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Feminist Pleasure and 
Feminine Beautifi cation

ANN J. CAHILL

This paper explores the conditions under which feminine beautifi cation constitutes 
a feminist practice. Distinguishing between the process and product of beautifi ca-
tion allows us to isolate those aesthetic, inter-subjective, and embodied elements 
that empower rather than disempower women. The empowering characteristics of 
beautifi cation, however, are diffi cult and perhaps impossible to represent in a sexist 
context; therefore, while beautifying may be a positive experience for women, being 
viewed as a beautifi ed object in current Western society is almost always opposed to 
women’s equality and autonomy.

Introduction

That beauty is a problem for feminist theory is clear. Feminists ranging from 
Mary Wollstonecraft (1983) to Susan Bordo (1993) have analyzed the phe-
nomenon of feminine beautifi cation as a crucial and oppressive moment in 
an overall patriarchal structure.1 Implicitly or explicitly, feminists have often 
encouraged women to throw off the demands of beauty in order to gain social 
and political equality. In recent years, however, several authors have challenged 
“the” feminist take on beauty2 and have encouraged the embracing of beauty 
as an evolutionary force (Etcoff 1999), an inspiration for justice (Scarry 1999), 
or an avenue for feminine power (Friday 1996).

These challenges, and beauty’s persistent role in women’s lives, strengthen 
Peg Zeglin Brand’s argument (2000, 5) that feminists should/need to revisit the 
topic of beauty. A source of both intense anxiety and deep pleasure for women, 
feminine beautifi cation raises issues concerning coercion, internalization of 
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misogynist values and beliefs, and aesthetic creativity. Underlying and connect-
ing these disparate issues are enduring questions of women’s subjectivity: does 
participation in socially demanded forms of beautifi cation necessarily hinder 
women’s ability to function as equal, autonomous beings? Or can beautifi ca-
tion, in its focus on the body and even impermanence (see Hanson 1993), be 
understood as a serious challenge to patriarchal defi nitions of subjectivity that 
privilege rationality to the exclusion of the body?3

The analysis developed in this paper aims to locate itself somewhere between 
familiar feminist criticisms of beautifi cation practices and somewhat simplistic 
attempts to celebrate feminine beautifi cation solely on the basis of its con-
nection to embodiment. The former position tends to denounce any and all 
beauty-making activities as oppressive, while the latter often celebrates the same 
activities uncritically. Neither seems satisfactory. No discussion of beauty should 
forget the insight central to the work of Sandra Lee Bartky (1990), Susan Bordo 
(1993), and others: that the emphasis on feminine beauty is a controlling force 
in women’s lives, and the fact that some individual women claim to be choos-
ing aspects of beautifi cation independently does not necessarily contradict its 
role in perpetuating sexual inequality.4 In a word, then, pleasure in feminine 
beautifi cation can neither be dismissed outright nor uncritically endorsed.

I suggest an analysis of an experience of beautifi cation that, while recogniz-
ing its limitations within the context of a male-centric society, also explores its 
potential role within the production of a distinctly feminist (inter)subjectivity. 
In other words, rather than understanding beauty and beautifi cation experiences 
either as wholly oppressive or as unproblematic forays into a more embodied way 
of being in the world, my aim here is to explore specifi c ways in which beautifi ca-
tion practices can create a communal experience that furthers feminist aims. 
In stressing the communal characteristics of many beautifi cation processes, I 
mean to challenge traditional notions of subjectivity that privilege autonomy 
over interdependence, individual existence over collective or shared experience, 
and, not coincidentally, the intellect over the body. Because these traditional 
notions of subjectivity have also served (however illogically) to exclude women 
from the full benefi ts of personhood, feminists have good reasons for describing 
subjectivity in importantly different ways. Communal experiences of beautifi -
cation, I argue, can provide excellent examples of the ways in which subjects 
shape each other’s experiences, desires, and very selves.

My question, then, is this: under what conditions can feminine beautifi -
cation practices escape the workings of patriarchal power? Moreover, I am 
interested not only in claiming that beautifi cation practices needn’t confl ict 
with feminist concerns but also in exploring ways that experiences of com-
munal beautifi cation actually hold promise for feminist understandings of the 
self. In answering this question, I rely heavily on a phenomenological analysis 
of a particular process of beautifi cation. Such a strategy immediately brings to 
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attention the strikingly different contexts within which beautifi cation takes 
place. This diversity remains to a large degree untheorized: various and quite 
distinct ways of beautifying the female body are presented as parts of a uniform 
cloth of bodily production rather than as signifi cantly distinct practices.5 So, for 
example, Bartky (1990) and Bordo (1993) focus primarily on “everyday” ways 
of beautifi cation: those dietary and cosmetic practices that women perform on 
a daily basis, and that many women consider to be necessary before appearing 
in public. However, beautifi cation encompasses a much wider range of experi-
ence than such analyses would indicate. At the very least, we can distinguish 
between these everyday practices and those associated with occasions where 
beauty, rather than being relegated to a kind of necessary backdrop for women’s 
social existence, becomes highlighted as a goal in and of itself. The experience 
explored below is an example of such a “special occasion,” and as such it offers 
an instance where the importance of beauty moves to the forefront, and where 
women are more likely to perceive the production of their appearance as an 
aesthetic project rather than as a mere cultural necessity.

It is not insignifi cant that such special occasions often include a shared 
experience of preparation, and that this preparation can have its affi rming and 
poignant moments. The process of getting “dressed up,” especially if it is an 
exclusive, girls- or women-only undertaking, can be intensely pleasurable. This 
pleasure, I argue, arises from women’s embrace not of socially accepted values 
but of the aesthetic, embodied, and intersubjective quality of the experience.

As I examine one particular experience of communal feminine beautifying 
for its meaning for feminine subjectivity, my analysis is of course limited by 
the particularity of that experience. Indeed, the women who will provide the 
material for the analysis speak and act from a highly particularized location, 
one marked by, among other factors, their race (white), class status (upper), 
education (advanced), and familial size and structure (large and traditionally 
nuclear). Clearly not all processes of feminine beautifi cation take place in situ-
ations identical or perhaps even fairly similar to this one. However, considering 
that my goal is to articulate some of the feminist possibilities for the process 
of beautifi cation, this one highly particular example is not only suffi cient, but 
could also prove to be highly informative.

