence, and often, in 

modeling, because for the mere fact that you are posting a picture of yourself and 

you call yourself a model, people will see that confidence. And because I do that, 

I try to do that regularly, and share that part of myself, that I think that I would 

measure up [to criteria of beauty] in that way.” 

Dee said that beauty “can also just be a confidence thing, I know I find someone 

more beautiful when they, you know, speak up and they just say, ‘hi, I’m so-and-so’, and 

they have a natural confidence about them.” She went on to say that  

“people who try and take care of themselves emotionally and physically have a 

beauty quality to them, but people who just kind of give up on themselves, that’s 

where you’re like, well, why don’t you try a little harder, or like work out, or eat 

healthy, or you know, wear a little mascara, to feel better about themselves so 

they are more confident.”  
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Claudia described her attractiveness as going “hand in hand with confidence.” She went 

on to say that being confident in the way she looks means that she can “kind of care less 

about what people think now, I kind of don’t give a shit, to be honest with you.” She 

connected this to something she noticed in college; that the women soccer players were 

attractive to men perhaps because they “didn’t care—they wore shorts all the time, gym 

shorts, gym clothes, had their hair in messy buns, and all the boys loved them and I was 

always kind of puzzled, you know, like, really? Thinking back on it, those girls were so 

confident, and they did not care.” Bernadette said that she finds that being confident, tall, 

attractive, and well-dressed makes a difference in how she is perceived and treated by 

others:  

“if I walk in confident, along with being tall, people are almost always 

immediately intimidated. ... when I’ve had … meetings or was in the dating world 

or whatever, it was definitely like, especially if I looked nice, and dressed up, and 

did the whole thing, if I added confidence to it, people were like, ‘Oh! She’s 

somebody.’”  

Not always feeling confident  

While most participants mentioned that they do generally feel a sense of 

confidence, some participants reported that they are not confident and secure all the time, 

even though they feel that other people expect them to be. This seems to be closely tied 

with the sense that they are not supposed to complain about the way they look. As Tee 

explains, she will “have a day when I don’t feel super confident and because I am who I 

am, I’m not allowed to complain about it. People won’t give me the space to have that, 

and to process that.” Bernadette finds it frustrating that she “is supposed to be 100% 

confident, feel great about myself all the time, when in reality I have the same 

insecurities as just about anyone else, maybe not as severe and maybe they’re 

unwarranted, but I still have them.” Jess does feel better about herself than she used to, 

but “then inside there is a whole lot of insecurities that I think people don’t see. But uh, 

I’d say I definitely am more confident than I was [in adolescence], for sure.”  
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Confidence: Importance in modeling industry 

Several participants mentioned that confidence is an important trait for those 

working in the modeling industry. Samantha noted that booking insecure models for jobs 

“can get really frustrating for the agents, because they’re not on point for their job, 

they’re not confident. A lot of the industry is confidence. No matter how you look.” 

Donna said that she thinks that “the industry is a tough industry if you’re not confident.” 

Mentioning that she is often older than the other models she encounters at castings, Lucy 

added that she doesn’t “think I would have been good at it at all when I was that age, I 

was too nervous and shy, I didn’t have the self confidence back then.” 

Creativity 

Participants were not asked about creativity. However, most participants (16) 

mentioned that the aspects of modeling that they enjoy the most are the artistic and 

creative elements. Samantha said that “I love the creative expression in modeling, that’s 

my favorite part of modeling, is being able to, kind of, take on different personas and just 

sort of play a role.” Ruth likes “art, and I like the creative process, and I do like creating 

images.” Bernadette noted that “if it’s the right type of photo shoot it can be actually kind 

of fun or creative.”  

To several participants, the creativity of some types of modeling work (such as 

editorial shoots), even if it isn’t always paid, balances out the less interesting types of 

work (such as commercial modeling), although the boring parts tend to be the most 

financially remunerative. For example, Leah said that  

“sometimes the paid work is like glamour stuff ... there’s no art to their work. 

Like if there’s nothing, like artistic, you know, storyline, it’s really boring and 

irritating for me, I guess. Because you can’t create. … last summer I went to new 

York and I did a magazine editorial. It wasn’t paid or anything, but it was still like 

some of the best work I’ve ever done. It’s like its own form of rewarding 

artwork.”  

Ruth agreed, saying that she started modeling for free, which was fun, “because when 

you’re doing it for free you’re collaborating with photographers and stuff and it’s more of 

a creative process.” On the other hand, she noted that in commercial modeling “there’s 
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not much of a creative process, it’s really like, you’re an attractive woman and you’re on 

the beach and we’re selling swimsuits and that’s it.” However, she also acknowledged 

that the pay does make up for the lack of excitement: “the flip side is that you’re literally 

getting paid over a thousand dollars a day.”  

Several participants added that they particularly value having the opportunity to 

work as a part of a collaborative creative team to create art. For example, Jess said that 

she really likes fashion and  

“making art, and [being] the subject of the art ... my favorite thing in the world is 

when I get to a photo shoot and they just kind of give me a few words of 

inspiration, and then I kind of just get to run with it from there ... all these creative 

minds coming together and creating an image that no one really expected initially, 

but it just turns out as a beautiful piece of artwork.” 

Bernadette agreed, saying that “there were a couple of photographers that I shot with a 

couple times that I really enjoyed working with because it was a creative collaboration, 

because we were always actually making something artistic.” Amelia added that she 

thinks that  

“the coolest part of modeling, or one of them, is the fact that it’s not just one 

person that’s making this beautiful photo. You know, it’s the photographer and 

their creative mind and the timing that they took the model moving, you know, 

and the stylist who weeks before were like finding all the stuff to put together and 

thinking ‘these shoes go with this’ and oh my gosh the makeup goes with this and 

the hairstyle … so many different people giving their creativity to make this one 

masterpiece of, you know, of a photo or a video or whatever.”  

Modeling as performance  

For some participants, the opportunity to be visually transformed via hair, 

makeup, and clothing and to play various roles is a favorite aspect of modeling. As Ann 

noted, “you get to play these different characters and ... it’s so fun to see you be 

transformed into someone totally different.” Harriet explicitly defined modeling as 

performative, in that “every shoot is different and you never know—it’s all a 

performance, you know?” Olivia goes into photo shoots with a performer’s mindset, 
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because modeling “involves a lot of, like, creative thinking and a lot of emotion, um, 

when I start to model, I basically think of it like a stage, it’s like a performance.” 

Modeling as the achievement of a beautiful self 

Several participants described modeling as a process of achieving an image of 

themselves that isn’t quite real. For example, Ruth said that becoming a model is a 

transformation that happens in the hair and makeup chair: “when you’re a model and 

you’re going on set, they spend an hour and a half on your hair and makeup. That’s how I 

become a model. Hour and a half on hair and makeup.” Harriet connected that 

transformation to the unrealistic comparisons that other people make about her 

appearance, in that others  

“don’t feel like they look like I do, in these photos, but what they don’t realize is 

how much makeup I have on, and my hair is done, and they’re filtering, I mean—

but even when my friends are seeing these photos of me, and saying, oh, no, I 

could never look like that—I don’t even look like that! That’s what the 

photographer made me look, like that.”  

A few participants mentioned that the construction of themselves as models helps 

them feel good about themselves. For Samantha, becoming a part of “the modeling 

world” helped her realize that she “can attain that level of, like, beautifulness.“ Harriet 

said that “it’s also interesting to be yourself on film. Because we don’t understand what 

we look like ... you don’t always remember that you are beautiful, or that you can be 

made to feel beautiful.” She described the finished images of herself as “a gift” that 

reminds her that “oh, okay, so I don’t always have sleep drool and eye boogers. Like, 

sometimes I clean up okay. And that can be really nice.” For Claudia, it is slightly more 

complicated; being “in hair and full blown makeup” makes her feel good about herself, 

but at the same time “it also doesn’t feel like me. ... it’s kind of like being in drag, that’s 

not me.” 

Special treatment 

Eleven participants reported being treated positively in various ways, such as 

being complimented and being treated with more deference, because they are attractive. 

Donna reported that she receives compliments from strangers, such as “nice people 
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sometimes who are like ‘I just want to let you know you’re really pretty.’” Bernadette 

recognizes that others defer to her in both public settings and in professional contexts:  

“if you’re trying to walk through a crowd and you say ‘excuse me’ and the other 

person will see you and they’re like ‘oh, by all means’ and you’re like ... calm 

yourself down. But I just think like … if I’m having a meeting with someone, 

they’re more willing to give me the time of day. Immediately, before I’ve opened 

my mouth. I think it’s probably just because they’re finding something about me 

attractive.”  

Ruth is aware of being treated positively now, and wonders how  

“are people going to treat me in 20 years, you know? Not just because I’m older 

but because I’ll be less attractive ... I’m really curious what kind of experiences 

I’ll have, going out into the world, if people are going to be as kind to me as they 

are [now]. I’m a kind person, I’m an outgoing person, I’m a very warm person … 

it’s very easy to think that the positive experiences I have with people are because 

... I have a pleasant personality. And it’s going to be interesting, as I get older to 

see if that’s true, if it’s my personality, or if it’s because they’re just following 

this cultural paradigm of valuing attractiveness.”  

Some participants reported receiving concrete benefits from strangers because of 

their appearance. Tee reported that “the guy at the pastry desk will be like, ‘hey how’s it 

going, you want a free macaroon?’” while Lucy received a job offer because of her 

appearance:  

“this woman met me at the gym and she works for a medical office that just does 

aesthetic stuff, so they just do botox and lip injections and stuff, she was like 'I’d 

love for you to work for me, you pick the days you want to work'—that's like a 

clear, obvious example—she was like ‘you're really beautiful and you have the 

look that a lot of our clients come in to try to achieve’ and she was like, ‘I’ll start 

you at a high rate and you pick the days you want to work’ and I have, like no 

qualifications for this job, she just wanted me to work there because—I mean she 

said ‘I like that you have a college degree’ and stuff—but generally she never 

would have asked me if I didn't have this look that she wanted.” 
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A few participants, such as Tee, recognize this positive treatment as an unfair, 

unearned benefit:  

“People are nicer to me. I get the benefit of the doubt with everything. I get an 

extra smile with service. I know this is really terrible, but you know how right 

now we’re talking a lot about racism in our country and how hard it is to be a 

black man in our country because they get assumed, everyone assumes that there 

something bad about them. Being a pretty white girl is the same thing but the 

opposite. Everyone assumes there’s something good about me.”  

Joy agrees that she is, “unfortunately,” “treated very well, and it has to do with 

appearance. Definitely.”  

 While participants recognize that they are treated well because of their 

attractiveness, they also attribute the positive treatment they receive to other factors, such 

as the way they behave and are dressed. For example, Joy said she makes a point of 

treating people well, and isn’t sure which factor—her looks or her behavior—motivates 

other women’s treatments of her ”Other females are very nice to me, and I don’t know if 

that is based on my appearance or because I try to be very nice to them first.” Dee also 

has “a lot of nice, easygoing interactions” with people, but similarly isn’t sure if that’s 

because of how she treats them or because of how she looks. Samantha attributes her 

opportunities to behavior and personality in order to avoid being defined only by her 

looks:  

“I like to think that a lot of the opportunities I’ve had in my life is honestly more a 

result of my charisma and my personality than honestly any of my looks. Um, I 

strive to be a person that people want to work with, I strive to be a person that 

people want to be around. I strive to be a person that can relate to anyone. So, you 

know, I don’t consider my looks what is the best part of me. I just consider them 

an extension of me.”  

Several participants noted that the clothing that they wear has an impact on how 

they are treated, particularly in consumer contexts. Jennifer said that people treat her well 

when she’s carefully dressed:  
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“I think that if you’re dressed the part and look presentable and stuff, um, people 

will be more willing to interact, I feel like, with you. As if—you know, if I was 

wearing this [referring to outfit], someone might come up if I need help, or 

something. If maybe I came in with no makeup or in my pajamas or something 

like that, they probably would walk away.” 

Kaylee agrees, and adds that the positive treatment can be attributed more to the clothing 

than the attractiveness of the person:  

“if I’m going out to a restaurant and I have like a blazer on, and then … again, 

well put together, I think people look at you and treat you a little bit differently. 

Like if you’re at a restaurant and ‘oh, these people are really, look really nice’, I 

think that the waiter’s going to treat you nice. Rather than if you’re wearing like 

some raggedy t-shirt and jeans. … I think if you’re just going out well put 

together, you get treated well whether you’re a model or not.”  

Receiving positive attention from men was mentioned specifically; several 

participants mentioned being treated positively by men because they are attractive and 

receiving compliments from men about their appearance. For example, Harriet reported 

that she appreciates “the power of someone telling you you’re beautiful. Even if it’s a 

stranger ... that happens, you know, some man at a bar will just say ‘oh my god, you are 

just gorgeous’—just to say it. Not to hit on me, just to say it.” She went on to recall a 

particular incident that made a lasting impression on how she feels about her appearance:  

“I walked by this guy and all of a sudden he stopped. He didn’t look at any of my 

friends, he just goes ‘You are bangin.’ … I will never forget that weird drunk guy. 

[laughs] He’ll always be a part of my brain. Because that was probably one of the 

first times when I was like ‘Huh. Well! I’m bangin.’ And I carried that with me, I 

think, you know, for the rest of the year … strangely enough, a weird drunk guy 

telling me I’m bangin had a very lingering effect.  

Negative consequences 

Taboo about claiming to be beautiful 

Although most (17) participants said that they do consider themselves to be 

beautiful, many also revealed a certain reluctance to call themselves ‘beautiful.’ Most 
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participants were also generally reluctant to list things that they like about their 

appearance or to say they’re beautiful; several did list a few criteria of beauty that they 

embody, but most didn’t quite get around to making a list. The reluctance to describe 

themselves as beautiful manifested in a variety of ways: explicitly mentioning that it’s 

weird or difficult to talk about being beautiful, hesitating to attribute women’s behavior 

toward them to jealousy, saying they don’t want to seem arrogant, defining beauty using 

internal criteria, putting the responsibility of defining themselves as beautiful on other 

people, downplaying their acceptable attributes, mentioning only the ways they don’t 

measure up, and avoiding the question.  

A few participants mentioned explicitly that it’s weird or difficult to talk about 

being beautiful, such as Laura, who said that “it’s hard to talk about the way you look. 

Um, it’s really, like, you’re like god, I don’t want to say that I’m attractive, or you know, 

even if I’m told I’m attractive—it’s really hard to, like, it’s really hard to talk about.” Jess 

said “I don’t like to talk about things that, like, look good about me.” Lucy added that 

“you're also very much conditioned to not talk about whether or not you're beautiful.”  

Twelve participants evidenced a couched or reluctant acknowledgment that other 

women are jealous of them because of their appearance, such as Samantha, who said  

“I don’t know, maybe there was a little bit of jealousy going on, because I was 

different looking, maybe like … I don’t know, maybe I didn’t perceive myself as 

pretty but maybe others did, I don’t know. Like, I never had that perception of 

myself, so I wouldn’t know if that was a motivating factor, I can only, like, 

speculate that maybe that could have been a motivating factor on females’ part.” 

 Jennifer attributed the intimidation of other women to the result of their lack of 

confidence, in that her “looks and kind of the way I carry myself, um, definitely comes 

off intimidating, especially to girls who maybe aren’t so confident.” 

Several participants hesitated to discuss their appearance, saying they don’t want 

to seem arrogant. As Kaylee said, she doesn’t “go around ‘oh, I’m so beautiful’ [laughs] 

but I’d like to say I’m, like, decent looking. … I’d, I hate, like … saying, like, ‘oh, I’m 

just beautiful,’ you know, I don’t want that arrogance about me [laughs].” Jennifer’s 

hesitation was centered in identifying specific aspects of her appearance that were 
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attractive: “I could say I feel confident in the way I look, but pointing out each thing … I 

feel like I’m just bragging about it—I don’t want to sound cocky or arrogant.” Laura was 

also uncomfortable discussing her attractiveness, saying that “it’s a hard thing for me to 

even talk about, be like ‘oh, I’m attractive’—it sounds so horrible.”  

Two participants simultaneously recognized and rejected the social taboo around 

discussing their attractiveness. Lucy questioned and critiqued this taboo, saying that  

“even to just think of yourself as beautiful is kind of like, ‘wow, you must be 

really full of yourself.’ Why are you expected to be really insecure about your 

looks? That's not a good thing either. So you’re expected to be so confident and 

so self assured, but you're also not expected to think of yourself as beautiful. I 

think that's a really weird standard.”  

Olivia rejected this social convention entirely, saying that she does consider herself to be 

beautiful  

“and I don’t think that it’s negative to say that; I think a lot of people shy away 

from saying that they are beautiful, because they feel like people will view them 

as, like, narcissistic. But I think something like that is, um, really showing your 

confidence, and showing that to other people and saying that it’s okay for you to 

think that you’re beautiful, even if other people don’t.”  

 The reluctance to claim that they look good was also evidenced by a tendency for 

participants to define themselves as beautiful using internal criteria such as confidence, 

happiness, and personality. Dee said that “one reason a lot of people think I’m beautiful, 

is because I confidently portray myself as I think I’m beautiful.” Donna said that “you 

have to be pretty from the inside out” and Leah agreed, saying that “you can’t be a 

beautiful person without having a good personality.” Ann said that “if you look like 

you’re happy and you’re enjoying your life I think that’s the most beautiful thing” while 

Amelia explained that beauty “is who I am, it’s how I treat people, it’s who I love and 

what I love … who I am towards people or towards myself.”  

Several participants allocated the responsibility for defining themselves as 

beautiful to other people, deferring to others to make that judgment call. For example, 

Ruth said that she has “big eyeballs, which people find engaging,” while Dee said that 
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“for everybody in my life, I mean, I walk around and everyone thinks I’m beautiful, and 

everyone tells me that [I am].” Similarly, Christie knows that “a lot of people would look 

at me and think, oh, you’re tall and skinny, and a model.”  

Most participants also downplayed the fact that they have acceptable appearance 

attributes and/or downplayed the extent to which their attributes are acceptable. In other 

words, they described their looks as being 1) good enough but not necessarily perfect, 

and/or 2) perfectly acceptable, but they discussed nonchalantly and without emphasizing 

that they are fine. This fits into the reluctance to seem like they’re bragging. For example, 

Kaylee described her appearance nonchalantly: “I’d say my skin’s always pretty clear; 

um, my hair is always pretty decent; I try not to let my hair grow out too much ... I just 

keep myself very clean, and up to par, and try to do like the teeth whitening regimens, all 

that fun stuff, get manicures, pedicures.” Thinking about the traits that are currently 

desirable for models to have, Phoebe said that she has “some of that. Not as much as 

other models that I’ve seen, but I think I measure up pretty well.” A particular aspect of 

this is a tendency to refer to one’s thinness as being ‘in shape’ or ‘healthy,’ such as 

Laura, who said that she is “in shape, and I’m … I exercise, I’m healthy, I … uh, I don’t 

know, I have defined cheekbones for modeling [laughs].”  

When asked to describe how they measure up to or fit the criteria of beauty, 

several participants’ responses focused on the ways they don’t meet the criteria. For 

example, Phoebe said that “they’re leaning towards fuller lips, which I don’t really have 

… I have a wide ribcage for my proportions … my hips are a little bit wider set than what 

a lot of agencies want,” while Leah said that she doesn’t “really have curves, um, they 

want a rounder face, I have a long face, I have a long neck ... I definitely have a long, 

everything’s elongated on me.” Several participants mentioned skin issues, such as 

Claudia, who knows “my skin is not up to the standard it should be,” and Ruth, whose 

“skin is sort of splotchy looking all the time.”  

Taboo about appearance complaints 

Several participants report that they don’t feel like they can complain about their 

appearance or body size/shape to other women without eliciting negative reactions. For 

example, Tee said that she doesn’t “get to complain about beauty problems.” Mary Belle 
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adds that she doesn’t “get to critique myself, ever [laughs], or have a feeling about how I 

look without someone being mad that I feel that way.” As Bernadette relates, participants 

are explicitly told that they can’t complain about their bodies or appearance:  

“in the middle school or high school arena ... if I ever complained like, in 

commiseration about whatever the conversation was with my other girlfriends, I 

would immediately get shamed for it, like ‘oh you can’t feel that way because x, y 

and z’ or ‘you wouldn’t know because x, y, z.’ … like if they were trying on 

bathing suits and they would be like, you know, complaining about their stomach 

and I would be like ‘oh yeah’ ... but they would be all ‘you wouldn’t know, like 

you’re so thin,’ or ‘you have perfect skin’ if they were like ‘oh, I have zits,’ and 

I’d be like ‘oh, I have a huge zit right here,’ they’d be like ‘but your skin’s 

perfect,’ blah blah blah. Stuff like that. They were saying something about 

themselves that I was not allowed to ever say.”  

