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INTRODUCTION


Reclaiming a Part of Womanhood


[image: Start of image description, A 1970s promotional poster of the actor, Farrah Fawcett. She is pictured smiling and wearing a swimsuit. Her long, wavy blonde hair cascades over her shoulders and her nipples are clearly visible through the fabric. The photo is signed, Farrah., end of image description]









 


 


 


 



Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder


During a holiday dinner a few years ago, the conversation turned to my boobs. No one in the family thought I should call them Bert and Ernie. My mother suggested Thelma and Louise; my daughter recommended her favorite comedians, Tina and Amy; my wife advocated Venus and Serena. My father, then seventy-seven, and my son, twenty-two, exchanged eye rolls. They were new, these silicone aliens, and they didn’t feel female or even human. Nature gave me my first pair, while a high-ranking plastic surgeon had installed these impostors.


When I stood naked in front of a mirror, I thought: the rack on that woman looks pretty good. However, when I put on clothes and moved around, I felt estranged from my chest. I had never questioned the gender I was assigned at birth, but I now had a visceral inkling of the dissonance that a trans person might feel about unwelcome parts. Having a body that misrepresents one’s sense of self is unnerving.


I had a double mastectomy in 2018 and, without much thought, opted for the reconstruction covered by my health insurance.1 Rumor had it that my surgeon, a soft-spoken man at the top of his field, was a weekend painter—a doctor with an aesthetic sense. I told him that I wanted “lesbian yoga boobs,” meaning something between an A and B cup. “Think of them as A+ boobs,” I quipped. So, imagine my confusion and dismay when I was measured for my first bra post-surgery and discovered that my dysmorphia had a physical foundation. Bert and Ernie were, in fact, Ds.


The good news was that I didn’t have invasive cancer, but a load of rogue cells known as ductal carcinoma in situ (DCIS). Seven years of stressful biopsies were over and danger had been excised. Be grateful and ignore the Muppets, I told myself. Unfortunately, the psychology of having breasts is rarely so straightforward. With the mastectomy, I’d lost something inchoate, a vague mood linked to my gut instincts—my breast perception, for lack of a better phrase. Before the implants, when I was cold or anxious or near a fearful height, when I was about to menstruate or had the potential to be aroused, my breasts would let me know. They had sensation and even a modicum of subjectivity. By contrast, these inanimate implants were blank. They were also too cumbersome and conspicuous for the person I thought of as me.


As an art history undergraduate, I was exposed to thirty thousand years of topless Venuses, nursing Madonnas, disheveled mistresses, and feminist self-portraits. Yet now, thirty years later, overcome by the identity pivot spurred by my new chest, one figure kept marching through my head: Liberty, particularly as depicted in Eugène Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People. In this 1830 painting, a powerhouse of a woman holds a French flag in one hand and a rifle in the other. She is no victim of wardrobe malfunction; her two bare breasts affirm her bravery and symbolize the wholesome truth of democracy. But the work embodies a high-pitched irony. Despite their pleas and manifestos, women were denied the right to vote, own property, control their earnings, and gain entry to education. This Liberty is a decoy—a fictitious female who helps keep actual women in their place.


[image: Start of image description, An 1830 painting by Eugene Delacroix entitled, Liberty Leading the People. A bare-breasted woman of the people personifies the Goddess of Liberty as she leads a crowd of  people  over a barricade and the bodies of the fallen. She is holding aloft the tricolour flag of the French Revolution and a rifle., end of image description]


Liberty misleads.


While Liberty’s bosom fused politics and aesthetics in novel ways specific to nineteenth-century nation-building, the shape and size of her breasts were nothing new. For millennia, the European ideal has been roughly the size of an apple, whether it was the medieval crab apple or the baroque Bramley. With the significant exception of gloriously busty Hindu goddesses, beauty was associated with modest breasts. After World War II, the ideal American boob started to inflate. Was the mega-bust a perverse offshoot of the hyper-visualization of the body, brought about by pinups and Hollywood movies? Or was it the embodiment of a gender-polarizing ideology that sought to push women back into the home when men returned from military duty? During World War II, when American government propaganda incited women to help with the war effort, Rosie the Riveter had flirtatiously feminine eyelashes but a barely visible bosom.