The Cahill Women Get Beautiful

In 1995, I videotaped my four sisters and myself (ranging in age from 15 to 26) 
as we prepared for my brother’s black-tie wedding. I also briefl y interviewed my 
mother, one sister’s fi ancé, and another sister’s boyfriend. The video not only 
traces the process of beautifi cation, with all of its tools, decisions, and stages, 
but also records verbal refl ections by the various participants on the value, 
limitations, and potentially negative meanings of their undertakings. All fi ve 
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sisters would defi ne themselves, to differing degrees, as feminists. Within the 
familial context, then, it is not unusual, if at times annoying to other members 
of the family, to question gendered norms and behavior. Indeed, the analysis 
that follows concerning this process is predicated to no small extent on the 
fact that these are specifi cally feminist women who are actively undertaking 
beautifi cation, and who thus may demand different results from the process than 
women who do not identify themselves in specifi cally feminist terms. The kinds 
of beautifi cation explored below are limited not only by the particularity of the 
women engaged in them but also by the occasion that inspires them. Thus, 
my example includes make-up but not plastic surgery, hairdos but not exercise, 
shaving and/or bleaching but not permanent hair removal.

The following discussion includes remarks, directly transcribed from the 
video, from the various participants in this particular example of feminine 
beautifi cation.6 Those participants include myself (Ann), my mother (Ann Sr.), 
and my four sisters (Mary, Maggie, Sarah, and Abby).

Revealing or Concealing? Art or Equipment?

Central to my argument concerning feminine beautifi cation is a strong, 
although not absolute, distinction between process and product. Therefore, 
it is appropriate that we fi rst turn our attention to the question of the rela-
tionship between the beautifying woman as artist— as one who engages in 
the process of beautifi cation— and the beautifi ed woman as artwork, the end 
result of that process. What exactly does the process of beautifi cation do to or 
for the female subject? Is beautifi cation, as Bartky claims, an “art of disguise” 
(Bartky 1990, 71), by which women cover their defi cient or defective bodies? 
Or is beautifi cation more accurately referred to as a means of self-expression or 
self-transformation?

Ann: Are we creating something that’s already there, that we’re 
just sort of revealing?

Maggie: Yes!
Ann: Are we?
Mary: It’s just a different element of our nature, that we got bigger 

brains to deal with the vast resources at our disposal.
Maggie: I think of it as revealing part of myself.
Ann: How?
Maggie: Because usually I go around in sweats, with dirty hair, 

and no makeup all the time, and I like to be able to 
wow people every once in a while.

Mary: Spice of life!
[ . . . ]
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Sarah: You know, I don’t do this every day . . . [It takes] too much 
time . . . No, my hair is just, it’s not really an expression 
of me, but . . .

Mary: An extension of you.
Sarah: Yeah. I mean, it just is, it’s fun, to get dressed up once 

in a while.

Two models are presented here for the relationship between the process of 
beautifi cation and its product. On the one hand, Maggie and Mary describe the 
process as one of revelation, by virtue of which a certain facet of the woman’s 
being is expressed. On the other hand, Sarah understands the process as a way of 
expanding her possibilities of being rather than expressing what already exists. 
Both models, however, recognize the inherent limitations of the process. Maggie 
is careful to say that this process of beautifi cation will not reveal who she really 
is (note that Maggie’s comment, “I think of it as revealing part of myself,” does 
not necessarily imply that her “self” is unifi ed or at all static; while she claims 
the “part” of her self that beautifi cation “reveals” as properly belonging to her 
identity, that former does not exhaust the latter—nor, we may assume, may any 
other aspect of her person). It may make manifest a mode of her being that is 
usually concealed, or perhaps neglected, but that model is in no way necessary, 
central, or essential to her self. Sarah, too, emphasizes that part of the fun of 
the process is connected to the fact that she does not participate in it on a daily 
basis, that it is by defi nition an unusual and rare practice as opposed to one 
viewed as a daily necessity.

It is intriguing to contrast these representations of the beautifi cation process 
with the experiences of women portrayed by Debra Gimlin. In exploring four 
sites or cases of body work (the hair salon, aerobics, cosmetic surgery, and the 
National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance), Gimlin notes that each 
respective space functions with its own complex set of norms and political 
undertones. The regular practice of aerobics, she claims, serves as a “method 
for neutralizing the fl awed body and a resource for constructing an alternative 
physical ideal” (2002, 71). By committing themselves to attending aerobics class 
on a regular basis, these women “prove” themselves to be countering the fl awed 
body that they have inherited, thereby freeing themselves from both internal 
and external accusations of laziness in the face of defi ciency. When Sarah notes 
that she does not engage in extensive everyday beautifying practices, she is in 
effect rejecting the socially dominant claim that women’s bodies are always 
already defi cient and fl awed. Such a rejection holds an important lesson for the 
pleasures of feminine beautifi cation, namely, that they must constitute more 
than an attempt to overcome or answer the lack associated with the feminine 
body by a patriarchal society.

In her exploration of cosmetic surgery, Gimlin notes that surgeons have the 
right to determine whether a prospective client has the correct motivation for 
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a given procedure. If a client is seeking the procedure in the hopes of rectifying 
a relationship gone sour, for example, the surgeon can refuse to perform that 
procedure. Interestingly, the clients who represent the “healthiest” motiva-
tions, at least according to the plastic surgeon whose practice Gimlin studied 
at length, are those who “pursue surgery as a means of bringing their appear-
ances in line with their inner self. Claiming that their bodies fail to represent 
them as the people they truly are, individuals in this group explain their desire 
for cosmetic surgery with statements such as ‘I don’t feel like an old person. I 
don’t want to look like one,’ or ‘I exercise and diet. I want to look like I do.’ 
These candidates, according to John [the surgeon], are adequately prepared for 
cosmetic surgery, with expectations that will likely be met by the procedures 
they undergo” (2002, 84).

Although Maggie describes the beautifi cation she undergoes as revealing 
“part of herself,” her description is more consistent with an interest in explor-
ing one particular mode of being, one that she does not normally explore. She 
does not ground the entirety of her self in the beautifi cation process, as does 
the “adequately prepared” cosmetic surgery candidate. In this contrast we can 
see potential for one condition for the pleasure of feminine beautifi cation: the 
process cannot be constructed as fundamental to the woman’s essential self, but 
rather must be understood as one way of being among many.7 Note that what 
is crucial here is not so much the philosophical point that selves are always in 
process and therefore not reducible to any particular essence (a point with which 
I heartily agree), but rather that the beautifying woman cannot understand the 
beautifying process as one by which she comes into her “true” existence.

Although Maggie indicates some delight in “wowing” people, she and Mary 
also recognize some potential diffi culties when they move in the world as 
beautifi ed bodies:

Ann: So what happens, though, if we make ourselves into objects 
of beauty, right?

Maggie: Works of art. [Mary nods in agreement.]
Ann: But works of art demand . . . in order to be works of art, 

works of art have to be perceived. You can’t be a work of 
art and just be somewhere in a corner. You need a perceiver 
to render you into a work of art.

