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Jessi Kneeland (they/them) is a coach, writer, and speaker dedicated to helping people overcome the suffering associated with body anxiety, insecurity, and negativity, and to improve their relationship with their bodies. After working as a personal trainer for a decade in New York City, Kneeland became an iPEC-certified life coach and launched a coaching practice centered around the meaningful work of self-acceptance. Their innovative approach allows them to partner with clients (individually and in groups) to help them find body acceptance, freedom from oppressive beauty and body ideals, and an authentic sense of identity and worth outside of their body or appearance. They are committed to developing and advancing body neutrality—the practice of consciously stripping our bodies of all false or inflated meaning, importance, and moral significance—as a way of combating both individual suffering and systemic, body-based oppression. Their work has been featured in Women’s Health, Shape, POPSUGAR, Refinery29, BuzzFeed, HelloGiggles, and more, and their TED talk has been viewed by over fifty thousand people. They live in North Carolina with their partner and cat.
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Part I



BODY NEUTRALITY










CHAPTER 1



How I Got Here


OVER A DECADE AGO, I WAS WORKING AS A personal trainer in New York City, overwhelmed by the ubiquity of body image issues. Nearly every single one of my clients (mostly women at the time) came to me with one goal: changing how their body looked. There was a sort of normalized shorthand they all used to talk about their goals. They wanted to work on their “trouble spots,” get rid of their “bat wings” and “muffin tops,” and “look better” naked. They wanted to tighten this and tone that. Every inch of their bodies was mapped out with specific goals: get bigger, get smaller, get flatter, or change shape completely. They wanted Michelle Obama’s arms, Pink’s abs, and Gisele’s legs. They wanted to attain a thigh gap, but lose their hip dips, and would it be possible to make their boobs a bit perkier? We talked about bodies like Potato Heads; each part considered individually, critiqued without the context of the rest of the body, and given a specific plan for change.


These kinds of conversations happened so often that I barely even recognized them as conversations about body image. It just felt normal. For something to register as a “real” body image issue in my mind, it had to be pretty intense. Like the time a successful model pulled her shorts down to show me a nonexistent flaw that disgusted her so much she felt she couldn’t bear it anymore, or the many times clients broke down in tears during sessions because they hated their bodies so much and they were terrified that no matter how hard they worked they were never going to look how they wanted.


I tried to focus on fitness as a tool for building strength and empowerment, and redirect people away from aesthetic goals, but I also understood that the latter was part of the job. People hired me not to get healthier or stronger, but because they felt insecure in their bodies and were absolutely convinced that the key to feeling more peaceful and confident was to change how they looked.


It took me a long time to put into words why this kind of conversation made me uncomfortable, but it didn’t take me any time at all to realize that everyone was asking me to help them attain something that simply couldn’t be attained through fitness: to stop hating their bodies, and to stop thinking about their bodies all the time. They wanted to feel free, to feel safe, and to find an escape from the endless body-checking* thoughts and behaviors that plagued them.


My clients were desperate to get a “better body,” but only because they believed a “better” body would offer them relief from the exhausting and uncomfortable parade of negative body image thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. They believed that with the “right body,” they would no longer feel obsessed with food, anxious about people judging them, or self-conscious about their flaws. They believed changing their body meant an escape from suffering; that the “right body” would finally make them feel worthy, confident, good enough, and at peace. But I was working with some of the most conventionally beautiful people in the world at the time, including successful actors and models, and they experienced all the same insecurity, guilt, anxiety, and fixation on their bodies as everyone else.


Clearly, having the “right body” wasn’t the antidote to suffering my clients were hoping it would be. So while I did help a lot of folks get stronger, build physical competence and athleticism, and tap into power through my work as a personal trainer, I often felt I was failing at the unspoken task my clients had assigned me: to free them from body anxiety, negativity, and preoccupation.


This is what I was dealing with when I first heard the term “body positivity.” I immediately loved it, because it sounded like exactly the answer everyone needed—less hating and punishing your body, more celebrating and loving it! At the time, my understanding of body image issues was fairly superficial, and I (like many people) thought body image issues were pretty much just caused by folks comparing themselves with the unrealistic cultural beauty and body ideals being set by exploitative capitalism and the patriarchy. It stood to reason, then, that the answer to body negativity would be a cultural pushback against those ideals (and the systems that drive them), and an embracing of all our supposed “flaws” and “imperfections” as not only normal and acceptable, but beautiful and worthy of celebration too!


In those early days, I considered body positivity to be nothing short of a revolution. We were waging war on the forces that made us feel insecure and hate ourselves, and I had fully bought in. Having struggled with my own body insecurities and shame for so long, I found the concept that we could just “love ourselves, flaws and all” to be wildly exciting and liberating. Conventional beauty ideals be damned, we can reclaim our confidence! The only opinion that matters is our own! Every body is beautiful and worthy!


I dove into the social media #BodyPositivity scene and consumed everything. I reposted photos of women embracing their rolls and dimples and other “imperfections,” and shared photos of my own, with captions that said things like “bloating is normal, and all bellies are beautiful,” and “this is my cellulite, but I prefer to think of it as fancy fat, because the pattern is so pretty and lacelike!” Messages and comments poured in every time I did this, from people who both admired my courage in showing myself in such an unflattering light, and felt inspired to let go of their own body hate.


At the time, my understanding of body image issues was focused entirely on women, so I cheered when Dove and other brands started depicting women in “real” bodies and pledging to ditch Photoshop. It felt like the next wave of feminism, freeing women to cast off the expectations and ideals of the male gaze, and to reclaim our bodies for ourselves. It promised that we could all embrace our curves, accept our flaws, love ourselves, and feel equally worthy and confident in the bodies we have right now. Instead of changing our bodies to feel better, we could just change our mindsets—it was so empowering!


It needs to be stated here that during this time, I looked very close to how a woman is “supposed to look” in our culture. I was young, non-disabled, white, conventionally feminine and pretty, and extremely lean. I was into lifting heavy weights, and through years of dedicated training I had put on enough muscle to look very toned and tight, but not bulky. I had what many of my clients considered the “ideal body,” and I sometimes even worked gigs as a fitness model, although in those spaces I was considered to have a very “average” body (compared with physique competitors), and I booked jobs only when the editors wanted someone who was super fit but still “relatable.” In short, I had a shit ton of body privilege I was completely unaware of.


I hope by mentioning this, you can see why my message on the internet seemed to empower and inspire some folks, while also coming off as kind of ignorant and disingenuous to others. I hadn’t yet heard of concepts like privilege and oppression (because, you know . . . not needing to know about privilege is part of having privilege) and despite everything, I didn’t consider myself particularly close to the “ideal” for women at all. I worked with those “ideal” women, and they were all much taller, thinner, younger, and more conventionally feminine than me. At five foot three, I often felt short, stocky, jiggly, and butch next to the models I trained. So when I talked about body confidence online, I focused on the ways I was failing society’s standard of beauty for women, and how I was choosing to reject those standards, reclaim my body for me, and embrace those imperfections. I genuinely believed it was possible for everyone else to do the same, no matter what their particular “flaws” happened to be.


This ended up being the problem, though. I felt like I had cast off the chains of unrealistic beauty ideals and set myself free from the pressure to meet those ideals, and I seemed to be “inspiring” others into doing the same. But I couldn’t quite tell anyone else how to follow suit, especially when society was treating them badly or putting them in danger because of their “flaws”—something I had never had to go through. Maybe you could just . . . try harder to not care what people think of you? Stop letting the patriarchy push you around? Plenty of people resonated with my work (mostly other young, thin/lean, non-disabled, gender conforming, and conventionally attractive white folks), but others wrote me long and painful messages about how desperately they wanted to stop hating their bodies and feel confident, too, but just couldn’t, and could I please tell them exactly how?


I wanted to be able to break down the systems and paths for how to do the work of addressing and overcoming body image issues, and I wanted it to apply to everyone, not just people who more or less looked like me. I was also getting uncomfortable with the idea that everyone could or even should “love their bodies,” because that seemed to put an awful lot of pressure on something that felt completely impossible to so many folks.