Big breasts, as Rosie suggests, get in the way. They’re a pain in the ass. Since my new set arrived, I’ve been banging them into door frames, passersby in crowded streets, and men in elevators. Without full sensation, I often don’t know until it is too late that my numb nipples are poking into strangers or, worse, familiars.


Prior to reconstructive surgery, the only time my boobs had been unwieldy Ds was postpartum. I recall breastfeeding in the middle of the night, pondering the etymology of the word “nurse,” feeling connected to an ancient sisterhood of life-givers. Stupid with sleep deprivation, I also spent many hours empathizing with cows, puzzling over the existential strangeness that humans are called mammals when only women have mammary glands that make a nourishing supply of milk. In an androcentric world of man-made classifications, which generally emphasize the superiority of men, why this anomaly? Male breasts are decorative but useless. Indeed, for centuries, evolutionists pondered the mystery of the male nipple.2


[image: Start of image description, A 1943 wartime poster features Rosie the Riveter saying, We can do it! She is flexing her right arm as she pushes the sleeves of her blue uniform up and over her bicep. She is wearing a red and white polka dot headscarf. The poster was created by the US war production coordinating committee., end of image description]


Rosie, an iconic working woman.


Although nothing made me feel more like an animal than breastfeeding, the act did not come naturally. It wasn’t quite “an exhausting servitude,” as Simone de Beauvoir once wrote, but it was certainly a duty.3 Breast milk, I read, was “liquid gold.” It would bolster my baby’s immune system, lessen his chance of allergies, and possibly even increase his IQ. Having been raised on fresh produce and home cooking, I was suspicious of the powdered fast food called formula.


With my second child, a girl, I developed a bad case of mastitis, an infection that resulted in recurrent fevers and green secretions. For a month, I pumped with a handheld device and cried over spilt milk as I threw the “expressions” of my left breast down the drain. Due to the infection’s persistence, I was referred to a specialist—an older English gentleman—in Harley Street, London. When I removed my heavily padded nursing bra, my jugs were so engorged that one of them shot out a jet spray of milk, hitting him on the collar. He was not amused. In his profession, he must have been sprayed before, but he acted like it was a uniquely grotesque affront. Why are lactating women simultaneously virtuous and distasteful?


This doctor was a relic, but at least he recommended antibiotics rather than puppies, which, in the eighteenth century, were sometimes placed on the engorged breasts of women with “childbed fever” to draw off the bad milk. Such was the fate of Mary Wollstonecraft, the founder of English feminism who, inspired by the French Revolution, wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792.4 Wollstonecraft died, aged thirty-eight, shortly after giving birth to her daughter, Mary Shelley, who went on to write the first medical horror story, Frankenstein.


My first personal experience of death was due to breast cancer. My maternal grandmother died in 1971 when I was five; I was shocked to see my British stiff-upper-lip mother cry. With this history, the decision to part with my breasts was not that hard. After seven biopsies over seven years and the continued discovery of dynamic masses of atypical cells, my doctors had reached the point where they couldn’t be sure that I didn’t have cancer. After two hematomas, a bruised rib, and an inflamed vein, I’d developed a fear and loathing of mammograms and biopsies. I had what they call “surveillance fatigue”; a double mastectomy felt like the only rational way forward.


In the month leading up to my surgery, I was anxious and remorseful. I usually swim indoors, but for their final outing, my breasts and I went to the Claremont Hotel in the Oakland Hills, which has two 25-yard pools. On that sunny Monday afternoon, as I swam my seventy-two lengths, I thanked them for being there. I apologized for failing to love them enough and asked them to forgive me for letting them go. Yes, it was weird. They swayed obliviously, alive to the moment but unaware of their impending doom. If they’d had the power of speech, their demands would have been simple: Let us float free. Release us from this imprisoning bikini!