Mary: But we’re all that for each other as well.
Maggie: [pointing to herself] You’re looking at: artist, art, and 

art critic.
Mary: And giving constructive criticism all the way along, 

[Ann]. It is a process.
Ann: But who is the perceiver that we’re making ourselves into 

works of art for?
Mary: Everyone who comes into contact with us.
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Ann: And when can that be a negative experience?
[pause]
Mary: When they think, “God, I wish I could look that good.”
[laughter]
Mary: [Ann], if they don’t like it, it’s not like we’re like “Oh, 

they don’t like it,” [mimes disappointment] it’s like . . . 
[she makes a “whatever” gesture].

Ann: What about some assumptions that people make about 
you when you’re dressed beautifully? Do you guys know 
what I’m talking about?

[pause]
Mary: Pigs?! You mean pigs?
Maggie: Oh, that you’ve done it all for them. And now, oooh, 

they’re going to just take it and turn it into something 
tawdry.

Ann: Yep.
Mary: Well, they’ve got a problem.
Ann: What’s their problem?
Maggie: Pigs.
Mary: They’re seeing people not as people, they’re seeing you 

only as the aesthetic. The aesthetic is just to express what 
is already there, and they’re just seeing only the aesthetic, 
and not what’s really there.

Maggie: And they’re putting themselves in the position of being 
the sole perceiver, you know? That they think they can 
judge how you look, and that it’s somehow done just for 
them, or just for their approval.

Ann: So who is it done for? What is the mistake that they’re 
making?

Maggie: They’re making the mistake because a lot of it we do for 
ourselves. I’m not saying that I do it all for myself; I love 
for other people to think I’m gorgeous too. But I’m there 
too. It’s all being done with me in mind as well.

Mary and Maggie here take up the problem of what has come to be called 
the “male gaze” (see Mulvey 1989). As understood by many feminists, the male 
gaze is an objectifying gaze, one that shapes whatever object it views—espe-
cially women’s bodies—according to its own “masculine” desires, standards, 
and projections.8 Mary and Maggie emphasize that the stereotypical male gazer 
takes in the sight of the beautifi ed woman and sees only the surface, only the 
beauty itself (what Mary calls the “aesthetic”), and in assuming that the beauty 
exists only for him, fails to recognize the woman as a subject, an artist, and a 
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full human being. The possibilities for women’s own pleasure in their beauty, in 
creating it and in (as Maggie says a few minutes before the dialogue excerpted 
above) “reveling” in it, are denied when the male gazer assumes that the beauty 
exists for him—and, more explicitly, for his own particular use. In this moment, 
the beautifi ed woman ceases to be perceived as (and therefore, to a signifi cant 
degree, ceases to be) a work of art but rather becomes organized as a social tool, 
something to be used within the context of a very specifi c and gendered social 
discourse. It goes without saying that this particular discourse is both implicitly 
and explicitly contrary to women’s social, political, and economic equality.

In Heideggerian terms, we may say that the act of perception undertaken 
when the male gaze visually consumes the image of a beautifi ed woman renders 
a potential work of art—that is, something that serves to unconceal Being—an 
object of utility, to be used for a specifi c purpose. Indeed, Mary’s comments 
suggest that such an act of perception robs the beauty of its ability to reveal. By 
seeing “only the aesthetic,” the material of the work of art (the woman’s body, 
along with clothes, makeup, etc.), is perceived as completely used up, and the 
woman appears not as herself, or not as proclaiming or revealing one impor-
tant mode of her Being, but rather as equipment to be utilized to satisfy men’s 
social and physical needs. The woman both as artist and artwork is destroyed, 
and what remains is the woman who is only derivative of, and useful for, male 
desires.

It is precisely because a woman, so perceived, can only be taken as an object 
of utility that Mary warns against the problem of relying upon one’s physical 
beauty. Sarah defends occasional forays into the realm of feminine beauty by 
insisting that she does so only rarely (and, it is implied, only when she so 
chooses). Mary and Sarah elaborate on this point:

Sarah: Yeah. I mean, it just is, it’s fun, to get dressed up once 
in a while.

Ann: But is there any danger to it, gender-wise? As a young 
feminist?

Sarah: [wrinkles her nose at the diffi culty of the question; pauses] 
No. Not for me.

Ann: Why not?
Sarah: Because it’s true, I don’t do it for men . . . I don’t do it 

even for other women.
Mary: [Ann], there’s a difference here, between doing it and 

relying upon it. Relying upon it can be dangerous.

In contrasting the object of utility with the work of art, Martin Heidegger 
writes, “the equipmental quality of the equipment consists indeed in its useful-
ness. But this usefulness itself rests in the abundance of an essential being of the 
equipment. We call it reliability” (1971, 34). When the woman chooses to use 
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her own beauty, or to rely upon it for her own sense of self or worth, she risks suc-
cumbing to/reducing herself to being little more than the object of male desire 
and hence eradicating the possibility of her own subjectivity and agency.

Note that this discussion of the male gaze does not preclude the possibility 
of the beautifi ed woman actually enjoying and taking pleasure in being gazed 
upon.9 Maggie says, importantly, “I love for other people to think I’m gorgeous 
too.” How can we distinguish, then, between a gaze that objectifi es and one that 
recognizes and celebrates beauty? For Maggie and Mary, the distinction lies in 
the degree to which the gazer constructs the beautifi cation product (and prob-
ably, by extension, process) as existing solely for himself. When the gazer puts 
himself “in the position of being the sole perceiver,” the beautifying woman’s 
own perspective is implicitly denied, as is her agency as a beautifi er/artist. She 
is reduced, then, to a derivative of male desire, only an object of utility. A non-
objectifying gaze does not render a woman a mere derivative of male desire; it 
delights in the beautifi ed woman as a full and vibrant subject, admires her for 
her talent in beautifi cation, and draws no conclusions, for example, about what 
behavior the use of her appearance may or may not justify.10

At least two conclusions follow from this exploration of the distinction 
between the process and product of feminine beautifi cation. First, pleasure 
inherent in feminine beautifi cation must, in order to have positive meanings for 
feminist intersubjectivity, be distinguishable from the demands that patriarchal 
society places on female bodies. In other words, from a feminist perspective, 
feminine pleasure in beautifi cation practices cannot be reducible to fulfi lling the 
requirement that women act as (often only) objects of male desire; the pleasure 
that I am interested in exploring is not the pleasure of obedience. This crite-
rion does not preclude a beautifi ed woman’s delight in certain kinds of gazes, 
as long as those gazes do not render her subjectivity derivative (because the 
non-objectifying gaze does not, it seems to me, serve the purposes of patriarchal 
society).11 Yet even these non-objectifying gazes cannot provide the raison d’être 
for feminine beautifi cation; as Mary indicates, that other people don’t like or 
appreciate one’s aesthetic expression may not be cause for disappointment. Of 
course, one may seek the appreciation of others, but the pleasures of engaging 
in beautifi cation practices are not necessarily undermined completely by the 
lack of such appreciation.

