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Introduction






Let’s do some “we shouldn’t be doing this” things.





So what is the Kim Kardashian Principle (KKP)? It’s breaking through by becoming your own champion. It will help you and your ideas connect with today’s audiences, who are radically different from their predecessors. It won’t be easy, though. It takes time and energy to unlearn deeply ingrained attitudes and behaviors and truly open your mind to seeing the world in a different way. The KKP requires you to both use reason and acknowledge emotions. It requires you to be brave enough to follow through and act on your convictions. Once you take the plunge, it’s worth it. It’s effective as well as empowering to say, and mean, “This is who I am, this is what I believe, and this is what my idea is about. Love it or leave it!”


Ideas, products, services, and people that follow the Kim Kardashian Principle are the ones that will break through against all odds, at all costs, and come out on top—just like Kim. These ideas don’t traffic in shame and have little regard for the judgment of others. They exude authenticity, and, ultimately, they define the culture. The KKP isn’t just about breaking the rules; it’s about creating your own rules. It’s not about living up to other people’s standards but living up to your own standards. The principle demands that you be so true to who you are and what you believe—at all times—that you can’t help but convey your DNA to everyone you touch.


Why Should You Listen to Me?




The best way to find out if you can trust somebody is to trust them.


— ERNEST HEMINGWAY





My name is Jeetendr Sehdev, and I’m the world’s leading celebrity branding authority—think your typical showbiz TV host, but with more book smarts and a much sharper jawline. What does it mean to be a celebrity branding authority? Simply put, I know a lot about celebrities, brands, and what people really think of them. I spend my mornings teaching marketing at the University of Southern California, my afternoons advising blue-chip brands about strategic alliances with celebrities, and my evenings talking pop culture on prime-time TV, from Access Hollywood to CNN. Forbes magazine describes me as a “real mad man,” Variety calls me “the best in the business,” and US Weekly magazine calls me “Hollywood’s new phenom.” Who am I to argue?


I’ve been in the spotlight in a big way over the past five years, but it’s taken a lifetime to develop my methodology and a massive amount of self-belief to get out there and speak my mind. I reveal what people really think about celebrities, and I advise brands which of them to partner with if they want to be taken seriously. In fact, I’m the only person who’s talking about celebrities in the media with some level of rigor and intelligence. But that’s just one reason you should listen to me.


Over the course of my career, I’ve done everything from advising ultra-high-net-worth individuals at JP Morgan to consulting with the world’s most prestigious companies on their business challenges. I was hired and mentored by advertising tycoon Sir Martin Sorrell at WPP, where I helped develop and direct iconic brands like American Express. I worked at all the right companies and checked all the right boxes— including graduating from Oxford and Harvard. But I found that no one at any of those places had all the answers, and I knew there had to be something bigger.


I’m telling you all this to underscore the new reality that birthed this book: traditional ways of connecting with people have now gone out the window, and in order to change the way we think about products, services, and ideas, we’ve got to change the way we think about ourselves. Forget the rigid ideas that were passed down to you by the old guard and are holding you back. No longer is the world black or white— it comes in shades of gray, and Millennials and Generation Z are leading the way. Focus on what you believe and what you want to create, regardless of the blowback. The old approaches no longer work, so you’ve got to blaze your own trail.


Kim Kardashian? You Can’t Be Serious




It’s a skill to get people to really like you for you, instead of a character written for you by somebody else.


— KIM KARDASHIAN





Why the Kim Kardashian Principle? Because Kim Kardashian has indisputably shaped our culture and the way it unfolds; she is a grand-scale indicator of how to behave if you want to achieve certain goals. Her stunning popularity represents a seismic shift in the way ideas catch on and how people, products, and services can capitalize on this change to build stronger, more intimate connections with consumers. The megamix of vulnerability, narcissism, and sheer audaciousness that has propelled Kim from reality-show laughingstock to cover girl and social media superstar is a force to behold.


By reading this book, you’ll understand how to do in your own life and business what Kim does on such a grand scale. Be brave enough to dig deeper than the conventional wisdom, and be honest about what you really think and feel—don’t waste time worrying about what you think you should think and feel. Be authentic about everything—from the way you interact with others to the way you present ideas or build product lines.