Two days later, my breasts had departed for the mysterious afterlife of human tissue. Under my pectoral muscles, my surgeon had installed two saline-filled pillows called expanders, placeholders for my impending implants, which hurt like hell. While they squatted in my chest, I went back and forth on email with a friend, whose trans child had just had gender-affirming top surgery. Our correspondence made me wonder: breast reconstruction, breast augmentation, and chest feminization are parallel plastic surgeries. Why do they have three distinct labels? Although my implant installation went by the name reconstruction, it was so similar to what a trans woman might undergo that my operation could be called a gender re-affirmation or re-feminization surgery. I was being outfitted with unambiguous, man-made “evidence” of my womanhood.


The day of my reconstructive surgery was unexpectedly enjoyable. Teams of conscientious, warm, smart people swooped in and showered me with reassuring attention. While I sat on a wheelie bed in a front-opening hospital gown, the anesthetist asked me nuanced questions about drugs, then parted with the promise that this would be the best general anesthetic I’d ever had.


The highlight of this pre-op drama came when my plastic surgeon showed up with a black sharpie and a hushed entourage of deputies and assistants. He asked me to stand up and then, with his left hand, he drew a short vertical line in the center of my chest, two long swooping lines in the creases under my former mammaries, and then half-moons along the top of each areola. The saggier breast, which had had mastitis and seven biopsies—“left is for loser,” I clowned gloomily—received a larger moon, suggesting that more skin would be cut away from it. Then he signed his initials over one and then the other breast, laying claim to his responsibilities.


After a bedridden week in which I watched every episode of The Handmaid’s Tale, I discovered that my round implants, measured in cubic centimeters, were from the “number 1 plastic surgery portfolio,” as Allergan advertised its Natrelle collection. Describing their corporate mission as “the science of rejuvenation,” Allergan claimed to “shape the future with you.” The language made me feel like a confused cyborg, resistant to my new and improved parts.


Only after Bert and Ernie Natrelle moved in did I wonder about my original breasts. Why did I know so little about them? What kind of life did they lead? What had I lost?


To my recollection, they made their debut on a summer’s day in the mid-1970s. Not yet a teenager, I imagined that my new assets might become a potent symbol of adult self-possession or a source of mesmerizing power. I remember vividly the best-selling poster of the period, published in 1976, depicting the decade’s premier sex symbol Farrah Fawcett in a one-piece Norma Kamali bathing suit that rejoiced in her unshackled, laissez-faire nipples (see image here).


When I was fifteen, however, my breasts underwent a sobering blow. Tired of babysitting, I took a job as a busser at the local golf club. The kitchen’s autocratic ruler was the head chef, who drank on the job. One lunchtime, I was walking through the kitchen with a tray loaded with clean cups and saucers when he obstructed my path and planted his palms on my breasts. His eyes blazed smugly. We knew that I would be the one to get in trouble if I dropped the tray, smashing the china. It was a sad day for my top half—a humiliating initiation to sexual aggression.


About a year later at a sleepover, my boobs were again manhandled without my consent. My school friend and I were sleeping on couches in the living room of her sister’s downtown apartment. In the middle of the night, I woke up to a giant naked man (the older sister’s much older boyfriend) whose huge hands were rummaging in my pajama top. I rolled over and told him to go back to bed in as authoritative a voice as I could muster. He was so high that his eyes were devoid of consciousness. For an interminable hour, I lay on my stomach, scared stiff, while he wandered around the living room.


For decades, I forgot about those vacant eyes . . . until Brett Kavanaugh’s confirmation to the Supreme Court. Like Christine Blasey Ford, I’d had sleep disturbances—indeed, chronic insomnia—for several years. My assaulter probably had little or no recall, and I didn’t tell my parents. Two insights reactivated by the #MeToo movement are the power of speaking out and the value of consciousness-raising. So here I am, delving into the personal as a means of figuring out the political.


