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INTRODUCTION


The Problem with Pretty


Astronomer Vera Rubin once said, “I sometimes ask myself whether I would be studying galaxies if they were ugly . . . I think it may not be irrelevant that galaxies are really very attractive.”


So even galaxies have to be hot to get attention. Got it.


There is no arguing that beauty is a strong motivator for us humans. It is at the center of life, and we all know it. The pursuit of beauty, far from being frivolous, has shaped our human existence and culture—helped us to imagine ways to transcend our current reality and inspired us to act on those visions. We inherently understand that there is power in beautiful things and are drawn closer to them. We travel to beautiful locations, look at beautiful art, and sit in awe of beautiful people. There are entire schools of thought and philosophical debates around what makes one form of art more beautiful than another—what makes this human being more beautiful than that one. Around the globe, across cultures, and throughout history, people have gone to extravagant lengths and great expense to build houses of worship that inspire feelings of closeness to divinity through beauty. Beauty is a powerful thing. It moves us toward desire and motivates our actions. It holds power in its very essence.


When we see something we perceive as beautiful, the same regions of our brains are activated as when we do drugs, have sex, or eat chocolate—the prefrontal cortex. This gives us a bodily reaction that makes us want to experience the feeling that beauty gives us again. But unlike addiction, beauty doesn’t hijack the brain with neurotransmitters that override survival instincts. Instead, it harmonizes with our natural desire for order and simplicity. Our brains like things that make sense: symmetry, expected proportions, familiar patterns. Beauty, neurologically, is what allows our brains to rest. It’s not just what pleases the eye; beauty also relieves cognitive strain. So beauty is built into our biology, right into our brains’ reward centers. Simply stated, beauty feels fabulous. It gives us a hit of ease and pleasure.


But what is beauty? Who gets to determine who is beautiful and why—and what happens when you’re considered outside of your culture’s beauty norm? Most of us remember the moment when we learned that we either were or weren’t our culture’s ideal beauty. We remember what it felt like to think, Why am I not beautiful? Or, Wow, I must be truly gorgeous.


I learned this lesson quite early. I grew up in Orange County, California—if you know, you know. This burb is affluent, cozy, obsessed with Disneyland, and white. Seriously white. But there we were, the Powell-Hicks family: Mom and Dad (both Black), me, and my two little sisters. The only chocolate for miles. For most of my childhood, I was only vaguely aware of this. I knew I was Black, and I had an idea of what that meant in general. But in practicality, I was still totally clueless as to how it would affect my life. I learned a harsh and vital lesson in junior high.


At the time, boys were all I cared about. And if there is one thing to know about twelve- and thirteen-year-old boys, it’s that they are monsters. Hardly a safe obsession. But to be fair, I was probably pretty monstrous, too. In eighth grade I set my sights on a classmate—let’s call him “Richard.” I was very clear in what I wanted: we should be boyfriend and girlfriend, starting immediately. I was a pretty confident kid and very assertive, so in my mind, my future with Richard was already set. All decisions made.


As you can probably guess, it didn’t play out this way. We were standing outside the junior high classrooms by a gray cinder block half wall with hanging foliage. The music room was behind us and there was nothing but possible marital bliss in front of us. As is fitting for a locked-in-somatic-trauma memory, I remember every minute detail of that moment, because I soon after dissociated from my body. Richard was a little shorter than me and had chestnut-brown hair with shaved sides, long on top and pulled over to the side. I even remember what both of us were wearing: him in a white Stüssy shirt with faded black pants and Airwalk shoes, and me in a blue shirt with vertical stripes, my favorite jeans, and my blue Vans. I had those little bang things that make us look like bugs. I was ’90s perfection—how could anyone reject me?


I looked into his eyes, waiting to hear him gush about how much he loved me and how he’d felt the same all along. Finally, he responded, “You’re pretty for a Black girl, but I could never bring a nigger home.”


Cue the dissociation. I balled up my fist and prepared to beat him into dust but instead decided to threaten him with my words. The public berating lasted quite some time, but at the end of the day, I was the one left bruised and permanently scarred. Prior to this, I’d had a few run-ins with kids that wouldn’t share a swing or a snack, but the incident with Richard was the first time I’d ever been called the N-word, and the first time I couldn’t build a relationship with someone exclusively because of the way I looked. A door was slammed in my face because of my genetics and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. And honestly, fuck him. I look him up every once in a while to make sure his life still sucks. It looks boring.