Along these lines, it is at least helpful and perhaps necessary that the woman 
who derives pleasure from beautifi cation also regularly disobeys the discourses 
that construct her body as inherently fl awed and wanting; otherwise, the plea-
sure may conceivably be reduced to the relief that comes from having fi nally 
produced a normal, acceptable body. In exploring the feminist potential in a 
given example of feminine beautifi cation, then, it seems appropriate to seek 
out counterexamples, that is, cases where the woman refuses certain aspects 
of beautifi cation because they do not forward her own subjectivity (perhaps 
because they are inconvenient, or stressful, or downright oppressive).
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Second, our discussion of the male gaze and its ability to render the beauti-
fi ed feminine body an object of utility suggests that while women have a cer-
tain degree of control over the beautifi cation process, they can easily lose this 
control. As I have indicated above, a non-objectifying, subjectivity-enhancing 
gaze is certainly possible, and can give the beautifi ed woman much pleasure. 
Such gazes, however, are rare in a patriarchal society. Perhaps more to the point, 
the beautifi ed woman cannot act in such a way as to preclude the occurrence 
of the objectifying gaze. Its sheer pervasiveness—the fact that it can emanate 
from stranger or intimate—surely renders the public stage upon which the 
beautifi ed woman walks a far less reliably pleasurable space than the site of 
beautifi cation.

As indicated earlier, the distinction between the process and the product 
of beautifi cation is not absolute. Clearly, the beautifying woman is oriented 
toward a goal—a beautifi ed bodily appearance—that profoundly affects her 
choices and the parameters within which those choices exist. The site of femi-
nine beautifi cation is clearly one of negotiation among a variety of discourses 
and imperatives. Nevertheless, by drawing a distinction between the site of 
beautifi cation and the site of the presentation of the beautifi ed feminine body, 
we can arrive at a more nuanced understanding of the pleasures inherent in 
beautifi cation. It seems that just as the beautifi ed woman must be recognized 
as in-herself, not as a derivative of male desires, in order to avoid the damaging 
effects of objectifi cation, so too must the process of beautifi cation be appreci-
ated in and for itself.

Time and Agency

Time is clearly one way in which the process of beautifi cation is gendered. At 
one point in the afternoon, Mary and Maggie gasp with horror at the realiza-
tion that they have less than two hours to get ready, whereas the men in the 
house claim that they will turn to their preparations ten minutes before they 
leave. Although the explanation provided by Mary’s fi ancé, Stéfane, for the 
discrepancy—namely, that men are “already beautiful” and therefore don’t 
need to do as much to achieve that state—is clearly intended to be facetious, it 
nevertheless highlights the intentionality that surrounds feminine beauty. Far 
from being something natural or innate, it is a state to be striven for, a state that 
takes planning, careful work, and a signifi cant investment of time.

In discussing daily practices such as hair and skin care, Bartky notes the 
signifi cant investment of time they require, both in terms of total time and the 
number of times a day a woman is instructed to care for her skin or hair. “Like the 
schoolchild or prisoner, the woman mastering good skin-care habits is put on a 
timetable” (1990, 70). Bartky states that this demand on women’s time is part and 
parcel of the disciplinary nature of these practices. For Bartky, several insights 
follow from this claim. First, the sheer amount of time that must be devoted to 
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beautifi cation underscores the degree to which the feminine body (and especially 
the feminine face) is experienced as defi cient in its natural, unmodifi ed state. 
Thus the need to care for one’s skin three or four times each day emphasizes 
the degree to which one’s “natural” body is at odds with, even hostile to, one’s 
goals regarding appearance. Second, the time involved in recreating the ideal 
feminine image adds an implicit classism to that ideal (1990, 72): only women 
of relative leisure have the resources to fulfi ll the time demands adequately, 
and thus women of lower classes are almost automatically deemed failures with 
regard to the project of femininity. To these insights I add a third not directly 
mentioned by Bartky, namely, that there is the sense that this demand on women 
to spend a signifi cant amount of time on their daily appearance can serve to 
diminish their attention to more important, serious matters.

The relevance of time to the process of feminine beautifi cation is thus, 
according to Bartky, importantly linked to the issue of coercion. However, 
there are distinctions to be made between Bartky’s analysis of daily beautifi -
cation practices and those involved for more unusual occasions.12 In the case 
of my sisters’ dressing for the wedding, the fact that this process of feminine 
beautifi cation will take over two hours to complete reveals not its coercive but 
its aesthetic nature. This is a project undertaken with care, not so much (if we 
can trust the refl ections of the participants) to fulfi ll a given feminine ideal 
but to enjoy the process itself, to explore the limitless possibilities of color and 
texture, shape and style. Moreover, the extended time devoted to this process 
of beautifi cation is related both to its pleasure and to its distinctiveness: the 
delight of spending two hours in creating a beautifi ed self is directly related to 
the fact that doing so is a relatively rare occurrence.

One reason that this particular experience of feminine beautifi cation will 
take as long as it does is that it is a distinctly communal process. Were each 
individual responsible merely for her own preparation, the time involved might 
be much less. However, the process of beautifi cation for any individual woman 
involves the participation of virtually all of the others. Opinions are sought as 
to the suitability of this or that wrap, or the success of this or that hairdo. Deci-
sions will be made and remade; experiments will be attempted and abandoned, 
and, most importantly, the participants lavish each other with attention.

Indeed, contrary to Bartky’s analysis, the time devoted to the process of beau-
tifi cation indicates not its oppressive nature but its potential for feminist agency. 
As Maggie refl ects early on, this is a bonding process among the women, one 
that deepens and solidifi es their relationships, and one that is not available or 
accessible to men in quite the same way. In her exploration of the beauty salon, 
Gimlin notes that both stylists and customers view the beautifying process as a 
nurturing one, wherein women are encouraged to be pampered and emotionally 
nurtured (2002, 16–49). In the case of the hair salon, however, the relationship 
is distinctly asymmetrical; the customer does not often inquire into the personal 
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life of the stylist. Only one person involved in the interaction is being cared 
for, and only one is caring. Indeed, while Gimlin herself does not make this 
point, part of the power and pleasure of the hair salon may be directly related 
to the fact that it provides a place where women—traditionally the nurturers 
in relationships—are not asked to be emotionally supportive.