Negative interactions with others 

Participants reported that, because of the way they look and their status as models, 

they have been on the receiving end of snide comments, the subject of jealousy, bullied in 

adolescence, perceived as intimidating, negatively stereotyped, and judged based on their 

body size/shape and food intake. Participants also discussed strategies that they use to 

minimize these negative interactions and described potential motivations that may lead 

others to behave negatively towards them.  

Participants reported receiving a variety of backhanded compliments and snide 

comments based on their appearance and/or body size/shape. For example, Jess has “had 

people say like ‘oh my god, I hate you, why are you so beautiful’ [and] ‘oh my god, I 

hate you, you’re so skinny.’ Harriet recalled a time where  

“everyone was being just a little more honest than usual, but I ended up feeling 

really attacked by my friends, and I know they didn’t mean it that way, but it was 

the only time that my body shape became an issue of debate, where they were 

talking about, ‘well, [name], you don’t get it because I bet your thighs don’t even 

touch.’ And they made me stand up and ‘look, look, her thighs don’t even touch, 

look’ and I just was like ‘uhhhhh’ and I sat down and I was like, that was weird, 
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and then it went on with things like ‘yeah, but [name], you can buy clothes in 

normal stores, and you can find the right bras’ and it became this—it was the first 

time I’d ever been attacked for being thin. Um, and I’d never—obviously I'd 

never had that before because this was the first place I’ve lived where I’ve been 

the skinny girl. And so that was … different, and we never really talked about it 

again, I don’t think that any of them thought it was a big deal, but it’s something 

that has stuck with me, as a strange—as an interesting experience. Because so 

often, um, you know, chubby girls get picked on in society, but it was the first 

time that I felt like I got picked on for being thin.”  

Many participants reported that they are ‘given a hard time’ by their friends 

because of how they look. For example, Lucy recounted a time when her friends made 

negative comments about her having potentially received special treatment because of her 

appearance, even though she had not actually been treated differently:  

“I went for St. Paddy’s day to get drinks with a few of my friends ... and they 

were like, ‘oh of course you got in for free,’ blah blah blah—we had to pay a 

cover—and I don't know, things like that, where no, that didn't happen, I had 

already paid, I had the same five dollar cover, but they were like ‘oh, I bet she's 

getting in for free,’ and stuff like that, or they give you a hard time about 

modeling or about being tall, or just joking with you about—just giving me a hard 

time.” 

Participants were not explicitly asked about jealousy, but twelve participants 

mentioned or acknowledged in some way that other women are jealous of them because 

of their appearance. Some participants identified jealousy as having occurred in the past, 

some explicitly mentioned jealousy, and some referred to jealousy in hesitant, heavily 

qualified terms, as if afraid to violate a cultural taboo against claiming to be beautiful.  

Bernadette recalled that  

“in middle school, I don’t know why this sticks out to me, but I was at a friend’s 

house and her mom, in front of her daughter, my friend, made some comment 

about how pretty I was. And I watched my friend’s face, and she, I could tell she 

was upset by the fact that her mom was complimenting me. And it read as 
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jealousy, which I didn’t [realize] at the time, I was like 12, and I didn’t [think] ‘oh 

my gosh, she’s jealous’ but I remember getting uncomfortable by my friend’s 

reaction.”  

Similarly, Samantha thinks that “maybe I, at the time, didn’t see it and I wouldn’t see 

that, but I don’t know, maybe there was a little bit of jealousy going on, because I was 

different looking, maybe like … I don’t know, maybe I didn’t perceive myself as pretty 

but maybe others did, I don’t know.” Snide comments about being skinny and flat-

chested were attributed to jealousy and insecurity by Joy, who thinks that “I look better 

than they do, when they say things like that to me.” Jennifer, on the other hand, was 

reluctant to claim that others were jealous of her good looks: “they think oh, I’m some … 

kind of a brat. Maybe because they don’t think that they’re … they don’t look like the 

way I look.” 

Several participants were bullied or teased in adolescence; they were called names 

(such as ‘giraffe’) and picked on. Many attribute this treatment to the fact that they 

looked “a lot different from a lot of people” (Mary Belle). When Leah “asked why they 

were mean to me, no one like—they never had a valid answer. They didn’t know. But 

they still did it … Because I was tall and skinny, so I was different.” Lucy adds that “it 

really was difficult as a young girl to be really really tall … it's really hard to not feel like 

a sore thumb sticking out and feel really awkward and really self conscious.” Samantha 

reported that she found refuge in the modeling industry, because it “did offer me a place 

to feel pretty. And accepted. Because I had never—in school I’d get made fun of and 

bullied all the time, for my looks, [for] my big features, for my height. And, you know, in 

the modeling world I was accepted … the modeling world was just where I fit. Cause all 

the girls, they all looked like me.”  

Stereotypes about models 

Several participants described negative stereotypes about models. Models report 

that they are assumed to be unintelligent, irresponsible, self-centered, mean, 

promiscuous, gold-digging, that they don’t or can’t eat, and that modeling work is just 

standing there looking pretty. For example, Jennifer identifies stereotypes of models as 

“people assuming, like, all models don’t eat, or they’re just kind of mean little brats, kind 
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of stuck in their own little world, they only care about what they look like, and how their 

hair’s flowing that day.” Dee also said that “there’s always kind of the stigma of like, 

pretty girls can be, you know, bitches, or they can be mean.” This stereotype leads Donna 

to rarely tell people that she is a model, “because they’re like—I think people are 

judgmental … I think at first people sometimes get a little, like, oh, she thinks she’s 

better.” Tee has noticed that “people kind of ascribe me to being a lot more reckless and 

less responsible than I actually am.” Jess is particularly bothered by the stereotype that 

“all we care about is money and that we’ll—we’re just looking for some rich person to 

marry, or whatever [laughs]. That’s one that bugs me a lot.” She also finds it annoying 

that people think that she has to “watch what I eat all the time, um, like sometimes people 

will say, ‘do you want a piece of cake? Oh, you’re a model, you can’t have one.’” 

Bernadette reports that “people think it’s like the way I thought before, [which] is ‘oh you 

just stand there and take pictures’—it’s actually really hard.” 

Intimidation 

While these terms were not explicitly included in the interview questions, ten 

participants referred specifically to being perceived by others as being intimidating 

and/or stuck up. Dee mentioned a situation in which people “kind of assumed that I was a 

rude, snobby person because I modeled,” while Samantha said that she remembers 

“comments from girls like ‘she’s really snobby’ and ‘she doesn’t talk to people because 

she thinks she’s better than them’ when no, I was just shy!” Jennifer is aware that her  

“looks and kind of the way I carry myself, um, definitely comes off intimidating, 

especially to girls who maybe aren’t so confident, or … like, maybe in a group 

setting, girls are just kinda … instead of being nice and cordial, they would just 

kind of talk about you behind your back, just kind of be smug and rude to you, 

just because they think oh, I’m some … kind of a brat. Maybe because they don’t 

think that they’re … they don’t look like the way I look like.”  

Leah agreed, saying that  

“a lot of people assume because I have really good posture that I am stuck up. 

Because I have a lot of self-confidence and I represent it in the way that I hold 

myself, and people will take that and turn it into what they think, that I am full of 
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myself and that I’m like super stuck up and I’m mean, and not a nice person, and 

then they’re really shocked when they find out I’m nicer than 90% of their 

friends, I’ll cook them dinner [laughs].”  

Jennifer connects the way people perceive her to stereotypes of certain groups:  

“I feel like if people don’t know me, then they don’t really come up to me, to talk 

to me. They would just kind of ignore [me, because of] intimidation of the way I 

look, the way I’m dressed. Maybe who I hang out with. That type of thing—like 

when I was a cheerleader [in college], I would notice that ... ‘oh, they’re too good 

to talk to anyone else who isn’t an athlete’, type of thing. Or like in high school, 

you’re in the popular group, so you can’t talk to anybody else in the school.”  

Height is implicated by several participants as a factor in the perceptions of 

others; Dee thinks that  

“being tall has always been a huge factor for people, whether it’s totally conscious 

to them or subconscious to them, I’ve been told I’m, like, naturally intimidating, 

and that’s probably a factor of like, I’m tall, I’m a pretty person, and I’m 

confident, like I speak with a very purposeful voice, and things like that, so that 

it’s been intimidating to some people from first impressions.” 

Leah agrees that “a lot of people are intimidated by tall people; so when I’m like at the 

six foot margins, so a lot of people are very intimidated.”  

Judgmental comments about body size/shape and food intake 

Eight participants reported that people make judgmental comments on their body 

size and shape (such as Lucy’s comment about having been given a hard time about 

being tall, mentioned above) and that their eating habits are scrutinized, regardless of 

what their eating habits actually are. In other words, people tend to comment negatively if 

they think that they are not eating and if they do eat. For example, Mary Belle noted that 

“people will either be like, ‘ahh, she shouldn’t be eating that’, or they’ll think, ‘ah, she, 

you know, can eat anything and she’s like throwing up’, or something. I don’t know. 

They just seem to judge either way.” Jess has also  

“gotten the whole, like, ‘you should eat something’ a lot, like I remember when I 

was playing volleyball, and like we’re athletes, we eat a lot, and I’d get comments 
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like, um, ‘you should eat something, you’re so slim, let’s go out for a hamburger 

after this’ but then when I am eating, people would say like ‘how do you eat that 

much and you’re so slim, I don’t understand’ so I’ve gotten, just, from both ends.”  

Jess mentioned that people also assume models cannot or will not eat certain foods 

because they are models: “sometimes people will say, do you want a piece of cake—‘oh, 

you’re a model, you can’t have one.’” Mary Belle adds that models are often the ones 

“passing the judgment on each other.” She needs  

“to eat quite a bit of sugar, otherwise I just feel like passing out, and the only 

thing at this place that had sugar was a piece of cheesecake with strawberries on 

it, and while I was eating this, a model that I did not know, came up and was like, 

‘you should really just be trying to eat fruits, and stuff, you know, that would be a 

lot better idea for you’—like ‘do you know what’s in that, you really shouldn’t be 

eating that’ and I’m like, I was just hired for the exact same thing as you 

[laughs].” 

Many participants reported being treated negatively by men in the form of both 

overt sexual harassment and in the form of attention that isn’t necessarily always 

explicitly sexual but is still uninvited and unwanted. Several participants noted that 

sexual harassment is common. For example, Jennifer mentioned that “whenever we were 

like in cheer competitions or just you know, walking through somewhere modeling, you 

know, you’re always going to get creepy guys staring or trying to come up to you.” 

Donna said that she gets “awkward ... guys that are look-y and gross you out” and that 

she thinks that  

“all women get that, like, ‘Dude. You’re making me want to put on a ski jacket 

right now’ [laughs]. You know, you get those perverted people.” Bernadette 

reported being “so uncomfortable out on the streets, especially if I had dressed up 

for an audition or something. And like people, men particularly, were staring at 

me, catcalling me, and it was totally foreign and I was very uncomfortable with 

it.”  
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Receiving attention that isn’t necessarily sexual is also described as a negative thing by 

several participants, because it is unwanted or uninvited. Jess often receives special 

treatment from men but does not consider it to be complimentary because  

“usually it’s pretty disgusting stuff, like ... in a gas station, I was by myself, and 

this guy just said, like, I was just buying a pack of gum or something, and he was 

like, um, ‘it’s a dollar fifty but I’ll give it to you for just fifty cents, just cause it’s 

you’ or something like that. Or, I don’t know, I get stuff like that all the time. I 

think a lot of women do, when they’re like, alone in those situations, but it’s like 

stupid stuff like that, or offering to help me carry groceries, or like, um, if I look 

lost and I’m traveling or something, they’re always willing to help with 

directions, like, things like that.”  

Christie reported similarly  

“awkward situations, like, ... the butcher at the market I go to, he’s like ‘hey 

beautiful’—I’m like, this is really awkward, why does he have to go there? 

[laughs] ... I don’t need special attention from you, I don’t need you to feel like 

you have to meet that need, because I don’t. But I don’t know, like in his mind he 

may be thinking that it’s something nice, which—okay. But, like, for me, I don’t 

need that. I don’t need you to do that [laughs].”  

Amelia added that harassment occurs when she with other women: “[being out] with a 

bunch of girls or something you’ll get those like creeper guys ... coming up to you 

[saying] ‘hi, I like your dress’ or ‘you’re gorgeous’ and it’s like, ‘thanks, BYE, leave me 

alone.’  

A few participants referred to defensive strategies that are used in an attempt to 

reduce unwanted attention from men. The prevalence of unwanted male attention led 

Bernadette to limit her interactions with her surroundings to protect herself:  

“I kind of keep my eyes down, I don’t … I take in the world a lot less now ... I 

think it became like a defense mechanism … I try to ignore it. Like my boyfriend 

is the one who’s making me aware of it now, because he will, like, ‘that’s guy’s 

staring at you’, ‘that guy was watching you the whole time’ [laughs] I’m not 
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aware of it anymore, because I just, I dunno, I think I keep my eyes to the floor 

really.”  

Phoebe uses a “bitch face” to try to avoid receiving attention from men, although she also 

noted that it doesn’t always work: “when I really don’t feel like dealing with that, on a 

certain day, sometimes I can just look angry and then people won’t bother me … but, I 

mean, it wouldn’t make that much of a difference if I didn’t have it on, I think, I would 

just have to say oh, no thank you, or whatever.”  

Despite the fact that so many participants described or discussed attention from 

men as a negative thing, the fact that they received attention from men was generally 

mentioned as confirmation of the recipient’s attractiveness. For example, one of the ways 

that Samantha began to recognize that she had become attractive was that she had 

become attractive to men, whereas “while I was younger, dating was awful, right? Guys 

wouldn’t even look at me.” Now she reports that she “can’t fight them off fast enough. 

No matter how I feel; I could go outside with a garbage bag and I’d still get hit on, and I 

don’t understand it.” Donna navigated both unwanted attention from men and her 

mother’s insistence that the harassment was complimentary:  

“whether it’s a little cat call thing, or whatever, it’s just uncomfortable, and I 

haaate it. My mom always laughed at me, she was like ‘that was nice’ and I’d go, 

‘that wasn’t nice. It was rude’. I don’t think it was nice, it wasn’t flattering, or 

anything. That guy was a jackass. Not all people are, of course, but you always 

have those weirdos, and when you’re in public, it just—it makes me feel dirty, 

when I get that stuff.”  

Ruth noted that she was seen as a sexual being by men at a young age and  

“wanted to be able to explore my sexuality on my own terms, and yet here were 

these adult men who were participating in the process in some way, or sexualizing 

me, um, in ways that I wasn’t comfortable with. You know, when you’re walking 

home from school, and you’re in high school, and someone slows down their car 

and starts following you.”  

Bernadette and Samantha noted specifically that the attention they receive from 

men made them feel objectified. Bernadette said that she “felt like that’s pretty much all 
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guys were after, not necessarily the sex part, but it was like I became like a desirable 

thing to have ... it was like they were so excited because they were, like they were getting 

to have something they wanted.“ Samantha added that being attractive can feel like a 

drawback when men  

“think that you’re dumb, they think that you’re just some dumb piece of meat, 

right? And you know, I think that there are definitely, like, women out there that 

maybe capitalize off that, and there are women that totally don’t want any part of 

that, you know? So um, so yeah, you know, I’m kind of conscious about all that 

stuff, and it does affect me, sometimes. It does affect the way I look at myself. 

Because sometimes I feel like my life would be a lot easier if I looked a different 

way.”  

On the other hand, Ruth explained that she is treated badly by men because she 

does not follow the makeup and hair norms of femininity in the wealthy area of Orange 

County:  

“ironically, almost, sometimes I’ll be treated poorly by men here, because there 

are a lot of assholes here, and I do not meet the beauty standard here. The beauty 

standard here isn’t just like, oh, a symmetrical face, and oh, a little bit of color, 

no. The beauty standard here … [is] to be thin and blond with big boobs. Your 

face actually doesn’t matter, because you’re wearing makeup anyway so who 

actually knows what you look like. But you should be thin, and you should be 

blond, you should have big boobs and preferably you’re wearing high heels—and 

I don’t do any of that.”  

Strategies to minimize negative consequences 

While they were not asked about ways in which they minimize negative 

consequences of being attractive, seven participants reported changing their behavior in 

various ways in response to, or in hopes of avoiding, being perceived as intimidating or 

threatening to others. Several participants reported strategically dressing modestly, 

dressing up less, and/or wearing minimal makeup in order to avoid calling attention to 

themselves. Samantha said that she “knew, instinctively, I knew that I intimidated her [a 

former boss]. Because of how I looked. And so, you know, it’s almost like, you know, 
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you feel like you have to downplay yourself so that you don’t make other people 

uncomfortable.” Samantha dresses conservatively, but says that if she had a smaller 

bustline, “maybe I wouldn’t have to wear certain clothing all the time to try and come off 

more conservative, because when you have a curvy body, no matter what you wear, if 

you don’t wear bigger clothes, it’s fitted, and you’re just going to get treated a certain 

way.” If she is going out with “more insecure” friends, Bernadette “wouldn’t put on as 

much makeup, or I wouldn’t dress up as much as maybe I wanted to, because I know that 

I’d show up and then they would make comments. Like ‘oh, you look so nice,’ or ‘I don’t 

want to stand next to you’ … if we were taking a picture.” Jess said that she does  

“dress more conservatively, and try to wear minimal makeup, because … when 

I’m going out with all my model friends, when I’m traveling and stuff, you know, 

it’s a big group of tall, decent-looking human beings, and then when they wear 

like really high heels and a tiny skirt, like, it just makes them stand out so much 

that they’re—they are treated differently. So I try and like make myself … not 

stand out as like ‘I’m a model.’ … like some of the other girls wear, like, high 

heels, a short dress, do their hair, do their makeup, and just like draw so much 

attention. I try to avoid that.”  

Participants also reported that they intentionally behave in a more friendly fashion 

to avoid being perceived negatively. Kaylee makes a point of acting approachable 

because “people feed off of your energy. I’m not like some snooty girl who thinks I’m a 

model walking around, like I’m better than everybody else. ... if I’m walking around 

thinking, you know, I’m this hot stuff walking around, just because I’m a model, you 

know, people might think of me differently if I acted like that.” Ruth said that making a 

point of accepting everyone  

“makes some people really like me a lot because then they realize oh, she’s not 

like that … she doesn’t actually seem to judge me based on what I look like, and 

so, like especially people who deviate from standard norms of attractiveness, 

some people like really like that about me and they actually have like this unusual 

warmth towards me because I actually make them feel like human beings and I’m, 

I’m part of, you know, the system. It’s kind of like I’m an ally and yet I’m, I’m 
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accepted and authorized by the system of beauty and here I am also accepting 

them, you know, so I think that feels nice for some people.”  

On the other hand, Dee reported that this strategy failed to work as intended, 

because her attempt to behave in an approachable fashion ended up coming across as 

aloof: “I was trying to be low key with them, because I know that if I came off really loud 

and outgoing, that they would take that stigma of ‘oh, she just thinks she’s so amazing’ or 

‘she just thinks she can be outgoing and crazy’ and I just wanted to be kind of low key 

and relaxing, and easygoing person to them, but they took that as shy, and rude.”  

Attributions of others’ motivations for negative behavior 

Throughout their discussions of how they are treated and perceived by others, 

participants indicated that they believe that other people’s negative treatment and 

perceptions of them are motivated by low self esteem. Although participants did not 

explicitly use the term, ‘low self esteem’ effectively summarizes participants’ 

descriptions of the motivations that they perceive in others, which they described as 

insecurity, lack of confidence, intimidation, jealousy, trying to make themselves feel 

better by putting participants down, and a difference in their attractiveness (in other 

words, that other people know that they aren’t as good looking). For example, Jennifer is 

aware that her “looks and kind of the way I carry myself, um, definitely comes off 

intimidating, especially to girls who maybe aren’t so confident.” Joy adds that women 

make catty comments to her because “I think I look better than they do, when they say 

things like that to me.” Harriet attributed a negative comment about her gaunt cheekbones 

to a friend’s “own body image issues” and explained that she  

“knew why she was saying it, because she hates her chipmunk cheeks, and I think 

she was just lashing out about the fact that my cheekbones were high, and I 

dunno. That was the only time where someone said something kind of weird. But 

I love her, and I know why she said it, so it’s not her fault. [laughs].” 

