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SO4025 Lecture 7: The Beauty Industry

While the feminist critique of the ‘beauty system’ or ‘fashion/beauty complex’ has tended to focus on its relevance for consumers, some writers have begun to draw attention to the nature of beauty labour, including its long hours, low pay and poor working conditions. Others, including historian Kathy Peiss (1998), have pointed out that the beauty industry was one of the first to offer women opportunities for professional advancement. 

Given that posting lectures is rather less satisfying that delivering them in person, I’m going to leave off the discussion of Kang’s work until the coming week. For those who are presenting on ‘the emotions as a resource’, I would recommend reading Kang’s article in Gender & Society (unfortunately, I don’t have an electronic copy) and thinking back to Hochschild’s study of flight attendants and their use of emotions. 
You all might find this link interesting:  http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=L_aDpmfAzxI
SLIDE 2: The beauty industry is a massive industry that produces, promotes and sells the numerous products that we’re all familiar with: cosmetics, skin and hair products, fitness programmes, diet programmes and healthy-option foods, all of which promise to help us achieve some approximation of the contemporary beauty ideal.

Beyond these, of course, there’s the enormous fashion marketplace, which has the advantage of a sort of immediacy, in that clothing styles are continually changing and the failure to keep up with fashion – at least marginally – runs the risk of setting us apart as somehow uninterested or inadequately invested in presentations of the self.  

As you know, a number of very powerful and convincing critiques have been levelled at the fashion and beauty industries and the pressures around female appearance. While many of these criticisms have been made by feminist academics, others – particularly criticisms of haute couture – have actually come from the popular press.

These criticisms have centred largely around what has been described as the offensive and tasteless nature of some fashion shows. For example, when Comme de Garcons launched its 1995 collection featuring emaciated-looking models with shaved heads, wearing gowns and striped pyjamas bearing numbers, some members of the press voiced outrage that the show was timed to coincide with the 50th anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz concentration camp in Poland. Similar points have been made, for example, about the fact that Versace’s shows regularly feature the Phil Collins song, Paradise, about a destitute girl living on the street, while models parade down the catwalk in clothes worth tens of thousands of dollars. And recently, the Italian fashion house, Dolce e Gabbana, dressed its models in slick, sharp suits reminiscent of American gangsters in the 1930s, at a time when the Italian community was reeling from the murders of judges and police investigators working to bring the Mafia to justice.

Basically, then, such criticisms focus on haute couture’s allusions to fascism, poverty and violence, with the international media arguing that they are wantonly callous. At the same time, we might argue that accusations about haute couture’s failure to be politically correct are not the most effective way to criticise the fashion and beauty industries and indeed, many feminist writers have criticised them on perhaps more ideologically significant grounds. One such criticism is that fashion reinstates the conventional, in so far as gender is concerned. It shores up expectations around the embodiment of gender in so far as it emphasises those characteristics that identify men as masculine and women as feminine. In the latter case, placing women in high-heeled shoes, short narrow skirts and the like draw attention to the vulnerability, frailty and incapacity that accompany contemporary notions of the feminine
Another criticism has to do with just how different the so-called ‘real’ female body is from the ideal female body. As Andrea Dworkin has pointed out, in Western culture, virtually no part of the female body escapes the need to tame it (the same is arguable less true to men):

· Starting from the top, our hair, at the very least, needs to convey a particular style – usually one that is more difficult to manage than most men’s hair styles. And of course, there is a great deal of pressure for women to colour grey hair and thus camouflage the signs of ageing – again, I’d argue that the same pressures don’t apply to men.

· Moving down a bit, our eyebrows should be shaped, either by the painful application and removal of hot wax or by the painstaking process of tweezing out unwanted hairs. The same rule, in fact, applies to any dark facial hair. Then there’s the issue of cosmetics, and the skill involved in applying them, as well as innumerable other skin products we might use.

· There’s also the removal of body hair, deodorizing of various body parts and of course, the taboos surrounding menstruation and its concealment. Hands and feet require extra care, even if few of us go to the lengths of Millian Kang’s respondents at Downtown nails…and I haven’t even mentioned practices surrounding body weight and shape.

All of this, of course, isn’t to say that men don’t face pressures around appearance, but I would argue that they are not required to alter their bodies to the extent that women are or, even more importantly, that, unlike femininity, the day to day enactment of masculinity is centred explicitly around body practices. Unlike women, men can appear masculine with a relatively small investment in the body’s appearance. 

SLIDE 3: Another feminist critique is centred around what we could describe as the ‘economics of beauty’.  Specifically, feminist researchers like Sandra Bartky have argued that patriarchal notions of beauty are maintained and strengthened by their alliance with capitalism. 