Is tomorrow’s world a new one in which anything goes? I believe it is. It’s certainly a world in which people want to proclaim who they are and to believe in themselves more than anything else. Be brave enough to embrace this change. Know that you no longer get taken seriously by savvy audiences by fitting into a neat box and following conventional wisdom. If you want to really break through, you’ve got to find your own freedom. If that makes you uncomfortable, don’t worry. There will always be someone there to tell you who to be, how to think, and how to behave—if you let them.


The Six Principles of SELFIE




I’d give my right arm to be ambidextrous.


—YOGI BERRA





My philosophy and methodology are based on science and art, left brain and right brain. In this book, I paint with a broad brush. I use examples from the business world, history, pop culture, science, and my own experience to show you how to succeed by championing yourself and your ideas. I’m not condoning any particular way of life; this methodology can work for anyone. You just have to be willing to make the leap.


The new-world celebrities of Millennials and Generation Zers, like Kim Kardashian, are canaries in a global, TMZ-fueled coal mine. Why wouldn’t you study the way they interact with and influence their fans? After all, if you want your ideas or products to be loved, obsessed over, and shared, then you need to follow the lead of the most loved, obsessed over, and shared celebrity there is—Kim Kardashian. The six principles of SELFIE will maximize the effect of everything—your personal brand, product innovation, policy initiatives, and marketing campaigns. Your ideas will break through and catch on like wildfire.


SURPRISE


EXPOSE


LEAD


FLAWS


INTIMATE


EXECUTE


SURPRISE


Admit it: you thought Kim Kardashian was a joke at first. After all, she didn’t exactly look or act the part. California sex symbols are blond and blue-eyed. These old-school glamazons fit a mold, one that would shatter into a million pieces if our girl KK tried to squeeze into it. Yet shattering the mold turned out to be her greatest accomplishment. Ideas that want to break through in today’s crowded and disengaged marketplace have to follow Kim’s lead, finding their distinguishing characteristic and amping it up—even if it seems to go against marketing orthodoxy. Be unique and innovative—and make no apologies.


EXPOSE


Consumers are instantly suspicious of caveats, halfheartedness, and pivots. The Kardashians have stayed relentlessly true to who they are, and this has allowed them to weather all kinds of should-be scandals, including a transgender father, questionable product endorsements, and multiple failed marriages. Kim rarely holds anything back, for any reason. And this is a crucial lesson for ideas and individuals that want to connect today. It’s better to be overexposed than edited. Have the courage of your convictions. Don’t pull punches.


LEAD


Kim Kardashian is an entirely self-made creature; she didn’t succeed in the Paris Hilton era but instead remade the modern celebutante in her own image. Remaking culture is a risky business, an all-or-nothing game. You may be mocked or—worse—ignored, but if you have conviction, your audience will eventually align with your vision. Don’t tap into the existing culture—create it. Establish new norms and rally people to your vision. Show the world your version of the future.


FLAWS


Let’s be perfectly clear: Kim Kardashian is an utterly flawed individual, and so are you. She built her fortune on one (literally) massive flaw—her well-endowed derriere—turning it into a million-dollar asset. She took her suburban sensibilities and lack of education and reframed them as modern sophistication and glamour. And, most notoriously, she used her leaked sex tape (which she strongly denies she leaked) as a springboard to overnight fame and lasting success. Any idea that wants to connect with consumers has to proudly and boldly showcase its flaws. Consumers are bored with—and indifferent to—perfection. Flaws are revolutionary, intoxicating, and compelling, so embrace yours.



INTIMATE


Kim is so much more than just a pretty face on Instagram. She’s an entrepreneur with her own beauty products; a fashionista and walking billboard for designer labels; she has a game app and emojis. She’s also a wife, mother, and sister, as well as a cybermate to millions. Being many things in one bodacious package endears her to many different people and has helped her create intimate relationships with a legion of fans around the world, across old and new media. Ideas that want to generate a similar level of intimacy will need to redefine old-school notions of exclusivity. One size no longer fits all, so make sure your ideas and messages are tailored and focus on providing practical value and additional benefits.