Jess reported having seen similar things happen online as well; for example, in 

comments on Instagram photos, she has “had people say like ‘oh my god, I hate you, why 

are you so beautiful’ and I know it’s a joke but it’s like, um, they’re almost putting down 

themselves … or putting down the nice photo or the pretty photo to make themselves feel 
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okay.” Samantha finds “that any negative reaction that I get from a woman, for the most 

part, it’s coming from women who are not secure with themselves. It’s coming from 

women who are struggling with their own self-image … I know they’re not really mad at 

me … I don’t want to ever to ever believe people are jealous of people ... I don’t ever 

want to believe that people dislike other people because of what they look like.” Mary 

Belle summarized the overall perspective of the group by saying that  

“there’s just a lot of things that are brought on by people, people’s self, like self-

esteem and insecurities about themselves. That really, really affects the way they 

treat others … either they’ll be feeling like they see me and maybe it makes them 

feel a certain way about themselves. Or um, I don’t know [laughs]. it just—or 

they might even pass judgment based on my looks, about … being snobby or 

being, you know—thinking that they are not good enough.” 

Power, knowledge, and subjectivity regarding beauty practices 

Participants were asked to describe what beauty practices they engage in. Follow 

up prompt questions were asked as needed to elicit responses in the categories of 

makeup, hair, nails, diet, exercise, and cosmetic surgery. Skin care was not specifically 

asked about, but was mentioned by many in the context of beauty practices in general, so 

it is included here as a separate category. Participants in early interviews mentioned teeth 

whitening and braces often enough that those prompts were added to later interviews, so 

those results are also included here as an additional category.  

Makeup 

The typical daily makeup use (which does not include makeup worn for modeling 

work purposes) described by participants falls into three categories: No makeup worn 

daily, just a small amount of makeup worn daily, and full makeup worn daily. The no 

makeup category is defined as participants who report not wearing makeup at all except 

for work. The small amount of makeup category is defined as participants who either 

describe the amount of makeup that they wear in minimizing terms such as ‘light’ or ‘a 

little bit’ and participants who mention that they wear only one or two items of makeup 

(such as mascara, powder, or lipstick) daily. The full makeup worn daily category is 

defined as participants who did not qualify their makeup use in terms such as ‘light’ or ‘a 
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little bit’ and participants who mention more than two items of makeup in their 

description of their daily makeup use.  

Three participants reported that they typically do not wear makeup on a daily 

basis—they only wear it for modeling purposes. Tee said that if she is “not working, I’m 

not putting that stuff on. First of all I do not know how to do my makeup, not even a little 

bit, I look like a damn clown with colors on my face, it doesn’t work.” Leah also wears 

“makeup when I’m working, and that is usually about all.”  

Slightly more than half of participants (13) reported that they typically wear a 

small amount of makeup on a daily basis or that they wear only one or two types of 

makeup. These participants often gave explanations of why they minimize their makeup 

use; reasons varied and include not thinking that they need to wear very much, concerns 

about skin damage resulting from heavy makeup, and using makeup mostly for special 

events. Amelia said that she doesn’t “think I need much ... I put a little bit of foundation 

on, you know, mascara, some lip gloss.” Ann said that she likes having her makeup done, 

but “from caking it on all day I’ll get huge zits, so I don’t wear a lot of makeup unless I 

absolutely have to.” Dee said that “I definitely wear makeup on a daily basis, not a ton of 

it, but I’ll wear a little foundation, coverup, and then like mascara and sometimes 

eyeliner.” Lucy reported that she will “wear powder on my face to even out my skin tone, 

but that's about it. … if I'm going out, I'll put on like mascara, but that's probably it. that's 

my really big, I put on mascara. Or I'll put on lipstick. I have one thing of red lipstick that 

I'll put on if I'm like really going out, you know!”  

     Five participants reported that they typically do wear full makeup on a regular basis. 

These participants explained their makeup use as a creative outlet, a means to cover up 

flaws, or both: 

“I wear makeup every day. And I don’t think it’s like a mask that I’m hiding 

behind, it’s just something that’s really fun for me to do, even though I try to do 

something artistic and creative every single day, if I’m like working a job, I feel 

like that is like the one creative thing I can hold on to when I wake up, is just like 

starting out the day with like a creative makeup ritual, and um I know not 

everyone views it in that way, but that’s how I view it, is just—it’s something 
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really fun for me to do, and like experiment with, and then I feel confident 

starting out my day.” (Olivia).  

“I don’t wear makeup in my own house, but if I’m leaving, it’s definitely what I 

put on … there’s a lot of concealer, I cover up the bags under my eyes because I 

have really fair skin, and for whatever reason the bags under my eyes are very 

prominent, no matter how much sleep I get, so I always, always cover that up. 

And whatever sprinkling of acne has decided to grace my face, I cover, and then 

if I’m actually doing my makeup I’ll put on eyeliner and mascara as well. ... the 

bare minimum of what I will leave my house with will be just the concealer and 

light powder.” (Bernadette).  

“I like wearing makeup … I kind of use clothing and makeup, like, really 

different each day ... I’m using Accutane to get rid of [adult female acne], and it 

makes me have to wear a lot more makeup, because it causes all kinds of skin 

issues in the meantime, um, I wish that I didn’t actually have to wear so much 

cover-up and things, because I have freckles and I’m dying to let them actually 

show, but definitely colors and eye stuff, and things like that, I wear for, just, 

fun.” (Mary Belle).  

Skin care 

Types of skin care, such as facials, masks, exfoliants, and moisturizers, were 

mentioned by at least half of the participants. These practices were often described in 

terms of taking care of one’s skin—specifically, to promote clear skin and to avoid 

breakouts. Kaylee does “a lot of face mask type things, to keep my skin clear,” and 

Christie is “hard core about washing my face every single night, even if I’m beyond 

exhausted [laughs]. Um, yeah, that, I’m a big fan of moisturizing, it’s like right out of the 

shower, moisturizer for my face.“ Phoebe enjoys skin care and said that it is “really 

important in modeling … I would say skin care is my main beauty practice, I love skin 

care, and it’s really fun [laughs].”  

Caring for one’s skin also motivated makeup use; several participants described 

their minimalist approach to makeup as being motivated by a desire to take care of their 

skin. As Kaylee explained, she likes  
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“to use more the mineral based, just because I don’t wear a lot of makeup, just on 

a regular daily basis, so I like it really light, um, and breathable, so I don’t break 

out—because you know if you’re wearing like heavy makeup, it’s going to clog 

your pores if you’re wearing it all day, so I like to keep it really light and just 

mineral-y.”  

Amelia added that she avoids makeup when she is off duty, to “give my face a break for a 

sec.” 

Teeth 

Cosmetic dental practices, such as teeth whitening and straightening, were not 

included in the initial interview questions. However, these practices were mentioned in 

the first few interviews, so a cosmetic dental practices prompt was added to future 

interviews. Ten participants reported having used whitening toothpaste or whitening 

strips at some point, sometimes connected to modeling work. Christie tries to “brush my 

teeth at a minimum two times a day, I’ll try and do three if I’m like at home or available 

to do it. And just use a natural whitening toothpaste.” If Donna is “working more ... I will 

do a bleaching product. Like just the take-home strips from target, you know. I’ll do that 

maybe once every two months.”  

Participants implied that straight teeth are a prerequisite for modeling. Seven 

participants reported having had braces. One participant had invisalign as an adult 

because she worked for a dentist and it was convenient and inexpensive. Five participants 

who had not had braces described their teeth as being naturally straight, or at least 

straight enough. Even though her teeth are fine, Kaylee wishes that her “teeth were a little 

straighter [laughs]; I left them kind of more natural just because, you know, they’re not 

bad.“ Leah mentioned that she has “naturally straight teeth, and my wisdom teeth closed 

all my gaps.” No one mentioned anything about top teeth being anything other than 

straight enough, but three participants mentioned that, specifically, their bottom teeth are 

somewhat crooked. Samantha said that her “bottom teeth are a bit crooked, because they 

were never fixed when I was younger,” whereas Olivia “was foolish enough not to wear 

my retainer all the way, so actually I am kind of self-conscious about my bottom teeth, 
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because they are crooked.” One participant, Laura, reported having had a tooth shaved 

into a less-pointy shape because a modeling industry person told her to:  

“ … one time, when I first started modeling, an agency I was meeting with in 

Miami saw a video of me, and they were like, ‘oh, she has, one of her, like one of 

her teeth is like longer than the other one,’ so I had it, like, shaved, so it was not 

as sharp.” 

Hair 

Overall, participants descriptions of their beauty practices relating to styling their 

hair can be described as being fairly minimal. Many participants either didn’t mention 

hair styling very much or explicitly said that they don’t do much to style their hair. For 

example, Claudia describes her hair as being  

“pretty low maintenance. … I’ll flat iron it every once in a while, but yeah, no. 

it’s pretty easy … if my hair is curly, I’ll curl some curls, kind of recycle my curly 

hair, or I’ll make sure that there’s no fuzz on the top of my head, or like, you 

know, if it’s in a braid and [unclear] braid I’ll make sure I’ll get a little bit of 

water in it and rebraid it, and that way when I take it out, it’s got a nice wave to it, 

but, again, super minimal, three to five minutes, you know.”  

Five participants mentioned that they use hair products, such as oils. Tee uses “argan oil, 

and I love it, I put it on my hair and it keeps my hair really healthy,” but she doesn’t 

bother to do anything more because “my hair is just not going to do what I want; it’s stick 

straight and it’s staying that way.” Six participants dye their hair, either at home or in a 

salon, such as Ann, who has “been doing random little different color highlights to just 

bring out different colors in my face.” Eight reported using heat styling techniques, such 

as straightening, curling, or blow-drying, at least occasionally. If her “hair is super 

annoying, like super wayward,” Ruth “will straighten sections of it.” Mary Belle said that 

she will  

“usually just blow dry [my hair] straight, or sometimes I have little, they’re not 

foam, they’re like little rods, rod curlers that you twist your hair around and then 

like twist them shut and leave them in after it’s just almost dry, and then you’ll 
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have like ringlets the next day, so that’s fun. But I don’t usually—I don’t do a lot 

with my hair, unless it’s right before a shoot.”  

Nails 

In terms of doing their nails, participants reported that the requirements of 

modeling have a great deal of influence on their fingernail and toenail beauty practices. 

More than half of participants (12) report that they maintain natural or light pink nails as 

a default, unless modeling jobs require them to have manicures and/or pedicures. For 

example, Jess said “I always have to keep [my fingernails and toenails] short and with no 

polish, like not even clear—I guess you can do clear if you want to maintain it, but I 

don’t like to maintain it, so I just do nothing.” Claudia adds that she “will rarely have 

paint on either of them, unless it’s a pedicure needed for a job, or a manicure needed for a 

job, so I never have anything on my nails.”  

Four participants paint their own nails or have manicures and/or pedicures 

occasionally, such as Ann who said “sometimes I’ll get manicures with shellac, but I 

usually keep them short.”  

Nine participants typically maintain manicures and/or pedicures on a regular basis 

(done themselves or professionally). Even then, however, the requirements of modeling 

work often dictate the type of nail grooming that they do. Christie likes  

“to keep [my fingernails and toenails] really short, I don’t like going to get a 

manicure, because I can do it myself, so I usually just keep them really short and, 

like a classic kind of ‘squoval’ shape, so it’s like flat on the top and rounded on 

the sides, and more often than not, I’ll just do, like, a base coat to keep them 

strong ... occasionally I’ll paint my nails and a lot of that comes with, if I go and 

do job, people just want, clients will want your nails to be like pink or natural.”  

Samantha said that she gets “pedicures regularly, my nails, I keep them clean and I file 

them, but I don’t really paint them that much, because they always have to be clear for 

the most part, for jobs, um, you can’t really have crazy colors on them, unless they paint 

your fingernails a crazy color for like a certain shoot concept.”  
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Body hair removal 

When asked to describe their beauty practices regarding body hair removal, all 

participants reported shaving or otherwise removing body hair, both for daily life and for 

modeling work. For example, Joy said “I shave my legs, and my armpits. And my bikini 

line.” Leg and underarm shaving tended to be mentioned as if it was self-evident, as if 

everyone shaves those areas and it is so routine it almost doesn’t make sense to discuss it: 

“I shave my legs and under my arms [laughs] nothing special.” (Laura). 

Eight participants specifically mentioned removing hair in the bikini/pubic area 

for both personal, practical, and professional reasons. For example, Harriet said that “the 

bikini wax is just my preference, my husband’s preference, makes it a lot easier to 

jump—go swimming, or you know, whatever you want to do.” Four of these participants 

mentioned having Brazilian waxes and four mentioned shaving their bikini area. Several 

participants identified the removal of hair in the bikini area as a specific requirement of 

modeling work, and in particular for certain kinds of modeling work, such as runway and 

lingerie. When asked if there are any beauty practices that she participates in for 

modeling work purposes, Bernadette said “definitely Brazilian waxing. That’s like a must 

if you’re modeling, like when I was modeling consistently that had to happen. Like all 

the time, that had to be done.” Tee specified that she has “paid for Brazilian waxes a 

couple of times if, say, I’m doing a runway where I’m in something pretty scantily clad 

and that’s just like I just need to get rid of everything. And if I’m doing a lingerie shoot I 

will shave pretty much everything.” 

During data analysis it became clear that locations of hair removal seemed to go 

without saying for some participants. In other words, some participants seemed to assume 

that it was understood what they meant by ‘shaving,’ so they didn’t bother to specify 

which body parts they shave. For example, Christie said that she is “a big shaver, that’s 

kind of it. I’ve tried waxing once before, and that’s probably the only time I’ll do it, that 

was too painful [laughs].” Some participants said that they only shave occasionally, such 

as Lucy, who said that she “would shave anyways, even if I wasn't modeling, I would still 

shave every once in awhile.” Phoebe also said that she shaves “every once in a while 

[laughs] but that’s about it.”  
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Alternately, some participants did specify which areas they were removing hair 

from, but did not necessarily specify which methods they use for each area, such as Jess, 

who said that “as a model, you pretty much have to take care of everything; so like make 

sure my legs are shaved always, make sure my down there area [laughs] is taken care of, 

always. Armpits always.”  

Facial hair removal was mentioned by five participants; three reported that they 

pluck their eyebrows, one that she waxes her lip, and one that she has threading done on 

her brows and lip. Kaylee plucks her eyebrows “every now and then” while Ruth does it 

“every three weeks or you know if I know I’m going to get pictures taken or something 

like that.” Phoebe does “threading for my eyebrows and my lip because waxing is bad for 

my skin.” 

Diet  

All but one participant (20) described their dietary practices as healthy, using 

terms like healthy, nutritious, balanced, and moderation, or highlighted the nutritious 

types of food that they eat, such as vegetables. Tee, for example, said “I know how to 

have a balanced diet and how to eat good, plant-based fats, and how to eat lots of protein 

and you need your green leafy vegetables every day, and you need five servings, two of 

fruit and three of vegetables.” Harriet said that she is “a really healthy eater; it helps that 

my husband’s an organic farmer, obviously. Healthy eating is huge—I actually don’t eat, 

I actually don’t have much of an appetite ever, that’s just who I am, but when I do, what I 

do eat is healthy.” Leah loves vegetables and tries “to stay within the servings, especially 

with bacon, because more than two slices—one slice of bacon, I think, is a serving, so I 

usually have two, anything more than that, I feel like crap [laughs]. Like I can feel the 

grease.“ Several participants, such as Jennifer, emphasized that they do occasionally eat 

‘junk’ food: “I definitely eat more healthier. But it doesn’t stop me from eating a burger 

and fries or ice cream or anything like that.”  

Six participants reported that they do not diet, although several of these also 

referred to eating healthy foods and having a balanced diet. For example, Bernadette said 

that  
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“I don’t diet ... I’ll try to make healthier choices … I think I just try to make 

healthy choices with my food ... I feel like I’m fairly healthy, I don’t need to be 

that concerned about my weight, but I don’t want to be lazy about, I do want to be 

healthy. … if I have like pizza or something for lunch, I try to then counter it with 

having, you know, more vegetables for dinner and maybe not as much carbs. But 

I don’t—that’s the extent of it.”  

Several referred to having a metabolic rate that makes dieting unnecessary, such as Ruth, 

who said that she has  

“a good metabolism so far, so I just try to eat lots of fruits and vegetables, and 

also like, ice cream … I don’t like to diet. Dieting pisses me off, because I eat 

healthy food, but I also eat junk food, you know, but I’m getting the nutrients that 

I need. I don’t like being like, well, I’m going to diet so I can look differently.”  

Mary Belle also described herself as having “a pretty crazy metabolism [laughs], so I 

don’t do a lot of diet kind of things, except just trying to, um, keep things kind of 

balanced.”  

 One participant, Dee, mentioned having done various diets in the past and having 

transitioned into dietary habits that follow the Weight Watchers dietary model: 

“I’ve done diets, quite a few. I usually try to stick with like Weight Watchers, 

because I think they have a good, realistic diet plan for most people. Um, but I’ve 

done things like counting calories, or no carbs, or detoxes, things like that, in the 

past. But on a daily basis, the most that I do is a Weight Watchers style diet, 

where it’s more of a lifestyle, just trying to eat healthier and be conscious of what 

I’m eating, but I’m not on an extreme diet, daily.”  

The one participant that did not describe her dietary practices as healthy, Lucy, 

said that she does not diet “though I'm sure that [my agency] would just love it if I did, 

but I just hate it, I'm really into cooking and beer and food and that kind of stuff, so it's 

not on my radar as far as enjoying my life ... I don't do any long term dieting or anything 

like that.”  
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Exercise 

All participants reported that they engage in some kind of physical activity, such 

as walking, going to the gym, yoga, running, hiking, swimming, and disk golf. Seven 

participants mention that they maintain a regular workout schedule of at least three times 

a week, such as Donna, whose “goal is five days a week, at least 30 minutes five days a 

week. At a minimum. ... if I cannot get that cardio exercise, every day I do 200 situps and 

a routine arm set.”  

Participants’ motivations for participating in exercise include the desire to be 

healthy, personal satisfaction and enjoyment, and the requirements of modeling work. 

Ruth works out for health reasons, because  

“obviously I need to offset whatever the ice cream is doing to my arteries, so I 

have a membership at the YMCA, sometimes I run and stuff, but ... you can also 

just drop off your kid and go for a hike, because it’s connected to this really cool 

outdoor space. So I’ve been doing that about three times a week. Also I like to 

roller skate, so sometimes I do that.”  

Phoebe was hesitant to claim the exercise that she does because she does it for fun, but 

she does “disk golf a lot, so I'm outside and walking around, but that’s not really—I don’t 

know if I would consider that exercise, because it’s a sport that’s fun to me.” Laura said 

“I exercise quite a bit, just because I’m a happier person” and takes advantage of the 

opportunities in her area because she lives “in the northwest, so [laughs] it’s like 

everything’s just like right there.” 

For participants who work out in response to the requirements of modeling work, 

the type of exercise depends on the type of modeling that participants typically do or that 

they want to do; in other words, these participants choose forms of exercise based on the 

changes that they wish to make to their bodies or in order to maintain their bodies in a 

way that is typically described as ‘toned.’ For example, Kaylee said that she tries “to 

dedicate at least four days a week to exercise, to keep toned, because you definitely want 

a toned body, even if I am a plus size model I still need to be toned, if that makes sense 

[laughs].” Claudia said that “right now butts are in, and I’m pretty thin” so she has been 

“doing squats and lunges for a bigger butt.” Bernadette said she was glad to discover 
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hiking, because she enjoys it more than running but it has the same effect on her 

physique: “I used to run, but I’ve always hated running so much, so once I realized I 

could hike and I seem to be getting similar results as far as getting toned.”  

For runway and athletic modeling, specific body compositions are desired, so 

participants tend to work out in a corresponding fashion. For athletic modeling, a more 

muscular physique is preferable, so participants who do athletic modeling or wish to do 

athletic modeling participating in exercise that builds muscle. As Samantha explained, 

“you can’t put too much muscle on as a model, like, unless you’re a fitness model and 

that’s your purpose. It’s not recommended that you be too muscular, so, uh, it’s more 

keeping lean.” Participants who are represented by agencies or do a lot of runway work 

report that walking is their main form of exercise because it doesn’t develop muscle. For 

example, Tee walks “every day at least a mile if not five. Like you need to go to the 

grocery store, let’s go for a walk, I’m meeting my friend, I’m walking there, just walk 

everywhere.” Lucy reported that  

“[my agency] told me to stop exercising because they don't want you to be 

muscular, but I still exercise because it's a huge part of my life, like climbing. I'm 

always at the gym climbing or going out climbing outside, it's like a passion of 

my life so I’m definitely not going to give that up even though, like, all the shoots 

that I do I have muscle from it, which I think is nice, but it just gets completely 

photoshopped out of every shoot. Because they want you to just look really 

skinny, not have any muscle you know.”  