I was sixteen, still a virgin, and my breasts had become defeated fools—boobs in the literal sense—that needed to be buried under oversized sweaters. Oh, how I wish that “boobs” had some of the power and self-determination of “assholes” and “cunts.” When I observe women who relish their cleavage, I am delighted by their good fortune. Breasts and chests are the front and center of body positivity.


For many years, I held a haughty feminist prejudice against boob jobs, which I associated with insecurity, vanity, and a slavish desire to appeal to men. However, my gender re-affirmation surgery has wiped away that judgment. A few people have implied that I’m a femme conformist, who should have resisted reconstruction and taken the braver route of going flat. However, I’ve never managed to achieve, let alone maintain, a politically correct identity. It only seems fair to give my sisters some slack. Breast augmentation is the number one plastic surgery in the world.5 Is it a survival tactic in a patriarchal society where beliefs are embodied? Or a way that women try to wrest control over the perceived meanings of their flesh?


Which brings me back to my 34Ds. Finally, the day arrived for my follow-up appointment, to which I wore a T-shirt that said, “We rise by lifting others.” I assured my surgeon that I understood that my new boobs looked good, but I also tried to convey how they didn’t feel right. The implants were under my muscles, so they swung into my armpits when I did a chaturanga, or yoga push-up. This “animation,” as surgeons call it, compounded the feeling that my breasts were bulky and cartoony.


My plastic surgeon, in turn, explained three things. First, even months after the surgery, it was possible that my breasts were still swollen. Second, a primary part of his job with nipple-sparing mastectomies like mine was to keep the nipple in the center of my breast. Third, he had to be careful to “fill the pocket” without cutting too much away in order to avoid “skin death.” As he spoke, I had a déjà vu; we’d had this conversation before. I’d lost my grip on its contents during my postoperative opioid haze. I empathized with the difficulties of his craft but was perplexed that state-of-the-art medical practice had given me the boobs of a lactating mother rather than the small dignified orbs of my middle-aged dreams. Something was wrong with the system.


One of my neighbors had breast reconstruction four times. Her breasts were always too big until she found Dr. Carolyn Chang, a surgeon she described as “a petite woman who understood my desire for a cute B cup.” Through the art world, I learned that Chang worked on a lot of the most expensive racks in the San Francisco Bay Area, and curious about what she would make of my bust, I obtained a consultation with her. Her white-walled office was strewn with art and photography books that suggested that she was a fashion-conscious scholar of attractiveness.


During my topless exam, Dr. Chang moved her head around, assessing my shape from angled perspectives, as if she were an artist preparing to sculpt from life. She assured me that, objectively, this was an excellent result. Minimal scars. A naturalistic shape. No excessive rippling. When I mentioned my discomfort with their size, she nodded kindly. She lifted my right breast, then my left, as if calculating their exact weights with her hand. She tested their density and bounce by applying gentle pressure with three fingers at their sides and centers. Then she looked me in the eye and inhaled deeply before saying, “The enemy of good is better.” In a follow-up call, Dr. Chang put it more bluntly. “A mastectomy is an amputation. Losing a body part is a severe trauma. Amputees wear prostheses to make them feel normal,” she explained. “But it takes time.” With these words, I realized that Bert and Ernie, those alien goofballs, were already being absorbed into a revised me, a human with plastic parts who had embarked on a new quest. I now had an overwhelming desire to understand the multifarious meanings and uses of breasts.


Demystifying and Appreciating the Ladies


How is it that we look at breasts so much but reflect on them so little? Mine had been hanging out under my nose for forty years before I began to contemplate their significance. While reflecting on the history of my own boobs, I decided to become a titty connoisseur. I started by reading all the scholarship I could find, and then I went in search of fresh insights by interviewing a broad range of professionals. After sixty formal interrogations, I had discovered five clusters of breast specialists with whom I resolved to spend more time. Together, these diverse experts offer a pentagon of wisdom about this elemental body part. I watched them work, gathered their insights, and explored how their environments impact the perceived worth of breasts. I discovered many fundamental and peculiar realities during what became a four-year research expedition.