EXECUTE


Kim doesn’t sit around waiting for things to happen to her; she goes out and makes them happen. Today, execution needs to be an integral part of any framework. I’ve learned to live the principles of SELFIE, and so should you. Let’s get started.
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CHAPTER 1



How I Arrived at the Kim Kardashian Principle





Jeetendr Sehdev is a cyborg who thinks all human beings around him exist solely as brands.


— GAWKER MEDIA





There may be some truth to that comment, but my journey from buttoned-up British schoolboy to celebrity authority to so-called cyborg has been far from simple. And if I wasn’t doing something right, I wouldn’t be getting noticed in Hollywood.


My fascination with celebrities goes back to my childhood in Bristol, England, where I grew up obsessing over everyone from Duran Duran to Wacko Jacko with an intensity that, quite frankly, confused my down-to-earth, Indian-born parents. Back then, celebrities really were larger than life— skinny ties, big hair, and world-conquering attitudes. My formal education began at Amberley House School, a British preparatory school where I learned the little book of English etiquette, paid attention during my Latin lessons, and developed a love for public speaking in my drama classes. But it wasn’t until my father took ten-year-old me on a spur-of-the-moment trip to Los Angeles that I found my calling—the one that determined the course of my life.


When I returned to England, I attached a poster of the City of Angels, with a crystal-clear view of the city skyline and the Hollywood sign, over my bed. Every night, I escaped to Hollywood, if only in my mind, to survive the bullying at Colston’s, my all-boys secondary school. I knew I had to break free from the rigid, hierarchical, “character-building” world in which I was trapped. I needed to get back to L.A. One day, with my face smashed against the wall, receiving my fifth wedgie of the week, it dawned on me—at the moment the elastic snapped—that one way I could get to California was to become a plastic surgeon. Despite a brief detour into runway modeling (we all have our moments), I stayed on track and went to Bristol University to pursue a career in medicine. But after my first behind-the-scenes look at the UK’s distinctly unglamorous National Health System, I realized that my desire to heal others was misplaced.


Instead, upon graduation, I pivoted 180 degrees and decided to become a power banker, knowing it would allow me to travel far and wide, shop on Jermyn Street (look it up), and live my idea of the high life. I lasted about five minutes on the trading floor, and promptly requested a transfer to the private wealth division of JP Morgan, where I soon found myself mingling with members of the British elite. After two years, just shy of my twenty-fourth birthday, I’d had my fill of polo matches and auction houses and was ready for a little more substance, so I turned to the world of consulting and started learning about the inner workings of a range of Fortune 500 companies. As a management consultant, I learned a lot, but after a few years of number crunching and data forecasting, I was more than itching to exercise the creative side of my brain and return to the world of academia, so off I went to Oxford University to study history.


I was still determined to get to Hollywood, but what was left? I’d rejected medicine, banking, business consulting. Surely there was something that would get me there. In the last week of my finals at Oxford, after watching the Joe Pesci movie With Honors, shot at Harvard University, I decided my next stop would be Cambridge, Massachusetts, to get my MBA. No, it wasn’t L.A., but it was three thousand miles closer than England. It’s true, I went to Harvard to get to Hollywood, which makes about as much sense as the rest of this story.


I left with an MBA and a coveted offer at advertising agency Ogilvy & Mather in New York City. I was home at last, metaphorically speaking, and branding was the key to unlocking the door—the perfect combination of art, science, and business. It was a coming-of-age of sorts, and while I still had my sights on the West Coast, I loved my fifth-floor walk-up in NOLITA (despite the bathtub in the kitchen), and knew that I was finally on my way.


After a year at Ogilvy, I dropped a bombshell. I wanted to transfer to Los Angeles and work in celebrity public relations. My bosses were surprised to say the least, and they didn’t believe my Ivy League education and work experience directing prestigious brands like American Express and Dove was quite the right fit for celebrity PR. Besides, they had gotten used to me working 25/8 and wooing big clients. But I was determined. I knew there was more to the red carpet than most people believed (i.e., it wasn’t just superficial, soul-destroying, himbo work), and I was determined to prove it. Besides, there’s a People magazine whore in all of us.