Cosmetic surgery 

Most participants (19) reported not having had cosmetic surgery. Their responses 

were generally immediately and emphatically negative. Two had had cosmetic surgery, 

one for modeling and one for post-injury reconstruction. Tee reported having had 

cosmetic surgery for modeling, but characterized it as being more of a logistical need 

than anything else:  

“part of my contract to go to Milan was that I had to get plastic surgery [indicates 

upper lip] … I get collagen injections … every six months. … I’ve had it done 

twice now. What happens is that my lip, my upper lip disappears on camera. ... 
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it’s naturally so small, that I literally have to turn my head up to like this angle to 

get caught. So [the collagen injection] just filled it in enough that it doesn’t 

disappear, it’s still visible. So it’s not something that looking at me on the street 

you’d think that’s a problem, but in the photos my agent was like, ‘no one will 

hire you, I can’t take you to another market because no one will hire you with 

your lips like this.’  

Olivia reported having had reconstructive surgery in childhood after she was 

bitten by a dog at age six and that she had declined the opportunity to have further 

surgery as an adult: 

“when I first initially got bit by the dog, they just … took my lip and stitched it 

over the hole that was there, so they kind of like folded it up. And then like about 

a year later I had plastic surgery which was just a more extensive, um, process 

where they did like a similar thing and they said that I could get surgery later on 

because I still have like—you can still see scarring here, it’s still like pulled up, 

and then um, I still have excess skin right here, um, but when I graduated college, 

I had like the option of either having surgery or just like taking the money and 

doing what I will with it, and I opted not to have the surgery. And I think part of it 

is because I was a model and I was like, well, I’ve come this far and I’m so used 

to like how it looks, and I would rather use the money I have to advance my 

career and advance myself, than just get surgery. But that was a choice that I 

made.”  

Descriptive terms 

Participants’ descriptions of beauty practices can also be characterized as 

minimizing or downplaying; in other words, every participant’s description of her beauty 

practices included at least some language that minimizes or downplays the extent of her 

participation in beauty practices. For example, Jennifer said “I don’t feel like I’m taking 

too much time” doing makeup and hair in the mornings. Similarly, Mary Belle said “I 

don’t do anything extreme” and Olivia said that she is “not super high maintenance.” The 

terms that participants tended to use to describe their beauty regimen can be categorized 

as simplicity and necessity. Simplicity includes terms such as simple, natural, normal, 
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fresh, just, and phrases such as ‘a little bit,’ ‘that’s about it’ and ‘let it go.’ Necessity 

includes terms and phrases such as maintenance, ‘need to,’ ‘have to,’ and ‘don’t have to.’ 

Amelia describes her beauty practices as  

“very simple, very very simple. I’m a simple gal, living a simple life—just 

kidding. Yeah, just simple, because it’s easy and I mean, I don’t think I need 

much, I don’t want to wear much because that’s my job, you know, I wear a lot of 

makeup when I’m on set, so I can give my face a break for a sec, um, but yeah, I 

put a little bit of foundation on, you know, mascara, some lip gloss, and my hair, 

I’ll straighten it, or sometimes I'll curl it, but sometimes I’ll just leave it natural. 

Like blow drying, you know, if I take a shower the night before I’ll just wake up 

and kind of just straighten it or fix it a little or put it up into a cute little pony or 

something depending on my outfit that I want to wear, but just very simple, I 

think. I don’t have to try, you know. But I look good, and I look fresh, but I don’t 

have to try so hard.” 

How participants feel about beauty practices  

When asked how they feel about the beauty practices they perform, participants’ 

responses fall into three categories: Satisfaction, enjoyment, and obligation. About half of 

participants (11) feel generally positive about the results of the beauty practices in which 

they participate because they derive a sense of satisfaction from maintaining certain 

beauty practices or standards. This satisfaction is often associated with a sense of taking 

care of themselves and their bodies. For example, Dee isn’t necessarily sure why she does 

them, but she likes having done them; when she thinks about  

“shaving my legs, or like hair, or things that are annoying—it’s like well, it’s 

annoying to do it, but at the end it helps me feel a little bit better about myself, or 

when I go out in public I don’t feel so embarrassed, or when my boyfriend 

touches my legs or looks at me, I feel a little bit, you know, prettier, things like 

that. So it’s like the end result feels nicer. And that gets me over it. … it’s just a 

standard that I hold for myself, and that I want to practice, so that’s why I do it. I 

don’t know exactly how or why I want to do it, but I just know that I feel better 

when I have those habits.”  
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Christie reported that she feels good about the end result of the beauty practices 

she engages in, because  

“just like with anything you get a good result from, or like an end you feel good 

about, it usually takes some work … during the process of, like, doing nails, 

which can be a little tedious sometimes, it’s like do I have to wait for the nail 

polish to dry, it takes a little bit. … it’s not too big of a deal … I’d rather have my 

nails done and look nice, and me feel good about my nails, than be like, oh, 

they’re chipping and they’re starting to peel because they’re getting too long or 

something—I’d rather feel good about them and in turn feel good about myself 

and put the effort into it.”  

 About half of participants (10) responded that they have feelings of enjoyment as 

a result of their participation in at least some of their beauty practices. These participants 

report that they derive enjoyment from their beauty practices, find them fun, or just like 

them in general. Kaylee, for example, said  

“oh, I love them, I love—you know, I’m a girl and I like all the beauty cosmetics 

and all that fun stuff, I used to work for Clinique back in the day [laughs], and so 

I’m all about, like, all the facial products, exfoliators, masks, the creams, you 

know, all the fun stuff, I love it. … I like it all [laughs].”  

Phoebe said that she particularly enjoys skin care: “I really like skin care [laughs], and 

it’s really fun for me, it’s really fun testing out different products and seeing what works 

best and then learning about other people’s skin types and what works best on that skin 

type. I really like helping out other people with skin care, it’s fun.” Samantha added that 

she gets her “confidence from these everyday beauty practices, you know, I enjoy doing 

them, they’ve kind of become a part of me.” 

The enjoyment and satisfaction categories are largely overlapping. In other words, 

almost half of participants report that they both enjoy and find satisfaction in their 

participation in beauty practices.  

 About two thirds (14) of participants responded that they participate in beauty 

practices out of a sense of obligation. Participants recognize that there are social 
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pressures to conform to beauty standards and to report that they participate in beauty 

practices because it is easier to participate than to refuse to participate. As Lucy said, 

“even if I wasn't modeling, I would still shave every once in awhile. … you just 

start shaving when you’re twelve and then you just keep doing it. … it's just a 

societal expectation to shave, I mean I know women who don't and that's great 

too, but I just do. ... not shaving is not important to me, so I just shave, if that 

makes sense.”  

Some report a sense of ambivalence about their participation in beauty practices 

and mention that they do beauty work in order to fit in or to meet societal expectations. 

For example, Ruth said,  

“I feel like I’m really doing the bare minimum that I should be doing ... I don’t 

dislike any of the beauty practices … I think the issue is doing it every day, 

feeling like I need to do it before I go out. That’s what I don’t like. I actually 

don’t have issues with any of the individual things that I do, it’s just this 

expectation that it must be done before I go out.”  

In general, though, most participants don’t seem to feel that the obligation to 

participate in beauty practices is a problem, because they said that they don’t mind doing 

the things they do. As Tee said, “the really only thing I’m going out of my way to do [for 

modeling] is the Brazilian. And I don’t really mind it.” Similarly, Samantha reported that 

she doesn’t “do anything that I don’t feel good about, that’s my rule in life. I don’t do it if 

I don’t feel good. So, um, you know. So I don’t dislike any of [my beauty practices]. 

Because if I did, I wouldn’t do them.” 

Sources of information about beauty practices 

Participants reported that they get information about what beauty practices to 

perform and how to do them from various media sources, from working in the modeling 

industry, from other people, and from makeup sales outlets.  

Two-thirds of participants report that they get information about beauty practices 

from various media sources, such as magazines, television, and social media. For makeup 

information, Dee consults “a couple of Instagram accounts I follow that do makeup 

tutorials; I’ll look on YouTube for makeup tutorials” and for other things she says there is 
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“Definitely a lot of social media influence on how I’m taking in fashion and trends and 

things like that.” Ann likes “women’s health, the magazine, or shape magazine, or even 

cosmo, they always have like really really awesome tips in there. Um and then as far as 

like makeup and that sorta thing, I just kinda go with whatever I see in those magazines, 

and kinda like youtube it or look at makeup blogs or stuff like that, with you know, step 

by step instructions.”  

 Eight participants report that they get information about beauty practices from 

working in the modeling industry. Donna learns a lot about makeup “from the makeup 

artists, half the time, that I work with. They’ll give me a ton of tips. Or they’ll put 

something on me, and I’ll go ‘what is that?’ And they’ll tell me where to get it, and what 

it does, and often times I’ll literally leave the shoot and go and pick it up.” Laura adds 

that “every artist is so different ... I’ve learned a lot from them” Tee doesn’t look 

anywhere else for information about beauty practices:  

“I do not read magazines, I don’t really do any research, just from being in the 

industry, I’ve been in the industry for two years now and I’ve done god knows 

how many photo shoots, shows, whatever, and I have friends who are makeup 

artists and who are hair stylists and my agency when I first got to them coached 

me a little bit. … Clothing was definitely taught to me by the other models.”  

Six participants mentioned that friends and other non-industry people, such as 

roommates and mothers, are a source of information about beauty practices. Christie’s 

knowledge of beauty practices is based in “things that my mom taught me when I was 

growing up.” Lucy gets information from talking to her friends, who will say things like 

“‘oh that girl’s so pretty,’ I don't know why but it's just mentioned all the time—'oh that 

girl’s so skinny' or whatever.” Harriet’s husband is  

“into natural remedies, so we do have this big book of natural remedies. And it’s 

funny because he’s actually the one that will tell me things about, because he has 

the same kind of coarse, really dry hair as me, so he’s the one that’s told me 

about, like, we should put avocado in our hair.”  

Four participants reported that another source of information about makeup is 

various makeup sales outlets, such as makeup counters and Mary Kay home parties: 
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“when I was 15 my mom took me to this nice place and they taught me to do my 

makeup. That was my birthday present. And I, I’ve always thought that was a 

really, really nice gift. Because I see so many women who have never taken the 

time, or had anyone guide them on how to do their makeup, so they’ve kind of 

been guessing. … if you’re gonna wear it, you should know what you’re doing, 

and so I’ve watched a lot of youtube videos, as far as applying everything, and 

also just I’ve worked with so many makeup artists, you know, I ask them 

questions ... I feel like it’s important if, if a woman wants to do it and it makes her 

feel good, she should know how to do it, and not just—‘cause there’s no class, 

nobody teaches you.” (Bernadette, emphasis hers).  

How participants decide what to wear 

When asked what they are thinking about when deciding what to wear for any 

given occasion, almost all participants (19) mentioned that they think about the event or 

occasion and select clothing, makeup, and other elements of dress that are appropriate for 

that situation. For example, Samantha said that she is definitely “the type of person that 

likes to dress for the occasion … if I’m going to the beach, a beach-themed event, I’m 

probably going to wear a bathing suit, and like cute shorts, or something like that.” 

Participants seem to know the rules for various situations, as indicated by Tee, who said 

that “If it’s a place where it’s inappropriate to wear shorts, I won’t wear shorts,” and 

Christie, who said that  

“if I’m like going to a baseball game, I’m not gonna wear heels and you know, 

like a dress, because that just doesn’t fit at a baseball game [laughs]. I’ll wear 

sneakers and jeans and a jersey, if I have it. So I just want to fit—I guess I just 

want to fit with the occasion I’m going to, and want to be appropriately dressed.”  

Participants also reported various strategies for learning the rules of unfamiliar 

situations, ranging from Samantha’s strategy of doing “research about the event, like if 

it’s an annual event, to see kind of how everyone dressed last year” to Ruth’s strategy, 

which is to “ask, so what do you wear to one of those things? I’ll ask family or people 

who have grown up here, so like what dress code?”  
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Closely tied to the event/occasion is the question of who will be there; twelve 

participants mentioned that the type of people they might encounter is an important factor 

in how they determine how to get ready. Ann’s focus is “making sure that somebody 

doesn’t look at me and be like ‘why did she not do anything after she got out of bed this 

morning’ … I want to make sure they don’t look at me and be like ‘oh my god woman, 

go take a shower.’” Donna asks herself “who’s going to be around” as she prepares for 

the day. Christie said that “feeling accepted by the people that you’re around for a certain 

event” is an important factor and notes that in the winter, when “no one’s looking at my 

feet,” she doesn’t do as much to her toenails. More specifically, Jennifer considers the 

age demographic of who will be there; when she expects to be in the company of peers, 

she might wear “shorter dresses, showing shoulders or something like that, as opposed to 

wearing something with sleeves or longer length,” which she might select if she expects 

to be in the company of an “older demographic.” Attending events that are related to the 

modeling industry tend to inspire additional consideration, as Kaylee added: “if I’m 

watching a fashion show, if I’m not in it, I definitely want to dress up and look cool, you 

know, to be seen [laughs].”  

Eight participants mentioned that comfort is a factor in their daily clothing 

choices. Amelia said that her approach to getting dressed is to ask herself “what do I wear 

today to look awesome and be comfortable?” Mary Belle said that her clothing “has to be 

comfortable, otherwise I’ll just feel really awful in it, even if it’s really cute.” Christie 

identified multiple aspects of comfort that she thinks about: 

“I literally feel comfortable wearing these jeans, and these sneakers fit, and my 

jeans aren’t, you know, all stretched out because I’ve been sitting and standing 

and sitting and standing all day. And so, I guess that’s one level of being 

physically comfortable in my clothing and then another of feeling comfortable, I 

guess, in a way where, feeling accepted by the people that you’re around for a 

certain event, like you would want to make sure, or I do want to make sure that 

I’m dressed appropriately for the event or activity or whatever I’m going to.” 

Several participants mentioned that the temperature or the expected weather plays 

a role in their daily clothing choices. For example, Laura said that her choice of clothing 
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“definitely depends on the weather, I would say [laughs]; I, if it’s cold, I love sweaters.” 

However, while only five participants mentioned the weather as a factor in clothing 

choice, it is difficult to imagine that anyone does not take the weather into account when 

getting dressed.  

Overall, though, participants use a combination of the four factors described 

above to make daily decisions about what to wear. Christie thinks about  

“the whole day, and like what I’m doing, because I don’t like changing a bunch of 

times for, like, my own—in real life, not work [laughs]. … I want to make sure 

the jeans that I’m wearing or the skirt, whatever, is going to be comfortable to sit 

in and functional to do a lot of stuff, if I’m getting on a plane, or if I’m driving.”  

While working at a coffee shop, Lucy said that she wears “comfortable and functional” 

clothes in which she’s “not going to be worried about bending over or anything like that” 

or “care if it gets ruined.” Dee thinks about  

“what I’m going to be comfortable in, is it going to be flattering, um, and is it 

kind of current or, I guess, would other people like it. And when I think ‘other 

people’, I think, in large part, I think would my boyfriend like it? Is he going to 

think I look good. Kind of those three things are kind of my main go-tos.” 

In terms of knowing what clothing to wear for modeling work, participants 

described following special rules; for castings, multiple participants described wearing a 

specific uniform, described by Lucy as “really tight black pants and a black shirt and you 

know heels.” She went on to explain that “that's just kind of what you wear to a casting.” 

For other types of modeling work, participants indicated that there are clear clothing 

expectations set by agencies. For example, after being hired for a particular modeling job, 

Laura gets “an email from my agent, um, that says bring a nude underwear and bra, 

strapless option, and clear or nude nails. ... Those are just things that are on my call sheet, 

for the job.”  

Power, knowledge, and subjectivity regarding the modeling industry 

How participants’ modeling careers started  

Participants reported a wide variety of paths to becoming a paid model. 

Participants’ responses to the questions ‘why did you decide to start modeling?’ and ‘how 
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did you get into the modeling industry?’ can be categorized broadly by the source of each 

participant’s motivation to begin modeling: External or internal (self). Most (14) 

participants mentioned an external motivation to begin modeling, such as being told they 

should model or being recruited, and the remainder (7) mentioned an internal source of 

motivation, such as always having wanted to model or joining an online modeling 

community.  

External motivations included being told they should model, being recruited by or 

referred to a modeling agency, and being recruited by a photographer. Several 

participants mentioned that it was typical for people to say that they should try modeling; 

for example, as Lucy describes how her modeling career began, she mentions that she 

“had a lot of people tell me I should try it, throughout my life” and that when she was 

approached by a photographer, she “was like okay, why not, might as well try it.” 

Bernadette mentions that “people just kind of constantly would bring it up around me,” 

so she finally tried it. Donna’s mother “reached out to an agency” when she was 12, 

while Leah joined with a local agency at age 12 because her mother knew the owner. 

Several were recruited to an agency by a scout, photographer, or other person, such as 

Joy, who was “on a date with a guy who was modeling with the agency I’m [now] with, 

and he suggested that I should do some modeling.”  

Five participants mentioned specifically that a photographer had recruited and/or 

encouraged them to begin modeling. Jennifer’s modeling career was kickstarted in 

childhood by her mother’s “photographer friends [who] would always just kind of ask to 

take pictures for their portfolio.” Ann’s modeling career started when she “was referred 

by my senior picture photographer to an agent.” Lucy was working in a coffee shop when 

“this photographer's like, ‘hey, if you ever want, if you'd be okay with it I’d love to take 

your picture’” which resulted in “a meeting with [my current agency], and that went 

well.” Harriet was surprised by a photographer’s request to photograph her, but went with 

it: “I never thought of myself as [laughs] modeling caliber, and um, this photographer 

was like, ‘hey, do you model?’ … no, of course not. ‘Okay, well, will you do a shoot with 

me?’ Like, oh, okay, sure.”  
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Internal motivations included starting modeling on their own and reaching out to 

modeling agencies. Several participants started modeling on their own by doing enough 

free work to build up a portfolio. For example, Ruth wanted to be a model from 

childhood and sought out opportunities to get started: “I was like I wanna be a model. 

And so when I actually like grew up to be tall enough ... I was like why not just try this?” 

She then “started just doing it for free, just for fun ... so I did enough free work and 

freelance work … and then I got an agent, and I started booking work.” Amelia was 

signed by an agency after having completed an online submission process; she “just 

submitted online, just like any other person has [garbled] to do, other than being scouted 

or going to a cattle call or something.” Other participants signed with an agency after 

initiating contact; they attended open casting calls or “just went to a meeting” with an 

agency, like Jess.  

Responses to professional rejection 

Overwhelmingly, participants report being aware of the requirements for 

modeling work in various contexts and not minding when their appearance does not 

match a given type of work. In other words, participant recognize that their look is 

specific to a certain market and accept it as a fact. For example, Phoebe knows that “the 

market here is a lot of athletic modeling, and I’m not very athletic, so … I don’t get a 

whole lot of work here, but I would say my main look is fashion modeling.” Laura said 

that when she was in Greece, “the market there is looking for girls that are a bit more 

full-figured and more, um, commercial, not as high fashion, and it was hard for me 

because I’m really small, and um, I’m very think and just kind of have, I don’t know, a 

different look, so it was hard to get work there.”  

However their bodies match up (or fail to match up) to the requirements of 

various modeling contexts, most participants (15) demonstrate a ‘take me or leave me’ 

attitude about whether or not they are chosen for a particular job. They report that “you 

develop a thick skin after awhile and you learn it’s not personal, it’s just what the client 

wants” (Phoebe) and that they “understand if people don’t like the look, um, I’m used to 

the rejection” (Leah). They explicitly recognize that clients/agencies are often looking for 

a specific ‘look’ and they understand that if they don’t have that particular ‘look,’ 
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whatever it might be, it’s not about them. Samantha said “If they don’t like me for who I 

am, then I don’t need to do the job. They don’t need to book me, because I honestly don’t 

care. I have a degree, I’ll go out and get another job.” They recognize that they are hired 

for work that they are suited for. As Laura said, “there’s so many different kinds of 

modeling, but I think that, you know, for me, curves are embraced, and I don’t have that, 

but I mean at the same time I’ve had jobs because I don’t have curves.” Tee agrees, 

saying that “a client has what they want their ad to look like, and say they wanted 

someone skinnier, well, that’s not me. There’s a client who wants what I have. I had a 

client be like ‘your nose is too big,’ and I was like, ‘too big for you.’ ... There’s a million 

fish in the sea. You can just swim away, I don’t even care.”  