From a marketing perspective, as someone running my business online at that point, I knew my job was to figure out what my audience wanted and offer it to them—and my audience unambiguously wanted to fully love their bodies. They wanted to look in the mirror and feel good about what they saw. They imagined how happy and free they would be once they finally achieved body positivity, and how much better life would be when they finally “felt confident” in their bodies. But not only did I not see any reliable or realistic way to get people there, I also felt uneasy about how similar this all felt to the way my personal training clients had approached fitness. Once I get ___ I’ll feel the way I want to feel. Once I have ___ life will be easy.


I became obsessed with finding the language and concepts required to offer people a clear and repeatable pathway for building body confidence. I consumed everything I could find about mindset, happiness, body positivity, self-worth, trauma, sexuality, mental health, and more. I learned a ton about diet culture, beauty culture, weight stigma, and anti-fat bias, and what all of this has to do with systems of oppression like sexism, racism, ableism, ageism, homophobia, and transphobia. I got my life coaching certification and left the fitness industry to focus on body image. I wrote programs, made content, and taught workshops on self-love and body positivity, encouraging everyone to challenge and heal their relationships with their bodies.


Throughout all of this, I was passionate and proud of the work I was doing, but something still felt off. I would talk publicly about the journey to “body love” and “body confidence,” but behind the scenes with clients, I was approaching things differently. I would explain how loving your body isn’t what everyone thinks it is—it’s not about thinking you look good, it’s about believing in your inherent worth as a person, no matter how you look. I was working with men and gender nonconforming clients (who generally seemed to feel less pressure to “love their bodies,” and just wanted to stop feeling insecure), and realizing the body image conversation needed to expand far beyond women. And I was honest with my clients about the fact that I wasn’t so sure everyone could get to a place of liking how they look, and that actually I didn’t think it was such a great idea to try.


Ultimately, my work with clients ended up focused more on relieving the suffering caused by body anxiety, negativity, and obsession than it was about generating feelings of happiness or satisfaction with the body. After all, body image issues can be unbelievably painful, and feeling better doesn’t have to be about feeling more good—it can sometimes just be about feeling less bad.


It wasn’t a very sexy marketing message, all things considered. People wanted promises of body love, and all I could promise was a reduction of body hate. But that was the work, and the more I saw this play out with clients—the more I saw “success” be defined by less insecurity and suffering, rather than more pride and confidence—the less often I found myself using “body positive”–based language.


It was around this point that I first saw the term “body neutrality” floated as an alternative goal to loving your body. It was presented as a more realistic and attainable goal for people deeply mired in body image issues, and it offered a sort of middle ground for body image, a space in which you neither love your body nor hate it, but instead you just . . . don’t think about it much. This concept felt a lot closer to the work I had been doing with clients, and I started folding it into my language around body image, both publicly and behind the scenes.


I also saw that body neutrality had the potential to expose the link between body image issues and self-worth. If you believe your worth and value as a person are based on how you look and what other people think about you, then how you look is always going to feel overly important. This leads to a lot of body image suffering: attachment to the significance and importance of looking a certain way, and a feeling that who you are as a person is either too much or not enough. By trying to love how you look, you never have to face that important piece of the puzzle: how you feel about yourself, your value as a person, and your worthiness for respect, connection, and belonging. Body neutrality invites you to examine why you were so attached to your appearance in the first place, asks you to strip away the undue significance you’ve been placing on your appearance, and encourages you to build a sense of yourself and your worth outside of how you look and what people think of you.


Despite its not having a super-clear definition, the concept of body neutrality felt like instant relief to me, and it seemed to feel like relief for a lot of my audience and clients too. Trying to change their bodies had felt impossible and made them feel like failures, but trying to love their bodies had felt impossible and made them feel like failures too! Body neutrality offered them a more attainable goal, and the promise of a safe place to rest: a cease-fire in the war against their bodies, and freedom from the endless stream of negative thoughts and feelings about how they look.


As you’ll see throughout this book, the concept of body neutrality has taken on a lot more depth, richness, and clarity as I’ve worked with it over the years in my coaching practice. Combined with the real-life feedback from hundreds of clients of various genders, body sizes, races, ages, and abilities struggling with body image, body neutrality morphed from just an alternative to loving your body to a process and approach for the work of dismantling, healing, and finding relief from the suffering caused by body image. It’s not a quick and easy solution, but body neutrality as I now define it offers structure, clarity, and direction so you can heal and improve your relationship with yourself and your body by reducing the pain and suffering associated with it—both in the short term and for the rest of your life.


In my own personal body image journey, body neutrality allowed me to discover that I had subconsciously tied my identity, value, and sense of safety and control in the world to my appearance. I had often thought I was “loving my body” when actually I was just loving the validation, approval, and feeling of power it offered me (and in fact, I was constantly stressing and obsessing over how to maintain it, and what would happen if I lost it). I had to face a lot of dark and painful things that lived inside my subconscious mind as I did the work required to heal and release that attachment, including the impact that childhood sexual abuse had on my self-image, how fundamentally unsafe I felt around men, oppressive biases against certain kinds of bodies, and the fact that there were deep-down hidden parts of myself I absolutely hated.


This insight into the root causes of my body insecurity, anxiety, and obsession set me down a path of self-examination and healing that included a ton of skill building, shame busting, and fear facing. My goal became breaking free from attachment to my appearance so I could look at myself without thinking that what I saw was important, rather than loving what I saw. I challenged myself to stop doing all the things I had been doing to maintain a particular appearance, and started examining my relationship to gender, intimacy, emotions, and privilege along the way. I stopped dieting, stopped my intense workouts, stopped wearing makeup, and stopped everything else I’d been doing to fit a standard of femme attractiveness that had, I was realizing, never actually felt like me.


What I discovered as I did this was pretty uncomfortable. As I lost my “toned” appearance, buzzed my hair, and wore my face bare, people treated me very differently. It was shocking to see how such relatively small changes could so radically shift everyone’s perception of me from special and admirable to sort of . . . unremarkable. Without hair, or with a chest binder, I seemed to become almost completely invisible to men, and people automatically made some very different assumptions about my health, lifestyle, relationships, and even competence as my body shape and size changed. It was weird and uncomfortable to see this all play out, but also fascinating, and it gave me space to reprocess my relationship to my appearance, detaching even further from the idea that how I looked (or, more specifically, what other people thought about how I looked) was an important, or even particularly interesting, part of who I am.


It also gave me insight into the discrimination and marginalization facing people in less privileged bodies. If I was being viewed and treated this differently for such relatively small changes—and I still fit a ton of social norms and ideals—what must it be like for folks who don’t? This experience drove my commitment to learning everything I could about systems of oppression and privilege, and how they affect a person’s lived experience, self-worth, emotional needs, identity, and ultimately body image. It also inspired me to strive to always center the fight for justice and liberation of people in marginalized bodies in both my work and my personal life.


It should be said here that I gave up a certain amount of privilege that I had been “earning” by conforming to certain femme beauty ideals in our culture, but I still had and will always have an extraordinary amount of privilege in this body. I am able-bodied and white, and no matter how I eat or exercise, my body is always relatively thin and small. I identify as queer and nonbinary, but most of the time I’m cis-and straight-passing (which means people just assume I’m a straight woman), and I’m young enough to still have a lot of the privilege afforded to very young women.


I say all this because a person’s lived experience of privilege and oppression plays a huge role in their relationship to their body, and I realize it may feel strange to read a book on body image written by someone who has never faced discrimination or marginalization for the way they look. I’ve even had folks in marginalized bodies ask me how I think I can possibly be qualified to help them find peace in their bodies, when I can’t relate to anything they’ve been through. And my answer to that is, quite simply, that I might not be.


I will never be able to understand or “relate to” the experiences of a person in a marginalized body, and if that turns you off and makes you want to stop reading, I get it. I won’t be offended, and in fact I’d like to actively encourage and support you to put this book down and go find resources that resonate with and inspire you. Everyone deserves to feel peace in their bodies, and sometimes you need that message to be delivered by someone who gets your specific lived experience. I wouldn’t want to read books about feminism that were written by cisgender men, and I understand if you don’t want to read a book on body acceptance written by someone who looks like me.


