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Hey. I’m Rosalind.

Chances are, we’ve never met. If we were chatting face to face though, we’d probably be sitting in a café. I love nothing better than bouncing ideas around with someone else, setting the world to rights over a cup of coffee. Let’s assume this chat had been organised so we could talk about ‘being teenage’ … whatever that means. I’m only just out of my teens – I recently walked through the next door into my 20s. This book began as a seed of an idea when I was 17.

Where would our conversation go? Maybe we’d end up talking about the stress of exams, or the delights of dressing just for you, or unravel the ins and outs of a family argument. No doubt we’d jump around from one topic to another: you or your friend’s trouble with anxiety one minute, to disappointing first kisses the next. Who knows? Hopefully I’d be able to shed some light, or even offer a sprinkle of advice.

Sadly, not every conversation can take place in person. But that’s where this book comes in. When I began work on it, I thought a lot about what shaped me as a teenager. Such a mix of both unusual and normal stuff. I was scouted as a model age 13; began my blog, and discovered the wonder of charity shops the year after. At 15, my spine stopped growing upward and began curving to the side which took me out of school for an operation and months of physio. I started seriously thinking about writing, and my first article in Vogue was published when I was 16. When I was 17 my dad, the one I knew and loved, disappeared for six months – his depression stole him away.

Those are the big moments, some wonderful, some awful. In between all of that there were bitchy friends, terrible times when I thought I’d be single forever, and one rather unfortunate drunken evening where I threw up on everything, including my parents … I also spent a fair amount of time trying to work out what being a teen really is, and what it does to us all. Everyone is different, but there is a lot we may end up sharing: the way you see your body, or the agony of fancying someone who doesn’t feel the same way.

I also know how complicated ‘it’, this thing of being a teen, can be. In some senses, I had a fantastic time as a teenager. My ever-so-brilliant family always gave me love, support and confidence in my own abilities, I began a successful blog that I still adore working on, became a model, won the Vogue Talent Writing competition, and ended up at a university I love.

However, at times I was also trying very hard not to burst into tears – especially at school. I was unsure of myself in all sorts of ways. Now I know I wasn’t alone in that. When I began talking to other teens and women I admired, nearly all of them admitted to having struggled, alongside the brilliant stuff. My thoughts, and theirs, are collected here. I hope you enjoy the results!

With love,

Rosalind
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AND SO IT BEGAN …
WITH BOOBS
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Once, standing in the lunch queue at secondary school, my friends turned to discussing which parts of their body they’d change if they could. I was asked, and before I could reply, one of my so-called friends butted in: ‘You’d want bigger boobs, yeah?’ I mumbled a ‘maybe’ and left it there. Since the age of seven or eight I’d thought an hourglass figure was the height (or maybe width) of beauty, but standing in that lunch queue at the age of 14, my body was still much more of a line than a curve.

In spite of my own misgivings about my body shape, I’d been signed to a top model agency a few months previously. Barely into puberty, I was scouted at a shopping event and invited to London. I felt like Alice, arriving at the offices, walking down the mirrored corridor to enter what I thought was Wonderland. Polaroids were taken, my measurements noted. As a young teenager, all bony knees and sharp elbows, my body fitted sample size clothes perfectly.

I thought I was being handed the key to a new future. This agency worked with the brands I saw in Vogue: Chanel, Burberry, Prada. One day, I was told, they might notice me. As a newly signed model, it was this potential that thrilled me the most – the opportunity of sudden transformation if I caught the eye of a leading magazine or designer.

Now I wonder if, particularly for teens, modelling seems exciting because it’s one of the few ways young women can seemingly be transported into another life. What other industry finds a leggy 14 year old, tells her they love her look and asks if she fancies being dressed up in designer clothes?

The reality for me was that education (thankfully) came first. I had to wait until I turned 16 to do catwalk and the serious editorial stuff. For most people it’s an exciting birthday – the first proper whiff of independence, the sense that you’re on the way to growing up and, eventually, leaving home. For me, it had the extra attraction of being a possible entry-point into proper work.

Until that day I had to be happy with the occasional job during holidays or on weekends. I was always accompanied by my mum, who tirelessly organised train tickets and tube routes. She was brilliant, considering her role usually meant sitting at the back of the studio with a book.