Many participants indicated that learning to not take rejection personally was an 

important part of working as a model. Donna said that  

“you just need to have strong skin, because you know, you go into auditions, you 

have no idea what they’re looking for, if you don’t get the job sometimes people 

are hard on themselves, and so—I think the industry is a tough industry if you’re 

not confident, but the more, the longer you’re in it, the more time you spend 

around clients, and figuring out, you know, what it’s all about, you sort of slowly 

become a little calloused to it, I guess, and then—now, for the most part, it’s very 

positive. But it was a little transition into getting to that point, because you’re kind 

of going ‘am I this?’ ‘am I that?’ ‘why didn’t I do that’ ‘why didn’t I get this job 

or that job?’ and then it’s like ‘well no, I’m a brunette and they wanted a blond’ 

so it doesn’t have anything to do with the way I auditioned, or my shoe size, or 

waist size.”  

Kaylee agrees, saying that “It’s based on whatever the director’s looking for, so they may 

not want a blond. They may want a brunette. They may want somebody shorter, they may 

want somebody tall, or somebody thinner, or bigger. So it’s just a matter of what they’re 

looking for, for that specific project.” 

Rejection of modeling industry standards 

Several participants were critical of modeling industry standards and rejected or 

contradicted the standards and expectations of the industry. Samantha said that when she 
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started modeling, she felt that she could “attain that level of, like, beautifulness” but 

became disillusioned as she “developed and you start to have experiences and your mind 

starts to expand and you become an expansive person, and um you know, you start to see 

that that is a flawed way of thinking.” Olivia challenged the standards of modeling 

agencies who rejected her because her look is too “experimental” and “strange,” because 

“when it’s like based on ... your bone structure ... that’s interesting that you would say 

that since it’s just like my face, and my body, and just the way I am.” Similarly, Harriet 

challenged the modeling agency height requirements for runway work:  

“ … I met with a talent agency, I don’t know, a couple months ago, just to like see 

what they were selling, so I had an appointment there, and uh, the guy, he was 

like how tall are you? I was like, I’m 5’7” and he was like ‘uh, okay, well you 

can’t do runway, you have to be 5’8” to do runway.’ And I was like ‘honey, I rock 

runway, don’t even tell me.’ I was so, uh, I found that very offensive because I 

have, I have an amazing runway walk and I just own that damn thing … that’s 

one of those weird stipulations where I’m like I don’t understand why we have 

these rules—like, where did that rule come from, you know?”  

A few participants explicitly said that they do not care that they don’t meet certain 

industry standards. For example, Phoebe said that “right now there’s also like this, [the 

modeling industry is] leaning towards fuller lips, which I don’t really have, but [laughs] I 

don’t care.” Jennifer agrees, saying that  

“as long as I feel like I look good, and I’m confident with the way I look, then I 

don’t really take into account what [modeling agencies] kinda tell me [laughs]. 

Obviously if they don’t like the way I look, then I’m just not what they’re looking 

for. … I never weigh myself; as long as I’m looking in the mirror and I feel that I 

look good, then that’s what I’m gonna—I’m not going to judge myself on my 

weight, or numbers, or anything.”  

Several participants explicitly said that they refuse to make changes to their 

bodies in order to meet modeling industry standards, particularly in regard to body size. 

For example, Bernadette said that  
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“this one woman [in a casting call] ... pinched my skin by my hip bones, and 

pulled it out and was like, ‘you need to lose this.’ And it was like, ‘you need to 

lose two inches right here,’ and I was like, you know, tall, my hips are wide, and I 

was like, ‘what the hell? What do you mean, I need to lose that? It’s not—it’s my 

bone.’”  

At the start of her modeling career, Donna was supported by her mother when “[an 

agency] told me I needed to lose inches from my waist and my mom was like, absolutely 

not. So at that point I said, … nope, sorry, we’re not doing this, that would be unhealthy.” 

Lucy does not diet, “though I'm sure that [my agency] would just love it if I did, but I just 

hate it, I'm really into cooking and beer and food and that kind of stuff, so it's not on my 

radar as far as enjoying my life. I'd rather enjoy it.” She also refuses to stop working out, 

even though her agency  

“told me to stop exercising because they don't want you to be muscular, but I still 

exercise because it's a huge part of my life, like climbing. I'm always at the gym 

climbing or going out climbing outside, it's like a passion of my life so I'm 

definitely not going to give that up even though, like, all the shoots that I do I 

have muscle from it, which I think is nice, but it just gets completely 

photoshopped out of every shoot. Because they want you to just look really 

skinny, not have any muscle you know. but it hasn't ... it just gets photoshopped 

out so I don't really care, I'm still going to climb.”  

Modeling industry changes 

Participants were not asked about changes in the modeling industry, but eight 

mentioned or referred to changes in modeling industry trends or expectations. These 

changes are primarily in the area of body size, and are always referred to in a positive 

light—and often in connection with a broader cultural shift toward somewhat larger ideal 

bodies. For example, Samantha said that “it’s actually starting to change. There are a lot 

of changes going on in the industry right now, especially with girls’ weight. France has 

banned girls that are under a certain weight,” and Harriet mentioned that “in the 90s, 

there was that whole heroin chic thing, and that’s definitely not a thing anymore, they 

really like curves, even on the smaller sizes.” Kaylee added that the plus modeling 
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industry is “booming,” and gives the Dove real beauty campaign as an example of how 

things are changing: “They’re trying to show people it’s okay to be yourself, be you, you 

know, every woman’s beautiful. I think it’s slowly moving.” 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION  

Connections with extant research on beauty 

While this project was not designed to respond to specific aspects of extant 

research, several of the findings described in the previous chapter are congruent with the 

literature reviewed in chapter two. Additionally, my results indicate several themes that 

are not mentioned in previous research and that may be fruitful directions for future 

inquiry.  

Definition of beauty  

My findings regarding participants’ definition of beauty are largely congruent 

with extant research. While participants provided internal definitions of beauty, such as 

taking care of oneself, health, and confidence, the fact that most (17) of them defined 

beauty using a shared set of external, visible criteria lines up with extant research 

indicating that “beauty” is a consistently held and widely understood concept (as in 

Feingold, 1992). These findings are also consistent with the Langlois et al (2000) study in 

which they debunked the notion that the common maxim “beauty is in the eye of the 

beholder” is an accurate reflection of how people feel about beauty.  

At the same time that my participants demonstrated a shared awareness of what 

the current cultural standards of beauty are, they contradicted themselves. Almost half 

(10) also insisted that beauty is an individual preference and just over half of participants 

(12) provided internal criteria of beauty. This suggests that external definitions used by 

extant research may fail to completely incorporate the full breadth of how people define 

“beauty.” 

Treatment of “beautiful” women  

My participants’ reports of the ways they are positively treated by others support 

the conclusions of existing research in the areas of receiving preferential treatment and 

receiving attention. While my study did not explicitly ask about preferential treatment 

that participants have received, half (11) did report being treated positively as a result of 

their appearance in various ways. For example, several participants reported instances in 

which they were treated deferentially, which is congruent with several studies, such as 
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Dabbs and Stokes (1975), Haas and Gregory (2005), and Snyder, Tanke, and Berscheid 

(1977).  

While my study did not explicitly ask about attention, all participants reported 

being aware of receiving attention because of their appearance. This fits in with the 

findings of Maner et al (2003) and Langlois et al (2000) that people pay more attention to 

more attractive individuals. However, many of my participants also reported using 

various strategies to decrease or avoid this attention, which is not mentioned in previous 

research. 

Negative stereotypes of beauty  

My results also support extant research in the area of negative perceptions of and 

stereotypes about “beautiful” women. Almost half (10) of participants mentioned that 

they are perceived by others as stuck up or intimidating; this is congruent with Dermer 

and Thiel’s (1975) research demonstrating that “beautiful” women are presumed to be 

more snobby and materialistic than others, as well as their findings that more attractive 

women are perceived by others as being more romantically, professionally, and socially 

successful—factors which may tend to be intimidating to others. Dermer and Thiel 

(1975) also hypothesized that less attractive women are jealous of “beautiful” women, 

which is congruent with my participants’ unsolicited remarks about jealousy; twelve 

mentioned jealousy without having been asked about it.  

However, my research also indicates that “beautiful” women take action in order 

to try to minimize this effect; one-third (7) of my participants reported changing their 

behavior or appearance in order to appear less intimidating toward others.  

Behavior of attractive people 

My research indicates support of Haas and Gregory’s (2005) finding that 

‘attractive’ women behave in a more powerful way than less attractive women. Several 

participants referred to themselves as behaving confidently and/or carrying themselves in 

an intimidating fashion.  

Competition with other women 

My findings generally support existing research on women and competition. The 

reports of my participants of being treated negatively by other women because of their 
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physical appearance is congruent with Friday’s (1996) description of “beauty” as a source 

of conflict rather than a shared resource and Tanenbaum’s (2002) findings of women’s 

great resentment toward “beautiful” women. The tendency of other women to make 

judgmental comments about participants’ body size/shape and eating habits are congruent 

with Blum’s (2005) assessment of women’s competitiveness over “beauty.” 

Foucauldian and feminist postmodern interpretation: Re-describing “beauty” and 

making it visible 

Interpretation of my findings will be presented in four sections, which correspond 

with the four research questions. There is a great deal of overlap in the first three 

questions, because in no instance is a finding solely represented by a given aspect of 

experience. Therefore, findings will be discussed in the section of the most directly 

relevant aspect of experience, but the other aspects of experience may also be detectable 

in each section.  

Using Foucault's power/knowledge/subjectivation framework of experience to 

interpret what my participants said allows me to critically re-describe “beauty” in a way 

that undercuts dominant descriptions of it, and makes visible the dominant discourse of 

“beauty” and the identities of “beautiful” women. In other words, identifying the ways in 

which power, knowledge, and subjectivation interact in the experiences of my 

participants has the effect of making “beauty” and the identities of “beautiful” women 

visible as a dominant discourse.  

Research Question 1, Power: What mechanisms of power contribute to beautiful 

women’s status as “beautiful”?  

Multiple mechanisms of power contribute to beautiful women’s status as 

‘beautiful.’ Discourses of beauty and of modeling are one way that power constructs 

beautiful women subjects and makes them real. These discourses utilize and are held in 

place by multiple strategies of power, which simultaneously hide their own existence. 

Power vests certain people with the authority to make judgments about “beauty.” Power 

in this context is visible, in part, in the ability to determine whether one’s appearance is 

acceptable. This authority is vested in people in general (in real-life and online contexts 
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such as Instagram, which functions as a modern-day Panopticon), and specifically in 

men, who as Bartky (2003) notes, operate as the “generalized male witness” who “comes 

to structure woman’s consciousness of herself” (p. 38).  

In this section, I will identify strategies of power that directly support beauty 

discourse and strategies which indirectly support beauty discourse by concealing the 

material reality of beauty, discuss modeling as a discourse, and identify strategies of 

power that support modeling discourse. Because power is so closely linked with 

knowledge, aspects of knowledge will appear here, but the focus will remain on power.  

Strategies of power that directly support beauty 

Beauty discourse is directly supported by the following strategies of power: 

Normalization of beauty practices, science, competition, rhetorics of health and self-care, 

hidden sources of beauty, and providing rewards for compliance. 

Normalization 

Participants’ statements indicate that the performance of beauty practices is 

normalized; this hides the socially constructed aspect, and the importance, of these 

practices. Normalization ensures that everyone has the information they need to comply 

with shaping themselves into the correct kind of subjects. Participants identified a variety 

of intermediaries, such as photographers, modeling agency representatives, media, and 

other models, who convey these norms.  

Normalization is evident in the ways that “beautiful” women subjects discuss 

their beauty practices (Butler, 2006, p. xxxi). Their consistent use of normalizing 

language (‘simple, fresh, natural, normal’) in reference to beauty practices reveals that 

they are constructing themselves in reference to a normalized body, the material 

characteristics of which have been successively determined and refined into a norm. 

“Beautiful” women come to understand their bodies as ‘natural’ and ‘normal’ rather than 

as highly disciplined, because the disciplinary (and required) aspects of the expected 

practices are successfully hidden.  

Norms also “homogenize the group by enabling all differences among its 

members to be understood as deviations from a norm and therefore as essentially related 

to it … everyone can be located with regard to the norms” (McWhorter, 1999, p. 156). 
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Normalization makes socially constructed things seem natural; as McWhorter (1999) 

describes, “normalizing power/knowledge grids construct [the] seemingly unconstructed 

natural body even as they claim to discover its recalcitrant existence beneath the 

distorting inscriptions of disciplinary history.” (p. 153–54). Beauty discourse demands 

that “beautiful” bodies produce an effect of naturalness that hides the fictivity and social 

origin of the ‘beautiful woman’ identity. For example, participants refer to their being 

particularly tall and thin as happenstance; by framing it as a standard of beauty that they 

just happen to meet, they are referring to tallness and thinness as if it were an ideal that 

seems to exist separately from culture and beauty discourse—an ‘existence’ that they 

‘discover.’  

Similarly, straight, white teeth are taken for granted by participants, both in the 

fact that they all (essentially) have them and that they are a de facto requirement for 

modeling. Normalization ensures that they have come to understand that having straight, 

white teeth is nothing special and that the way they look is typical. Participants also did 

not seem to think that it is unusual to have basically straight teeth; the few who 

mentioned slight deviations from the norm of straight teeth reveal the existence of this 

norm. This also conceals normative social class expectations that require that children of 

middle class and wealthy families have their teeth cared for and straightened as a matter 

of course.  

Normalization is particularly evident in what participants did not say. Participants 

gave very few details about what they do to their hair (on their head), about dieting, or 

about body hair removal, as if those practices are so obvious that they went without 

saying. For example, all participants reported participating in body hair removal, but so 

many aspects of the practice went without saying that the data were difficult to analyze. 

Body hair removal was also described as a hassle in a way that seemed specific to this 

particular practice.  

Science 

The notion of ‘scientific’ criteria of beauty is another strategy of power. 

Discourses that define who is beautiful and “scientifically categorize and delineate the 

differences between bodies” make possible the distinctions between “beautiful” bodies 
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and others (Mann, 2012, p. 222). Participants’ references to beauty criteria as genetic, as 

evolutionarily and socially significant factors, or as otherwise unchangeable or unchosen 

characteristics indicate that beauty uses the strategy of ‘scientific’ classifications in order 

to establish its credibility (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 88). Participants also understand that clear 

skin is necessary for modeling; clearness is assumed to be synonymous with health as a 

evolutionarily significant factor, which disguises it as a marker of “beauty.” Intermediary 

forces lurk beneath the surface of these references to scientific beauty criteria, in that an 

unnamed, invisible authority conveyed this information to participants. 

Competition 

This strategy of power constructs and positions women as being constantly in 

competition with each other in the realm of “beauty.” Participants’ attributions of the 

negative ways they are treated by other people demonstrate this; participants are aware 

that other women are envious of their looks, but not that this envy comes from a system 

in which women are positioned in competition with each other based on their relative 

attractiveness. Participants’ deployment of ‘low self-esteem’ as an explanation of jealous 

behavior hides competition by framing the behavior as a personal failure of an individual 

rather than exposing it as an operation of power within a competitive system of its own 

design.  

The snide comments that they receive operate to construct them as beautiful; they 

know this, and this knowledge constructs them as beautiful subjects. Within a strategy of 

power in which women are constructed in positions of competition with one another, this 

is not questioned—or even visible. Snide or joking statements like “I hate you” are part 

of what constitutes beautiful women subjects as ‘beautiful.’ This subject status requires 

that they downplay other women’s jealousy toward them, because to claim that others are 

jealous would be bragging, and to brag would bring looks based competition into view. 

Participants know that there are negative stereotypes about models, and they 

resent that. The function of the stereotypes is to keep power differences in place—to 

maintain the competition—and hide the fact that it’s just not fun to know that other 

women are better looking than we are; in other words, stereotypes give women excuses to 

dislike beautiful women other than jealousy (acknowledging that they are more 
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attractive). Stereotypes operate to hide the material reality of beauty by giving other 

women a reason to pick on beautiful women that doesn’t come across as shallow (not 

liking someone because she is better looking than you are). 

Health and self-care 

This strategy of power strategically frames beauty practices within a rhetoric of 

‘health’ and self care, which operates to make beauty practices more legitimate and hides 

their connection to “beauty.” Participants mentioned health as a significant motivating 

factor in both makeup practices and other areas of skin care. Their use of health-related 

language is code for making the self more beautiful. In other words, their references to 

certain practices as “skin care” instead of as beauty practices hides the work that these 

practices do to enhance “beauty.” By positioning these beauty practices in a positive 

fashion in relation to health, this strategy of power leads participants to believe that they 

are not performing them in pursuit of beauty. The fictive nature of “beauty” is concealed 

here by the construction of beauty practices and ideals as ‘care’ practices, a construction 

which simultaneously helps to downplay the importance of beauty work.  

In another realm, emphasis on healthy eating practices and exercise for health 

reasons obscures the role of calorie restriction and exercise in maintaining the body size 

and shape that is required by discourses of beauty and modeling. Significantly, no one 

said that they limit food intake or perform exercise in order to remain thin. Instead, both 

diet and exercise were presented in terms of health. Even the one participant who self-

identified as being in recovery from anorexia described her food choices in terms of how 

nutritious they are—without mentioning of calorie restriction. Many referred to making 

more nutritious food choices, or exercising for fun or ‘to offset whatever the ice cream is 

doing to my arteries” (Ruth), but they did not describe these strategies as being in pursuit 

of thinness. Healthy, then, seems synonymous with thinness, although at the same time, 

participants indicated that ‘healthy’ also means not being too thin and consuming enough 

important nutrients.  

Hidden sources of beauty  

Beauty discourse hides itself by making people unaware of where it comes from. 

This strategy of power ensures that women do not know where beauty comes from. 
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Participants share an overall understanding of what constitutes “beauty,” but they also 

share a sense of uncertainty about where beauty comes from and what influences it. This 

helps to maintain its effectiveness, because it is difficult to oppose an unknown source of 

power. When asked about the origins of and influences on beauty criteria, participants 

seemed like they might just be giving the first things that came to mind, such as ‘the 

media’ and ‘celebrities;’ they could identify where they see evidence of beauty criteria, 

but the ultimate sources of or influences on those criteria were nebulous.  

Rewards for compliance 

This strategy of power provides rewards to women when they comply with the 

requirements of beauty discourse. Participants report positive effects, such as satisfaction, 

enjoyment, and being treated well by others, when they adequately follow the 

expectations and requirements of beauty discourse.  

Strategies that obscure the material reality of “beauty”  

Beauty discourse employs various strategies of power that indirectly support 

beauty discourse by obscuring the material reality of “beauty” in the lives of “beautiful” 

women subjects. This perpetuates and bolsters beauty discourse by hiding beauty 

privilege, which is the form taken by power that is enabled by compliance with or 

embodiment of beauty discourse. Beauty discourse is indirectly supported by the 

following strategies of power: A taboo against claiming to be a “beautiful” subject, the 

idea that beauty is inclusive rather than exclusive, the idea that beauty is a social 

construct, an emphasis on body positivity, and the polite denial of beauty privilege. 

Taken together, these strategies of power conceal the material benefits of “beauty” and 

the ways in which beauty discourse shapes the identities of the subjects it creates. 

Through these strategies, beauty discourse enables “beautiful” women to hide—perhaps 

even from themselves—the material reality of their status as ‘beautiful.’ They are enabled 

to deny their subject status as “beautiful” and assert that they do not enjoy privilege as a 

result of how they look. 

Taboo against claiming “beautiful” subject status 

Participants’ statements indicate that women who are constructed by beauty 

discourse as “beautiful” subjects are prohibited from unambiguously claiming that status. 
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Even though they are in the category that is defined as ‘beautiful,’ performance of that 

category requires that they refrain from talking about it as such. Hiding a form of access 

to power in this way makes it possible to pretend that it does not exist. This is similar to 

whiteness, in that the establishment of whiteness as the default against which all others 

are measured and their deficiencies marked serves to hide the existence and function of 

‘whiteness.’ Concealing the material reality of “beauty” makes possible the pretense that 

no one is privileged in that way—that no one can exert power as a result of it.  

One way it hides is by constructing discussions of one’s “beauty” as impolite; in 

other words, by making it gauche to go around claiming to be beautiful. Instead, a 

“beautiful” woman has to hide her “beautiful” status and her access to power in order to 

acceptably have it. Participants report that they are “very much conditioned to not talk 

about whether or not you’re beautiful” (Lucy) by the demands of a discourse of beauty 

that requires the subjects that it creates to pretend they are not ‘beautiful,’ and to demur 

on the subject when others mention it.  

Participants report that they are not allowed to complain about how they look—to 

participate in confession—because to do so would be unspeakably rude; it would draw 

attention to the ways in which “beautiful” women meet the standards of beauty. Also, 

“beautiful” women subjects complaining makes other people mad because these 

“beautiful” women are taken as representatives of beauty ideals, and if “beautiful” 

women are not good enough, it is a reminder that no one can be. This is connected with 

the next strategy of power—the idea that beauty is inclusive rather than exclusive. 