That said, this is not a book about how thin, pretty white women can accept themselves. This is a book about how we can each find the truth underneath our body image suffering. And the truth—once you’ve stripped away the lies, red herrings, biases, and protective mechanisms that have led to your body image issues—is that your body image issues aren’t the cause of your suffering, they’re a symptom. So if your goal is to suffer less over body image, be prepared to dig deep, face fears, challenge beliefs, dismantle biases, and explore the darkest parts of yourself. There is a reason you’re in pain, and my approach to body neutrality can help you figure out what that reason is. But don’t expect to be able to do it in a vacuum. Because how you look may be the least interesting and important thing about you, but also, as Emma Lazarus once wrote, “Until we are all free, we are none of us free.”


I believe the body neutrality concepts and steps you’ll read about in this book are aspects of liberation work, and therefore they not only can work for anyone, but will also benefit everyone. By dismantling the systems of lies and oppression inside ourselves, we collectively move everyone toward social justice and equity. After all, thin, pretty white women learning to “love their bodies” don’t do much to help bring justice or equity to people of color, people in fat* bodies, or trans folks. But thin, pretty white women giving up the fantasy that more body privilege will make them happy, facing and healing the darkest parts of themselves, and dismantling the oppressive systems that exist both inside of themselves and in the world? Now that has potential.





 


________


* “Body checking” is the habit of compulsively examining, measuring, monitoring, and assessing the body’s weight, shape, size, or appearance in an attempt to gain temporary relief from anxiety. It can refer to behaviors like weighing oneself over and over, always fixating on a specific body part in the mirror, regularly comparing oneself with old photos, repeatedly evaluating the fit of clothing to determine shape or size, and habitually pinching, squeezing, flexing, or handling certain body parts.


* You may cringe at my use of the word “fat” in this book, if you’ve learned to think of fat as an insult, but my use of the word as an unflinchingly neutral descriptor is intentional. “Fat” is the term most often used by the fat justice and liberation communities, and using it this way helps destigmatize fatness. See page 401 for more on why I use the word “fat” rather than “obese” or “overweight.”










CHAPTER 2



Body Positivity


WHEN BODY POSITIVITY FIRST started to become popular, I was thrilled. Finally there seemed to be mainstream pushback against the ever-increasingly unrealistic beauty and body ideals causing so many people (women especially) to feel unworthy and insecure.


In my view at the time, the nexus for the movement was on social media, where a growing number of body positivity advocates and influencers were gaining huge followings publicly documenting their own journeys to body love. It all seemed so brave and radical: people showing off their imperfections, reshaping the narrative around what’s beautiful, and shining a light on the unconscious biases we’re conditioned to believe about which kind of body indicates that a person is worthy of being visible and happy, and which isn’t.


As a personal trainer who had recently gained a small following on Instagram, I loved being a part of it. It was exciting to make posts challenging my audience to think more deeply about their desires and assumptions with regard to fitness and bodies, and to encourage them to question everything. A picture of me naked with my belly relaxed and bloated instead of sucked in, and a caption about why we need to destigmatize round bellies. A “before” and “after” showing how easy it was to fake a “perfect body” for social media, and exposing how even those supposedly “perfect inspo” bodies have cellulite, rolls, and unflattering angles when they’re not posed and edited. A side-by-side of me covering my nipples, one with my breasts pushed way up into perfect bubbly spheres where society says they “should” be, and the other with my breasts sagging down where they are naturally. People loved these posts, and I was inundated with messages about how brave and inspiring I was and how the fitness industry needed more voices like mine.


Looking back, I find this all very cringy for a lot of reasons, the least being that my naked body is now all over the internet, and the most being that I contributed to the soon-to-be-popular trope of a thin, able-bodied white girl in her twenties being celebrated in a movement that was founded to uplift and center the rights and dignity of folks in marginalized bodies. Because as it turns out, that’s what body positivity actually was. I didn’t know it at the time because the mainstream perception of the movement was that it was all about individuals embracing their bodies, flaws and all, but body positivity wasn’t ever actually intended to be a movement for individuals—it was intended to be a political movement.


Chelsea Kronengold, the former manager of communications at the National Eating Disorders Association, puts it this way: “The body positive movement was created by and for people in marginalized bodies, particularly fat, Black, queer, and disabled bodies.” And she’s right; body positivity was based on the work of fat-acceptance activists from the 1960s. According to journalist and Refinery29 senior staff writer Elizabeth Gulino, “This movement was rooted in social justice; it birthed organizations like The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance, a non-profit fat rights organization that fought and continues to fight against societal anti-fat bias, fatphobia, and systemic fat oppression.”1


So the body positive movement was focused entirely on fighting for the socioeconomic equality of opportunities, treatment, representation, safety, and dignity of all people living in marginalized bodies, and was never intended to affect self-love or body confidence at all. The two concepts are unrelated; in fact, you could totally hate your body while pushing for greater accessibility and antidiscrimination policies, and you could also totally embrace your body while in no way participating in the movement for justice or equality.


Let’s take a moment here to define what I mean when I refer to a person in a “marginalized body.” A person in a marginalized body is someone with a statistically higher chance of facing discrimination, exclusion from social, political, or economic activities, and being kept in powerless positions in society, due to society’s biases about and response to something about the person’s body. It doesn’t define the person in any way, other than to say the person is at a statistically higher risk of facing these inequalities in their lifetime.


When people think about body positivity, they often think about people in fat bodies, and people in fat bodies are certainly marginalized in our society. But that’s only a small part of it. People in disabled bodies, people in bodies of color, people in older bodies, and people in transgender or gender nonconforming bodies are all marginalized in our society to different degrees as well, and a person’s intersecting identities of race, age, gender, weight, and ability inform how marginalized a person is likely to be. As such, someone we can say is unlikely to be facing marginalization for how they look would be a thin, white, young, able-bodied femme. Unfortunately, that category not only includes me, but it also includes the vast majority of the people who ended up becoming the faces of mainstream body positivity. Predictably, then, because marginalization is built into the systems of who is most visible and powerful, a movement centered on the social inequity facing the most marginalized folks became centered on the individual insecurities of the most privileged.


This is important to understand, because the shift from centering marginalized people to privileged people was only able to come about because of the shift from inequity to insecurity: the political to the personal, the social to the individual. Fighting for antidiscrimination legislation keeps the focus automatically on the people being discriminated against, but fighting to “feel confident in your skin” can apply to anyone. And anything that can apply to everyone will always end up centering privileged bodies, because that’s how social hierarchies, unconscious biases, and systems of power and oppression work. A fat trans woman of color accepting her body won’t get the same kind of traction on social media—or, thus, in her modeling career—as a thin, cisgender white woman accepting her body, both because of the biases built into the algorithms and company leadership, and the biases built into consumer behavior and the user base. For example, the nonprofit news organization the Intercept reported that TikTok intentionally “filtered out users they viewed as ‘unattractive, poor, or disabled.’”2


With body positivity’s move into the social media mainstream, more and more people across different parts of society participated in the collective reinterpreting and recrafting of it, making it less extreme and more palatable, focusing it on individual feelings rather than on systems of oppression, and downshifting it from progressive to center. As the message of body positivity was watered down and corrupted, it became something else entirely: a movement for everyone to reject society’s idea of how they “should” look, and embrace their (beautiful) bodies exactly as they are. Instead of talking about the legislation needed to protect marginalized people, we were talking about loving ourselves no matter how society treats us. Instead of talking about ways to change the system, we were talking about ways to cast off and rise above the system. And the people succeeding at this new goal most fabulously were folks already pretty close to the top of the body hierarchies. Thin, pretty white girls with cellulite and belly rolls when they leaned over. Fat women with perfect hourglass shapes. Conventionally attractive folks with one notable disability or difference, like being in a wheelchair or having visible scars or vitiligo.


The fact that body positivity started as a political movement can be understood as the reason it functioned so beautifully as a social movement raising awareness and inspiration—but failed to adequately provide the body image relief so many individuals were looking for. Because that’s where we are; despite the extraordinary popularity of the idea that we should all feel good about our bodies, here we are over a decade after body positivity’s mainstream rise, and body image issues haven’t become any less frequent, intense, or destructive to people’s lives. (In fact, quite the opposite!)3


Mainstream body positivity moved the dial against body oppression by bringing awareness to the widespread problem of body negativity, cultivating a movement of social values based on self-acceptance and self-love, and pressuring brands to be more inclusive and representative of body diversity. But as we look to the future and consider the question of individual body image relief, we have to consider and appreciate some of the reasons body positivity wasn’t effective.