These early shoots were a mix of Japanese fashion mags, the occasional lookbook for a designer (the images used to showcase their latest collection to buyers), and even a trip to Paris, the Eiffel Tower visible from the balcony of the shoot location. The thrill of being surrounded by a big team was heightened by a clothes rail full of Chanel, Hermès, Céline and Stella McCartney, at a point where I cared deeply about those labels. The Paris shoot came closest to what I’d previously imagined modelling might entail, providing an experience I couldn’t imagine getting in any other way. Here I was, being taken seriously, by grown-ups. In Paris.

Yet in between the odd bit of excitement, there were months of coming back from school asking, ‘Any emails? Any news?’ Mum’s answer was nearly always no. Perhaps I was naïve in my enthusiasm. Naïve, but human. We all tend to imagine our futures as successful. Every new model wants to be the next Kate Moss or Naomi Campbell. I certainly did.

That innocence was inevitable. At 13, there was no way I could enter the industry fully aware of what it was like. But now that I’m a bit older, and have had a chance to learn more, there are elements of the fashion industry that horrify me. Using young teens to sell clothes to adult women, for example, or telling those teens once they reach 16 that the slightest increase in hip or waist measurements is unacceptable and may lose them work.

At that point though, I still defined myself by the reactions of those around me, meaning that the agency’s interest was a welcome contrast to school, where my skinniness was seen as unattractive. Being signed to that top agency gave me short-lived status among (and a scattering of nasty comments from) my peers at an age when I craved acceptance. What’s more, I thought it might open doors in the future.

In reality it was also tough. I didn’t really get anywhere: never booked a high-profile campaign, spent a lot of time frustrated at my seeming lack of work. I’m not ungrateful, but think it’s important to note that modelling only provides a glamorous lifestyle for a select few. Most models aren’t showered with free clothes and holidays. I walked away from my first agency with the grand total of £27. Reality rarely matches the glitz.

But the media continues to present modelling in one of two ways. The first is: Look how wonderful and brilliant this all is! The opportunities! The travel! Here are some smiley young girls with perfect teeth and good hair with gushy quotes about their job! The second is: This is evil and disgusting. Models are all anorexic. I hate fashion, and you should too. If you don’t? How superficial are you?

There’s no middle ground, nowhere to say, hey, modelling can be great – but it’s not the be-all and end-all.

In recent years modelling’s been a more rewarding occasional career for me, and I’ve met amazing people through it: photographers, stylists, designers and make-up artists. Without the modelling, I wouldn’t have got to where I am now. However, I’m fully aware of the flaws of the industry and I hope to carry on shouting about all of that unfairness for a long time to come.

A TWIST IN THE TALE
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Unfortunately, before reaching that magic number 16, my sprouting career got cut off. Shortly before I turned 15, I was diagnosed with severe scoliosis, a condition that causes twisting of the spine. It was idiopathic, meaning cause unknown. As a teen girl, I was among those most likely to be affected. X-rays revealed a spine that looked like a wobbly question mark. As it curved further, my torso did too. My right shoulder blade stuck out like a triangle, my ribcage shifting until a lump was visible under my skin. As my back twisted, the pain increased until it was almost unbearable.

Clad in sample size clothing, my body had been celebrated: now it felt out of place. I became self-conscious, hyper-aware of how others might be viewing me. At school I hated the bulge of my shoulder blade, the hump of my ribs under my sweatshirt. At home I wore big shirts, trying to hide any sign of my spine. But my attempts to pretend it didn’t exist weren’t always successful.

Once I went shopping for a new bra. There were mirrors on three sides of the changing room cubicle and my back was on show from every angle. I saw it more clearly than in months. Reflections bounced. I sobbed in the car on the way home. What I’d seen was something that, to me, seemed so far beyond what ‘normal’ was meant to look like – what I was meant to look like.