In the example of feminine beautifi cation we are exploring, the women are 
equals, even if their ability to negotiate beautifi cation practices differs widely. 
The beauty salon does not escape the emotional asymmetry that characterizes 
most of women’s relationships; it merely temporarily reverses it.13 In the non-
hierarchical, communal beautifi cation experience, women gather to care for 
each other, to delight in each other’s bodies and artistic abilities, to gain self-
confi dence in their appearance, in ways that emphasize the relevance of their 
own relationships. The time that women devote to beautifi cation may, then, 
serve to forward rather than thwart feminist aims.

Subjectivity and the Problem of Coercion

Maggie: What I’m doing now is preparing to bleach my leg hair. 
I’m wearing a short dress and light stockings, and I don’t 
want any distractions. And in this society, long black 
leg hair is defi nitely a distraction.

Ann: But [Maggie], why not shave?
Maggie: It’d be giving up a little bit too much. That would be 

a little bit . . . this is my compromise. I don’t want to 
shave. I don’t like shaving. And I stopped, because, I 
didn’t . . . I just stopped, no big decision. [ . . . ]

Ann: [Maggie], what’s the difference between shaving and 
[bleaching]?

Maggie: This is temporary, and this is something I also . . . in 
the summertime, when I’m outside a lot, my hair turns 
blonde naturally, and I enjoy that. I like the sparkle of 
it. And I feel like I’m not giving up everything. I can be 
proud of my leg hair. I don’t know, to shave it would be 
too much. It took too much time to grow it out nicely 
like this. I feel it is a compromise. It’s not distracting, 
and yet it’s still there, I still have it. And I enjoy it. A 
little celebration . . .

One of the most telling moments in the video is when Maggie, somewhat wea-
ried by the entire process, decides to remove the bleach from her legs earlier than 
the instructions recommend. “There’s only so much we can take,” she says. “And 
then what?” I ask her. “And then . . . then, to hell with it!” she exclaims.
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The signifi cance of beautifi cation in a patriarchal society, the very danger 
that feminist theory has emphasized, resides in the necessity of that process to 
women’s social existence and appearance. To beautify is to become a woman; it 
is to solidify and guarantee a particular social position, with all the rights and 
responsibilities thereof. From this perspective, beautifi cation is prior to and a 
source of women’s agency. Maggie’s demand that she be able to abandon that 
project if it becomes overly inconvenient or burdensome demonstrates that, 
in this particular situation at least, her subjectivity is experienced as prior to 
the process of beautifi cation. When that process confl icts with their desires, 
as it does at different points with different sisters, it must either be revised or 
abandoned. Clearly, neither reaction can appropriately be termed obedient—an 
indication that there exists a vibrant resistance to a full-fl edged appropriation 
of beauty norms.

Interestingly enough, this subjection of the process to the woman’s agency 
extends as well to the only traditionalist woman in the house, my mother, who, 
unlike her daughters, generally accepts conventional gender norms as both 
appropriate and preferable.

Ann: Mom, how long is it going to take you to get ready?
Ann Sr.: I’m halfway there. Probably about fi fteen minutes.
Ann: What do you mean, halfway there? What have you 

done?
Ann Sr.: I’ve done my face, moisturized, shower[ed].
Ann: How about your makeup?
Ann Sr.: Makeup hasn’t started yet.
Maggie: Hair?
Ann Sr.: Hair hasn’t started yet, but it’ll only take a minute.
Ann: See, Mom has pretty much cut it down.
Ann Sr.: Yes.
Ann: Why, Mom? Why aren’t you taking two hours to get 

ready?
Ann Sr.: [shrugs] Practice makes perfect, I guess.

At other points in the video, Ann Sr. locates the reasons for beautifi cation 
in traditional, biological truths, claiming that women naturally hunger after 
men, “even though they can’t satisfy us”—a claim that is met by much laugh-
ing derision on the part of her daughters. Moreover, she claims that the goal 
of her own process of beautifi cation is mere “respectability,” hence restoring a 
certain degree of primacy to the signifi cance of being perceived, in contrast 
to her daughters’ interest in the aesthetic process and their insistence upon its 
signifi cance regardless of the perception of the fi nal product. Yet her individual 
process is far less time-consuming and in many ways involves far fewer decisions. 
The choice of jewelry, for example, is an easy one (pearls, of course), and while 
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she too has to do her hair, she simply winds her hair into the same bun she has 
created for more than fi fteen years. Despite her proclamations, Ann Sr.’s refusal 
to devote a large amount of time to the process refl ects an insistence to work 
the necessity of beautifi cation into her own sense of priorities.

In both cases, women are actively deciding upon the role that beautifi ca-
tion will play in relation to their desires.14 In order for beautifi cation to hold 
promise for feminist purposes, this must be the case. Moreover, as indicated in 
the previous discussion concerning the distinction between the process and 
product of feminine beauty, a mere description of agency is not suffi cient to 
indicate a robust subjectivity at work. That my sisters and I can explicitly and 
consciously call upon times—both prior to and within the beautifying pro-
cess—when we choose not to obey the demands of a sexist society that would 
defi ne us in terms of our appearances is a necessary element of the pleasure of 
the beautifi cation process. Without that embodied experience, women cannot 
distinguish between the pleasure of a desire fulfi lled and that of obedience to 
a patriarchal system.

Ann: Men can’t do what we’re about to do.
Mary: Not as well.
Ann: Why?
Maggie: Because all their clothes are the same.
Mary: Their bodies are not as beautiful. They aren’t.
Maggie: They’re not as interesting.15

Ann: But surely it’s not all biology. I mean, surely the fact that 
we’re about to get dressed up in glitter and stuff is not just 
about biology.

Maggie: All right, Ann, it’s social construction, is that what 
you want to hear?

[Laughter]
Maggie: Okay, it’s a little, but we’re reveling in it and taking that 

and making it our own.
Mary: We’re not really going with society, [Ann], because no 

one else does this.
Ann: But seriously, is this a critical procedure?
Mary: Critical for what?
Ann: Is this a socially critical procedure? Are we merely being 

socially conformist? Are we just doing what women are 
supposed to be doing? Or are we being all contrary?

Maggie: We’re not being totally contrary, because then I wouldn’t
be bleaching my leg hair. [ . . . ] This is not apart from 
the social construction, but I think we take it to a dif-
ferent level. Am I totally justifying something that . . . 
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I don’t know. I’m going to have fun today. Can you say 
the same?