I once had a client who had been doing “body positivity work” for many years (and actually taught and coached others to feel better in their bodies!), but still struggled with a lot of body hatred. By “body positivity work,” she of course meant “trying to achieve a feeling of warmth, approval, pleasure, and love when seeing or thinking about my body,” because that is the colloquial definition most often used in the mainstream. She told me that she tried really, really hard to feel differently, to “let things go” and “care less what people think,” and to “not take things so personally,” but she just couldn’t seem to do it. She couldn’t understand what was wrong with her that it hadn’t worked yet, because she understood the issue so well, knew all the tips and tricks, and did everything “right.” But no matter how many times she repeated mantras like “I am beautiful” and “I am worthy,” she still looked in the mirror and felt disgusted, anxious, and unhappy. No matter how many books she read about how diets don’t work4 and the BMI doesn’t mean anything,5 she still desperately wanted to lose some weight. All this work, all this time and effort trying to love and accept herself, and she didn’t feel any closer to her goal.


This kind of story is unfortunately so common that I often spend my first few sessions with new clients unpacking why their approach to body positivity hasn’t worked yet so they can release the shame and anger at themselves they’ve been carrying for not being able to “get it right.” I explain the political origins of the movement, and the fact that it was never designed to help individual people feel differently about their individual bodies, and we unpack some of the ways in which mainstream body positivity was simply not equipped to effectively tackle the issue of how a single person can feel more positively toward their own body and appearance.


If you’re reading this book, I have to assume that you didn’t get what you were looking for out of body positivity either. Maybe you found it inspiring and healing and helpful, or maybe it never quite resonated with you. Either way it probably didn’t provide you with everything you needed to overcome your personal body image issues, and before we dive into body neutrality, I think it’s important to unpack some of the reasons why that is.


There’s no shade being thrown on body positivity here—both the original political activists and mainstream social advocates have done some amazing and necessary work in the world. They’ve raised awareness, built communities, and slowly moved legislation forward. They’ve changed the popular conversation about bodies entirely, influenced clothing brands to be more inclusive and realistic in their portrayal of bodies, and successfully pressured social media platforms to protect people from scammy diet culture bullshit. They’ve given folks the tools, resources, and courage to fight back against diet culture and the objectification of women when they see it, and they’ve given so many people hope, relief, and a sense of belonging.


The way I see it, I am standing on the shoulders of giants. Political activism and liberation workers made the mainstream body positivity movement possible, and the mainstream movement made it possible for this book to be written. This chapter is not here to belittle body positivity. It is, however, here to offer a critical exploration of why and how body positivity wasn’t able to ultimately offer what we were all hoping it would: a way to break free from our individual body image issues, and to access a feeling of peace, confidence, and worthiness in our own skin.


My hope for you is that in reading this chapter, you’re able to find some relief and self-compassion in the knowledge that if body positivity didn’t “work for you,” it’s not because there’s anything wrong with you. You are not “crazy,” broken, weak, or stupid for still struggling with body image. You are not too vain, or too self-absorbed, or “too emotional” to overcome these issues. The structure of body positivity was just simply never designed or equipped to help you look at what was really going on with your body image issues, or to deal with them effectively.


Let’s take a look at a few reasons body positivity couldn’t provide the individual body image relief we were all hoping it would, and why body neutrality can.


BODY IMAGE ISSUES ARE ALWAYS ABOUT SOMETHING DEEPER


A tipsy woman in the bathroom of a bar once remarked offhand, more to her reflection in the mirror than to me, “oh my god I look like shit.” Perhaps she expected me to respond that she looked great, or maybe she just assumed I would ignore her altogether. I responded by asking, “What do you think would be different tonight if you looked the way you wanted?” Stunned, she paused for a moment and then responded in a quiet voice, “I would feel like I belong here.”


Boom. There is always something deeper going on when you’re suffering over your appearance. We know this because not liking how you look, or preferring to look different, is one thing. But it’s never just that, is it? You might not like how your kitchen looks either, but it’s unlikely that you stress and obsess about it all day, or feel gutted, panicky, or like a failure every time you catch sight of it. And you might wish you lived near the ocean, or had a nice new car, but you probably don’t feel incapacitated by hatred and resentment every time you come home, or a sickening shame and grief every time you get in your car.


I’ll be honest, I don’t always prefer to look the way I look. Many mornings I would prefer for my curly hair to cooperate differently, I would prefer my belly didn’t swell up to make me look pregnant after I eat certain foods, and as I’m writing this, I have a big old zit on my chin I would definitely prefer weren’t there. But none of that causes me any suffering, because while I have my preferences, I still see them with neutral vision, meaning, I don’t assign any meaning, significance, or moral judgment to them. I know that my hair is always going to be a bit wild and doesn’t mean anything about me; bloating is sort of annoying but doesn’t have any impact on my identity, life, or worth; and this zit isn’t a sign of failure or shame. It’s just a zit; it’s neutral.


This is body neutrality: this is seeing ourselves with clear and neutral vision, without layering stories, interpretations, meaning, or moral significance on top of our bodies.


To be honest, if you kinda wish you looked different but it hardly takes up any mental space or makes you feel bad, this book isn’t for you. This book isn’t here to help you prefer to look the way you look, it’s here to address the pain, stress, distress, anxiety, and dysphoria created by your relationship with your body and appearance. Because that suffering is the real problem, isn’t it?


Thinking about your body, picking it apart, trying to “fix” it, and berating yourself for failing becomes an all-consuming obsession for many people, cannibalizing their ability to feel worthy, be present, connect with others, build a life in which they can thrive, and like themselves. I can’t tell you how many clients have shared stories of full-blown mental and emotional breakdowns—sometimes lasting days, weeks, or months—brought on by discovering a pair of jeans didn’t fit, catching sight of themselves in a bathing suit, or seeing an unflattering photo. And it’s that completely out-of-proportion and out-of-control reaction that tells us something else—something deeper—is going on. Something that repeating mantras, giving up dieting, and trying to feel attractive just can’t touch.


There is always a deeper reason, a deeper need, a deeper wound, or a deeper level to body image suffering. And while body positivity moved us in the right direction (inward and downward from the superficial layer of conventional beauty ideals), it stopped a bit short. Committing to seeing yourself neutrally (which is to say without interpretation, moral judgment, or undue significance) requires that you find, name, and deal with that deeper wound or reason directly. For example:


♦    If you feel like you need to lose weight so people will think you have your shit together, then what you’re really seeking isn’t weight loss. Instead, it might be respect, dignity, social status, belonging, or a feeling of being “good enough.”


♦    If you hate your flabby belly because you want the validation of having a “perfect” body, then what you’re really seeking might be more like attention or connection . . . or maybe you’re hoping that enough external validation will convince you that you have value and are worthy of love and belonging.


♦    If you feel panicky when you think about “losing your looks” as you get older, you might have been subconsciously using your looks to get one or more of your emotional needs met, and you’re actually terrified of those needs going unmet as you age.


The work of body neutrality is about getting radically honest: acknowledging the lies you’ve been telling yourself (like the lie that your body image suffering just comes down to a preference, for example), dealing with your deeper truth, and learning to see yourself and your body with clear, neutral, and objective vision. This requires us to go much deeper into knowing ourselves than most people have learned how to do or are comfortable with! It asks us to prioritize courage over comfort and to be wildly vulnerable with ourselves about how we really feel, what hurts, what we crave, what feels intolerable, what we’re avoiding, and what we need protection from.


In this way, body neutrality can’t stop at the surface; it requires that we dig deeeep into who we are, and learn to see ourselves, others, and the world through different eyes. It pushes us to get curious and honest about the root cause of our suffering, and what’s blocking our ability to see ourselves and our bodies clearly, neutrally, and objectively. It invites us to explore and examine everything—to keep digging until we get to the root of our suffering, to understand how that suffering has been serving us, and to come up with a plan that puts our suffering out of business.