In the space of six months my spine went from having a 56-degree curve (imagine zero degrees being a straight line) to curving by 80 degrees. The first consultant – a bearded, red-faced man who’d sternly told me that, having started my periods, I wouldn’t grow any more, thus it wouldn’t get worse and so I could go away and live my life – was wrong. I grew (of course I grew, I was 14!). It got worse. Much worse. A summer growth spurt fed into the curve to the point that, rather than getting taller, I actually lost an inch in height.

The only answer was surgery – a six-hour operation during which the surgeon cut through to reveal my vertebrae, inserted two metal rods, one on either side, and attached them via screws and hooks into my spine. Artificial bone graft was packed into gaps cleared between my vertebrae, in order to slowly fuse the top half of my spine into a solid bone mass over the following six months. The rods were just there to scaffold it during the process. My curvature was reduced from 80 degrees to 22 degrees, a crescent moon being straightened out to a gentle curve, and I was Alice again – gaining several inches in a single day.

The agony of that first week in hospital is something I still struggle to recall. The night after the operation I was in Intensive Care, and I flew high on morphine. When it wore off in the morning, my back felt full of lead. It pulled me down, made me heavy. It hurt until I could think of nothing but how to get through each minute in turn. My hours were marked by breathing in and breathing out. Sleep was the golden space where pain could be escaped. For the first few days I repeatedly threw up, kept nothing down, not even water. I had to call someone to be moved onto my side or to return me to lying on my back.

I could hardly walk – something I would have to relearn – and relied on others to wash, feed and look after me. It was slow. My body wasn’t quite mine any more. I owned the pain alone, but gave up other parts to doctors, nurses and parents. I took my pills and saw the IV do its work, let them take my blood each morning and trusted in their care. Life was suspended for a little while. Everything disappeared but the desire to get well.

It was worth it. I had two months off school, but I recovered, with a neck-to-waist scar to mark the experience. Short-term pain for a lifetime’s gain. I love that scar now. It has faded to a faint pearly, puckered line, an incredible souvenir of that time.

Inevitably, this whole process altered my views on appearance. Going from having a ‘model body’ to a very twisted one, to something slightly wonky, was bewildering. I made the decision to leave my model agency shortly after. Several years on, my shape has changed again, although not due to my spine. This shape is healthy. It works. It’s more curved in conventional ways, less bony – in proportion to my height. My back still aches, but it’s functional. I can walk, swim, cycle and dance into the early hours.

Being no longer a sample size 6–8, I don’t do mainstream modelling, but I do still model from time to time. I’m signed to another agency; who are awesome because they represent me as a person with achievements, rather than just as a face.

LOGIC HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH IT
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If you ask me about how things have turned out, I’ll say that I’m fine with this new body, that I’d rather eat well and exercise than count calories. That’s true most of the time. But despite being grateful for a body that lets me go about my day, I still get hang-ups. My back remains a little lopsided, the right shoulder sticking out further than the left. Often I wish I had a smaller, less uneven ribcage. As much as I would hate to admit it, there’s still the odd day when I feel immensely unconfident in my appearance.

For a while I’d constantly compare my current self with images taken several years previously, back when skinny jeans sagged over my hips. I’d hold myself up to my own prepubescent-looking body. Obviously doing so was, and is, ridiculous. But that’s the problem with internal standards. They’re not logical. For me, those years of being praised for my skinniness meant that, with a slightly larger dress size, my mind couldn’t help sounding a note of dissatisfaction whenever I looked in the mirror. And the fact I knew this was stupid only made it worse.

This contradiction between understanding that self-worth shouldn’t be based on physical looks, and the fact that it still is at times, isn’t unique. Lots of people know that the fashion industry and the media present a completely warped image of ‘normal’ but would still quite like to change their own appearance in some way, regardless of how other people actually see them.

What I hope this demonstrates is that (a) If you wish your looks could be changed somehow, you’re not alone, you’re in the majority; and (b) Even if you hope you’re beyond all that, you’re not then doing something wrong if you sometimes feel a little twinge about your appearance.

I know I’ve been incredibly lucky in many ways, but sometimes I do still wish I was just a little thinner. Just a bit. Not much. And only if I could keep the boobs.

WHO ARE YOU COMPARING
YOURSELF TO?
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I can only talk about modelling from a position in front of the camera thanks to a strange combination of genetics and the views of our current society. Not so much right place, right time as right looks, right decade.