Breasts are so misunderstood and underappreciated, so marginalized from histories of humanity and evolution, and so engulfed in male chauvinist myths that I need to share a few well-documented truths to clear our heads for the journey ahead.


Breasts feed


From an evolutionary perspective, the only purpose of breasts is to nourish newborns. The term “mammary gland” derives from the Latin word mammae, which means breast, sounds like “mama,” and likely originated in baby talk. Before artificial breast milk substitutes, or “formulas,” babies would die without access to human milk. In the past, if a mother died in childbirth, a volunteer allomother or hired wet nurse had to step in to feed the infant.


Breasts are at the root of our humanity


As Homo sapiens, we are distinguished from other animals by our sociality and complex array of communication skills. “Lactation turns out to be a key player in the evolution of animals who [are] both social and intelligent,” affirms Sarah Blaffer Hrdy in her book Mother Nature: Maternal Instincts and How They Shape the Human Species.6 Indeed, the dependence of human babies on their mother’s milk for survival means that they develop neural networks related to the ability to love and be loved.


Breasts are primary


The notion that breasts are “secondary sexual characteristics,” like facial hair, is flawed. Breasts are integral to human reproduction. As Cat Bohannon’s Eve: How the Female Body Drove 200 Million Years of Human Evolution recounts, the first threat to a human life is dehydration, followed by infection. Breast milk averts both problems by being 90 percent maternally purified water with thousands of ingredients that bolster the immune system and the microbiome.7 Without lactation, 200,000 years of human reproduction would not have happened. No breasts, no offspring.


Breasts are not universally erotic


Anthropological evidence makes clear that erotic attraction to breasts is culture-specific. In Indigenous communities in tropical climates where women wear no clothing above the waist and breastfeed openly, breasts belong to babies. Katherine Dettwyler, who did extensive ethnographic research in Mali, West Africa, discovered that both genders were “bemused” that an adult man might put his mouth on a woman’s breast as a form of foreplay. They found it “unnatural” that adults were sexually attracted to women’s breasts.8


The sexualized breast began life as a French perversion


The erotic breast developed alongside the popularity of wet-nursing in France during the Renaissance, about six hundred years ago. The delegation of breastfeeding to wet nurses enabled the aristocracy to have more children (lactation can suppress ovulation) and allowed a birthing mother’s breasts to retain a more youthful shape. Unclaimed by infants, breasts could become the possession, fetish, and status symbol of husbands and lovers.


Starting in the 1500s, French kings commissioned paintings depicting the pristine, weightless breasts of the mistresses who had borne their children next to the heavy jugs of the wet nurses who fed them.9 By the mid-1800s in Paris, the market in maternal milk had become a significant business wherein agencies helped shopkeepers and other urban petit bourgeois to place their babies with rural women who nursed for a fee.10 In other European countries, wet-nursing ebbed and flowed with the political climate. To this day, French women are less likely to breastfeed than women from other nations, and Paris is still a leader in the seductive lacy lingerie business.11


Formula may have affected heterosexual foreplay


In the early twentieth century, momentum behind the eroticization of breasts started to globalize with the arrival of pasteurized formula delivered in glass bottles. With the rise of bottle-feeding, breastfeeding became déclassé, associated with families who couldn’t afford to buy breast milk substitutes. Curiously, the social echelons of formula bear a striking resemblance to the social stratification of sexualized breasts. The famous Kinsey report on Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, published in 1948, offers intriguing evidence. While 82 percent of college-educated men made “mouth contact” with their wife’s breasts during foreplay, only 33 percent of men without high school diplomas did the same.12 When lesbians were surveyed in a related report, a mere 24 percent reported caressing their partner’s breasts, and yet 95 percent of this “female homosexual” group achieved orgasm—a much higher proportion than the women engaged in heterosexual activity.13 These data points suggest that breast-related sexual activity is a learned behavior of greater appeal to men.