BODY IMAGE ISSUES ARE UNIQUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL


Looking back on the early body positivity messages on social media, I can see why individuals sharing their personal stories gained massive followings. There was so little information available on how to actually overcome our own body image issues, everyone just tried to copy the people who seemed to have figured it out already!


But body image issues aren’t a monolith. Each individual person’s body image suffering has its own unique root cause and purpose, having developed to try to help them solve a specific and unique problem, so copying someone else’s path rarely works. Body neutrality, on the other hand, requires you to get super specific about why your relation-ship to your body isn’t neutral in the first place. After all, the terminology and concept of body neutrality may be relatively new, but the experience itself has been around forever.


Body neutrality isn’t some newfangled invention, after all. It’s just . . . our natural state. It’s the way we all came into this world. It’s our birthright.


Kind of like how nobody is born racist or sexist, nobody is born thinking some bodies are better than others, or that how we look determines what we deserve and what kind of life we’ll have. Babies don’t have an innate disgust for fatness, a fear of balding, or a preference for women with perfectly hairless, poreless skin. I sometimes think of body neutrality as the “intuitive eating” of body image for this reason: we were all born with it, but living in a society full of messages that interrupt, corrupt, and deny it can make it feel completely inaccessible.


I encourage you to think of your journey to body neutrality not as a journey to something new, but as a return to your natural state: the state of seeing yourself without moral judgment, meaning, interpretation, or significance. The state of recognizing that there are so many more interesting and important things about a person than their body or appearance. The state of being able to look in the mirror, and—even if you would prefer to look different—not being too attached to or affected by what you see.


To get there, you’ll need to figure out what exactly is blocking that experience for you in the first place; what problems your body image issues have been trying to solve, how your suffering has been trying to protect you, or what lies you’ve been telling yourself about your body that get in the way of your ability to see yourself with clear and neutral vision. The rest of this book will offer you concepts and tools to help you look inward, get radically honest with yourself about why your body image issues exist, and then create a plan to make them unnecessary. And while the general steps of body neutrality can apply to anyone, each individual’s specific journey will be unique!


LOVING YOUR BODY JUST ISN’T ALWAYS REALISTIC


There is a popular idea out there that a person should be able to love and celebrate themselves and their bodies, unequivocally and unconditionally. This idea is lovely, of course. You are already worthy of uncon-ditional acceptance and love, exactly as you are! Don’t let society make you feel bad about yourself! But unfortunately, given the world we live in, trying to actually feel that way can be difficult, even downright impossible, for some folks.


Many of my clients feel like complete failures by the time they come to me, because they’ve been trying and trying (and trying) to love their bodies, and they just freakin’ can’t. It’s often a source of added distress, because they feel like loving and celebrating their bodies should be easy, and they can’t figure out why they can’t do it. But then at the same time, it sounds completely unfathomable to them, to go from hating their bodies to loving them. I once had a client tell me that she felt the same way about loving her body as she did about going to Hogwarts—she desperately wanted to but felt absolutely heartbroken, because she knew it could never happen.


Now, listen, I’m all for loving your body if that’s available to you. I even love mine! But I love my body the same way I love my friends, my family, and my partner, which is to say I believe my body is fundamentally worthy of respect, kindness, and care. But I don’t love my body in an unconditional state of euphoria and gratitude and bliss, nor do I feel I should, because frankly that’s just not how love works.


Surely you don’t feel a constant stream of euphoric affection and gratitude toward your partner, your best friend, your child, or your dog? Why then do we think we should feel that way toward our bodies in order to properly “love” them? Sometimes the people we love are annoying, wrong, and disappointing. That doesn’t mean we love them any less! And we certainly don’t always love the way they look, right? Do you love your partner less when they look sick and disgusting? I doubt it! Do you love your child less when they get a terrible haircut? Good gracious, I hope not.


I say all this to make clear that there is nothing wrong with actually loving ourselves or our bodies, if we’re being realistic about what “love” means. But I do take issue with the notion that we should be able to feel a constant flow of celebratory happiness and affectionate gratitude toward our bodies, or that we have to love every dimple, every jiggle, and every inch of our bodies. As far as I’m concerned, that’s neither a necessary nor a realistic goal, and its absurd loftiness is more likely to make you feel worse about yourself than it is to make you feel better.


Body neutrality, on the other hand, takes the pressure way off, and tends to feel like a much more realistic, approachable, and achievable goal for many people. I can often literally see my clients’ bodies relax when I describe it, because it offers them a glimmer of hope and possibility, like: “Oh, thank goodness, I could do that.” Instead of asking you to become some one-dimensional saint who feels “good vibes only” toward your body, body neutrality allows you to be your whole self, and feel all your feelings. Don’t like what you see in the mirror today? That’s okay. Through a body neutrality lens, both how you look and how you feel about it are morally neutral. Your thighs don’t mean anything good or bad about you, but neither does the fact that you wish they were smaller. Your belly fat doesn’t increase or decrease your worthiness for love, connection, respect, or happiness . . . but neither does the fact that in this moment, you hate your belly fat.


Neutrality gives you space for everything that previously felt like a huge problem to kind of just be . . . whatever. Not good, but not bad. Not something to freak out about. Not even a problem to solve. Sort of an annoying thing maybe, worthy of an eye roll or a shrug before you move on with your day, but ultimately pretty powerless.


If you’ve been trying to love your body without success for a while, try this: say to yourself, in your head or out loud, your big complaints about your body (or yourself!), and follow each one up with the phrase “and that’s not a problem” (alternatively: “and that makes sense and is okay” or “and that doesn’t mean anything bad about me”).


For example:


♦    I wish I were smaller, and that’s not a problem.


♦    I hate my stretch marks, and that makes sense and is okay.


♦    I’m constantly worried about how I look, and that doesn’t mean anything bad about me.


♦    I hate the way my ____ looks, and that’s not a problem.


♦    I desperately want to lose weight, and that makes sense and is okay.


♦    I’m so embarrassed by _____, and that doesn’t mean anything bad about me.


Whew! Can you feel the difference in your body when you add that second part to neutralize the first part?


I sometimes wish I would never get another pimple as long as I live, and when I think about just that fact, it’s easy to tumble down a negative spiral about how gross pimples are, and how much it sucks that I can’t do anything to stop them, because they’re hormonal. So frustrating! But if I tried to love my pimples—to suddenly think they’re beautiful and perfect just the way they are—I would fail miserably.


That said, if I adopt a body neutral lens, I can just acknowledge that two things are true and neither of them is a problem. One true thing is that I get pimples, and the other is that I don’t like when I get pimples. Neither of these facts means anything about me, neither of them affects my self-worth, identity, or life, and neither has any moral value, significance, or power over me. And because neither of them is likely to change anytime soon, this neutral perspective offers a huge relief.


This is the power of body neutrality: it offers a safe place to rest as you exit body hatred, without putting pressure on you to somehow magically love every iota of your body and self. It gives you the ability to see yourself and the world clearly, which means you can take your emotional power back from the places that don’t deserve it, and de-escalate a lot of your triggers and spirals.


TRYING TO OUTTHINK BODY IMAGE ISSUES JUST MAKES US FEEL WORSE


With the meteoric rise of the body positivity movement online in the early 2010s, a handful of body positivity advocates and influencers skyrocketed into visibility and fame. There was a lot of pressure on these individuals to come up with a solution, formula, or plan to teach other people how to get the same body positive results they had gotten . . . even if they couldn’t yet put into words what they had done, and had no way of knowing whether it would work for anyone else.


So what happened is that—because it’s damn near impossible to persuade anyone to feel differently—the vast majority of mainstream body positive messaging started to focus on how to think differently.


All flowers look different, but we still find them beautiful, right? Com-panies are manipulating us into feeling insecure, and everyone is unique, so we shouldn’t compare ourselves! You wouldn’t talk to your best friend the way you talk to yourself, and nobody notices or cares about your belly rolls. Diets don’t work anyway, and you just need to be confident!


These messages were trying to appeal to our logical side, from a place of assuming that body image issues are illogical and the person suffering from them needs to simply be set straight.