Once in L.A., I began to get a glimpse of what I was really interested in—the inner workings and behind-the-scenes antics that powered Hollywood’s biggest deals. Over the next several years at business meetings, in hotel bathrooms, on movie sets, and at award ceremonies, I received a crash course in business that neither Oxford nor Harvard could rival. All the rules that I’d learned about strategy, planning, reason, and rationality went out the window.


Emotion was everything in Hollywood. I saw a studio executive beg to have his latest crush cast in a TV show, an A-list actress fake her pregnancy because she couldn’t afford to gain weight, and a teen heartthrob throw more than a tantrum because his manager forgot his steroids. I couldn’t believe the gulf between their images and their actualities. These celebrities were brands. They had clearly defined identities that were the premise of their appeal. Just as a strong logo instantly communicates what a product is about, these celebrities’ engineered characteristics, behavior, and words conveyed who they are. And just as a good brand makes an emotional connection with consumers, successful celebrities do the same.


Bringing these insights together with those I had learned from my banking, consulting, and advertising days, I embarked on a new journey of my own creation—celebrity branding. It was a radical approach: each celebrity as a unique brand, a unique product, and not just one of many generic actors, musicians, or athletes. I planned to base my work not only on empirical research and insight but also on my own intuition.


As I applied the research techniques of branding—focus groups, online surveys, regression analysis, and ethnographies— to celebrities, a methodology began to emerge, one that I not-so-modestly christened JAAM™ (Jeetendr’s Alternate Aptitude Methodology) because it “jammed” together the skills usually divided between the right brain and the left brain into a powerful whole-brain way of thinking. Besides, having now studied the arts and the sciences, worked in banking and advertising, dated Oxonians and Angelenos, I had developed a rather ambidextrous brain myself, and I couldn’t help but think in both scientific and artistic terms. Until I developed JAAM, marketers could only guess the influence of a celebrity based on their perceived star power (a poorly defined concept at best), or even worse, their number of Twitter followers. But my research revealed something contradictory: popularity does not translate into influence. Numbers are just a starting point, a platform from which you can investigate deeper truths by examining the psychological, motivational, and emotional needs of audiences—and what they respond to might surprise you.


Getting SELFIEd


And this is how I came to name the Kim Kardashian Principle. I realized that uncovering the truths about how people really build relationships with celebrities and how the most successful celebrities communicate with their fans could be marketing gold for anyone with an idea, product, or service to sell. Let me take you through my discovery of SELFIE, the six fundamentals of the principle.


I’ve always been more of a high tea than a hip-hop guy, so little did I know that an invitation to a party in the Hollywood Hills would change all that, not to mention net me a few death threats. At the bash, I noticed the DJ was playing everyone from artist A to B to C, but not artist Z. Of course, I’m talking about Mr. Shawn Corey Carter, also known as Jay Z. The music world had perpetuated an image of the rap star as phenomenally successful and equally influential, with extra points for bagging Queen Bey. But that perception didn’t quite ring true at the bash and amid his target audience who prided themselves on being “real.” I’ve rarely been fooled by the smoke and mirrors of Hollywood, but even I had assumed Jay Z was the king of hip-hop, so I was transfixed. I decided to investigate this odd discrepancy, in the name of better understanding hip-hop audiences and their relationship to celebrities. What I discovered was that, far from being influential, Jay Z was viewed as a phony, a sellout, someone who was no longer authentic.


In 2013, when this—my first big interview—was published in Business Insider, the reaction was immediate and visceral. The story went viral. Having surveyed a thousand Millennials, I had struck a nerve—a really raw one. While the media had been telling the world that Jay Z was the best thing since sliced bread, I had revealed the exact opposite. And it wasn’t just my opinion, it was a demonstrable fact. The conclusion was simple but striking: staying true to your roots and keeping it real, by not having some sort of façade, is what resonates with audiences.


