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Beauty and Desire

By Laurie Watson

“She’s pretty, isn't she?” she says.

“She’s okay,” he says.

“Do you think I'm that pretty?” she says.

“You're great,” he says.

“Should | cut my hair like that?” she says.

“I love you the way you are,” he says.

“What's that supposed to mean?” she asks in a rage.

The culture has set it up so that men and women must continually hurt and
offend one another over this issue. Neither can win as long as beauty’s power
inequalities stay in place. In the dialogue, the man has said something that in a
culture free of the beauty myth would be as loving as can be: he loves her,
physically, because she is who she is. In our culture, though, the woman is
forced to throw his gift back in his face: That is supposed to be less valuable than
for him to relate to her as a top-notch art object. If his loving her “the way she is”
were considered more exciting than his assigning her a four-star rating, the
woman could feel secure, desirable, irreplaceable — but then she wouldn’t need
to buy so many products. She would like herself too much. She would like other
women too much. She would raise her voice. — Naomi Wolf

Today, more and more women are less and less certain of themselves as sexual beings beyond
the hype of advertising. Consider Judy: “I just don’t feel sexy. I took off 15 pounds for the
wedding but now a few have crept back on and | can’t bear the thought of him looking at me
naked. | don’t really even want sex anymore.” In chasing the current ideal of beauty, Judy — a
beautiful, voluptuous new bride sitting with her husband in my therapy office — has lost contact
with what's essential for enjoying sex.

Alienated from her sexual desire because she doesn’t measure up to the ideal of feminine beauty
bombarding her in the media, she resorts to the cover of darkness: “the lights have definitely got
to be off,” she says. This attractive young client has fallen victim to a myth in our culture that
female sexuality is the same as or depends on meeting a specific consensus of what beauty is.
This culturally-promoted view of beauty is a narrow set of physical attributes defined and
continually redefined by the media. Driving the machine are the marketing dollars of
manufacturers who attempt to keep women insecure about their looks and willing to pay dearly
to buy their products. Women'’s sexual desire has been snagged in the gears of this powerful
machine and is slowly being mangled.

The “beauty myth” as coined by Naomi Wolf is a new cultural invention. At the time of my
immigrant Norwegian grandmother’s wedding, she had probably seen very few pictures of
women at all, let alone those considered to be more beautiful than she was. Physical appearance
was only one among many attractions. My grandfather was also drawn by her character, hard
work, intelligence, and humor. A woman today has seen, in any given month, hundreds of
images of the top 100 most physically attractive women in the world. It is an unwinnable game.
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The reductionism of her body and beauty quotient condemns competent and accomplished
women as “unsexy”. Unfortunately, women often accept the comparison as truth and give up
their eroticism.

Since avoiding our culture is impossible, steering clear of this reductionism must involve women
back into their own dynamic center. This movement from the external to the internal goes
against the cultural grain. Young women and young men are growing up with images of women
in various states of desire. Because of the media’s almost exclusively male perspective, a young
man fantasizes that the pouting woman is beckoning back to him, while a young woman
measures her body and increasingly even the appearance of her genitals against the
standardized images. In The Beauty Myth, Naomi Wolf states that “women and men are both taught
to eroticize only the woman’s body and the man’s desire.”” Wolf goes on and argues that “what little
girls learn is not the desire for the other but the desire to be desired.” To be desired is transient;
desire, however, is an internal state emanating from a sexual center.

Bombarded with instructions on how to look sexual, a woman must find within herself how to be
sexual. Even though female desire is culturally censored, Wolf continues that “early solitary
desire is one of the rare memories that can remind women that we are fully sexual before ‘beauty’ comes
into the picture and can be so after and beyond the beauty myth; that sexual feelings do not have to
depend on being looked at.”

One client whose husband was infinitely turned on by her said she couldn’t bear to have him
touch her anywhere because she was overweight. Not surprisingly, her desire for intercourse was
nil and she couldn’t have orgasms without being touched. Her lack of being able to control her
weight made her shun the out-of-control feelings of orgasm. The connection between looks and
sexual fulfillment is strictly mental—the raw physical experience of sex doesn’t change with
weight loss: nerve endings don’t increase and more often than not weight loss doesn’t amount to
the desired perfection that permits internal sensuality. Overweight women are especially
punished by our lookism culture as the antithesis of the beauty standard and sent a message that
they are undeserving, undesirable, and unlovable - sexual pleasure can often not be enjoyed.

Another common disruption in meeting the cultural physical ideal is child-bearing. | see many
postpartum women with low libido often related to the dismay they feel at the changes most of
their sexual body parts have undergone through pregnancy and childbirth: their breasts sag,
their thighs have become larger, their stomachs have stretch marks, their vaginas have been
scarred. They don't look like the waxed and clipped pornographic images that are standard in
Playboy. After her second episiotomy, one woman asked her female gynecologist if she looked
normal. Perhaps because of the trustful relationship they shared after the birth of two children,
her doctor was able to reply, “Not just normal dear, you're beautiful.”

The beauty myth is damaging to both men and women and is not just an aspect of the gender
war. Many men love women for who they are, for looking like themselves. The answer to the
negative impact of the beauty myth on women’s sexual desire is to become centered again within
ourselves. As women, fighting back means defining ourselves and each other as more than our
looks. It means claiming eroticism as rightfully our own. We need to ask ourselves not do we
weigh the right amount to please our partner, not do we look as beautiful without makeup the
morning after, but instead which kiss feels most sensual, which touch most exquisite, and which
caress, the most arousing. We need to explore the qualities both physical and emotional in our
partners that stir our desire. An internally-centered experience of sexual desire gives hope of an
erotic, free, and fulfilling sexuality.
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