This doesn’t work for two reasons. The first is that you can’t out-think body image issues any more than you can outthink grief, depression, trauma, or shame, meaning: not at all. Body image issues are rooted deeply in the murky and emotional subconscious mind, not the conscious mind. Think about someone who got viciously attacked by a dog as a child and now struggles with an “irrational” fear of dogs as an adult. Saying, “Don’t be afraid, this dog is friendly!” to them isn’t going to make them feel any less afraid. That’s because logic (or at least, logic alone) doesn’t have much of an impact on the subconscious mind or emotional landscape.


Not to mention how trying to change the way we feel through logic and willpower has a way of making us feel stupid, weak, irrational, invalid, and out of control . . . which means appealing to logic not only doesn’t help people overcome their body image issues, but also tends to cause more issues in the form of shame, guilt, self-criticism, and low self-worth.


The second reason these messages don’t work is that, even though they seem illogical on the surface, body image issues actually are extremely logical.


Your negative feelings toward your body make sense, given everything you’ve learned and experienced in your life, and given what problems you’ve needed solutions to. Body neutrality gives you the opportunity to explore your beliefs, fears, and feelings without judgment, shame, or criticism so that the unique logic of your body image issues can become clear. And this is important, because when we recognize how reasonable, rational, and useful our body image issues are, we have the power to invite compassion for ourselves and our suffering, instead of judgment. This compassion can help decrease the tension and disconnect between our minds and our bodies, restoring a feeling of wholeness, and moving us in the direction of healing.


You are not unintelligent, irrational, unreasonable, feeble, or misinformed just because you’re struggling with body image. And frankly, rejecting our body image issues isn’t all that different from rejecting our bodies. If the goal is peace and acceptance, we have to work with ourselves, not against ourselves, and that means letting go of the idea that body image issues are illogical. Approaching our body image issues with kindness, curiosity, and understanding is key if we’re going to stand any chance of dismantling them. And kindness, curiosity, and compassion are the natural result of body neutrality.


WE DON’T NEED TO FIND EVERYONE BEAUTIFUL


I understand the appeal of messages that help people, especially women, reframe their idea of what’s beautiful. Beauty standards have been unrealistically narrow and homogenous for so long, it can be a huge relief to hear things like “you’re beautiful just the way you are!” and “curvy is the new skinny,” and other seemingly more inclusive messages about beauty.


But messages like this can also keep our attention focused on attractiveness, and reinforce the idea that beauty is important. So while I appreciate the invitation to reexamine our definition of beauty (there’s actually a lot of interesting work that can come out of self-inquiry around what you find attractive and what you don’t!), these messages can actually have a counterproductive effect on body image. After all, as coauthor of More Than a Body Lindsay Kite said during her TED talk, “Girls and women aren’t only suffering because of the unattainable ways beauty is being defined; they are suffering because they are being defined by beauty. They are bodies first and people second.”6


How could you ever be able to see yourself (or anyone else, for that matter) with clear and neutral vision if you still believe beauty (either having it or feeling it) determines a person’s worth, value, character, identity, or what they deserve in life?


Body neutrality invites us to understand ourselves and others as whole human beings first, and to form our concept of worth, value, and identity around a person’s internal self instead of their external self. It helps us strip away the many layers of complex social conditioning telling us what different bodies mean about a person, so that we can see this clear and objective truth: beauty and attractiveness can be pleasant and nice, but they can’t tell you anything about a person’s character, personality, value, lifestyle, or the kind of life and treatment they deserve.


By taking the focus off aesthetics and beauty altogether, body neutrality frees us up to see that we are innately and inherently worthy of love, respect, connection, belonging, and happiness no matter how we look, and that how we look is the least interesting and important part of who we are.


SOCIAL CONTEXT MATTERS


When body positivity stepped into the mainstream spotlight in the early 2010s, it came with the same kind of rugged individualism approach as most things in Western culture. That is to say, it assumed that any individual should be able to overcome any social context, with enough hard work, determination, and strength of character. This makes sense, because it had become a movement about how individual people felt about their individual body image issues, and also because there was very little mainstream awareness at the time of how a person’s identity and social context create different levels of privilege or oppression.


The problem with this idea of course is that we actually live in an inequitable and unjust system, in which some people have much less to overcome and are praised and celebrated when they succeed, while other people have much more to overcome, and are shamed and belittled when they can’t succeed in the same way.


No matter what we want to believe, a person’s race, age, ability, gender identity and expression, sexuality, and body size all carry enormous significance in our society, bestowing a person with either a lot of unearned social privilege and power, or a lot of unearned marginalization, trauma, erasure, exclusion, and oppression.7 And while the fantasy that any person can overcome any obstacle if they try hard enough is uplifting and tempting, it’s just that: a fantasy.


Body neutrality is about getting to the objective truth; it’s about seeing clearly, without moral judgment, interpretation, lies, stories, added meaning, or undue significance. That means stripping away everything society taught us about what different bodies mean. It’s also about stripping away fantasies—like the fantasy that we live in a fair and equal meritocracy, and everyone can pull themselves up by their bootstraps and overcome their own oppression if they try hard enough. There are very real consequences to looking a certain way in our society, and we must acknowledge those consequences, both as a means to understanding and healing our own individual body image issues, and as a means to building a more equitable and just society so that future generations don’t have to fight the same battles.


After all, it’s all very well and good for a fat person to love their body, but their body is still going to statistically inhibit them from getting into college, getting a job, or getting a loan—because they live in a fatphobic (that is, discriminatory toward and negatively biased against folks with fat bodies8) and ableist society.9 A transgender person can try to “be confident,” but transgender people are still four times more likely to be the victim of violent crimes than cisgender people.10 And a Black woman can “embrace her imperfections” until the cows come home; it still won’t change the fact that Black women face significantly higher rates of domestic violence, rape, and homicide than white women.11


There are people facing a society that is systematically abusive toward people who look like them, and focusing on body image issues as an “individual problem” in the face of that truth is nothing less than violence. We simply cannot ignore or deny social context when we talk about our relationships with our bodies, whether on a global or an individual scale.


A person’s social context is an objectively true story, and therefore it’s an important part of body neutrality. It may be a false interpretation to say, “People with fat bodies are lazy,” but it’s not a false interpretation to say, “It’s been statistically proven that most people carry a negative bias toward people with fat bodies, seeing them as lazier than people with thin bodies.”12 Do you see the difference? The first one is a lie that we have to strip away in order to arrive at neutrality, but the second one is a fact we’ll need to acknowledge in order to arrive at neutrality.


A person’s relationship with their own body is individual and personal, of course. But we can’t pretend that it exists in a vacuum and is untouched by the influence of their family culture, community culture, media intake, social conditioning, religion, traumas, social status, or privilege. We can’t pretend it’s untouched by popular beliefs about, and treatment of, both people who look like them and people who don’t. We can’t pretend a person’s body could ever be completely divorced from their experience in the world, their wounds and fears, their identities, their relationships, or their emotional needs.


Do you think women would ever have felt insecure about having hairy armpits if advertisers in Harper’s Bazaar hadn’t taken advantage of the new sleeveless dress trend to start hawking depilatory creams in 1915? 13 No. Do you think you ever would have wanted six-pack abs if the only people who sported them were low-status losers? Unlikely.


Bodies of all genders have represented a person’s status, social position, class, and more for a long time, with the specific meaning of each body changing over time and location. In some eras, wealthy women were more likely to have fatter bodies because food was abundant and they didn’t need to perform manual labor—which showed off the fact that their fathers or husbands were wealthy. Poor women were more likely to have thin, toned bodies because they were more likely to be out working in the fields, and more likely had dealt with food scarcity from the time they were children. Due to the context of who had social and economic power during these eras, women with soft, curvy bodies were considered more desirable and of higher status, and women with thin, toned bodies were considered less desirable and of lower status.14 Today, of course, the exact opposite is true.


All of this is to say that we develop our body image issues in a social context, and we must heal our body image issues in a social context as well. This starts by acknowledging a person’s social context, and recognizing that it has a real and valid impact on their life experience, social conditioning, and relationship both to their own body and to everyone else’s. Instead of asking people to “rise above” and “cast off” their social context, body neutrality asks us to accept, acknowledge, consider, and explore it with open eyes and a clear mind. Only by doing so can we fully recognize the truth that an individual’s body is never the actual problem. The real problems—the evil core of their body image issues—are the biases, bigotry, stereotypes, and systems of body-based oppression our culture upholds.