I was blown away by the public. I had never expected my first interview to make headlines around the globe. Nevertheless, I was keen to use my newfound notoriety, and methodology, to examine other phenomena we take for granted. It was just a matter of time before I turned to the world of sport.


As a Brit, I’ve always been baffled by the rules of American football. The thought of drinking beer and watching players of the “big game” inflict their fellow countrymen with brain damage was a far cry from strawberries, champagne, and center court at Wimbledon. So I turned my attention to Super Bowl XLVIII and the selection of singer Bruno Mars as the halftime performer. Despite Mars’s quick rise to fame, many questioned the NFL’s decision. He wasn’t a megastar like Madonna, Prince, or Michael Jackson (who performed in 1993, surrounding himself with 3,500 children—what could go wrong there?). However, despite the lukewarm sentiment, I believed Mars to be a clever choice. Apart from the fact that he’s an amazing live act, Mars’s performances are incredibly intimate. Rather than some distant, unapproachable star on a faraway stage, he seems to almost speak to each member of the audience as an individual. I was so confident in my opinion that I wrote a centerpiece for Adweek just before the event, commending the choice. They were brave enough to run it. Turns out, they were clever enough too. Mars proved to be a super hit for the Super Bowl, attracting 115.3 million viewers, the largest audience in the history of the event, and his performance was met with rave reviews. Mars proved, finally, that larger-than-life is out and intimacy is in, and woe betide the image or event manufactured by professionals—authenticity is the key.


I was now convinced that I was on to something. Debunking myths and exposing the truth was proving addictive. My friends started calling me “the truth teller” (a marginally more flattering term than cyborg), but I was just doing me, doing my best to process a rapidly changing world and shifting entertainment industry.


A trip back to London from glitzy L.A. never fails to provide a timely reality check. It usually comes in the form of my mother; however, this one came from my then-thirteen-year-old nephew, Aakash. Over dinner he asked me, if I was the world expert on celebrities, why wasn’t I talking about real celebrities? He was referring, of course, to YouTubers. While conventional wisdom leads us to believe mainstream stars have more power, presence, and influence than their DIY counterparts, my nephew convinced me that a YouTube star’s fame was of equal—if not greater—value, and that Millennials are far more likely to be influenced by these candid, honest, and relatable internet icons than more aloof mainstream celebrities. I decided to put his thinking to the test. The rest, as they say, is history. My study went viral, again, and I revealed how YouTube stars have become much more reliable influencers of Millennials than traditional celebrities.


YouTube celebrities were more engaging, relatable, and authentic than their mainstream counterparts because they’re not products of the PR industry and Hollywood handlers. Almost as soon as the study was announced in Variety, the Sunday Times and Ad Age, I saw the industry shift before my eyes. Hollywood started to redefine celebrities to include digital influencers. My results not only demonstrated the sheer power of YouTube as a medium, but they also showed me the power of leadership. These new celebrities were leaders because they were raw and intimate, not in spite of it. They represent a new opportunity for brands that have the courage to lead with their hearts—to be real, no matter how awful it might look. YouTube CEO Susan Wojcicki seemed to agree and decided to build her VidCon 2015 keynote around it. I was honored.


I was bona fide hooked. I read magazines and newspapers, watched talk shows, joined chat forums—anything for inspiration. I started applying the JAAM to corporate brands: I predicted the demise of the NFL within five years when interviewed by ESPN in September 2014. I kept fine-tuning my authenticity detector and seeing through superstar images to the reality behind them. And the idea caught on, in a big way. My social media following exploded; I was suddenly the go-to guy for commentary on stars, their images, and their antics.


Along with the love, however, came the hate. There were many who challenged my predictions, which included Ellen DeGeneres’s success hosting the Oscars, Neil Patrick Harris’s failure at the same gig, Justin Bieber’s ability to turn his brand around, and the inevitable disaster of the Oprah Winfrey and Weight Watchers partnership, among others. I welcomed it all, including the radio silence after I was proven right.


While on a trip to the South of France, I received news of an impending royal wedding back home, which gave me another idea of how to explode myths with my methods.