Standards of beauty are so much more diverse than the fashion world might have you think, yet all sorts of visuals from adverts to social media continue to tell us that certain types of looks are valued above others, and that the best qualities are youth, slenderness and, most ridiculously, white skin.

 

You don’t realise when you’re a kid that it’s actually very tiring seeing magazines, billboards and movies where everyone is white.

Kandace, 19 [image: images]

 

For those who don’t match up, it’s suggested something must be wrong. Thighs should be slimmed, frizzy hair straightened and smoothed. No matter how much a person fits the ideal ‘look’, there is always something that can be improved on, according to the media and advertising. As a teenager, this can be particularly tough.

Awareness of appearance starts young. There must be a million studies on how many young people are worried about how they look, or have thought about dieting within the last year, but these surveys just throw out numbers. They don’t help us understand the real, human problems at the heart of people’s lives. Statistics just give a sketch of how many teens feel they should be prettier, cuter, hotter. Whatever word you most identify with, the feeling is one of falling short.

What are we falling short of? Usual suspects include celebrities, models, actors, singers, bloggers and vloggers. Basically anyone in the public eye held up as an ideal of what’s beautiful. A lot of them have similar body shapes.

Yet these women are also slated if they don’t consistently meet those expectations: an unhealthy dose of double standards. Many magazines publish massively conflicting messages: how we need to be happy in our bodies, but vilify a celebrity who’s still showing her post-baby weight; natural is best, but an actress’s sweat marks or cellulite deserve to be highlighted with a disapproving circle; we should dress for ourselves, but are encouraged to snigger over photos of so-called frock disasters.

The faces and figures of well-known women are seen as fair game. Men have similar pressures: teen boys are presented with a choice between rippling muscles or boy-band handsome. But to be female and famous tends to bring with it a higher level of focus on looks – whether it’s celebration, or judgement – which often completely overshadows their work. (Never mind the Oscar, what are you wearing?)

It raises so many questions. Why not focus on women’s achievements rather than how much weight they’ve lost or put on? Or admire all shapes rather than reinforce the line between skinny and curvy, like the only two options are Kate Moss or Kim Kardashian? When are we going to stop using the phrase ‘real women’? All women are real, unless they’re robots.

This endless emphasis on looks intensifies at school. We’re encouraged to copy that kind of comparison and criticism among our friends and peers. It’s a tiring – and useless – form of competition. Appearance becomes another way to mark out who’s cool and who’s not, just another thing to bitch about.

 

In my school there’s this serious pressure to be skinny and pretty and wear the right clothes. People get judged for anything and everything.

Celia, 15 [image: images]

 

Anxiety about the way you look can have serious consequences. Although eating disorders are caused by myriad things more damaging than celebrity gossip, the pressure to look a certain way definitely doesn’t help matters. Georgina, 18, who was hospitalised for her anorexia at 16, pointed out, ‘The whole drive to be thin fuels eating disorders because people compliment you. You go, oh that’s brilliant, I’ll do it again – and again, and again, and again.’

Some people are lucky and seem to be completely unfazed by any of society’s demands about beauty and appearance. A few people might even scoff at us when we admit we’re influenced by imagery and media commentary. But knowing there is more to life than how you look is only part of the story or the solution for most people. There is more to life. There’s so much more. That doesn’t mean it’s weak to admit to being affected by it all – most of us are.

LOOKING POSITIVE [image: images]


Here’s a handful of places that counteract gossip and snark and have something interesting to say about appearance:

[image: images]  StyleLikeU

Their What’s Underneath video project investigates the relationship each of us has with the mirror.

[image: images]  All Walks Beyond the Catwalk

Aiming to make the fashion industry more diverse: they’re subversive, stylish and mean business. Bias alert: I’ve written lots for their blog.

[image: images]  Centre for Appearance Research

Although it’s an academic site, the stats, videos and surveys will definitely make you think about the way we see ourselves.

[image: images]  Thandie Kay

A space for celebrating beauty – especially when it comes to women of colour – with a fun mix of interviews, make-up tutorials and personal essays.