Body neutrality requires unflinching honesty about the existence, violence, and untruthfulness of those biases and systems, as well as a deep personal commitment to anti-oppression and liberation work. (I won’t be going into anti-oppression work or liberation work here, because I am not the most qualified leader, teacher, or educator in those areas, but I will include a list of book recommendations at the end of the book for you to explore.) In this way, body neutrality goes beyond an attempt to clean up our own individual messes and heal our own individual wounds; it offers us an opportunity to also work together to create a more equitable and just world for everyone.


Acknowledging social context allows us to clearly see and fight against social systems and policies that need changing, and to keep those of us with privilege from gaslighting, erasing, or harming the most marginalized. And while these two things should be a priority for all of us anyway, it also helps each individual to understand the deeper issues and root causes for their body image suffering, and therefore to see and understand what they actually need to heal. What helps you will help everyone, and what helps everyone will help you.










CHAPTER 3



What Is Body Neutrality?


I DEFINE BODY NEUTRALITY AS THE PRACTICE of approaching your body through a clear, unbiased, and impartial lens, attempting to see and deal only with what’s objectively true in the moment, without moral judgment, interpretation, projection, added meaning, or undue significance.


More similar to a mindfulness practice than to a self-love practice, body neutrality is about striving to see the truth of every moment, and resisting the urge to judge, assess, or interpret that truth as good or bad. It’s the practice of seeing and accepting your body’s truth from moment to moment, and recognizing that the truth of that moment is morally neutral and doesn’t require you to have an opinion about it. Put another way, body neutrality is the practice of receiving the information we get about our bodies without resistance or judgment. That’s not to say we have to like what we see, but we sort of . . . give our consent for it to be true. Because whether or not we consent, our bodies in that moment are always going to be our bodies in that moment. Even if we decide to change something (totally fine), trying to fight the truth of the moment doesn’t do anything but make us feel frustrated, violated, helpless, and miserable.


As anyone who has tried meditation knows, accepting the truth of the moment without resistance or judgment is often very difficult, especially when the truth of the moment is uncomfortable, scary, or painful. That’s why it’s important to remember not to judge discomfort, fear, and pain as inherently bad or wrong in and of themselves. They’re unpleasant, yes, but when we notice the unpleasantness without adding a layer of meaning, significance, or interpretation on top of that unpleasantness, then the experience stops there and passes quickly. When it comes to body image issues (and, frankly, most other areas of life!), however, we never seem to stop there, and it never seems to pass quickly.


Here’s the deal: Through a clear and neutral lens, things that suck will still suck. Stubbing our toes will still hurt, skydiving will still feel scary, and we’ll still feel the pain of grief when we lose someone we love. But when we’re able to avoid interpreting that unpleasantness as bad or wrong, or adding layers of meaning or judgment on top of it, then there’s only one layer of unpleasantness to deal with. Unfortunately, interpreting and adding meaning to things is exactly what we tend to do: we judge an unpleasant experience as a Huge Terrible Problem, invent a story about what it means, and tell ourselves it shouldn’t be happening. In this way, we send ourselves into far bigger spirals of unpleasantness.


Our suffering skyrockets when we stub our toe on an otherwise bad day, and we tell ourselves a story about how we have chronically bad luck, we’re stupid and clumsy and deserve to be in pain, or we seem destined to suffer more than everyone else and it’s just not fair. Our distress increases when we interpret our heartbreak or fear as a shameful sign of weakness. Our pain is compounded exponentially when we lose someone we believe was “supposed to” be in our lives longer (or in a different way), or if we blame ourselves for their leaving.


I personally know very little about Buddhism, but I do have to point out that for anyone who is familiar with its Four Noble Truths, body neutrality will probably feel pretty intuitive. (I won’t be diving into all four Noble Truths, but the first two are particularly applicable here).


The first Noble Truth, as I understand it, is the existence of suffering. Basically, it’s the acknowledgment that unpleasant stuff is going to happen in life, and we can’t stop it. (Accurate.)


The second Noble Truth, however, says that the source of all suffering is twofold: ignorance—defined as an inability to see ourselves as we are, or the world as it is—and “attachment” to our desires.1 The definition of that second bit is a very complex topic that’s been thoroughly unpacked and debated by scholars, and frankly I have no business trying to summarize it here. But I think it can provide a helpful context for body neutrality, so I’ll share how I understand it.


To me, “attachment to our desires” just means wanting things to be different than they are, wanting reality itself to be different moment to moment, and getting upset when reality doesn’t cooperate with our idea of what it should be. We suffer, then, because we’re attached to the story that things should be how we want them to be.


That makes sense, right? A while back, I tried to fix a structural issue with my website myself instead of hiring someone, and I ended up accidentally deleting the page I had spent so long building, and completely screwing up the formatting of the rest of my website. This was, as I’m sure you’ll agree, an undeniably frustrating situation. But I didn’t respond with frustration; I responded with red-hot fury. I became practically unhinged with rage, crying to my partner about how I don’t know how to do anything and should never have tried to build a business online, and maybe I should quit this whole thing and go live in the woods without a computer for the rest of my life because clearly I can’t do anything right!


A tad dramatic, I know. My feelings were valid, and my reaction was real, but I hope you’ll agree I was causing myself a lot of extra suffering by adding layers of subjective interpretation, meaning, significance, and stories on top of the already-frustrating situation. I escalated my distress by telling myself that I was doltish and incompetent, my brain was bad and wrong, I’m not equipped to run a business online, and if I keep trying, I’m going to fail.


Had I applied a clear and neutral lens to the situation, I probably wouldn’t have gone into a rage. More likely, I would have just felt irritated or annoyed for a while, maybe taken a break to clear my head, and then tracked down a good solution to my problem. But that’s easier said than done. We’re so accustomed to adding interpretations, judgment, or meaning to the story of the moment that we often aren’t even aware we’re doing it. I would have had to strip away a bunch of thoughts that felt like facts to me in that moment, to say, “I don’t like what’s happening right now, and that’s okay. Because it is happening, I’ll consider my options for moving forward from here, and make a decision that suits me best.”


Rejecting reality is a silly thing to do, really. It’s almost like we think disapproving of reality will influence it to change; that putting up a fight will convince the very fabric of the universe to be different. And yet we do it all the time, especially when it comes to our bodies. We decide the truth of our bodies in the current moment is unacceptable, and then we rail against the injustice of it, get emotional, bombard ourselves with terrible stories about what it means, and find ourselves unable to let it go or to make clearheaded decisions about what to do next.


When we stand in front of the mirror and say, “I hate the way my body looks, I’m so gross!” we’re fundamentally rejecting the truth of the moment, saying, “It shouldn’t be like this; the truth of my body in this moment is bad and wrong.” We make such audacious assessments as if we are the existential or moral authority on how reality should be, and our disapproval has the power to do anything other than hurt ourselves. We believe there should be no contrast between how things are, and how we want them to be, and then we suffer when there is.


This is where body neutrality offers us a tool for instant relief—not relief from the actual source of pain, fear, or discomfort, but relief from the suffering caused by deciding that the truth of the moment is a Huge Terrible Problem, and therefore also from the exhausting labor of fighting, rejecting, and adding meaning to it. Essentially, body neutrality frees us from the need to form an opinion on the truth of the moment at all. Despite what you may believe, you don’t actually even need to ever have an opinion about your body! You don’t need to decide whether it’s good or bad, or to interpret what it means, or to like it or dislike it.


Once you adopt a neutral lens, you can approach the original source of unpleasantness from a calm, present, grounded, and curious place, without suffering. That is to say, once you relinquish the need to assess and control the very fabric of reality, you can focus on the things you can influence (i.e., what you do next), instead of the things you can’t (i.e., the fact that this moment is happening). And that shift alone has a way of completely changing your internal experience, turning passivity into self-determination, impotence into empowerment, and hatred into disinterest.