[Laughter]

By and large, the women undertaking the beautifi cation process investi-
gated here do not understand it as a mandatory or compulsive set of behaviors, 
although Maggie for one does recognize some elements as socially constructed. 
Yet is this belief accurate? To what extent is this process externally rather than 
internally driven? As women, and certainly as sisters of the bridegroom, we 
are expected to attend this function in proper dress; moreover, that which is 
“proper” to women is distinctively, and importantly, different from that which 
is “proper” to men. We will show more skin; we will redden our cheekbones and 
lips; we will remove hair from certain parts of our bodies while stiffening that 
which grows on our head; we will dance in shoes with pointy toes and high 
heels. The ways in which we beautify ourselves, moreover, are clearly culturally 
and historically specifi c: we do not consider using henna to decorate our hands 
and feet, nor are we tempted to shave our foreheads. Can we honestly claim 
that this process is done voluntarily?

Certainly, it is signifi cant that the participants believe that they are taking 
on this project as free agents. Mary is correct when she claims later that “it 
wouldn’t be fun if we had to do it”—the pleasure would be severely decreased 
if not utterly eradicated were the process dictated directly by an outside force. 
This tension between what is coerced and what is freely chosen may be some-
what lessened, however, if we are able to distinguish precisely which aspects of 
beautifi cation are socially necessitated as opposed to those that are not. On such 
an occasion, the social expectations are clear: women must beautify themselves 
to a signifi cant extent, and if they fail to do so (if we were to show up at the 
wedding in jeans, or with unwashed hair, for example), very real and unpleasant 
social consequences would follow. However, there are no explicit expectations, 
in this social context, that that process of beautifi cation must demand a certain 
amount of time, or must be undertaken in community with other women. When 
Mary and Maggie are asked, in essence, why they are going to such efforts to 
beautify themselves, they understand the question to be concerning an experi-
ence that they have shaped into something enjoyable, something that builds a 
particularly female-centered community. To eschew those parts of the process 
that aren’t enjoyable is therefore wholly consistent with and in fact necessary 
to their experience. Agency, then, is central to their delight.

Who Is the Artist?

Early on, Maggie asserts that she is simultaneously the “artist, [the] art, and 
[the] art critic.” Nevertheless, it is clear in this specifi c situation that there is 
one woman who is more directly responsible for the fi ve fi nal products than the 
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others. One of the reasons that this process will take so long is that Mary does 
virtually everybody’s hair, and nearly everybody’s makeup. Her role leads us to 
question the relation between the artist and the artwork in the phenomenon of 
feminine beautifi cation. If the pleasure of the process is predicated upon women’s 
own subjectivity and agency, might not that pleasure or value be undermined 
if we were to consider the fi nal products not as self-created but rather as the 
various manifestations of a vision that belongs to another?

Ann: We also have to make clear that we’re not really creating 
ourselves, here, that [Mary] is the primary . . .

Maggie: Artist?
Ann: She’s the artist.
Mary: Facilitator.
Ann: And especially me—in the process, I am almost completely 

passive, I am almost completely a blank canvas.
Mary: I have your input, though, [Ann].
Ann: No, in certain things I have very little input. My hair, 

it’s all you. My makeup, it’s all you. I don’t know what 
I’m doing.

Maggie: Your dress?
Ann: My dress I did choose. [ . . . ] But Maggie helped me pick 

out my dress too.

Indeed, Mary’s role is an ambiguous one. Before launching my own process 
of beautifi cation, I insist that my role in that process is almost entirely pas-
sive and that Mary is the true artist at work. While appearing to agree, Mary 
changes this defi nition importantly when she describes herself as a “facilitator.” 
Later, while Mary is working her magic on Abby’s hair, Abby claims that the 
fi nal hairdo will be the result of collaboration. We have at least three different 
possibilities here: one, that Mary is the acting artist who works on the bodies 
of others while they remain wholly passive and subjected to her artistic vision; 
two, that Mary facilitates the creation process, providing the means by which 
the vision of the to-be-beautifi ed woman is realized, but not necessarily shap-
ing that vision; and three, that the process is an equal collaboration between 
two active subjects.

I would argue, however, that Mary’s role in the beautifi cation process is even 
more complex than any of these three possibilities suggest. It represents an 
important phenomenological aspect of feminine beautifi cation, one repeated 
in the caring, if at times anxious, atmosphere of the beauty salon (see Gimlin 
2002). It encourages us to remember that beautifi cation is also often a decidedly 
intersubjective process.

When Mary is working on another body, she is acting both from her own 
subjectivity and on behalf of the other woman’s subjectivity. That is, although 
the specifi c act of doing someone else’s hair involves Mary working on that 
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person—applying her hands to their material being, quietly, usually silently, 
creating a vision which, at the moment, the other woman cannot see or evalu-
ate—nevertheless, Mary is not simply or only Mary at that point. Her work is 
grounded in the desires and goals of the other woman. The line distinguishing 
one person from another, while not utterly transcended, is perhaps blurred: 
Mary’s being and her concentration are swallowed up by the interaction 
between her hands and the material at hand (for example, hair). She becomes 
the medium by which a particular vision is translated into a physical, bodily 
shape and/or appearance. That vision or mood, the particular appearance for 
which the woman is striving, is negotiated between Mary and the woman, and 
then Mary, as artist, attempts to bring it into being.16

From a feminist perspective, this is an interesting moment of shared subjec-
tivity. Mary is not only acting as herself but also acting on behalf of another, 
and yet this acting on another’s behalf is not a mediated experience. What I call 
Mary’s “artistic daze” is distinctly unmediated by language. She begins her work, 
and is quickly immersed in the process of creation. She reaches instinctively 
for her tools, works delicately and precisely, and abandons mistakes without 
hesitation. Annoyed by any interruption, she becomes oblivious to the passage 
of time. Once the process is begun in earnest she cannot be distracted from 
it; and so, upon realizing that Abby’s hairdo needs that one perfect accessory, 
she leaps up and demands to go looking for it right now, because until that 
perfect accessory is in place, the work of art is still in process, and her job isn’t 
complete. Yet, importantly (and contrary to my initial description of my role 
vis-à-vis Mary), Abby is not utterly passive in this situation. Although she too is 
quiet, and her body is still, only moving when and as Mary directs it, neverthe-
less her subjectivity and agency is at work through Mary. Mary is not creating 
a hairdo that she would like to have; her intentionality is marked by Abby’s 
stated desires, and by Mary’s understanding of Abby herself. In an important 
way, Mary must temporarily assume Abby’s sense of agency in order to create 
the desired hairdo.