[image: images]  Shape Your Culture

Turn here if you want to take action: Want to make a zine? Start a campaign? Question the negative images of women (and men) we see every day?

[image: images]  Adios Barbie

A sharp-talking and honest website covering disability, activism, the media, size, race, LGBT issues and more.
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As part of the Special Bookings department at Models 1, Josy negotiates shoots for individuals who have another string to their bow – actors, singers, bloggers, or, in my case, writers.

 

[image: images]    How has the modelling industry changed in the last 10 years?

The digital age has completely changed the way people shop and consume, so models are being overwhelmingly used for e-commerce work. While there is much more demand for this type of work, it’s much less glamorous. What was once a two-week trip to an exotic destination to shoot 10 outfits is now 50 different looks shot in a studio in the Midlands.

There’s also a lot more focus on models as personalities, they are often chosen for their fame and social media following. Many brands choose to work with a celebrity for their PR appeal.

 

[image: images]    What’s your response to the idea that models represent an unattainable ideal of beauty?

Advertisers are able to tap into our insecurities by providing unrealistic imagery, which encourages us to consume more and more in an attempt to look as good as the picture.

The rise of social media and of celebrity culture has also blurred the lines between what’s real and what isn’t. When a celebrity posts a selfie they will obviously only put up the best possible version of themselves.

Any major change will come with consumers refusing to accept brands who use models who are unrealistically young and slim or retouched beyond recognition. Youth should of course be celebrated, but so should other times of life.

 

[image: images]    Models 1 represents Daphne Selfe, a model in her 80s. Do you see any move towards widening the markers of beauty in fashion?

Daphne is my inspiration: a wonderful lady with fantastic lust for life. There’s been some widening of the parameters of different types of beauty, but they remain relatively limited. In the UK, non-Caucasian models are still in the minority but there are more Asian and black models now being used for advertising features – this probably reflects the rise of Asian markets as well as the changing population.

The biggest change has been in the curve model market. More brands are providing clothing in bigger sizes and wanting to use the right girls to promote them. I love seeing these gorgeous ladies’ beauty being celebrated. There has been a tendency to called these girls ‘plus size’, which is negative, so we steer clear of it.



WTF: WHERE’S THE FANTASY?
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Ask the fashion industry why they promote such a narrow vision of beauty and you’ll get various answers. One of the most common is this: fashion is fantasy, it’s not meant to be real life.

Well, ok, let’s work with that idea, accepting that catwalks, ads, fashion shoots and red carpets are mainly fantasy. They don’t aim (or need) to be representative. We don’t watch an awards ceremony and think we should wear a £50,000 dress or a diamond necklace next time we go to the cinema. We don’t see a couture editorial and expect our world to be filled with pastel-coloured cats or masque balls in stately homes (more’s the pity). These industries produce out-of-the-ordinary ideas and beautiful, dreamy photos – pictures that launch a thousand Pinterest posts.

Hang on though. Fantasy is meant to inspire and uplift, not make you feel like a failure. There’s no reason why fantasy couldn’t include a bigger range of body shapes and colours. Why not keep the awesome locations and pretty sets and feature women and girls with small waists and large thighs, or broad shoulders and boyish hips or short legs and big boobs? Why are all the models so young? Why not use more models of colour?

Plus, as much as fashion might claim to be fantastical, it’s also commercial. There are visionaries focused on creating extraordinary designs or imagery that are their own art forms. Think of the huge, magical and eccentric fairytale productions of fashion photographer Tim Walker, or the late Alexander McQueen’s wildly imaginative and perfectly tailored clothes. But fashion is also always big business. Behind the fantasy, those clothes you see on magazine pages have been made to be bought, whether they’re a £10,000 coat or a £10 T-shirt. High street stores are just as determined to sell the fantasy of fashion, but make it for the masses. What appears on the catwalks will be available in cheaper forms on the high street within weeks.

What this all boils down to, is that each season’s fantasy is actually something chosen by a select group of editors, designers, photographers and stylists – a state of affairs which works out very nicely for the various companies making vast acres of money from those images.