Later in life, once we’ve learned to filter ourselves when we communicate with others, we aren’t often made aware when our physical appearance locks us out of rooms. Richard could just as easily have rejected me without telling me that was the reason why (as is much more common when you’re not dealing with thirteen-year-olds who haven’t learned to “play nice” yet). In adulthood, we’re typically just left wondering why we were rejected, why we were not good enough. As human beings, we can innately feel when we do not fit in, even if we don’t know why, so we come to believe that there must be something wrong with us. This is what it means to be outside of the beauty norm, whether due to race or weight or some other physical feature that is innately ours. We feel left out when we look around and see that no one else looks like we do. We feel rejected when we are shunned or excluded because of it.


Falling outside the beauty norm chips away at our sense of self-worth. And it doesn’t just stop there—being outside of the norm has real and tangible consequences in our lives. Women who aren’t considered attractive are turned down for much more than just a simple date here and there. They’re also turned down for jobs and career advancement opportunities, overlooked or even shunned in everyday society. On top of that, we’re frequently told that we’re insane for believing the rejection we’re experiencing is, in fact, about looks—there goes that gaslighting again. No, no dear. Because of these verbal filters we’ve learned to use in adulthood, they’ll tell us instead that we weren’t qualified for that job, we weren’t kind enough to attract that person, or we didn’t pray hard enough to get what we wanted. They will attack our value as human beings, rather than just saying what they’re thinking: “Your appearance makes me uncomfortable, and I don’t want to be around it. That’s why you were rejected.”


But this book isn’t just about beauty—it’s also about perception. It is about how we are treated based on what others perceive in us, how that treatment influences our perceptions of ourselves, and how those perceptions are shaped by what is culturally accepted as beautiful. It is about how beauty has long been used as a tool of control by removing the ownership and value of a body (usually a woman’s body) from the person living in that body and externalizing it, leaving us dependent on the gaze of others to determine our worth. Most importantly, it is about how we can reclaim our beauty from the clutches of capitalism and the judgments of others while rooting it in lineage, personal ownership, and control. We’ll see that we don’t have to change anything about our outer appearance to feel more secure and beautiful through connection.


The problem with pretty, as I will address it in this book, is twofold: 1) externalized definitions of pretty are largely used as tools of oppression, exclusion, and control, often having little to do with what actually makes a human being physically attractive; and 2) we have made prettiness one of the most important social status markers in our society, which has negative effects for all of us—no matter which side of the attractiveness line society says you fall on. All the while, it’s considered socially unacceptable for us to dare admit that prettiness is important, that it moves the needle in our lives one way or the other, labeling those who openly pursue it as shallow.


In order to have this conversation honestly, let’s get one thing straight: you are not shallow for wanting something as deeply powerful and culturally important as the perception of prettiness. You’ve noticed that some people move through the world more easily, more softly cushioned by admiration, and you’ve put two and two together. You’re wise enough to know that pretty matters. It always has. How others treat you shapes the experience of your life and how you see yourself, which alters how you navigate through the world around you. Full stop. And psychologically speaking, no amount of body positivity can stop us from judging others, and therefore informing our treatment of them, based on physical perceptions. That doesn’t make us bad, it makes us human. And deep down, you’ve probably known this since you were a child.


For most of us alive today, our first introduction to the pretty problem was in bedtime stories. The US zeitgeist focused heavily on the tales of the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen. Think back to your favorite fairy tale; it is most likely filled with ugly stepsisters, wicked witches, and beautiful maidens. The wicked are typically hunched, crooked, and evil, their appearance an outward projection of their cold, dark hearts. The good are young women, soft and angelic with pale skin, gentle features, and flowing locks. Their beauty is a gift for their struggle and typically helps free them from their torment, most often at the hands of a man on a white horse. This early indoctrination aligned helplessness and beauty with the heroine, ugliness and an unyielding search for power with the villain, and salvation with submission and rescue.