This kind of neutrality means you might look in the mirror, see a huge zit on your face, decide that you don’t like how it looks, and put some concealer on it—all without getting upset. Maybe you notice your clothes are too tight, feel uncomfortable for a while, and then go buy new clothes. Or you could see a photo of yourself that makes you feel uncomfortable, say to yourself, “Huh, I don’t like that photo of me,” and then just move on.


Having a zit isn’t inherently bad, after all, nor is weight gain, or having an unflattering photo of you taken. But it’s also not inherently bad to cover up a zit, to take action to feel more comfortable, or to dislike a photo of yourself. All of these are neutral bits of information, and none of them are problems. Through a neutral lens, you might get curious about these bits of information, but not upset. You’ll allow them to each exist without interpretation or moral judgment, along with anything you decide to do about them, because you’re not trying to fight reality in any way.


To be clear, you don’t have to be Buddhist to practice body neutrality—you’re still welcome (and even expected!) to have opinions and preferences about how you look, even through a neutral lens. But when those preferences and opinions exist on a foundation of acknowledging and accepting your body’s truth in the current moment, you’re likely to feel a lot less distressed. In order to do that, however, we must give up the ridiculous notions that reality needs our permission to be itself, that by fighting or rejecting reality we stand a chance of getting our way, and that unpleasantness is inherently bad or wrong.


While the majority of this book is focused on your relationship with your physical body, it also has to be said that neutrality applies to everything about you! It applies to your feelings, thoughts, behaviors, opinions, needs, desires, impulses, patterns, character traits, skills, and preferences, including the uncomfortable stuff. Those are all morally neutral bits of information; they may be worth considering and getting curious about, but it serves you best to accept them exactly as they are in each moment, without the audacity of judgment, interpretation, rejection, or resistance.


With that in mind, I want to encourage you from here on to view your body image issues through a neutral lens too. I know they’re unpleasant, but instead of rejecting them, judging them, or fighting against them, try just acknowledging that they exist, exactly as they are, in this moment. It may sound counterintuitive, but the more you give yourself permission for your body image suffering to exist when it shows up, the less suffering you’ll experience in the long term, because nonjudgmental awareness (sometimes called mindfulness) opens the door to both healing and appropriate action. According to Bessel van der Kolk in his book The Body Keeps the Score, “Awareness puts us in touch with our inner world. . . . Simply noticing our [emotion] helps us shift our perspective and opens up new options.”2


Giving yourself permission for your body image issues to exist is an important part of the practice, because body neutrality is all about allowing the truth of the moment to exist without adding interpretation, judgment, or meaning to it. And if you’re reading this book, the truth of your moment is very likely to include body image issues. Better to meet yourself wherever you are, in each moment, and allow your body image suffering to be just one more neutral bit of information to notice, get curious about, and allow to exist without judgment. Allowing something doesn’t mean you have to give up on changing it, however. Quite the opposite! Noticing and allowing something to exist without judgment or interpretation gives you space to consider it more clearly, calmly, and rationally—including the impact it’s having on you, and your options for dealing with it. For this reason, noticing and allowing your negative body image thoughts and feelings without judgment makes it more likely that you’ll find a way to overcome them. (And yes, I know it’s weird that a body image coach is telling you to accept your body image issues, but trust me: this is an all-important first step for many of my clients!)


However, before we dive any further into body neutrality and the role it can play in healing body image issues, I’d like to back it up for a moment to understand what body image issues are in the first place.


This might seem pretty obvious to anyone who has experienced them, but body image issues are actually not as easy to define as you might think. Body image is the way a person perceives their body in their own head—the picture they hold in their mind of their own body—and the sum total of all their thoughts and feelings about it. So body image issues, then, can be anything negative, unrealistic, or concerning to a person about the picture they hold of their body, their thoughts about their body, or their feelings toward their body. These issues often focus on specific aesthetic details such as body size, facial features, hair, skin, or the shape and size of specific body parts, and often refer to the negative feelings a person feels toward their body when they perceive themselves as unattractive.


Because a person’s relationship to their body includes their whole body, however—including face, hair, genitals, reproductive and immune systems, various aspects of performance and function, and even internal organs!—any distorted or negative thoughts or feelings that come up in your perception of your own body can be considered a body image issue. I say this because while the mainstream portrayal of body image issues tends to focus on people—usually young women—who want to lose weight, get more toned, or look more attractive, body image issues can span a hugely diverse array of complex and underrepresented issues!


I once worked with a woman with hirsutism who felt fine about the shape and size of her body, but suffered from enormous anxiety about the thick dark hair on her face, chest, and back. This may not be a part of the mainstream narrative around body image issues, but it absolutely qualifies! So does a distress caused by insecurity, dysphoria, or anxiety about anything else body related, like facial features, genital shape and size, height, body odor, or even bad breath. And even less talked about in the mainstream are the body image issues caused by negative thoughts or feelings toward an internal or systemic issue in a person’s body, like chronic illness, injury, pain and fatigue disorders, sexual dysfunction, fertility issues, or disability.


With all this in mind, it’s clear that the experience of body image issues will vary dramatically from individual to individual, but there are two things all body image issues have in common.


DISTRESS


The first thing all body image issues have in common is that they cause the person distress.


This usually means a level of distress that interferes with day-to-day life and functioning, but it can also be any amount of distress that is out of proportion to the situation. For example, it might be appropriate for someone to be upset about their weight gain if it means needing to buy a whole new wardrobe, and that requires expending a lot of time, energy, and money that they don’t have available. It’s probably not, on the other hand, appropriate for someone to be upset because they gained three pounds on vacation. A transgender person might have an appropriate amount of body anxiety due to their increased chances of being a victim of a hate crime, but their insecurity about their abs not being flat enough might be totally out of proportion. It’s all about what amount of distress is appropriate and proportional for the context. And even if a person rarely feels insecure about something small, like having an outie belly button, it could be argued that the presence of any distress ever over such a harmless detail is disproportionate to the situation, and therefore in need of some neutrality work.


It’s hard to quantify what counts as an “inappropriate” or “out-of-proportion” amount of distress for someone else, just like it’s hard to quantify what “interfering with daily life” means, so I can’t define that for you. It could be a constant impulse like wanting to check your appearance in a mirror or your phone all day, a daily habit like weighing yourself or criticizing yourself in the mirror every morning, a yearly situation like not swimming in the summer because you’re not comfortable in a swimsuit, or even just the presence of a negative feeling that keeps you from living your best life. So while I can’t tell you where the line is, I can tell you that if you’re reading this book, odds are good your body image issues are causing you distress and interfering with your life enough to count, and you deserve to heal and find neutrality.


Back when I was a personal trainer, one of my peers would spend a lot of time looking in the mirror and talking about what he wanted to change about his body. But despite these behaviors, he didn’t seem to be suffering from body image issues, because there was no distress present. Assuming he was telling the truth, this guy just saw changing the body as a sort of fascinating project, a curiosity and a hobby. He thought it would be so cool to look like the Hulk, but it didn’t seem to bother him whatsoever that he looked more like Bruce Banner. He liked the idea of challenging himself to change his appearance, but he felt good about himself and didn’t attach any meaning to his body either way. Without the presence of distress, then, I would argue he didn’t have body image issues.



MORAL OR SOCIAL HIERARCHIES


The second thing all body image issues have in common is they were created within a moral or social hierarchy.


All body image issues suppose that there are better bodies and worse bodies, and there is always a body-ranking system of some kind. This is why my trainer friend didn’t struggle with his body image: because even though he loved the aesthetic of hugely muscular bodies, he didn’t presume one size or shape of body to be any better than another, or attach any interpretation or moral significance to a person with either kind of body. And without a hierarchy of some kind, body preferences and opinions just don’t have the power to create distress or suffering. Even my client who suffered from hirsutism was distressed and affected by her face and body hair because she believed women “should” have hairless faces, and that a hairy woman was fundamentally less desirable and acceptable.


Interestingly, we often don’t agree with each other on which hierarchies are real, which ones matter, who is at the top and bottom of each one, or where we (and everyone else) are on each one. Think of the classic conundrum of those with curly hair versus those with straight hair—each often thinks the other is at the top of the hair hierarchy, holding a place of superiority that causes them to dislike their own hair and wish for the other.
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