Big businesses tend to play it safe, sticking with what they know works. This means the knock-on message for women is that fantasy only comes in heights between five feet nine and five feet eleven inches. It suggests that every fantasy figure has an extra-slender dress size, a young age and a particular skin tone. Exceptions slip through occasionally, but they are still very much ‘the others’ – standing apart from established formulas of beauty. It’s not much of a fantasy, is it?

Another weapon in the arsenal of fantasy makers is airbrushing. Snow White needs to be completely perfect after all. But it has become less ‘mirror, mirror’ and more remove all pores and other signs of life.

When the general public questions why most fashion image makers retouch all signs that a model or actress might be human, the answer is often unsatisfactory. The usual response from the people protecting their right to retouch, is that we, as a society, need better education on image manipulation. All well and good and useful, but that’s not actually a solution to the problem.

What can a bit more awareness about the level to which photos are retouched really do? It’s not as simple as saying, ‘Look, it exists. Sorry about that. Women don’t actually look like that – so stop worrying your pretty little heads about living up to that standard.’ We’re aware that photo manipulation exists: otherwise we wouldn’t be demanding action.

Since photography was discovered, we’ve been fiddling around with ways to magic away spots and blemishes. The problem now is how easy it is to slim people down or change their complexion in seconds. And that means that pretty much ALL the images we see now are airbrushed. You know what? There is a distinction between a bit of editing for a better shot – tidying up clothes and making a neater image – and a complete reworking of face and body until they resemble a computer-generated idea of a person.

When I model, the resulting photos are recognisably me, but not in the way I’d walk to the shop to buy milk or hang around the house. And it’s not just the retouching. Trying to live up to model-me in daily life would require a hairdresser and make-up artist on call, a photographer’s assistant to light my skin flatteringly, a personal trainer, and possibly a corset (or at least a good pair of Spanx, for those just-before-a-period days). I’d never get sweaty or have blackheads. My clothes would be crease free. I’d also be a pro at striding around in heels and spontaneously giggling in an attractive way.

It’s not just fashion either. All celebrity pictures, whether on catwalks or performing on stage, are carefully selected and photo edited – suggesting that these stars are immaculate all the time. Responding to the singer Lorde’s release of an edited photo of herself performing, and one showing her real skin – acne and all – Asima, 17, told me, ‘I think Lorde is good because she shows that she’s human like us. She’s accepting herself and younger girls can look up to someone who has a few spots and isn’t perfect.’

Fantasy is often what attracts us to fashion – the glamour, the gorgeous clothes, the whisper of more imaginative, empowering scenarios. It lifts us temporarily out of our own lives. Yet surely we can have all that fantasy without the hangover that accompanies it?

There are no easy answers to any of this. Retouching isn’t going to disappear any time soon, and the industry is slow to make big changes. But what we can do for now is continue to make some noise about issues like ubiquitous retouching or the hyper-narrow view of who can be a model, and all manner of other problems and unfairnesses in the fashion industry. And while we do that, we can also celebrate the brands, designers, photographers, stylists, models, casting directors, magazines, websites and individuals who are doing things a little differently.

THE CHANGING FACE OF FASHION
AND BEAUTY [image: images]


Here’s a handful of amazing models who are doing good things to improve diversity in the industry. These women have too many accomplishments to list, so I’ve focused on their fashion credentials.

[image: images]  Aimee Mullins

The paralympian and actress had both legs amputated below the knee aged one. In 1999 she appeared in Alexander McQueen’s catwalk show wearing wooden prosthetic legs hand-carved with flowers.

[image: images]  Naomi Shimada

Curve model and presenter Naomi has worked for brands including ASOS, Monki and Free People, and has been a columnist for Instyle.

[image: images]  Jillian Mercado

Jillian is a blogger and fashion editor with muscular dystrophy and has been using a wheelchair since her early teens. In spring 2014 she fronted Diesel’s ad campaign.

[image: images]  Kelly Knox

Born without her left forearm, Kelly first gained exposure in a BBC3 programme called Britain’s Missing Top Model and has a portfolio of both catwalk and editorial work.

[image: images]  Andreja Pejić

The face of androgyny in fashion, and model of both menswear and womenswear. In 2014 Andreja came out as transgender, saying that it finally allowed her to be fully comfortable in her body.