Think of the message there: beauty is good. Beauty is power; it will save you. But striving for power is wicked. Wanting the power is ugly. Not only that, but beauty is specific to a certain type of person, and you’re probably not it, unless you, too, have pale skin, gentle features, and a small frame. What on earth is a young girl’s mind supposed to do with all those contradicting messages?


We never really outgrow these contradictions. They follow us into adulthood and attack our sense of self-esteem and self-worth. The power of pretty remains as strong (and illusive) for the businesswoman as it was for the princess. It is just wielded in new ways. Once we hit puberty, we quickly learn that beauty is still good and powerful, but don’t forget: If you pursue beauty, you are “shallow.” If you pursue power, you are a bitch. And yet, it is a documented truth that the conventionally attractive among us fare more favorably in job interviews, are more likely to get promotions or raises, and have more favorable experiences and options in the dating world. What we perceive as pretty might be influenced by culture, but the fact remains that the importance of perceived prettiness is ingrained deeply in our psychology in a way that might be impossible to unlearn. This makes it truly ridiculous to hear people say that thinking about prettiness is vapid or doesn’t matter. It more than matters: it’s intertwined with perception, propelled by evolution, and is one of the primary markers of esteem in society.


This would be more than enough to make prettiness a powerful force in our lives, but today there is also a prevailing, money-driven machine at work reinforcing the importance of beauty for women. Like so many other natural resources, beauty continues to be commoditized and colonized, taken over by those who wish to weaponize it or package it for sale. There can be no sale without great need, and no great need without scarcity. In order to create scarcity, the machine must demean the beauty of most in order to sell the narrow dream of beauty—its hallmarks of fragility and smallness unmistakably like those of the princess in our childhood fairy tales. So rare, so good, so desirable—and, most importantly, now available for purchase.


So do you have to become a blonde princess to be treated well? Absolutely not. That would be a boring book: “Turns out, corporate America was right all along!” No. That path doesn’t work for most of us—and, as we’ll discuss within these pages, even for those whom this beauty system does favor, there is still a steep downside to claiming your place on such a pedestal. I’m here to tell you that the key to really changing how you are perceived, and, more importantly, how you perceive yourself, is in reclaiming that internalized control—something this book will show you how to do. I know this works from personal experience, from direct coaching work with clients, and from scientific research.


My PhD is in clinical health psychology with a particular interest in how perception transforms experience. The focus of my research is on minority women, cosmetic surgery, and the impact of media on body image. My research has shown that when women feel more personal control over their bodies, and/or when they feel greater connection to their personal ethnic group or community, their overall feelings of positivity toward their bodies and self-efficacy are much improved. This is huge, because the mission of beauty messaging for centuries has been to tell women that they are not in control of their own bodies or how they are treated based on their external appearances, and that they need to separate themselves from what makes them unique (or, not the white standard of beauty, which even many white women cannot attain) in order to feel beautiful. But in fact, it is quite the opposite.


My interest in this topic is deeply personal—and I’m assuming that you are picking up this book because we have that in common. From a young age, you’ve likely felt trapped in this dance of pretty. I know I did. Always seeking to be beautiful because, for some reason, it was immensely important, and I never quite felt like I was. Boys’ opinions mattered because, in our delightfully patriarchal society, men get to tell you your value before you have an opportunity to find it for yourself. Forming an internal sense of my outward appearance was almost impossible. Everyone else’s opinion drowned mine out. It’s time to find our voices again.


There’s a funny side effect to writing a book about beauty: you, the author, suddenly find yourself a part of the experiment. Before you even finished reading the first sentence, some of you may have googled me or flipped to the back flap to see who exactly this person talking about beauty standards is. I get it—you’re deciding whether to trust me or quietly put this book down. And, honestly, that’s kind of the point.


First impressions matter. Beauty elicits strong feelings in us: joy, discomfort, curiosity, judgment. Everyone sees it differently, which means there is no “normal” standard. It isn’t fixed; it’s a moving, cultural, emotional, and deeply personal experience. I don’t intend to lecture; I want to explore, with curiosity and honesty, the many societal, biological, and psychological forces that have conditioned us to think this way, so we can question them, laugh at them, and, most important, break them together.