Beauty is inclusive 

The strategy of “beauty” that constructs “beauty” as inclusive rather than 

exclusive includes the ideas that everyone is beautiful and that beauty comes from the 

inside. This strategy of power helps to explain the apparent contradiction in the 

statements of half of participants who said that beauty is internal even though almost all 

participants (19) also provided external criteria. Logically, the notion that everyone is 

beautiful, which many participants reported believing, requires that it is impossible to be 

“beautiful”; the idea that “beauty comes from within” is designed to disguise this logical 

impossibility. Saying that “beauty” is internal and that everyone can be beautiful conceals 
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the material reality that external “beauty” is relevant; however, logically speaking, if 

external “beauty” was actually irrelevant, it would be unnecessary to pretend otherwise. 

Participants’ emphasis that they think everyone is beautiful and that there is a wide range 

of what constitutes beauty is a way they position themselves in opposition to dominant 

discourse of “beauty”; while they might refer to it as “cliché” or “cheesy,” they are 

committed to constructing themselves as people who believe in an inclusive notion of 

“beauty.” 

Participants’ claim that confidence is a prerequisite of beauty is a strategy of 

power that hides the materiality of beauty by pretending that beauty is accessible to 

everyone. In other words, participants’ belief that confidence is a prerequisite of beauty 

operates to hide the material reality of beauty. Because confidence is so commonly 

suggested by participants as a result of beauty, the two factors co-occur, and flipping the 

causal relationship (from “beauty results in confidence” to the inverse) is a powerful 

concealment strategy. In other words, saying that confidence is a result of “beautiful” 

subject status helps hide the way that “beautiful” subjects experience confidence as a 

result of their embodiment of “beauty.” 

Beauty is a social construct 

Perhaps ironically, participants’ awareness that “beauty” and the criteria of 

“beauty” are social constructs operates to hide the material reality of beauty’s existence. 

This awareness allows participants to shift responsibility to a nameless, invisible 

‘culture.’ If everyone has been ‘conditioned’ to it, or if the ‘cultural normal’ is focusing 

on it, then it is possible to pretend that beauty does not shape daily interactions in 

invisible or unacknowledged ways. This strategy of power works to prevent exactly those 

recognitions and acknowledgments.  

Body positivity 

This strategy of power conveys the idea that women should accept themselves just 

the way they are and that what other people think about their bodies or looks does not 

matter. At the same time that participants apply their knowledge of other people’s 

feedback to reach the conclusion that they are beautiful, they insist that they are beautiful 

despite what others may think. This apparent contradiction reveals a way that power is 
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successfully hiding itself. At the same time that participants apply their knowledge of 

what beauty criteria are, their statements indicate a cultural expectation that they are 

supposed to be okay with their bodies and looks, and that accepting one’s body and 

appearance is a socially desirable trait.  

As an example of this strategy in action, when asked about cosmetic surgery, 

most participants responded immediately and negatively to the idea of having cosmetic 

procedures. This indicates that they have constructed ideas of themselves in accordance 

with the idea that they should be okay with themselves; going to any length to meet 

“beauty” standards seems to be out of favor.  

Polite denial  

This strategy of power requires that “beautiful” women politely deny their status 

as “beautiful” subjects and downplay the material benefits they may enjoy. Participants’ 

reluctance to discuss their appearance and their status as “beautiful” subjects is indicative 

of this strategy. Participants’ comments that it’s weird or difficult to talk about their 

beauty, their hesitation in saying that other women are jealous of them, their insistence 

that beauty comes from within, and the way that they generally downplay their 

attractiveness indicate that politely denying one’s status as a “beautiful” woman is an 

important aspect of embodying that subject status and a strategy of power that positions 

“beauty” as irrelevant in order to hide its importance. 

Participants’ statements that they don’t know what the criteria of beauty are and 

that there aren’t any criteria for beauty contradicts the fact that each participant named at 

least one criterion, and is in service to the ‘there’s no such thing as beauty’ strategy of 

power. Claiming to have their own definitions of beauty criteria allows participants to 

avoid acknowledging the impact of “beauty” on the way they move through life and to 

make “beauty” irrelevant to their lived experiences.  

Participants’ emphasis on ‘naturally’ beautiful bodies also serves to obscure the 

material reality of beauty, in collusion with the idea that everyone is beautiful and as a 

way of supporting the idea that “beautiful” women should downplay the aspects of their 

bodies that make them beautiful and also help them deny the benefits they get from being 
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beautiful. If their bodies are just naturally the way they are (ie, beautiful), they aren’t 

really doing anything so there really isn’t anything special about them.  

The minimizing and downplaying terms that participants use to describe their 

beauty practices are part of the polite denial of the effort required to achieve “beautiful” 

subject status. Most participants report that they wear either no makeup or a small 

amount of makeup on a daily basis and say that they do not do very much to their hair 

very often. Perhaps they make these choices because they know they don’t need to 

enhance their appearance to be acceptably good looking. Several indicate this, and they 

all talk about their makeup and hair in a minimizing fashion. This may indicate that they 

are aware that they meet the requirements of beauty discourse well enough that they don’t 

feel the need to do more, which dictates that it isn’t polite for “beautiful” women to 

overemphasize their beauty, either by putting a lot of effort into their beauty practices or 

by talking about beauty practices as if they are trying really hard to do them. 

Downplaying having straight, white teeth and being tall and thin is another way that this 

strategy of power operates to construct participants’ compliance with beauty discourse as 

no big deal.  

None of my participants seemed to take meeting beauty ideals particularly 

seriously; I did not get the sense that they felt a particular compulsion to meet beauty 

ideals described by Bartky. This could be because they feel that they are already close 

enough (which at least a couple of my participants referred to) or because the strategy of 

power of polite denial demands it. Participants’ downplayment of their beauty practices 

indicates that they are conforming to the strategy of power of polite denial, which dictates 

that “beautiful” women not make a big deal about being beautiful and that they should 

emphasize the importance of self-acceptance and body positivity. Being nonchalant about 

beauty practices is therefore one of the ways that “beautiful” women subjects are 

constructed; one aspect of being “beautiful” is to downplay the beauty practices in which 

one engages.  

 By making it socially distasteful to overtly claim power over others as a result of 

one’s “beautiful” subject status, the strategy conceals and protects itself. Pretending that 

one does not have access to power via the material reality of beauty, or that one is not 
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constructed as a “beautiful” woman, is framed as a positive thing. Participants are careful 

to reassure me (and themselves) that they don’t “go around [saying] ‘oh, I’m so 

beautiful’” (Kaylee). In other words, not wanting to sound arrogant is part of this strategy 

of power. Participants are made to fear that they will be perceived as self-absorbed—a 

personal failing—if they acknowledge their “beautiful” identity. This strategy of power 

makes women afraid of personal consequences rather than recognize the potential to 

destabilize a structure that supports them. In other words, this is one way the structure 

maintains itself; it hides its effects as personal rather than political.  

By only reluctantly acknowledging that other women may be jealous of them, 

participants are able to navigate the contradiction of knowing they are beautiful and not 

arrogantly claiming to be. Their reluctance is what allows them to make the claim 

without fear of retaliation. The jealousy they refer to can be identified as a form of power 

that other women wield in resistance to “beauty” in general and to “beautiful” women 

subjects in particular.  

Participants interpret attention (even unwanted attention) from men as evidence of 

their attractiveness; at the same time, it is important to them to say they do not need this 

kind of reinforcement of their beauty because of the need to accept themselves. Two 

strategies of power, body positivity and beauty inclusivity, require that they deny that 

their attractiveness requires validation from others. This also keeps them from welcoming 

the attention; beauty discourse dictates that women are not supposed to want attention. At 

the same time that participants are supposed to strive to be “beautiful” in order to receive 

approval, one requirement of being constructed as a “beautiful” subject is pretending that 

you’re not (or that it’s no big deal if you are). In other words, “beauty” is constructed, in 

part, by not having to emphasize how beautiful you are.  

One way participants navigate the contradiction between the reality of their 

“beautiful” subject identities and the need to politely deny that reality is to acknowledge 

that they are beautiful but define “beauty” using internal criteria. In other words, they 

accept the premise that they are constructed as “beautiful” while simultaneously denying 

the premise that they are constructed that way because of how they look. Instead, they 
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identify the source of their beauty as the way they behave or other internal characteristics. 

Power operates quite cleverly here to hide and support itself simultaneously.  

When they explain why they think they are perceived as intimidating, 

participants’ comments downplay the effect of being “beautiful” on others’ perceptions 

of them. Instead of claiming that their identity as “beautiful” gives them a special status, 

they downplay their looks as the cause of others’ intimidation, instead suggesting that 

their shyness, confidence, or status as models is misinterpreted by others. This reveals 

that they know that they are beautiful and they know that beautiful women are 

supposedly intimidating and stuck up.  

Avoiding being arrogant includes claiming that you do not want attention. 

“Beautiful” women’s rejection of men’s attention is (in addition to identifying it as sexual 

harassment) one way that they indicate that they are acceptably following dictates of 

beauty discourse, which demand that “beautiful” women subjects deny a portion of the 

status that accrues to that particular subject status. Being self-effacing—deferring to 

others to determine one’s “beauty”—is another way to avoid claiming “beautiful” status; 

it is a technique of power that hides the fact that one has access to wielding power.  

Working together, these strategies of power make possible several contradictions; 

they support “beauty” as external but simultaneously present it as internal. Beauty is 

positioned as something women are supposed to strive for, but at the same time those 

who succeed are required to politely deny it. People constructed as beautiful are not 

supposed to talk about it, much less complain about ways that they do not measure up, 

and are supposed to downplay and politely deny that they are ‘beautiful.’ People 

constructed as beautiful are also supposed to think—and to argue—that everyone’s 

beautiful, as if becoming a “beautiful” subject is possible for anyone, even though that 

can’t logically be possible, given what they know about the criteria of their own 

construction as “beautiful” subjects.  

Modeling discourse  

According to participants, modeling is a discourse that builds on beauty discourse 

with additional rules, norms, strategies, and intermediaries of power that are specific to 

modeling. For example, beauty practices for fingernails and toenails operates differently 
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within the modeling realm than elsewhere; models must keep their nails done (or undone) 

in specific ways for different types of modeling jobs. For modeling work, sometimes 

participants’ nails need to be either ‘done’ (manicured) in a specific way for that specific 

job. If they do not receive specific instructions, though, models know to arrive at the job 

site with nails that are trimmed and well cared for, but which are presented as natural; in 

other words, their nails need to be neatly painted a neutral/nude color (light pink) or they 

need to be bare. Here, modeling discourse shares the naturalization strategy of power 

with beauty discourse; hands that are manicured are presented as natural or normal, 

disguising the great deal of work that is required to present them as such.  

Participants’ statements reveal that modeling discourse is held in place by specific 

institutions and practices, such as modeling agencies, clients, and photographers. The 

modeling industry allocates power and define who is able to exercise it, so people who 

represent it have the ability to wield a special kind of power; the power to deem someone 

as “beautiful” in a way that goes beyond the power of regular people who invoke, deploy, 

and act as invisible (but omnipresent) agents of the panoptical gaze. Modeling agency 

representatives are vested with the power to designate someone as a “beautiful” subject in 

an official capacity. Modeling agencies are the locus of the images of the ideal beauty 

that are distributed throughout society via various mechanisms (magazines, television, 

social media, etc.). The identity of the “beautiful” woman subject is, ultimately, an effect 

of modeling discourse. 

Bodies are “seen” and interpreted based on socially determined “categories” of 

gender, attractiveness, etc., which are known to observers. (Butler, 2006, p. xxiii-xxiv). 

Behaving or dressing in a “beautiful” way is only possible if the concept of what 

constitutes “beauty” has already been established. Modeling discourse produces the 

images that are used to communicate ideas about “beauty”; in other words, knowledge of 

“beauty” is provided via the modeling industry. Modeling discourse creates ideals of 

beauty; in other words, modeling is the means through which the ideal of beauty is 

communicated. Therefore, women models are constructed by their participation in the 

modeling realm as “beautiful” women subjects in the real world. At the same time, 

models see their constructed personas as models—the images they help to create—as 
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separate (perhaps more beautiful, perhaps as themselves in drag) from who they really 

are.  

Participants’ descriptions indicate that modeling is performative; as drag does 

with gender, modeling acts to “dramatize the signifying gestures through which [beauty] 

itself is established” (Butler, 2006, p. xxxi). Models participate in “performative acts that 

produce the body” as a beautiful one. (Butler, 2006, p. xxxi). Just as Butler argues that 

the drag balls shown in the documentary Paris is Burning expose the way that the norms 

of ‘real’ femininity are actually totally illusory, modeling exposes the way that the norms 

of “beauty” are similarly illusory. Some participants are actually (at least partially) aware 

that the “norms that regulate realness” of beauty are “themselves phantasmically 

instituted and sustained” (Butler, 1993, p. 130); participants mentioned various 

mechanisms that are used to turn their bodies into finished images. Mechanisms they 

mentioned include photoshop, ‘becoming a model’ after an hour and a half of makeup 

and hair, devices (such as a water bra and ‘filets’) that are used to add just the right 

amount of bust enhancement, and that stylists use clips to hold the clothing just perfectly 

for photos.  

Participants’ comments about changes in the modeling industry are similar to 

Heyes’ (2007) observation that “progressivist narratives” about how Weight Watchers 

used to be in the ‘old days’ worked to obscure the controlling function of the current 

program (p. 72). In other words, highlighting the outdated features of dietary control 

serves to hide the reality of the current program’s features of dietary control. Similarly, 

participants’ references to changes in the modeling industry’s trends or expectations 

serve to hide the reality of the amount of control that the industry exerts. While 

participants’ intentions were to show that the modeling industry is more accepting of 

larger bodies and that extremely thin models are out of favor—which fits in with the 

discourse of being okay with oneself and the discourse that everyone’s beautiful—their 

putting the modeling industry in a favorable light also obscures the reality, which is that 

models (particularly runway/editorial models) still must be particularly thin.  

Being accepted by the modeling industry provides participants with the 

knowledge that their appearance is acceptable. If they are models, they have an 
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unimpeachable claim to the embodiment of “beauty.” Being accepted by the industry 

gives them the right to claim the status of models, which means that they are beautiful 

and are therefore entitled to feel beautiful, think of themselves as beautiful, and behave in 

a way that beautiful women behave—that is to say, they can feel confident, think of 

themselves as confident, and carry themselves in a confident way. They are entitled to 

feel as if they can exercise power over others if they like—because they are beautiful. 

Confidence (discussed at greater length in a following section) is a sedimentation of their 

identity as ‘beautiful.’ Confidence is an exercise of power; performing it is a display of 

the latent ability to exercise power. 

Strategies of power supporting modeling discourse 

Several strategies of power support modeling discourse. These are rules for 

different kinds of modeling, acceptable ways to manage rejection, the opportunity for 

perceived resistance, and creativity.  

Rules for different kinds of modeling 

As discussed above, normalization is a form of disciplinary power which sorts 

bodies into categories, identifies the types of expectations and interventions that go along 

with each category, and makes it possible to identify deviant bodies (McWhorter, 1999, 

p. 155). These norms and expectations operate as “a minimal threshold, as an average to 

be respected or as an optimum towards which one must move” (Foucault, 1979, p. 183). 

Participants provided a set of normalized criteria that are used to sort women into 

categories for different kinds of modeling work and provide them with identities as 

‘models.’ This builds on the way that beauty discourse “scientifically categorize[s] and 

delineate[s] the differences between bodies” in determining who is and who is not a 

“beautiful” subject (Mann, 2012, p. 222), categorization occurs in particularly specific 

ways in the modeling industry. The various configurations of “beauty” that women must 

embody in order to participate in different types of modeling work indicate that 

normalization is operating. Participants’ descriptions of fashion/editorial models as 

having something unique or unusual about them, despite the overwhelming similarity of 

the bodies and appearance of fashion/runway models, is a feature of normalization, which 

“individualizes by making it possible to measure gaps, to determine levels” and makes 
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deviation visible and meaningful (Foucault 1979, p. 184). In other words, even though 

fashion/editorial models are known to embody a particularly tall and thin body shape, 

normalization allows participants to draw relatively large conclusions about uniqueness 

from relatively minor distinctions between individuals, such as a gap between one’s two 

front teeth, high cheekbones, or full eyebrows (all of which were given by participants as 

examples of unique features that a model might have).  

Rejection and resistance  

Participants’ navigation of the modeling industry involves an awareness that a 

great deal of rejection is normal, and they respond in a variety of ways that allow them to 

maintain a positive outlook despite constant rejection. One strategy of power that helps to 

maintain modeling discourse is allowing models just enough opportunity to feel as if they 

are resisting the demands of the industry. These opportunities to resist are simultaneously 

complicit with power and in resistance to power; they are complicit with power in that 

they ultimately reify power, but they are resistant in that they allow participants to 

maintain a positive self-image.  

Drawing on their knowledge that there are different body size and shape 

requirements for different kinds of modeling, participants position themselves as feeling 

okay with being rejected for work for which their body size and shape is not suitable. The 

language they use is significant here; they are clear that it is their bodies that are not 

acceptable for each ‘market’ (or type of modeling work), rather than identifying the 

markets themselves as being overly restrictive. Modeling industry requirements are taken 

for granted and are understood as normal.  

The ethical choices made by participants in reaction to rejection, and potential 

rejection, are complex. In various ways, they reconcile rejection with being accepting of 

themselves in order to maintain a positive self-image. They use their knowledge of 

modeling industry markets (different kinds of modeling work that are desirable in 

different locations) to rule out certain types of modeling work from the outset and thus 

render moot any possibility of rejection for that type of work. For example, Phoebe and 

Laura rendered large swaths of modeling industry rejection irrelevant when they said that 

their body size/shape just didn’t meet the requirements of certain modeling markets. 
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Recognizing that clients are looking for specific (yet unnamed and unknowable) things is 

a strategy that allows them to dismiss any rejection that is based on not embodying those 

specific things. For example, Tee said that if “a client has what they want their ad to look 

like, and say they wanted someone skinnier, well, that’s not me. There’s a client who 

wants what I have.”  

Simultaneously, when it is less clear that they have been rejected because they do 

not have certain specific things, participants use a strategy that also operates to hide the 

material reality of beauty discourse; that they are okay as they are. They use this to 

position rejection as being not about them, but about the agency. For example, Samantha 

said “if they don’t like me for who I am, then I don’t need to do the job. They don’t need 

to book me, because I honestly don’t care.  

Creativity  

Creativity, as described by participants, can be understood as a strategy of power 

that’s produced in support of modeling discourse. By framing their participation in 

modeling work as creativity, participants’ objectified reality as subjects which are 

produced as artifacts of power is hidden. Power leads participants to reframe their 

participation in modeling discourse as something they’ve chosen and something they 

enjoy. Participants therefore develop a positive sense of themselves by framing certain 

modeling activities as creative. Their identification of their work as ‘art’ operates to hide 

the commercial reality of the work and the ways in which so many industries rely upon 

the commercial value of the images. At the same time, they do report that they can make 

choices in some modeling contexts—such as when they book jobs where they get to do 

more interesting things.  

Another aspect of the creativity strategy is seen in participants’ descriptions of 

modeling as a performance and achievement of a beautiful self. They recognize that 

“beauty” is a performance via modeling, and their characterization of modeling as a 

performance and their descriptions of the details of that performance serve to expose the 

illusory quality of beauty as instantiated via modeling. Just as Butler (1993) argues that 

the drag balls shown in Paris is Burning expose the way that the norms of ‘real’ 
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femininity are actually totally illusory, modeling exposes the way that the norms of 

“beauty” are similarly illusory.  

Some participants reveal some awareness that the “norms that regulate realness” 

of beauty are “themselves phantasmically instituted and sustained” (Butler, 1993, p. 130) 

when they talk about photoshop, becoming a model after an hour and a half in the 

makeup and hair chair, the water bra thing, how all the clips are used to hold the clothing 

just perfectly for photos, and so on. They know that they do not look like the finished 

images in their daily lives and that they are participating in the construction of an ‘ideal’ 

that they and others will then seek to emulate. Like drag does with gender, modeling acts 

to “dramatize the signifying gestures through which [beauty] itself is established” (Butler, 

2006, p. xxxi). Models participate in “performative acts that produce the body” as a 

beautiful one. (Butler, 2006, p. xxxi). They enjoy it because it helps them to achieve an 

idea of themselves as a ‘beautiful woman’ subject (and enjoy the positive feelings 

provided by power as a reward), but at the same time they recognize themselves as 

subjects who don’t actually look like that all the time.  