The interests of both patriarchy and capitalism are served by women’s feelings of dissatisfaction with their appearances and their belief not only that they need to change the way they look, but that they can make themselves more attractive by purchasing the products of the beauty and fashion industries.  Too, at the same time that capitalism profits from the commodification and commercialisation of the female body and patriarchy continues in part based on women’s feelings of insecurity and their concern with and investment in appearance, women’s involvement in beauty and fashion practices tends to be written off as frivolous, as yet another indication that women are less serious than men, less interested in the sober world of economics and politics, less well-equipped for public life. So, as Esther Rothblum has argued, even though the  economies of Britain and the US would lose a great deal if women stopped conforming to society’s appearance norms, the economic necessity of their spending – like the social and personal costs of women’s investment in beauty – is kept invisible.

Another criticism addresses the increasingly global nature of the beauty industry. Today, multinational corporations have expanded the beauty industry worldwide, so that even developing nations are inundated with cosmetic and fashion products. Simultaneously, these companies have tried to market the products in similar ways, so that now – as Wendy Chapkis describes – it is possible to see the same products advertised in the same way in all continents.

Too, women’s appearance itself is labelled as an economic asset.  Naomi Wolf cites expressions like ‘She’s a first class beauty,’ ‘Her face is her fortune,’ and ‘She looks like a million dollars’ which link feminine beauty with economic value. Interesting too that, at least in the US case,  although men earn more than women in nearly every job category, the selling of bodies is an exception. That is, female prostitutes and fashion models earn more than their male counterparts.

The point here, according to Rothblum, is that while the beauty industry and broader economy have a lot to gain from women’s consumption of beauty products, they have much to lose if women both understand and become part of the system.

SLIDE 4: And yet, historical evidence suggests that women’s relationship to the beauty industry is rather more complicated than some feminist arguments would seem to suggest. For example, in her book Hope in a Jar, Kathy Peiss challenges the belief that the beauty industry has always been dominated by men and geared toward seducing women into narrowly defined visions of "beauty." 

In fact, she points out the beauty industry was one of the first to employ women and to allow them to hold positions of authority in the company. Peiss demonstrates, moreover, that at least in its early stages, the beauty industry was largely woman-run: some women owned companies  that produced these items, women sold cosmetics, and female beauty operators used and endorsed the products.

Even more significantly, Peiss draws upon several examples of women who were employed in the early 20th century cosmetics and advertising industries to argue that some of them used their position to try to negotiate and even redefine what it meant to be a modern woman in a consumer society. Peiss gives the example of a woman named Helen Landsdowne Resor, who, after working her way up the ladder in the advertising industry, ultimately came to serve as the driving, creative force behind the large New York firm, J. Walter Thompson. 

The advertising campaigns that Resor designed  were in some ways unsurprising for the day – i.e., they played on quite traditional notions of femininity and female beauty. But, despite her often traditional activities, Resor called herself an ardent feminist. She was heavily involved in the mass suffrage parades in New York in 1915 and 1916 and she aggressively hired and promoted women at the agency, many of whom were recruited directly from the Suffrage movement.

Resor created a "Woman’s Copy Department" at J. Walter Thompson and from her position, she wielded a great deal of influence at that company. At the same time, Peiss points out that the Resor’s department’s activities – and internal struggles – still reflected the tensions faced historically by women working in the beauty and fashion industry. For instance, some of the women employed in the department argued that their special "woman’s viewpoint" gave them insight into women’s desires and motivations and they wanted to market the department’s skills in that way. Another group, however, saw this argument as implying that they had gained their position and success because of their "natural" feminine qualities, rather than through professional training. Not surprisingly, the later group instead wanted to emphasise the importance of scientific methods and marketing research rather than ‘feminine intuition’.

On the one hand, that approach might seem ‘liberating’, but the problem was that even the later group of women believed that they were using their research skills in order to gain insight into, as one employee described, the ‘un-formulated ideas—impulses, prejudices, desires’ of American women. So that, ultimately, that suggestion itself served to reinforce the stereotype of the impulsive, emotion-driven female that feminists and suffrage leaders of the time were trying to undermine.

Another issue has to do with the images of women that females in the beauty industry have historically tried to cultivate. Specifically, even though some women in the beauty industry tried to present alternative notions of womanhood, it was difficult to do so in light of the preferences of consumers themselves. One example Peiss provides was a campaign for Pond’s Cold Cream in 1924, which involved ‘interviews’ with wealthy society women who were very active feminists and supporters of women’s causes. These ads were intended to showcase distinguished women not only or primarily because they were beautiful, but because they had accomplished something that was significant for women. 

At the same time, the campaign had been created to impart an "image of status and prestige" to cold cream, and the advertisers increasingly engaged beautiful socialites and attractive aristocrats to do that. Furthermore, when the agency researched consumers’ responses to the various Pond's endorsers the following year, they found that the most popular women in the ads were young and pretty, rather than older and distinguished. They also found that viewers favoured the ads that were most romantic and sentimental. 

In essence, this example illustrates not only how difficult it was to create an alternative conception of female beauty in cosmetics advertising, but also that even women who identified themselves as feminists got caught up in the contradictions that were involved. While these ads were suggesting that beauty practices and achievement aren’t necessarily mutually exclusive – i.e., that caring for appearance could be seen as one aspect of women’s self-expression and dignity, this was a subtle and difficult argument to make. In the end, it was eventually submerged in the celebration of female beauty as an end in itself. Women advertisers were unable to reconcile these tensions, and conventional notions of women – in terms of beauty, frivolity, and romance – resurfaced. Even in a social context of emerging feminism and reform, then, well-intentioned women ultimately took active part in reinforcing conventional notions of gender difference. 