The Problem with Pretty is divided into three sections. In part 1, I’ll talk about how we got here, exposing all the pretty propaganda and lies we’ve been told and how they play on our psychology. We’ll dive deep into the science of perception and the many factors beyond actual visual input that can shape how we feel about what we see. In part 2, we’ll explore how cultural definitions of beauty have been used to control and exclude. We’ll have difficult conversations about the role that race has played in cultural definitions of beauty, as well as so many other physical features that are beyond our personal control. “Who gets to be pretty?” has long been a defining metric of who is in control, who is being controlled, and what society values most, especially in its women. Finally, in part 3, we’ll talk about how you can begin to take back control, feel more at home in yourself, and finally own the power of pretty. It’ll show you the choices you get to make and that liberation and healing are not just possible but available.


This is a book for those who’ve silently carried the weight of beauty norms, who’ve felt the sting of invisibility, and who’ve been told they were imagining it. This is a book that hands all women a precious gift: permission to opt out of the mass cultural conspiracy of today’s beauty industrial complex, which does not serve women—any woman. We’re hardwired in so many ways—some that are emotionally deep and extending well beyond sales propaganda—to recognize that pretty matters. It always has. It shouldn’t in its current form, but it does. This is a gilded invitation to take this part of your existence seriously and to shed any embarrassment you’ve been feeling or internalizing.


We will take a morally neutral, emotionally mature, and nonjudgmental exploration into how to live and thrive in who we are as individuals, rather than living in the world of shame and “shoulds” that our oppressors hope we stay caught up in. My goal is to give you the insight and tools to understand how we got here, how perception is built, and how to harness your beauty—not to please others, but to empower yourself. But this book isn’t about “how to be prettier.” There is enough of that nonsense in the world already. Instead, it is about the social science of perception. It is about how we are treated based on what others perceive in us, how that treatment influences our perceptions of ourselves, and how those perceptions are shaped in the first place. Most importantly, it is about how we can improve not only our self-perception, but how we respond to the perceptions of others, by reclaiming ownership and control.


The powers that be have long sought to control us by controlling our bodies. With this book, I hope you gain deep knowledge of yourself and learn the magic within your appearance. Yes, literal magic. A woman has the ability to add elements to her body to transform her appearance, to change how people see her. That doesn’t mean becoming less yourself. That doesn’t mean hiding. It means being able to hack how people perceive us to our advantage, without changing who we are. It is a spell we cast on the world, and women have always known that magic well. It’s why so many people have tried to shrink it and bottle it in the form of concealer or perfume. But now is the time to learn the power behind that spell and why we feel we need it in the first place. In learning this, we can decide for ourselves who we want to be and why. We can reclaim our power over our own appearance and self-worth. I seek to give you the control you need to cast your own spell with confidence. Be liberated from the trite limitations placed on your existence by those who wish to control you. Let your beauty be your revolt.













Part I

Pretty Propaganda


In part 1, I’ll talk about how we got here, exposing all the pretty lies we’ve been told and how they play on our psychology. We’ll discuss stories and how they shape our inner world, then dive deep into the science of perception and the many factors beyond actual visual input that can shape how we feel about what we see.















CHAPTER 1


The Stories We Tell Ourselves


My fascination with beauty began as I looked up at my mother. I felt she was the most stunning human that ever walked this planet. I compared her to the Queen of Sheba. Standing around five feet, seven inches, she was a giant in my eyes, with caramel-complected skin and those brown eyes that glint golden in the sun. Her hair was long and blonde, with the fullness and appearance of a lion’s mane. She glided everywhere she went and always smelled of Chanel. She draped herself in St. John and knew how to wear a knit even in the middle of a California heat wave. And my father adored her. He carried pictures of her in his wallet and would show strangers how beautiful she was. He later had an entire folder in his phone dedicated to her modeling pictures from the 1980s. She is grace personified.


I always wondered why I didn’t feel nearly as graceful. Until recently, I found myself counting my steps, holding in my stomach until I was out of breath, or obsessing over how every strand of hair fell. Never quite feeling like enough. Our self-image is a story we tell ourselves. It is shaped by comparisons, whether we are comparing ourselves to actresses, schoolmates, or our own mothers.


My insecurities and negative storytelling started in elementary school. The same is probably true for you. While all our upbringings were different, they all probably had at least one thing in common: a defining moment where we realized that we either did or did not fit society’s beauty ideals.