[image: images]  Chantelle Brown-Young

This model, who works under the name Winnie Harlow, has vitiligo – a condition that causes white patches on the skin. She appeared on America’s Next Top Model and has worked with fashion photographer Nick Knight.

THE PLEASURES AND PITFALLS OF
THE BEAUTY INDUSTRY
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Fashion’s close cousin is the beauty industry. Here’s a business that sells a paradox. Women and teenagers aren’t beautiful enough, but could be if they only spent more on skin treatments, gym memberships, make-up, hair products, pedicures, fake tan, spa facials, juice cleanses, yoga retreats and chia seeds. Once monetised, beauty becomes something both unreachable and always within sight – and the more money spent, it’s hinted, the closer we might get.

This isn’t a rant against beauty products or good exercise. I love red lips and mascara-framed eyes and shiny nails and huge amounts of glitter. A good make-up bag is a toolkit, a paint box and a potential source of transformation. Experimenting with changing your looks can be amazing. I’m still awed by the abilities of liquid eyeliner – when I can get it neat enough.

On a more practical level, products such as concealer and cleansers are, if not life-changers, then definitely skin-improvers for those who want to use them – providing a little boost of confidence and an easy way to hide one too many late nights.

Sadly, despite being even closer to the skin of its buyers than the clothing industry, the beauty industry is no better at racial equality. For example, you will usually find that while there are many foundation shades for white skin, there are usually only one or two shades for black skin outside big stores – although lots of newer cosmetic companies are now addressing this, particularly online. This pretty ignorant one-size-fits-all approach is unfair and frustrating. This has direct effects. It makes people feel invisible.

Tara, 16, spoke to me about her Afro hair, describing it as ‘a thicket of constantly mutating, gravity-defying, peppercorn-black coils’. She remembers as a child ‘deciding to draw the woman I hoped to become … a leggy, Caucasian female – complete with blue eyes and a cerise Cupid’s bow. Her golden-blonde hair was waist length.’ That was the main image of beauty at hand – an image that’s limited at best, damaging at worst.

Tara has now chosen to ‘hold on to the ambiguous beauty’ of her appearance, banishing chemical relaxers. But it’s still testing in a world where ‘Beauty’ gets all boxed up and defined in ways that ignore much of the general population.

 

Features in magazines on how to do your hair or your make-up don’t work for me. I felt like there was something wrong with me – as though it were my fault I can’t find the right foundation!

Kandace, 19 [image: images]

 

There is nothing wrong with wanting to look good or having pride in your appearance. The key thing behind ‘beauty’ is that it should be a personal choice to explore and experiment, rather than something that feels like a forced requirement to fit in. Sometimes that’s a hard line to tread though. The difference between doing something for personal happiness or to meet other people’s expectations is often hard to define.

Do we want to lose weight for ourselves, or because we think we’ll be more socially acceptable? Do we slap on foundation because we genuinely enjoy the look of it, or because that’s what everyone else does? Usually there isn’t an easy answer, but it doesn’t mean the questions aren’t worth asking.

Although it is perhaps given unnecessary focus, an easy example of that blurred line between personal choice and other people’s expectations is body hair. One of the deep-rooted messages, so entrenched that it’s often accepted as being normal, is that female body hair is something to be ashamed of. Hairy limbs? Furry bikini line? Take a razor and get to work!

It should be a choice. It’s ok if you prefer the look of your legs when smooth. It’s also ok if you don’t, and want to leave things as they are. The issue is living in a society where, seemingly, the hair from our eyes upwards should be well groomed, but other types of growth should be shaved, waxed or otherwise removed.

For years I disliked vests and sleeveless dresses, worrying that my impossible-to-get-rid-of armpit stubble would be judged by others. Coupled with this was a deeper fear, that if my whole body wasn’t as bald as a Barbie, I’d forever remain a virgin. I assumed that all teenage boys would step back in horror at the smallest glimpse of pubic hair. This was backed up by their sniggering references to ‘muffs’. A friend’s first boyfriend was horrified on realising that she wasn’t hairless all over. She reminded him that she wasn’t 12, and asked whether he’d be willing to shave his balls. It wasn’t a long relationship.
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