Living in the good old US of A had changed my perspective on the royal family: specifically, while I once heralded them as national treasures, I now considered them tagalongs who cost more than they were worth ($46 million per year of taxpayers’ money, to be exact). So when the latest royal, Kate Middleton, entered the household (after a wedding that cost the economy $6 billion), the Palace felt some pressure to prove her worth. It came in the form of a PR stunt called “the Kate Middleton Effect,” a supposed windfall for the fashion industry worth an estimated $1.2 billion. Apparently, everything the princess touched in Topshop would turn to gold and sell out in seconds. Only there was a problem: I wasn’t buying it—and judging by the unchanged style of hundreds of millions of women around the world, neither were they.


Having worked with the most influential fashion icons and brands in the world, I intuited that the Duchess of Cambridge’s “effect” would be nowhere near the value being promoted. Sure enough, my research showed that Michelle Obama, America’s first lady, was viewed as over ten times more influential in terms of style, and even Lauren Pope of The Only Way is Essex and Snooki of Jersey Shore fame beat out the duchess. Eek. In truth, Kate’s financial impact was a fraction of the claimed amount, around $300 million. I set the record straight from here to Hamburg and from USA Today to Marie Claire.


But what I found just as fascinating as the audacity of the overstatement was the why. Kate was now one of the most famous women in the world and a literal princess . . . so why did she come up short when compared to the other fashionistas? The answer, as it always is in England, was the Queen. The Palace’s mastermind had orchestrated an image of Kate as too perfect. Sorry, your royal highness, nobody believes or buys perfect today. Lesson learned? Show your flaws.


Truth teller to my friends, professor of celebrity to my students, and celebrity branding authority to the public—these are the results of living and breathing brands and celebrities day and night. Some thought I was both a celebrity and a branding authority, and they began acting as if I was. I started getting recognized at Ralph’s, and it was a bit unnerving. I was known for putting influencers on the map, but in reality I had become an influencer myself. Either way, I was just doing me, and it felt good.


The next area I wanted to investigate was something I had been noticing ever since I arrived in Hollywood—and now, with my reputation firmly established and my British inhibitions fully shed, I was ready. I never quite got used to the very blond landscape of Los Angeles. Most people are blond, and if they aren’t blond they want to be blond. And of course everyone wants to be, and stay, young. Coming from cosmopolitan cities like London and New York and living among people of all ages, races, and genders, I was fascinated by this need to fit a mold. Hollywood suffered from a true lack of diversity, not just in percentage of peroxide usage but in ethnicity, culture, and age. Where I had come from, the graceful and accomplished Helen Mirren was still a star, and brunettes definitely did it better. I set out to study diversity in Hollywood to see just how pervasive the lack of it onscreen really was, and my research revealed that showbiz is whitewashed both in front of the cameras and behind, from casting agents to writers to producers to actors. The industry also perpetuates an idea of beauty that is inherently racist, trapped in a vicious cycle of its own longstanding traditions, stereotypes, and business models. My opportunity here couldn’t be clearer: surprise your audience by simply being different. Go darker, go grayer, go gayer, and stop hating yourself.


There’s a reason “action” is the final word in a slate. Despite what my headmaster used to teach me about the pen being mightier than the sword, Hollywood shows me something different every day. None of the above discoveries and lessons are worth anything if they aren’t executed upon. In showbiz, amid a sea of dreamers, those who take decisive action will be the winners.


Bombarded with airbrushed images rather than the actual faces of real people, I occasionally have to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming. But this is my life. And few things have given me such a kick as the invitation from the British government to give a presentation on the culture of fame, or being asked to provide evidence at some of the highest-profile celebrity trials on the value of celebrity brands. That is, until I was asked to join the United Nation’s fight to raise awareness about and eradicate modern-day slavery by 2030. There are 30 million slaves in the world today, and modern-day slavery, including forced labor and human trafficking, occurs in every country. The buttoned-up British schoolboy hasn’t completely left the old world behind quite yet, but I’ve come a long way from getting wedgies in the boys’ bathroom. And I’ve used the very strategies outlined in this book to make it all happen. You can, too.
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CHAPTER 2



Surprise





Anyone who thinks there’s safety in numbers hasn’t looked at the stock market pages.