I was one of two African American girls in my class, making unfortunate racist entanglements all but guaranteed. One vivid experience was on a bright sunny day on the swings. Nine-year-old me was talkative, confident, and opinionated, not much different from current me. I was frenetically swinging, trying to see how high I could get before jumping like a long jumper into the sand for distance. My “friend,” let’s call this kid “J,” sat on the swing next to me with a pack of Oreos. Naturally, I asked J for a cookie, and his reply truly shook my nine-year-old sensibilities: “I don’t share snacks with Black people.”


He was confident and stood by his statement. I looked down at my feet; I was wearing pink-and-white saddle shoes with white laces. Rage welled up inside me, so I looked over at him and said, “Well I don’t share swing sets with people with freckles.” I thought this was a burn that would scorch him into dust. Looking back, I doubt it did. We both ended up in the principal’s office and had to write letters about being KFC: “Kind and Friendly Children.” In it, I talked about how I didn’t really hate people with freckles; I actually thought they were beautiful. But I had wanted to hurt him like he’d hurt me.


This minor incident reshaped my tiny reality. I wasn’t just Allycin, the nine-year-old that liked wearing pink, chitchatting, playing on the bars, and being goalie during recess. I was Black, and for some reason, he didn’t like that about me. Don’t get me wrong, I knew I was Black, but I never knew something like that would keep me from eating an Oreo. The way I looked had kept me from something delicious that day, and I absolutely hated it.


We often first learn this lesson on the playground or otherwise early in life. I’m sure you can think of that moment when you realized you didn’t look the way you wanted or when you, too, were rejected because of how you looked. This and many other incidents in my childhood and teenage years would come to shape a part of that self-image storytelling: being Black is something to be self-conscious about, and you cannot readily get what you want if you are not deemed beautiful enough.


WHERE DID THE PROPAGANDA COME FROM?


“Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?”


Many of us will easily recognize this line from the early-nineteenth-century German fairy tale by the Brothers Grimm, “Snow White.” Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm also wrote dozens of other children’s fairy tales we’re all likely familiar with today, from “Sleeping Beauty” to “Rumpelstiltskin,” filled with wicked witches, evil stepmothers, and power-hungry queens. And what did these wicked witches, malevolent stepmothers, and evil queens all have in common? They were obsessed with chasing youth, beauty, and power.


Our magic mirror queen here, Grimhilde, wanted to be the hottest bitch in town so badly that she tried, many times, to kill her stepdaughter, Snow White. She hired the huntsman, and when he couldn’t do it, she disguised herself, dipped an apple in poison, and shoved it down Snow White’s throat. We all know how her plot turned out. But why was she willing to risk it all, even kill, for beauty? Because she understood that once the people around her stopped seeing her beauty, they’d stop seeing her. If they stopped seeing her, then she would become irrelevant—and if she became irrelevant, then she would lose all her power. Note, also, that these fairy tales and many others that we were fed as children were written by white men but tout similar themes across the board. So what were the fairy tales trying to teach the young girls who read and internalized them?


The message is clear: beauty is only seen in fair-skinned, soft, feminine women, with gentle features and long hair—women who are ready for a dashing, valiantly brave man to come and save them. Cue our dreams of our very own knight in shining armor. Then cue our subconscious (or often not so subconscious) desire to attract our knight with our own beauty and dainty femininity. This early indoctrination within us aligned helplessness and beauty with the heroine, ugliness and the unyielding search for power with the villain, and salvation with our submission and rescue. The wicked were typically hunched, crooked, and evil, their appearance an outward projection of their frigidly wicked hearts. We still live in a society that gives women this same message about beauty.


Grimhilde reflects back at us what has become our darkest fear about ourselves: if we lose our beauty then we lose our power in the world. Our power to find a mate. Our power to gain attention and to be fully seen as ourselves. Our power to have more control over our own destinies. And if we are not deemed beautiful on the outside, then will people think we’re ugly on the inside?


So many of us feel this same existential dread at the center of beauty. The problem with pretty begins with the beauty bullshit that seeped into our unconscious as we were lulled to sleep in childhood hearing about ugly stepsisters, wicked witches, and beautiful maidens. As we were daydreaming about becoming the Disney princesses we saw on TV and in films, we were also internalizing a dangerous message, one that would follow us well into adulthood.