[image: Start of image description, A black and white promotional photograph of the actor, Betty Grable. Grable is pictured with her back to the camera, wearing a white swimsuit and stiletto heels. She is turning her head and smiling over her shoulder, her hands on her hips., end of image description]


Betty Grable’s expensive legs.


[image: Start of image description, A promotional image for the 1959 film, Some Like it Hot, by Billy Wilder. The shot features Tony Curtis and Jack Lemmon, both dressed as women, with their arms around a smiling and winking Marilyn Monroe. All 3 actors look into the camera, and Monroe is pictured in a black, low-cut dress, with Curtis and Lemmon at eye-level with her breasts., end of image description]


Marilyn Monroe with her “bosom companions.”


Twentieth-century sexual fetishes moved from legs to breasts


In the first half of the twentieth century, legs were arguably the most eroticized part of a woman’s body. After having been covered for centuries by floor-length skirts, the spectacle of legs had the power to arouse. Between 1942 and 1951, for example, Betty Grable was America’s highest-paid actress and most popular sex symbol. She was so celebrated for her legs that 20th Century Fox insured them for a million dollars. By 1953, a benchmark year in the sexualization of breasts, Marilyn Monroe had become Hollywood’s premier bombshell,14 starring in the immensely successful Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and appearing topless in the inaugural issue of Playboy. Within a few years, Monroe’s bust was so famous that it was treated like her sidekick. In the poster for Some Like It Hot, the actress’s nipples are at eye level with her costars, Tony Curtis and Jack Lemmon, who were promoted as “bosom companions.”


Inflated busts were an American fashion from 1953 to 2007


While breasts are a resolute part of Western erotic life, the fifty-year arc of mainstream America’s obsession with big breasts starts with the instant success of Playboy magazine in 1953 and runs through to the final episode of Baywatch in 2001, the television show that featured Pamela Anderson as a buxom blonde lifeguard. This period idealized supersized breasts in the same way that the porn industry valorized large penises. It glamorized and globalized the punchy sexualization of tits. Since 2007, surgical breast augmentations have declined.15 While breasts continue to jiggle and bounce across our screens, they do so without the same energy or perverse thrill. Exactly how this relates to women’s real embodiment today is a theme that runs through Tits Up.


Global beauty ideals are divergent


The late twentieth century saw a proliferation of ethnocentric attempts by male scholars to transform this American craze for large, round breasts into an evolutionary “law of nature” applicable to all people at all times.16 However, not only was this archetype of attractiveness unrelated to the reality of women’s chests, it never prevailed in Africa. For instance, in Dogon wood carvings from Mali, the ideal consists of long, conical breasts. By contrast, the paradigm in much of Asia has been a flat chest, as is evident in the traditional clothing of both Japanese geishas and Chinese noblewomen, which minimized curves through breast binding.17 To the degree that the big round bust went global, it was perceived as an “Americanization” brought about by the influence of Hollywood.18


[image: Start of image description, An example of a carved wooden sculpture of a woman of the ancient Dogon tribe of Mali. The statue depicts the woman in profile, seated on a chair. The woman’s breasts are conical shaped and jut out from the body., end of image description]


The conical ideal of the Dogon peoples.


[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph captures a pair of Geiko in traditional costume in 1924. The Geisha women are pictured standing side by side, with the woman on the right resting her hands on the other’s shoulders. Both women wear a thick band of fabric around their torso as part of the breast binding process., end of image description]


Breast binding, an East Asian route to beauty.