At the same time, we don’t want to ignore the fact that women did experience a degree of employment opportunity within the beauty industry that wasn’t available to them in many other types of work. These opportunities even extended, in some cases, to black women. For example, Peiss provides the example of C. J. Walker, a female leader of the early African-American beauty industry. Walker was born not long after the Civil War and so grew up in a world of poverty, racial discrimination, and hard manual labour. After having worked for nearly two decades as a domestic labourer and laundress, she invented a formula for conditioning and strengthening African-American women’s hair. She started out by selling door to door because she wasn’t welcomed by drugstore retailers. As she became more successful locally, she would travel through the Midwest and even the South, even though this was a period of racial violence and segregation. 

Throughout her career, Walker believed that improving appearance would open economic opportunities for women and ensure their self-respect. Her company eventually became extremely successful and Walker invested much of its revenues to African-American communities, social welfare, and politics. 

SLIDE 5: In addition to historical accounts like Peiss’, other feminist writers have questioned the unilateral characterisation of appearance and beauty practices as oppressive. For example, Paula Black and Ursula Sharma have pointed to the experiences of pampering, stress relief and simply taking time away from other responsibilities that many women enjoy as part of beauty therapy.  Similarly, in my own research in a hair styling salon, I found that women also enjoy the experience of being with other women in a comfortable, feminised culture of the beauty salon, where they are able to discuss topics like babies, weddings and relationships free from the potential censure of masculinist culture.  

Scholars like Elizabeth Wilson, Sue Fisher and Kathy Davis have pointed to the pleasure and creativity involved in women’s appearance and beauty practices. And in a slightly different approach, Jane Gaines has argued that women don’t simply accept beauty imperatives or media imagery – i.e., that blaming manipulative media doesn’t help our understanding of the way representation works ideologically. In fact, as audience studies show, people do not passively absorb cultural products and the images of popular culture. Audience members actively make sense of these images for specific purposes and these vary according to the particular situation and condition. In effect, then, and as authors like Angela McRobbie have argued, we have to accept that women are not simply manipulated by images of idealised beauty, but instead have the capacity, at least, to turn them to their own purposes.

SLIDE 6:  This argument, I think, brings us to a bigger issue, which is how to understand and conceptualise the nature of power. Despite a very reasonable desire to avoid casting women who participate in beauty practices as cultural dopes, we have to take account of competing intellectual positions on the true nature of power.

I was just telling you about the work of various scholars who have argued that, essentially, individuals are not passive recipients of messages and meanings – about the body, beauty or whatever else – but that they instead interpret those meanings according to their own circumstances and needs. John Fiske, in particular, has argued that in this interpretation of messages, there lies power. While people who are subordinate may have less power than those who dominate, that does not mean that they are powerless.  

The power of the subordinate, moreover, lies in their resistance, in maintaining one’s social identity in opposition to that proposed by the dominant ideology, in asserting one’s own subcultural values against the dominant ones – that ultimately, the power of the subordinate lies in their difference.

If we extend this argument to women’s beauty practices, what it means is that women have the ability to apply their own meanings to their practices. And that women are empowered by such practices if they experience them as empowering. Susan Bordo, however, disagrees with this argument. She says, moreover, that it represents a misreading of Foucault’s notion of power.  Her claim is based on a few different points.

First, she says that this conception of power suggests that it is a possession of individuals or groups, rather than, as Foucault asserts, a dynamic of non-centralised forces – like discourses or ideologies – which have a historical source, but which over time come to operate through multiple sources and in multiple locations. At the same time that power isn’t a possession, though, there are dominant positions and structures; people and groups are positioned differently within those structures.

The second point is that power recreates itself, sometimes in ways that actually appear to be resistance. In effect, power produces forms of resistance that ultimately feed back into existing power structures. Now, this model of power is particularly useful for understanding male dominance and female subordination because so much of both are reproduced voluntarily through everyday practices of masculinity and femininity. Women may indeed contribute to the perpetuation of female subordination – by, for example, taking pleasure in, embracing, or feeling empowered by the cultural objectification and sexualisation of the female body – without this implying that they actually have ‘power’ in the production and reproduction of sexist culture.

Resistance, therefore, does not boil down to a creative interpretation. Suggesting that it did so would ignore the social structural limitations on having difference – be it gender difference or other types of difference – recognised as valuable. This point, I think, brings us back to the case of NAAFA. NAAFA’s interpretations of the fat body aren’t  empowering simply because they defy broader cultural meanings, in the same way that beauty practices aren’t empowering simply because we justify them as such. Instead, NAAFA represents a form of resistance in so far as its actions are politicised. In turn, they fail at resistance when they lose that political edge.
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