As we grow, we unconsciously absorb the skills necessary to thrive in our culture. Evolutionary theorists suggest that humans are born with less innate knowledge than other animals, which allows room for acquiring complex cultural skills. Between birth and age seven, we internalize these lessons so profoundly that they become second nature to us, leading us to assume these stereotypes of beauty, good, and evil are universal truths. We then apply these learned behaviors in society, influencing and being influenced by the cultural environment.


With that in mind, let’s now consider that the most heavily replicated stories—like “The Little Mermaid” by Hans Christian Andersen and “Snow White” and “Sleeping Beauty” by the Brothers Grimm—mention female beauty more often and more explicitly than more obscure stories by the same storytellers. The Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen told many stories of princesses and love, but also plenty about loss and death, like “The Juniper Tree,” “The Robber Bridegroom,” and “The Little Match Girl,” none of which focus on beauty and thus none of which are we as familiar with as part of our cultural zeitgeist. Researchers Baker-Sperry and Grauerholz found that 94 percent of popular fairy tales mention physical appearance. In each of those stories, physical appearance is mentioned an average of 13.6 times, with the appearance of women being mentioned almost three times more than that of men. Stories about beauty are captivating, snaring our deepest desires and deepest fears that beauty is good. Beauty is power. It will save you.


But striving for power is wicked. Wanting the power is ugly. Not only that, but beauty is specific to a certain type of person—and if you don’t look like her, then what’s a girl to do? How are young girls and women supposed to sort through and understand these conflicting messages, when striving for beauty is paired with wickedness, even though everything in society says that beauty is fundamentally important? It creates a wildly confusing dichotomy for a young mind to process. Be beautiful, or it may get bad for you, but if you are beautiful, take a passive role. If you aren’t beautiful and you fight for it, then you’re wicked. It’s all over the place. And we ate it up. But more importantly, our unconscious internalized these messages.


Growing up in Anaheim Hills made Disney utterly unavoidable. So I obviously had my favorite stories and princesses. For me, no one could beat Ariel; I was a Little Mermaid kid. I would wrap a towel around my legs and tie them together with strings, then jump in the tub. I was sure I was un-clockable, a true mermaid. If you’re not already familiar, in The Little Mermaid, we’ve got a beautiful teenager, Ariel. The plucky redhead is obsessed with humans and, in her curiosity, meets a prince at his lowest moment—near death. She heroically saves him and sings him a lullaby—that’s when she decides she has to be with him. She heads to Ursula, the powerful, self-possessed sea witch, and gives up her voice so she can walk into a culture totally alien to her own and bag herself a man.


Much like all the other popular Disney fairy tales, often based on tales written by the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen, Ariel had some agency—or at least, only up to a point. She knew she wanted the world above and that prince, but beyond that? No plan. She was pretty and young, and because of that, she got what she wanted—but only with the help of all the men in her life (Prince Eric and her father, King Triton), and of course, a powerful witch who did not have “beauty” but sought greater power. The story teaches us, without saying it outright, that if you’re pretty, you don’t need to be powerful. But if you’re ugly, status is what you will crave the most. It also romanticizes giving up your own voice and sense of agency (not to mention your home, your culture, and your talents) to find a man. It teaches us, A man is all you need. And beauty will help you get him. You just need to be close enough to power, and beauty will do the rest. All those other unique characteristics about yourself? You don’t really need those. Beauty is the golden ticket, and this is what it looks like.


And how about Beauty and the Beast? In this story, written by the French novelist Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve and published anonymously in 1740, a haughty young prince and his castle’s servants fall under the spell of a wicked enchantress. She turns him into an unsightly creature who can only break the spell by learning to truly love and being loved in return. But how can he do that when he’s so unattractive? No one will ever desire him. Then along comes the strong-willed, curious Belle, a village girl who enters the Beast’s castle after he imprisons her father, Maurice. With the help of the Beast’s enchanted servants, Belle begins to warm the heart of the beastly prince, and they find love in each other. With the spell broken by their love, Belle then becomes a princess and lives happily ever after.
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