The subjectivity at the heart of this process, then, which renders it plea-
surable and perhaps even socially critical, is a distinctively shared one. It is a 
process by which a person allows an other to work on her body—and yet by 
means of that action, the agency of the person being worked on persists and is 
even enhanced. Abby is working as an artist through Mary; Abby’s body becomes 
Mary’s material, but Mary’s body simultaneously becomes Abby’s tool. In this 
moment of feminine beautifi cation, we have a perhaps paradigmatically feminist 
model of intersubjectivity, wherein the bodies, actions, and possibilities of these 
two persons are deeply entwined with each other’s.
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Conclusion

Having analyzed this particular experience of feminine beautifi cation, we now 
need to turn our attention back to the central question. If feminist subjectivity 
can realize itself within the process of beautifi cation, what are its conditions? 
If women’s pleasure in such experiences is to be recognized and honored rather 
than dismissed as mere false consciousness, what are the origins of that pleasure? 
Which aspects of this process of beautifi cation constitute it not as a moment 
within the production of docile feminine bodies but rather as a moment of 
woman-identifi cation, of bodily delight, of aesthetic creativity?

As much of the dialogue recorded here indicates, certainly part of the plea-
sure of beautifi cation has to do with mastery of the techniques and materials. To 
master the skills and tools of beautifi cation is not necessarily to commit oneself 
to the common contemporary meanings of feminine beauty. It is, however, to 
constitute oneself as capable of creating a variety of images and appearances. 
It is, perhaps, to understand oneself as an artist.

In addition to its aesthetic component, the pleasure of beautifi cation must 
be both perceived and constituted as freely chosen. Clearly, the refl ections of 
the women involved in this particular experience of feminine beautifi cation 
indicate their belief in their freedom from coercion, as discussed above. The 
positive potential of feminine beautifi cation demands at the very least the 
sincere and critical conviction that one is undertaking the process for one’s 
own purposes and not solely or primarily to fulfi ll social (or, more importantly, 
male) expectations. The process of beautifi cation must be understood and expe-
rienced as existing for the pleasure and delight of the beautifying woman. Only 
when beautifi cation meets this condition can it hope to escape the mantle of 
social coercion.

A good test of whether the beautifying process exists for the pleasure of the 
woman herself is her tolerance for her own pain, discomfort, and inconvenience. 
If there is no signifi cant limit to what the woman will undergo for beautifi cation 
(one thinks here of the horribly painful recuperation demanded by much plastic 
surgery), we should be suspicious of claiming that she is doing it solely out of free 
choice. Of course, the mere presence of pain and discomfort is not suffi cient to 
automatically deem any given practice unacceptable. The question here is the 
degree to which the woman considers her own suffering relevant—is it part of 
the equation, or is it automatically overridden by the need to be beautiful?17

Perhaps most importantly, feminine beautifi cation can be pleasurable insofar 
as it affords an opportunity for a caring, embodied, intersubjective encounter. 
To participate in the beautifi cation of another, as Mary does here, represents 
a powerful affi rmation of that person’s embodied self. When Mary, or a good 
hairdresser, or masseuse, works with and on a lived body, she not only cares 
for that embodied being as an embodied being but also has a deep effect on that 
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person’s experience and sense of self. Beautifi cation, then, is one way in which 
women undermine traditional notions of the self as primarily intellectual; it is 
also one way in which women constitute themselves not only as caring beings 
but also as beings who are cared for, and who experience pleasure as a result.

Finally, central to the positive elements of the experience of feminine beauti-
fi cation is the exclusion of male spectators. Maggie notes with some dismay, for 
example, that she couldn’t fi nd one hairdo that all her sisters and her mother 
agreed upon, “which was very disappointing to me.” Noticeably lacking on the 
list of signifi cant critics are her brothers and her boyfriend. My claim is not 
that any inclusion of male opinion would necessarily be destructive, but the 
choice to maintain a woman-only space acknowledges, I believe, the high risk 
that including a male gaze might undermine the gynocentricity of the process. 
By ensuring that women are the pertinent judges, the beautifying woman can 
more easily understand beautifi cation as for-herself. To give credence to male 
opinion at this point risks threatening female-centered subjectivity. Of course 
the nagging question of whether the male gaze has not been internalized by 
the participants themselves arises here. Indeed, there is nothing about the male 
gaze that limits it to males, whether that category is defi ned biologically or 
socially.18 However, the very priority of the participants’ desires, aims, and level 
of tolerance—that, for example, none of the women involved would accept any 
practices that they considered overly inconvenient or unworthy of their time 
and energy—indicates the absence of the derivativeness that is an essential 
characteristic of the male gaze.

Given the social power and infl uence of the male gaze, is its displacement 
actually feasible? Does it not permeate virtually all aspects of feminine experi-
ence? I would argue that such an understanding of the male gaze exaggerates its 
strength. As rare as they are in patriarchal society, moments exist where women 
gather as women and constitute an experience and a reality that cannot be 
reduced to the sexual inequality that is otherwise so pervasive. Such moments 
are, perhaps, especially possible in a social setting characterized by (what may 
be loosely referred to as) feminist assumptions or values. Those positive, woman-
identifi ed moments characteristic of the process of beautifi cation often appear 
to fade as the beautifi ed woman—the end product of the aesthetic process—is 
presented to the larger society. When the beautiful woman appears in public, her 
appearance is usually marked by the dominance of the male gaze, and so she is 
taken up most often not as artist, not as subject, but as equipment. No matter 
how much the beautifi ed woman has enjoyed the process of beautifi cation, no 
matter the degree to which it was undertaken as an aesthetic, enriching, and 
even empowering experience, she has little to no control over how her image 
is organized and consumed. Given the politics of sexual inequality, and the 
degree to which those politics are expressed and enforced by the signifi cance 
of the image of the beautiful woman, her appearance may well result in a social 
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lessening of her agency. She may well be considered something to be utilized, to 
be used, according to the specifi cations of the patriarchal discourse. Alternative 
gazes are possible, but not likely.

In determining the limitations of the positive, that is, woman-identifi ed 
elements of beautifi cation, we must thus return to the distinction between the 
process of beautifi cation and its product. In the process of creating beauty, women 
have the power to create a woman-defi ned space that both builds and solidifi es 
their own subjectivity and agency; in the experience of being perceived, they are 
almost always subjected to a host of meanings that are grounded in a dismissal 
of that subjectivity. Perhaps for this reason, many women, not surprisingly, 
fi nd the communal experiences of beautifi cation the most deeply rewarding, 
pleasurable parts of weddings and other special occasions. Getting “dressed up,” 
it turns out, may be the best part.

Notes

I am, of course, indebted to the members of my family who so graciously allowed me to 
intrude upon this delightful experience and subject it to philosophical analysis. I also 
thank the anonymous Hypatia reviewers and the editors of this volume for their helpful 
suggestions and criticisms.