— IRENE PETER





For a city where people will do anything to stand out, Hollywood is, I realized ironically, full of those desperate to fit in. Tinseltowners have the same noses, the same six-packs, the same blowouts, the same bulimia, all driven by the same need to be seen as sex symbols. So when the Today show asked me to talk about why Ben Affleck attempted to hide the fact that he was descended from a slave owner, I wasn’t surprised. I knew that Affleck didn’t think the revelation was very sexy, so he pressured the producers of PBS’s Finding Your Roots to cover it up. It was a bad move. Not only did Affleck violate the trust of his fans but, as I predicted, the show was finally suspended. Affleck wanted to fit in and be seen like everyone else, but he wasn’t like everyone else. Call it peer pressure, label it cowardice, or just chalk it up to his lack of imagination. Many of us have been conditioned to believe it’s easier, less painful, and certainly less surprising to be a generic commodity rather than a unique entity. But today there is a greater penalty to not owning your difference.


Those who buy the beaten-path approach to success— thanks to their all-American, Midwestern upbringing, their old-school agents, or their deeply troubled drama teachers— work hard to morph into the girl next door or the sex kitten, the steely secret agent or exotic villain—anything to get that one big break. The enormous pressure stems in large part from Hollywood’s archaic ideals, which glorify Caucasian, Midwestern looks above all others and drive the resulting commoditization of beauty and casting. If you look like this you can be a leading lady, but if you look like that you can only be her bitchy friend. Only there’s a white elephant in the room. This socalled star-making mentality of veneers and steroids, boob jobs and bleaching has produced far more hookers than heroes.


The need to conform is very human. Some of us do it to fit a preapproved mold or be accepted by those around us. Others conform because it’s just easier to do what everyone else is doing than to think for themselves. But what happens when audiences decide they’ve had enough? When the blue-eyed golden boy is out and the big-nosed black guy is in? When the bootylicious Armenian brunette with ethnic features is deemed more bangable than the bubbleheaded blonde? When the Latina promotes herself from the toilet-cleaner to the wedding planner? When the quirky likes of Tina Fey venture out from behind the scenes of Saturday Night Live to headline a movie while Kate Hudson flogs subscription activewear? What happens when there is so much uncertainty that the casting director doesn’t know any better?


The Fine Art of Deviance




The greatest illusion is that mankind has limitations.


— ROBERT MONROE





Despite its dark connotations, the word deviant just means “different from what is considered to be normal.”1 And from the little girl who spoke too loudly or played too roughly to the boy who loved Barbie dolls, the deviants have always had a difficult road. We’ve been trained to see difference as dangerous, and the results—including shame, bullying,2 and, in many cases, suicide3—are tragic.


In sixteenth-century Europe, the “marginal people” who threatened society were the poor. Once “the poor of Christ,” beggars were now seen as cursed and a threat to respectable, settled people. The first prisons were created as “Houses of Correction” for them,4 and poverty became a moral crime as well as a personal weakness. Over in England, the Reformation (when the English church broke away from the Catholic church in Rome) also saw the persecution of the deviants who refused to obey the pope or the king.


America’s witch hunts began thirty years before the infamous Salem witch trials in colonial Massachusetts in 1692.5 They were actually less about people practicing black magic than they were about managing the petty disputes and simmering rivalries of life in small colonial towns. By the time the trials ended in Salem in 1693, twenty women had been executed. Yet these “witches” were nothing more than mouthy and opinionated women—the Kim Kardashians and Grace Helbigs of their day. Their only sin was being openly and unabashedly different—and perhaps naïve enough to think that reason would prevail and they wouldn’t be punished for not conforming.


Regardless of their logic, dictators have always feared difference. Lily Bart, the famous protagonist in The House of Mirth, was rejected by her social circle when she refused to play the game of upper-class Manhattan life, and literally chose death over marrying a bore and settling down to breed. The Nazis were repulsed by the good-time boys of 1930s Berlin, and they destroyed them as soon as the regime secured its power base.6
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