Research Question 2, Knowledge: What do beautiful women know about beauty 

discourse? 

In this section, I will discuss participants’ knowledge about beauty discourse. 

They know the criteria of “beauty,” and that it is fictive; they know they are beautiful 

because they meet the requirements of beauty discourse. They know—although various 

strategies of power (discussed above) make it complicated to admit it—that being 

beautiful makes them special. They know about standards of appropriateness; for 

example, in appearance management and dress (what to wear in various circumstances). 

They know a great deal about the practice of modeling; they are familiar with the 

modeling industry. They know a great deal about modeling discourse (as discussed 

above). Because knowledge is so closely linked with power, aspects of power will be 

apparent here, but the focus will remain on knowledge. 

Knowledge of beauty 

Despite their claims to the contrary, participants’ statements demonstrate a 

substantial knowledge of ‘beauty;’ they share knowledge of its external and internal 
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components and that it is socially constructed. They also know that there are different 

appearance requirements for different kinds of modeling work and that these are different 

from the requirements for ‘everyday’ beauty. Their shared uncertainty about what 

“beauty” is and their insistence that it has internal components—while at the same time 

they also say that it has external components—is evidence of power disguising itself 

within beauty discourse; at the same time that they say they know what it is, they say they 

are not sure what it is or even if it has a standardized definition.  

 The fact that participants’ definitions of “beauty” were generally in agreement, 

whether they were talking about the external definitions (in which they gave very similar 

lists of visually identifiable criteria of “beauty”) or internal definitions (in which they 

gave interior, non-visible criteria), indicates that they are familiar with the complex 

discourse of “beauty.” The act of defining it in the course of our conversations operates to 

reinscribe it and make it manifest; in other words, this is an example of how describing 

something brings it into being and makes it real.  

Participants understand that beauty is a social construct and (perhaps 

unconsciously) realize that it is fictive; they have knowledge about the sources of and 

influences on the criteria of “beauty.” They know it comes from various media sources 

and that it is influenced by powerful people. They know it changes over time. They also 

know that “beauty” may have origins in evolutionarily and socially significant factors, 

and that these change over time. Participants identify the media as an institution that 

participates in dissemination of information about beauty, and the influential people in 

the fashion industry who serve as gatekeepers for that information and as intermediaries 

of the power that the media allows them to wield.  

At the same time, this shared knowledge is complicated by a shared uncertainty 

about where beauty comes from and what influences it—although all but one person who 

said they were uncertain also gave at least one example of a source or influence. This is 

an example of how power hides itself; by making people unaware of where it comes 

from, it maintains its effect.  

Participants know a great deal about which beauty practices they need to do and 

how they should do them. The sources of information of and influence on “beauty” 
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practices can be understood as a ‘regime of practice,’ or a “program of conduct that [has] 

both prescriptive effects regarding what is to be done (effects of “jurisdiction”) and 

codifying effects regarding what is to be known (effects of “veridiction”)” (Foucault, 

2000b, p. 225). They know that certain people, such as modeling industry intermediaries, 

are sources of information about beauty practices. They know they’re supposed to follow 

trends. They know where to get information about makeup and beauty practices; various 

media sources, such as beauty magazines, serve as “‘practical’ texts” that are designed to 

“constitute the eventual framework of everyday conduct” and serve “as functional 

devices that would enable individuals to question their own conduct, to watch over and 

give shape to it, and to shape themselves as ethical subjects” (Foucault, 1985, p. 12–13).  

Knowledge of their “beautiful” subjectivity 

Participants possess several types of knowledge that enable them to recognize 

themselves as beautiful. They know what beauty criteria are; applied to their looks, they 

know that they meet social standards of beauty. They know that the opinions of other 

people are what matters; applied to their looks, they know that they are beautiful because 

other people say so. They know that women employed as models are beautiful; therefore, 

they know that they are beautiful because they are employed as models.  

The process by which participants said they came to understand themselves as 

beautiful is a significant aspect of their lives as “beautiful” subjects. They possess a set of 

knowledges, recognize their orientation within networks of power relations (and, 

therefore, their ability to exercise power), and have constructed a relationship to 

themselves in which they have those knowledges and that orientation to power.  

The types of knowledge that participants use to determine that they are 

“beautiful” include things that people have said about them. They have been told they 

should be models, they have received compliments about and attention because of their 

looks, and they have received approving attention from men. Two very specific forms of 

knowledge are belief in god (in that they know they are okay because god is okay with 

them) and the knowledge that if they were being hired to be models, they must be 

beautiful. 
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Knowledge of appropriate dress 

Getting dressed (and performing other appearance management activities) is a 

practice; it is a realm in which what to do (in terms of dress), the rules governing how to 

do it, and the reasons to do it intersect. (Foucault, 2000b, p. 225). Participants know a 

great deal about what to wear in various contexts; they have various sources of 

information to draw upon as they construct themselves as subjects. Participants also 

know how to find out what the rules are; they check online for photos of what others have 

worn to the event in prior years or ask other people (those who have specialized 

knowledge about the type of event) what to wear. This indicates that they know that there 

is something that dictates these kinds of things, and they have strategies to obtain the 

information they need.  

Participants are heavily invested in knowing what forms of dress are ‘appropriate’ 

in various contexts. This is a form of normalization in which rules are assumed to exist 

and also assumed to be natural and to go without saying. Their sense of the ‘appropriate’ 

seems to be at least partially based in the sensibilities of the other people who will be 

there; participants emphasize the importance of not offending anyone, of feeling accepted 

by the other attendees, and of dressing to impress. While participants do also deploy 

language around comfort, the comfort rhetoric may be part of the strategies of polite 

denial and of being satisfied with yourself in order to deny that “beauty” takes work and 

effort and that it is not accessible to everyone.  

Participants position themselves as desiring to be properly dressed; they situate 

themselves as subjects who know what to do and how to do it (for example, Samantha 

described herself as “the type of person that likes to dress for the occasion”). Participants 

do not feel that they comply with the requirements of appropriate dress because of 

forcible subjugation to control, because power operates to provide them with a sense of 

satisfaction when they meet the requirements correctly. When they are appropriately 

dressed, they are rewarded with a satisfying sense of fitting in and being “appropriately 

dressed” (Christie). Participants seem to have fully internalized the social norms in this 

area; the only participant, Tee, who said anything about not conforming to norms of 

appropriateness said that she likes to be slightly overdressed most of the time. No one 
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said anything about outright rejecting the expectations of others in terms of what they 

wear.  

Knowledge of modeling discourse 

Participants know a great deal about modeling discourse and that it defines 

beauty. Participants have internalized the norms of the modeling industry; they 

understand their bodies and how they look in relation to the “field of comparison” of 

other models (Foucault, 1979, p. 182). In other words, modeling industry standards and 

expectations for different types of modeling work are how participants know how their 

bodies and looks are different from or similar to other models’ bodies and looks.  

Modeling is an area with its own particular regime of practice surrounding dress; 

participants report highly specialized knowledge about what garments they need to wear 

and what they need to do to their fingernails and toenails in modeling work contexts. 

Wearing the right garments (tight black pants, a black tank top, high heeled shoes) and 

having the right kind of manicure (neatly groomed, short nails with light pink or no nail 

polish) allows participants to construct themselves as ‘models.’ In a specific example of 

the close relationship between power and knowledge, power is concealed within 

statements of knowledge such as “that's just kind of what you wear to a casting” (Lucy).  

Research Question 3, Ethics/Subjectivation: What are the processes that produce 

beautiful women as “beautiful” subjects?  

In this section, I will discuss the processes by which participants become 

“beautiful” women subjects. Participants relate to themselves via thoughts, actions, and 

feelings, and the things they said in the course of our conversations are part of their 

construction of themselves as subjects. This section includes discussion of things 

participants do to their physical bodies (their disciplinary beauty practices), how they feel 

about what they do (about the things they do to their bodies in particular), and how they 

make sense of the things they do.  

Resistant subjectivity  

The ethical choices made by participants in reaction to rejection, and potential 

rejection, are complex. They use various strategies of resistance to reconcile rejection 

with self-acceptance and to maintain a positive self-image. They use their knowledge of 
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modeling industry markets (different kinds of modeling work that are desirable in 

different locations) to rule out certain types of modeling work from the outset and thus 

render moot any possibility of rejection for that type of work. For example, Phoebe and 

Laura rendered large swaths of modeling industry rejection irrelevant when they said that 

their body size/shape just didn’t meet the requirements of certain modeling markets.  

This bracketing strategy allows participants to criticize and reject modeling 

industry standards. Their criticisms were often based on their own failure to meet certain 

standards; in this way, participants make ethical choices to reject certain standards in 

order to construct themselves as subjects who are both beautiful and do not have to meet 

these (now rejected) criteria. In other words, by rejecting certain standards, these 

participants are able to remain “beautiful” without having to meet those criteria.  

The body positivity strategy of power is operating here; these participants are 

deploying the idea that women should accept their looks in order to reject the criteria of 

the modeling industry as too strict. This strategy also allows participants to refuse to do 

too much weight loss or to stop doing muscle-building exercise. Rejecting only certain 

standards—the ones they do not happen to meet—operates to conceal the material reality 

of beauty, which is that the women who do meet the most stringent of criteria have access 

to benefits and power that other women—even other relatively “beautiful” women—do 

not have.  

 By applying knowledge of beauty to an assessment of their looks, participants are 

developing and helping to establish their relationships with themselves. Subjects are 

constructed out of and within fields of knowledge, and choosing which forms of 

knowledge to apply in their ideas about themselves is one process of becoming a subject. 

Participants make ethical choices in the way they position themselves in resistance to 

power. In other words, participants’ rejection or contradiction of beauty standards 

indicates their development of their relationship to themselves. When they claim that 

beauty standards are unrealistic, participants are making choices about their own beliefs 

about themselves and their position to power. By stating that they have made the choice 

to not participate in beauty practices, they are positioning themselves as choice-makers 
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and in a position of opposition to the beauty ideal; they are orienting themselves in 

resistance to power.  

Similarly, participants who reject the entire concept of a cultural standard of 

beauty are also positioning themselves in resistance to power; they are constructing for 

themselves a self who does not fall prey to cultural insistence of a hegemonic beauty 

ideal. They are instead defining themselves as folks who believe that “beauty” is an 

identity that is inclusive, rather than exclusive, and accessible to all rather than a select 

few.  

Applying positive feedback to themselves (such as by taking compliments to 

heart) is another exercise of ethics; in other words, participants are choosing what to 

apply to or incorporate into their relationships to themselves. These choices help create 

themselves as they wish to be, as they wish to understand themselves, and as they wish to 

represent themselves to themselves.  

Participants’ knowledge of modeling industry standards for different kinds of 

modeling work are one way that they make sense of their own body size/shape and 

appearance. They have internalized the norms of the modeling industry; they understand 

their bodies and how they look in relation to the “field of comparison” of other models 

(Foucault, 1979, p. 182). Modeling industry standards and expectations for different 

types of modeling work are how participants know how their bodies and looks are 

different from or similar to other models’ bodies and looks. This information is what 

participants use to tell themselves (and me, in our conversations) what they are. 

Beauty practices 

 Participants engage in a variety of disciplinary beauty practices by which they 

construct themselves and are constructed. The things they do, the ways they talk about 

them, and the ways they say they feel about them are all means by which “beautiful” 

women construct their relationships with themselves and instantiate themselves as 

subjects. Beauty practices are a particularly clear example of what Foucault termed the 

‘arts of existence’ or ‘techniques of the self,’ the “intentional and voluntary actions by 

which [individuals] not only set themselves rules of conduct, but also seek to transform 

themselves, to change themselves in their singular being, and to make their life into an 
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oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic criteria” (Foucault, 

1985, p. 10–11). These practices “possess their own specific regularities, logic, strategy, 

self-evidence, and ‘reason’ … places where what is said and what is done, rules imposed 

and reasons given, the planned and the taken-for-granted meet and interconnect” 

(Foucault, 2000b, p. 225). Participants wear makeup, care for their skin, whiten and 

straighten their teeth, style their hair, groom their fingernails and toenails, remove body 

hair from specific locations (legs, underarms, the bikini area, the upper lip, and parts of 

the eyebrows), monitor their diets, and perform physical exercise. 

Beauty practices: Diet 

Participants’ overwhelming emphasis on healthy eating practices obscures the 

role of calorie restriction in maintaining the body size and shape that is necessary for 

modeling. No one said that they limit the amount of food that they eat in order to remain 

thin. Even the one participant who self-identified as being in recovery from anorexia 

described her food choices in terms of how nutritious they are—with no mention of 

calorie restriction. Many referred to making more nutritious choices, or balancing out 

less-nutritious foods with more-nutritious ones, but they did not discuss these strategies 

as being in pursuit of thinness. Healthy, then, seems synonymous with thinness, although 

at the same time, participants indicated that ‘healthy’ also means ‘not too thin.’  

As Heyes (2007) understands it, “dieting as a process (not just weight loss as a 

projected outcome) is an activity that constructs the docile body” (p. 64). She says that 

her personal decision to begin to diet “was for me a complex intervention in identity 

rather than a straightforward act of conformity to a beauty ideal” (p. 65) and I think it is 

very fair to say that that describes my participants’ attitudes toward the work they do (or 

don’t do) to change or maintain their body shape. My participants’ process involves a 

certain amount of denial of dieting, possibly as an exercise of power, in that they are 

pointing out that they already meet the standards of the discourse. They also are careful to 

emphasize that their bodies just happen to already pretty much be the right size for 

modeling; Bartky (2003) talks about how “ordinary women have normally quite different 

dimensions” (p. 28) than the ideal, but for my participants, these are their normal 

dimensions—at least, as they understand them.  
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Heyes’ notion of beauty practice as a “complex intervention in identity rather than 

a straightforward act of conformity to a beauty ideal” (2007, p. 65) helps to make sense 

of the ways my participants describe their feelings about their participation in beauty 

practices; even though most do feel obligated to perform certain beauty practices, they 

generally do not mind doing them, and they feel enjoyment and satisfaction about having 

done them.   

Participants also insist that they do not diet, and often cite their healthy eating 

habits or fast metabolisms as explanations of their thin stature; by doing this, they are in 

collaboration with power to hide the influence of beauty discourse—discourse that is 

mediated by the modeling industry—on the way they view their bodies, their eating 

habits, and their exercise practices. Or, they are just not admitting that they diet, in 

collusion with strategies of power which position them as just happening to be thin. 

Perhaps their bodies do have a naturally slender set point, but the way they talk about it 

says a great deal about where power is concealed.  

Making power visible by describing its various forms is one possible access point 

to freedom. Power, of course, seeks to obscure its presence and influence in various 

ways. In her discussion of Weight Watchers, Heyes (2007) identifies a technique of 

power used by the organization: Mocking the way things used to be in order to reinforce 

the way things are now. A common trope used in Weight Watchers is pointing out how 

ridiculous the Weight Watchers rhetoric used to be in contrast to their new, more 

“enlightened” rules about dieting. Modeling discourse, as described by my participants, 

employs this technique. Their comments about not wanting to be too thin, or about how 

models used to be too thin and how the industry is changing for the better are similar to 

the comments made in Weight Watcher meetings; participants’ collaboration in 

maintaining the right body size for modeling may be obscured using this technique. Just 

as Weight Watchers’ emphasis on freedom from their outmoded rules hides the many 

ways in which their current ideas still seek to control dieters’ eating behaviors, my 

participants’ emphasis on the fact that they are no longer required to be as extremely thin 

obscures the ways in which current ideals of body size still seek to control their 

behaviors.  
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Beauty practices: Exercise 

Similarly, participants discussed exercise in ways that obscure the necessity of 

constructing bodies that are suitable for the requirements of modeling. In other words, 

participants are invested in presenting their thinness as an accident, or at least as a state 

which they do not need to work very hard to achieve. Not a single participant said that 

they exercise in order to be thin; instead, their comments deploy the health and self care 

strategy of power. This helps to hide the material reality of beauty in that saying that they 

have to work hard to be thin would reveal the implacability of beauty discourse. In other 

words, if participants had to work hard to achieve adequate thinness, the requirement to 

be thin would be obvious. Their nonchalance about not really exercising and eating 

‘healthy’ hides the absolute requirement that they maintain bodies of the designated size 

and shape.  

At the same time, participants definitely know how their bodies need to look; they 

talked about the results they get from exercise and how they should or should not develop 

muscle, depending on the type of modeling they do or want to do, based on the demands 

of modeling agencies and clients.  

Research Question 4, Experience: How do power, knowledge, and ethics converge as 

the lived experiences of beautiful women?  

In this section, I will provide some examples of how power, knowledge, and 

subjectivity work together to constitute participants’ experiences. While these three axes 

operate so closely in concert that it is difficult (and may feel somewhat artificial) to 

discuss them as separate forces, these examples lend themselves to discussion of the 

interactions of all three. These examples include participants’ experiences of being 

constituted as ‘beautiful,’ their feelings about their performance of beauty practices, how 

they are treated by others, their feelings of confidence, and their experiences of 

adolescence.  

Being constituted as “beautiful”  

Power, knowledge, and subjectivity converge in participants’ lives in many ways. 

Power constructs the knowledge that participants have about what beauty is and 

influences the thoughts and behaviors by which they construct themselves as “beautiful” 
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subjects and come to identify with that identity. Participants’ knowledge of “beauty” is 

constructed by and provided in service to power. Participants’ choices regarding the 

relationships to themselves that they create are influenced by what they know and the 

strategies of power that mediate that knowledge.  

Becoming employed as a model—becoming formally accepted by the modeling 

industry—is a significant aspect of participants’ constitution as “beautiful” women 

subjects. Participating in modeling work is one of the “practices by which [they] were led 

to focus their attention on themselves, to decipher, recognize, and acknowledge 

themselves as subjects” (Foucault, 1985, p. 5). In other words, being a model is one way 

they know they are beautiful and come to occupy the identity of “beautiful” woman. 

While beautiful women are subject to the panoptical gaze of surveillance on behalf of 

society at large, within the discourse of the modeling industry, certain individuals are 

granted even more specific authority. Photographers, modeling agents and others serve as 

intermediaries of power; they identify participants as subjects who either meet or fail to 

meet the normalized categories of beauty that are specific to the demands of modeling 

industry discourses.  

Another aspect of power’s operation within the modeling industry is visible in the 

way models are chosen for jobs. Several participants mention the ‘casting,’ or casting 

call, which is an occasion in which many models gather so that prospective employers 

(clients) can examine them in order to select the one/s they want to hire. In Foucauldian 

terms, the casting is a type of examination, or “an instrument that combines hierarchical 

observation and normalizing judgment” (Heyes, 2007, p. 30). The examination is a 

“particularly effective technique in the exercise of disciplinary power” which “is able to 

combine both surveillance and normalization and turn people simultaneously into objects 

of knowledge and power” (O’Farrell, 2005, p. 105). If they successfully navigate the 

casting call—as in, if they are selected—participants are turned into representatives of 

beauty discourse in the form of models.  

Participants’ internal motivations for starting their modeling careers reveal a great 

deal about their relationships to themselves and their construction of their “beautiful” 

identities. By choosing to reach out to modeling agencies, they indicated that they saw 
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themselves as potential models; in other words, they were beginning to construct an 

image of themselves that included meeting the demands of beauty discourse. Several 

participants mentioned that as they acquired knowledge about the requirements of 

modeling (such as height, for example), they began to see themselves as potential models 

(as potential “beautiful” women). In other words, they applied their knowledge—

knowledge which exists in service to power—to develop a relationship to themselves as 

‘beautiful.’ 

Beauty practices: Feelings  

Participants’ feelings about their participation in disciplinary practices indicates 

that power and knowledge have worked together effectively to shape their subjectivation 

by compelling them to construct their physical bodies in certain ways while also 

providing them with feelings of enjoyment, feelings of choice in the matter, and a 

rhetoric of resistance. Power ensures that participants have the knowledge of disciplinary 

beauty practices that they need in order to comply with them and simultaneously ensures 

that they comply. As discussed previously, power deploys multiple strategies to ensure 

that participants develop relationships with themselves that are congruent with the 

demands of beauty discourse. The system makes sure that it provides enough apparent 

rewards for complying with the demands of beauty discourse and successfully conceals 

the sanctions that women would encounter if they really, truly refused to comply.  

Shrouding disciplinary work in a rhetoric of self-care is an effective strategy of 

power that, in this case, overlaps with subjectivation. Several participants’ statements 

provide evidence of this mechanism of power, even if they aren’t aware of it as such. 