 1.  Other feminists who have directly addressed the issue of feminine beauty 
include Susan Brownmiller (1984), Naomi Wolf (1992), Ellen Zetzel Lambert (1995), 
and Wendy Chapkis (1986).

 2.  Although I have neither the space nor the time to engage directly with the 
representations of feminism that show up in these and other texts, I will note here that 
too many of them assume that there is a single feminist position on beauty. Nancy Etcoff 
(1999), for example, reduces complex analyses of beauty’s role in sexist oppression to 
claims that “women are not only powerless but mindless” (1999, 4). Of course, I reject 
such oversimplifi cations. Nevertheless, I do agree that feminist thought has included a 
strong theme of suspicion toward beauty and methods of beautifi cation.

 3.  For an extended defense of the position that subjectivity should be thought 
primarily in terms of embodiment, see Cahill (2001, 50–108).

 4.  Nor, contrary to Kathy Peiss’s argument (1998), does the fact that women 
played a crucial role in the development of the beauty industry necessarily contradict its 
underlying misogyny. Forces of oppression almost always utilize the participation of the 
oppressed group, and sometimes that participation is enthusiastic (for this reason, too, 
I question Kathy Davis’s (1995) acceptance at face value that women undergo cosmetic 
surgery because they really want to).

 5.  Peiss (1998) is an exception to this rule; while I disagree with some details 
of her argument, her work is persistently sensitive to the particularities of different 
beautifi cation methods and their social and political contexts. For an extended (and 
rare) discussion of beauty in terms of the experiences of African-American women, see 
Craig (2002).
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 6.  In the quotations from the video, I will use non-bracketed ellipses ( . . . ) to 
denote a pause in the dialogue, and bracketed ellipses ( [ . . . ] ) to denote excerpted 
dialogue. For purposes of clarity, when the dialogue included familial nicknames, I have 
replaced those nicknames with original names.

 7.  This aspect of the pleasure of feminine beautifi cation comes close to the sense 
of “play” that Karmen MacKendrick (1998) has explored in relation to different types 
of body modifi cation. Interestingly, MacKendrick grounds the playfulness of practices 
such as tattooing and piercings in their permanence. My analysis here understands the 
pleasure of the play of beauty in a more traditional way, namely, that it constitutes a 
temporary transformation of the body’s appearance. Nevertheless, I fi nd MacKendrick’s 
analysis highly compelling.

 8.  Of course, not every man adopts the male gaze, and it is quite likely that 
women are capable of adopting it (mostly for the purpose of negotiating competition: 
if how a woman appears to men is crucial for her very existence, then she had better 
be able to compare her ability to fulfi ll that ideal with her competition, namely, other 
women). Despite these cross-gender possibilities, it is still quite appropriate to term the 
gaze “male” in that it is a crucial element of a pervasive sexual inequality that defi nes 
men primarily as active viewers and women primarily as objects to be observed.

 9.  Several recent works have taken issue with the alleged claim that to be 
perceived as beautiful is always oppressive (Pacteau 1994, 187–93; Scarry 1999, 72–73). 
Indeed, these authors are quite correct to point out that to be gazed upon is not neces-
sarily to be harmed or degraded.

10.  Of course, not all beautifi ers are women, and not all gazers are men. However, in 
the dominant heterosexual discourse, the objectifying male gaze—even when adopted 
by women!—judges the beautiful woman in terms dictated by male desire. Although 
men are certainly judged by their appearance, I would argue that such judgments do 
not, by contrast, rest on female desire. This is, of course, a point that deserves further 
analysis. See Bordo (1999) for an interesting discussion of the changing demands placed 
upon male bodies.

11.  More complicated, of course, is the example of the woman who delights in being 
the object of the objectifying gaze. Without getting into the very tricky area of false 
consciousness, I would simply argue that such delight cannot be understood as feminist, 
as it serves to perpetuate a patriarchal system.

12.  Peiss notes that rather than representing the time spent on beauty as oppressive, 
women often contrast it with the hardships of their lives (1998, 184). Beautifi cation, 
then, has sometimes served as a pleasurable retreat from the demands placed upon 
women.

13.  And in fact the reversal is not complete, insofar as the majority of stylists are 
themselves women!

14.  However, the two processes are importantly distinct, and not only in terms of 
time devoted to them. My mother’s process is decidedly individual—she does not solicit 
advice from her daughters or anyone else—and it is not at all clear that she would 
describe it as pleasurable (perhaps because, as my analysis argues, she cannot as easily 
call on embodied experiences of gender disobedience), although she certainly doesn’t 
consider it overly onerous or burdensome.
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15.  This unfortunately unexplored remark represents profoundly ambiguous femi-
nist meanings. On the one hand, Maggie and Mary seem to have accepted the image 
of the feminine body as more steeped in aesthetic and (perhaps) sexual content. On 
the other, they claim the beauty of the feminine body as a self-affi rming moment, and 
therefore beautifi cation as a means by which they attend to a sexually specifi c aspect of 
their beings.

16.  Throughout this discussion, I describe this intersubjective phenomenon of 
women beautifying each other as an essentially pleasurable, caring experience. Of 
course, like any intersubjective interaction, it can go horribly wrong. The acute tension 
that arises when the beautician errs—either in technique or in vision—has a unique 
poignancy that underscores the importance of both beautifi cation and the interpersonal 
relations that surround it.

17.  One obvious analogy to this situation is that of childbirth. Obviously, under 
most circumstances, to bear and deliver a child involves signifi cant pain and discomfort; 
yet we quite rightly do not question on this basis a woman’s choice to have a child. 
However, even in this case, I believe it is important to give the woman’s comfort some 
relevance, and thus I am deeply suspicious of approaches to labor that vilify women’s 
use of pain-relieving drugs (or other methods that relieve pain). On a more analogous 
note, a culture that encourages women to become mothers regardless of any and all 
risks to their health or well-being is worrisome, and it is worth noting that much of the 
increasingly popular methods of treating infertility (in vitro fertilization, for example) 
cause enormous stress and pain to women’s bodies. In these cases, I would raise a similar 
point to that which I raise here: if the desire to have a biological child overrides any 
and all concerns for a woman’s health and comfort, such that no signifi cant limita-
tions exist as to what kinds of pain and suffering are deemed acceptable, then there is 
reason to believe that the value of the woman’s present being is secondary to what she 
may become (a mother in this case; a beautiful woman, in the case of beautifi cation 
practices).

18.  Nor, it should be noted, is the male gaze limited to the dominant heterosexual 
economy. In some gay male communities, it is possible that the male gaze persists in its 
objectifying, derivative function.
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