Revealingly, Dee said “I don’t know exactly how or why I want to do it, but I just know 

that I feel better when I have those habits.” Power is hidden in participants’ feelings 

about beauty practices. The “normalizing power/knowledge grid” (McWhorter, 1999, p. 

153–54) of beauty discourse makes them feel as if they must do things like remove body 

hair without really allowing them to understand why they have to do it—or to even quite 

understand why they do it. This strategy allows participants room to feel frustrated or 

annoyed about having to do the work of beauty maintenance, but rewards them for 

actually doing it by providing a sense of satisfaction about having gotten it done.  
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Power provides positive feelings of self as a reward for the successful completion 

of disciplinary practices; in other words, as a reward for making ethical choices that are 

congruent with beauty discourse. Christie’s comment is evidence of this: “I’d rather feel 

good about them and in turn feel good about myself and put the effort into it” (emphasis 

mine). Samantha’s comment that her beauty practices have “kind of become a part of 

me” indicates this as well.  

Participants’ feelings of enjoyment of beauty practices indicates a strategy of 

power in which participants’ relationship to themselves involves finding pleasure in 

enacting the processes of feminine beauty; Kaylee provides an example of this 

connection when she says “I’m a girl and I like all the beauty cosmetics and all that fun 

stuff.” In other words, femininity is complicit in beauty, while simultaneously beauty 

discourse draws on feminine discourse. This strategy also works to provide compliant 

individuals with a sense of confidence in themselves.  

The satisfaction that participants feel about their beauty practices is an example of 

Heyes’ (2007) examination of dieting; that while on the one hand these “normalizing 

disciplinary practices” involve “the self-construction of a docile body through attention to 

the minutest detail,” they can also be interpreted as “enabling acts of self-transformation” 

that have value outside of their actual practice. This is evident when my participants 

expressed satisfaction about having achieved beauty ideals such as having manicured 

nails; they are experiencing the reward, provided by power, of transforming themselves 

into the docile, ideal body that they know they should desire.  

Power provides opportunities for participants to feel as if they resist the demands 

of beauty discourse, while also keeping them in line with the body hair removal 

expectations of beauty discourse—one example is Tee, who said that “hair happens, if 

anyone has a problem with it, great, they can go take their snooty booty somewhere else.” 

However, despite this strong sentiment, Tee describes a complex system of hair removal 

that is almost entirely based on meeting the expectations of others—both a generalized 

‘people’ and the requirements of modeling work. Participants’ feelings of ambivalence 

and obligation to perform beauty work reveal that they actually do not have the freedom 

to actually choose not to do them, even though they may believe that they do. 
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Participants feel resigned about the requirements of beauty practices; this is a 

strategy of power and effect of normalization, and appears when participants feel that 

they ‘don’t mind’ performing beauty practices. Power (in that they are required to 

perform them) and knowledge (of how to perform them and also of the potential 

consequences of not performing them) combine with their relationship to themselves in 

creating themselves as subjects. Overall, though, participants recognize that having been 

constructed by all of these factors and forces as a “beautiful” woman as an ultimately 

positive thing; their identities as “beautiful” women provide plenty of material benefits 

and a measured amount of access to power.  

Treatment by others  

Power, knowledge, and subjectivity converge in participants’ experiences in how 

they are treated by others. Participants receive attention because they are “beautiful” and 

they incorporate this knowledge into their relationships to themselves in two ways; in 

how they think about themselves and in the things they do to their bodies. Participants 

enjoy the positive attention when they perceive it as complimentary; it becomes 

affirmation that they look good. Being treated deferentially indicates to participants that 

they are entitled to exercise power if they so choose. Accepting complimentary attention 

indicates that it is recognized and accepted as their due; participants relate to themselves 

as “beautiful” and therefore accept the positive attention as a demonstration and evidence 

of this identity. They know that their identity as “beautiful” means that they have the 

ability to exercise power if they choose.  

“Beautiful” subjects are vested with a certain ability to exercise power, in that 

they recognize that there is an effect of the beauty/power relationship that leads other 

people to treat them well. Achieving a “beautiful” identity is an effect of practices that 

privilege those who are “beautiful”; as they receive special treatment throughout their 

lives, beauty discourse constructs my participants and makes real their identities as 

“beautiful.” At the same time, participants’ responses to that special treatment—the ways 

they minimize it, reject it, and recast it as resulting from how they treat others—indicate 

that they are working to hide the material realities of their identity as “beautiful.” These 

strategies of power operate to obscure the workings of beauty discourse. 
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Participants employ various strategies to minimize negative perceptions or 

behavior because they know their status as “beautiful” subjects is why they are treated the 

way they are. They know that beauty is visible and is not actually something that 

everyone has access to. They are (at least partially) aware of the material reality of beauty 

and act to conceal it. By intentionally minimizing the extent to which their “beauty” is 

emphasized, they are further complicit with strategies of power which construct 

themselves as “beautiful” subjects. 

Resistance to power is also visible in how other people interpret and react to 

participants’ eating habits. Participants report that they receive a variety of judgmental 

comments about body size/shape and food intake. By making assumptions and asserting 

opinions on what participants should or should not eat, other people are exerting power 

toward “beautiful” women and demonstrating resistance to beauty discourse. Participants 

know that people think that models don’t eat; in response, they emphasize that they do eat 

and are scornful and dismissive of the idea that they do not. The resent that as if it were 

an accusation that they worked to be thin or that their thin bodies are unnatural and 

unhealthy. This is an example of beauty discourse operating as what Butler (2006) 

described as a “production” that creates the “effect of the natural” (p. xxxi). “Beautiful” 

women subjects are constructing truth around the idea that they are naturally thin; that 

they do not diet. They also emphasize this in their responses to beauty practices, as 

discussed above. This idea relies heavily on the idea that some people are naturally as 

thin as models must be, a strategy of power that conceals the likely reality of models 

strictly limiting their caloric intake.  

At the same time, participants are constructed as “beautiful” in part by how they 

describe their eating habits, whether they diet or not. If they do not diet, they are effected 

as “beautiful” because they are ‘naturally’ thin and do not ‘need’ to diet in order to be 

thin enough. Not needing to diet further constructs them as “beautiful” because this 

allows them to reject the body-hating stigma of dieting, in conformance to the body 

positivity strategy of beauty discourse that works to hide the material reality of beauty. 

Therefore, if “beautiful” subjects do diet, they are effected as “beautiful” because they 

are producing a body that is thin enough. If they do not diet, though, they are even more 
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effectively constructed as “beautiful” because they are already (effortlessly) successfully 

doing what they need to do in order to be thin enough.  

Power operates in the attention that participants receive from men; they dislike 

being treated as if men have the right to solicit their attention. Paying attention to women 

who have not invited it is a form of power and control that is exerted by men toward 

women. While they dislike the unwanted attention, participants’ comments reveal that 

being a “beautiful” subject is an effect of the practice of sexual harassment. In other 

words, participants know that women must meet with men’s approval via the gaze; 

because the abstract, judging observer is male, even unwanted attention from men 

constructs women as attractive. Being hit on (whether or not they want or like it) is one of 

the ways women know that they are attractive. Reports of defensive strategies to reduce 

unwanted male attention reveal instances of the polite denial strategy of power. 

Positioning oneself as receiving so much attention that one must actively avoid it is one 

way that participants demonstrate the ways that power works to obscure the material 

reality of “beautiful” subject status. 

Confidence 

Power, knowledge, and subjectivity interact to create participants’ experiences of 

confidence. Participants’ feelings of confidence are is created by a combination of 

exercises of power, forms of knowledge, and relationship with self. In other words, the 

experience of confidence is a process of recognizing and accepting the access to power 

that comes with adequately embodying beauty discourse. Power acts to disguise this 

material reality by shrouding this experience in the rhetoric of confidence; in other words, 

participants interpret the experience of access to power as ‘confidence’ rather than 

recognizing it as an outcome of their embodiment of beauty discourse.   

Participants’ recognition of their access to the exercise of power is seen in their 

comments about confidence; in other words, as participants came to know themselves as 

“beautiful” subjects, they came to know themselves as women who have access to 

wielding a certain kind of power—a kind of power they expressed as confidence. By 

accepting as accurate the complimentary things other people say about them and by 

feeling and exhibiting confidence, participants have constructed a relationship to 
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themselves in which they meet the criteria that other people have of “beauty” and present 

that identity to the world via confidence.  

By displaying confidence and applying their knowledge of clothing expectations 

to manipulate aspects of dress, participants know that they can increase the extent to 

which they can exercise power in any given situation. In this way, participants are 

applying knowledge and making choices that define and construct themselves. As 

Bernadette noted, when she “dressed up, … if I added confidence to it, people were like, 

‘Oh! She’s somebody.”  

Two sources of confidence mentioned by participants are examples of how power 

operates: People who give feedback and the modeling industry. ‘People,’ who give 

feedback, are vested with the authority to determine participants’ attractiveness, and the 

things they say become part of the sets of knowledge which participants use to construct 

and evaluate themselves. Compliments from both loved ones and from outsiders are 

incorporated into participants’ ideas of themselves, indicating that participants are 

drawing on multiple sources of power. Compliments from outsiders, particularly 

outsiders who are affiliated with the modeling industry such as photographers, are taken 

as evidence of an objective assessment of one’s attractiveness and, when the source is 

affiliated with the modeling industry, as evidence of industry-sanctioned approval. Power 

vests people, particularly modeling industry representatives, with the authority to 

formally approve or disapprove of one’s beauty. Compliments from loved ones are taken 

as evidence of approval that does not rely upon the approval of the beauty industry; in 

other words, these compliments are unconditional. Compliments from people who do not 

require one to comply with “beauty” or live up to the ideals of “beauty” are vested with 

power because they comply with the strategy of power that “beautiful” subjects should 

not need to be approved based on their beauty; that beauty is inclusive. Participants who 

described personal or spiritual sources of confidence are operating within the strategy of 

power in which they are not supposed to claim to be beautiful, but are instead supposed 

to believe that beauty comes from the inside, all of which serves to disguise the material 

reality of beauty.  
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Confidence is a means to power used by participants to negotiate the networks of 

power that are inherent to the modeling industry; confidence allows participants to feel 

good about how they are behaving and confidence is how they know to behave. In other 

words, participants are expected to absorb rejection (a form of power exercised in their 

direction by agents of power—intermediaries) and stand up to power (in that they need to 

behave in ways that indicate that they are able to wield power, whether they are really 

feeling it or not) without collapsing entirely. Claiming to be confident within the context 

of the modeling industry is a form of subjectivity; it is how they make sense of their 

relationship, as “beautiful” subjects, to the modeling industry.  

Adolescence 

As participants went through adolescence, they experienced a transformation in 

their subject status and identity; they discovered that their previous subject status as 

gawky, awkward, and unusual was no longer accurate. Based on information received 

from powerful others in the form of compliments and attention (from people in general 

and from men in particular), they came to realize that society approved of their 

appearance; they developed knowledge of themselves as complying with the demands of 

“beauty.” This changed their relationship with themselves. Instead of relating to 

themselves as awkward teenagers, they came to understand themselves as attractive 

women; they became “beautiful” subjects. As their relationship to themselves became 

one which garnered social approval, their confidence—their ability to exercise power—

increased.  

Understanding beauty discourse as a cultural production that creates identities that 

seem inevitable (Butler, 2006, p. xxxi) makes sense in this context. Participants say they 

achieved the identity of “beautiful” women when they ‘grew into’ their features and 

discovered that being unusually tall and thin turned out to be a very good thing. They 

became “beautiful” in a way that was presented to them as a natural result of being tall 

and thin. At the same time, participants’ reliance on language such as ‘looking different’ 

and ‘weird-looking’ to describe this period of their lives indicates that they are also 

helping to hide this particular material reality of beauty. 
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Summary of discussion 

In addition to supporting and complicating extant research, this research project 

explores the ways in which power, knowledge, and subjectivation converge in the lives of 

women who are culturally designated as “beautiful.” In doing so, this project identifies 

some specific ways in which “beauty” is performed by “beautiful” women and how the 

identities of those “beautiful” women subjects are produced by cultural, historically 

specific, influences. This work provides novel information about the thoughts, feelings, 

and attitudes of “beautiful” women and articulates aspects of “beauty” that have not been 

previously identified, such as the strategies of power that operate to construct and 

maintain beauty discourse.  

The essence of this project is that it identifies and interrogates beauty discourse as 

a cultural structure which provides quite specific (albeit unspoken, unconscious, and 

therefore unacknowledged) guidelines by which women are to identify themselves as 

“beautiful,” perform themselves as “beautiful,” and discuss themselves as “beautiful.” 

These guidelines are enforced by strategies of power and ensure that “beauty” reproduces 

itself as a culturally relevant category and criteria that continues to exist. The continuing 

existence of beauty discourse organizes women’s interactions with the world as second-

class citizens and operates as a means by which women are compelled to compete against 

and amongst themselves; in other words, because “beauty” remains a standard to be met 

and a status to achieve, it remains a reason for women’s subjection and competition. 

Ultimately, diverting women’s time, attention, and energy to the pursuit of “beauty” acts 

as a distraction from liberatory pursuits. 

Limitations 

Limitations of this research project include the limitations inherent to qualitative 

research, recruitment strategy, participant self-selection bias, lack of racial diversity in 

the sample, regional limitations, lack of full demographic information, and researcher 

bias. Because of the qualitative approach and the convenience sampling method of this 

study, my findings are not generalizable to a broader population. However, because the 

purpose of the study was exploratory in nature, this approach and method served my 

purposes well.  
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Because participation in the study was voluntary, self-selection bias is likely 

present in the sample; in other words, the study is limited to women who were 

comfortable with discussing their experiences. Women who were not comfortable talking 

about themselves and their lives presumably did not respond to the recruitment materials. 

Participation was also limited to those who lived nearby or have internet access (to 

receive recruitment materials and to communicate with me via email to set up their 

interview) and sufficiently reliable internet or phone access to participate in the 

interview. Additionally, giving participants the option of using Skype/FaceTime, phone, 

and in-person for the interviews may have introduced unknown factors into the process, 

which I did not account for in any way. 

Participants were predominantly white; only three out of the 21 mentioned 

nonwhite racial identity, and all three of which were biracial, which limits the 

applicability of my findings to nonwhite women. Oversampling of nonwhite participants 

would help broaden applicability of similar studies in the future. My participants were 

mostly located in the Pacific Northwest (15 out of 21 mentioned living in Oregon or 

Washington state); this may have affected the results in some way. Expanding the study 

to include a broader geographic range, or using a recruitment strategy based in more 

cities, would help to broaden generalizability of future studies. 

Not collecting complete demographic information about participants, such as age, 

gender identity, and racial identity, is a limitation. While a majority of participants 

mentioned demographic information at some point in the interviews, formally collecting 

this information would have allowed me to analyze the data more thoroughly. For 

example, having complete age data would have allowed me to look at generational 

differences in my sample. Because participants who mentioned their ages were 19-34, my 

sample included women in both millennial and generation x groups, but my methods and 

interpretation did not take potential age-related effects into account.  

As mentioned in the assumptions section, researcher bias is a potentially 

significant limitation to this study. My subject identity as a relatively attractive, tall, thin 

White woman whose body and appearance has been designated as largely acceptable by 

social standards undoubtedly shaped my approach, likely in ways that I cannot 
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understand or recognize. Additionally, my status as a non-model—in other words, as a 

subject who has not been formally recognized as “beautiful” by the modeling industry—

may have further complicated my relationship to the data and influenced the conclusions 

I drew. 

Directions for future research 

 This study suggests many opportunities for future research, both along similar 

methodological lines and extending beyond interview-based research. The methodology 

and interview guide could be adapted to other populations—teenagers, women who are 

not designated as ‘beautiful,’ men—to further explore the operations of power which 

support beauty discourse and create different kinds of subjects. In other words, it would 

be interesting to explore the possibility that strategies of power can be identified (perhaps 

similarly, perhaps differently) in the lives of other types of subjects. 

The study could be refined and expanded to a broader population within the 

United States (to explore the extent to which the experiences of participants in this 

sample are consistent with the experiences of similar women across the country) or 

expanded even farther to an international population (to investigate the possibility that the 

strategies of power identified here might be present cross-culturally).  

Moving beyond the structure of interview-based research, other exciting research 

directions are possible. Elements of popular culture (such as blog posts, magazine 

articles, books, television shows, and movies) could be analyzed to identify the ways in 

which power operates to construct, enforce, and conceal itself and beauty discourse. In 

the course of doing this research, I have noticed a wide variety examples of my findings 

applying to things in popular culture. For example, an attractive actress recently 

discussed the difficulty of finding serious acting roles in a newsmagazine interview and 

was widely criticized for complaining about being beautiful. This seems congruent with 

my research findings and conclusions, and it would be interesting to formally analyze 

similar texts.  

Another interesting research project would be to analyze the language of the 

modeling industry as it appears online; I noticed while researching a modeling industry 

term that the language used in modeling agency websites and modeling-related blogs was 
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very similar to the language used by my participants. Further research into the 

relationship between language used by the modeling industry and the models who 

participate in (and are created by) it may open up new research directions about the 

origins and operations of modeling discourse and the mechanisms of power which 

support and sustain it. It would also be possible to compare the results of an analysis of 

online modeling industry language to the results of the present study to confirm, 

complicate, or contest my findings.  
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Subject: Invitation to participate in a research project about your experiences as models. 

 

My name is Michelle Marie and I am a graduate student at Oregon State 

University. I am recruiting individuals to participate in a study about the lived 

experiences of women who are models. If you are an adult woman currently employed as 

a model or represented by a modeling agency as a commercial model, I would like to 

interview you to learn about your life and your experiences. The interview will be one to 

two hours long.   

A token of appreciation in the amount of $40 will be provided to participants. 

In order to participate in this study you must be (1) over the age of 18, (2) self-

identify as a woman, (3) be currently employed as a model or represented by a modeling 

agency as a commercial model, and (4) be able to be interviewed in person, by phone, or 

via video (Skype/FaceTime/etc). During the interview, I will ask about your experiences 

in the modeling industry, your beauty practices, and how people treat you, as well as how 

you feel about the way you look. Your responses will be kept confidential and your 

participation in this study is completely voluntary. You will have the option to end the 

interview at any time. 

To participate, please email me at michelle.marie@oregonstate.edu.  

If you have any questions, please contact the Primary Invesitgator, Dr. Brigitte 

Cluver at Brigitte.Cluver@oregonstate.edu or 541-737-9586. 

Thank you for your time! 

Michelle Marie 

Oregon State University 

michelle.marie@oregonstate.edu 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

1. Why did you decide to start modeling? 

2. How did you get into this industry? 

3. What type of modeling do you do? 

4. What is it like working in the modeling industry? 

a. What are your favorite parts about being a model? 

b. What parts about being a model do you not like? 

5. How long do you think you will model? 

a. Why? How do you feel about this?  

b. Do you have any idea what you might do after you are no longer modeling? 

6. How do you feel about your physical appearance?  

a. Why do you feel this way?  

b. What do you like about your appearance?  

c. What do you dislike about your appearance? 

d. Is there anything you would like to change about your appearance? 

e. Do you consider yourself to be beautiful? 

7. To whom or what do you look to when judging your own appearance? 

8. What are some important elements of beauty and how does your physical appearance 

fit within this? 

9. In our society, who or what influences the criteria we use to judge whether a woman is 

beautiful? 

10. What beauty practices do you engage in (hair, makeup, nails, diet, exercise, surgery, 

clothes, etc.)? 

a. What specific beauty practices do you engage in to be in the modeling 

industry? 

b. Do your beauty practices differ depending upon what you are doing (modeling 

work, other work, shopping, coffee with friends, etc.)? How so? 

11. How do you feel about the beauty practices you engage in? Which do you not like? 

Why do you engage in them, even if you do not like them? 
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12. What do you think about when deciding what to wear (clothes, shoes, makeup, etc.) 

for any given occasion? 

13. Where do you get information about which beauty practices to perform and how to do 

them? 

14. Over time, do you think the beauty practices you engage in will change? How so? 

15. Has your level of attractiveness fluctuated/changed over the course of your life?  

a. How so?  

b. How have these changes impacted your life? 

16. Have you ever gotten feedback from someone that made you modify your 

appearance? If so, please explain. 

17. Is there anything that stands out as being particularly impactful in how you thought 

about your appearance?  

a. Tell me about this experience. 

b. Did this change how you managed your appearance? How so?  

18. Do you think your physical appearance influences how people interact with you? 

How so? 

a. Are there differences across others (friends, family, strangers, coworkers, 

employers, clients)? 

b. How does the way you are dressed/made up/etc. affect the way you are treated?  

c. How does this impact how you feel about yourself?  

19. Is there anything I forgot to ask that you’d like to share? 

20. Do you have any questions for me? 
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