Most women don’t appreciate their breasts


“Most American women hate their breasts,” a designer of intimates and swimwear told me in an interview.19 The statement is hyperbolic but also well informed. As a creator of garments that hug, hold, and adorn busts, she devours all available market research, attends focus groups of women talking about their breasts, analyzes customer product reviews, and scours lingerie-related social media daily. While “hate” is too strong a word, it is accurate to say that a majority of American women are dissatisfied with, indifferent to, or ambivalent about their breasts.20 The over-sexualization of our chests would appear to inspire hypercritical focus or sullen dismissal in many women. Either way, the objectification of breasts has profound, if unconscious, subjective effects.21


Appreciation is about both understanding and increasing value. In these pages, I aim to shed light on breasts in ways that improve women’s esteem for their torsos. That doesn’t mean that every paragraph is a cheery rollick. As any good practitioner of narrative therapy will confirm, one has to identify negative perspectives in order to put them in the rearview mirror. If breasts are associated with weakness, these accounts may help readers to reframe them as sources of strength. At the very least, I trust that Tits Up will expand and deepen the stories we tell ourselves about our bodies. At its most ambitious, this book hopes to lift breasts out of disgrace and escort them into a realm of enlightened pride. Breasts are key emblems of femininity, so their status impacts women’s overall status. In appreciating the value of women’s top halves, Tits Up attempts to contribute to the continued ascent of women.



Speech Acts and Sites of Research


The expression “tits up” is American showbiz slang for “good luck,” cried out by one woman to another as she goes on stage. “Tits up” reminds a sister to stand up, pull her shoulders back, and succeed. In Mother Camp, a landmark ethnography of 1960s gay culture, Esther Newton recounts that drag queens would say “tits up” to command a fellow performer to get into character before going on stage.22 Since 2017, the phrase has been popularized by the Amazon Prime show The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. In my old hometown of London, “tits up” means something has gone “belly up,” like a lifeless fish floating in water. It’s possible that the positive American meaning of “tits up” arose independently, a physical migration of “chin up,” or it could be that theatrical people flipped the dead metaphor, making ironic use of the British idiom in the manner of “break a leg.” To my British friends, I say, this book is part of a movement that predicts male supremacy will—eventually—go tits up.


The English language boasts over seven hundred expressions for female mammary glands, most of which are spoken by men.23 In this book, I seek to reclaim a few words for women’s top halves, shifting their connotations into more affirmative, woman-owned territory.24 At first, the word “breast” may appear neutral. It is respectful, but also sterilized, medicalized, and privatized. It is associated with cancer and, to a lesser extent, infant nutrition.


While I was brought up using the colloquialism “boob,” I now feel conflicted about it. The term has the virtue of being jovial and unthreatening, but it also suggests that breasts are foolish and embarrassing.25 Booby prizes are for losers, and booby traps are for victims. When a television program is mindless, we refer to the boob tube. Also, “boob” skews white. The expression most commonly used among Black women in America is “titty,” an affectionate term without explicit links to stupidity or disgrace.


“Tits” is the number-one word for breasts on the Internet. It’s a man’s word that I encourage women to use. Without reclaiming this sexualized slang, we have little hope of repossessing the body part. “Tits” may be immodest, but they are not inane or ill at ease. When uttered by women, “tits” can be out and proud—shame-free rather than shameless. For me, talking about “tits” is not just about word choice. It’s a “speech act” with implied politics and hopeful cultural effects.


Each of the five chapters in Tits Up: What Our Beliefs About Breasts Reveal About Live, Love, Sex and Society revolves around a different cluster of experts in a discrete milieu. The loca-tions that serve as the hub of each chapter are, in order, a strip club, a human milk bank, a surgery center, an apparel prototype fit room, and a witches’ restorative retreat in the California redwoods. Breasts have multiple meanings that depend on context and the jargon used in those different environments.


Chapter 1, “Hardworking Tits,” is set in a “titty bar,” where I explore the role of breasts in sex work. While sitting with strippers and watching their stage shows, I reflect on my interviews with prostitutes, digital madams or bookers, burlesque dancers, and sex-worker-rights activists. As professionals whose livelihood depends on the art of seduction, these performers are highly self-conscious about breasts and their effects. (“Prostitution is a performance in private,” a self-declared “happy hooker” told me.26) In this world, tits are eroticized, monetized, and subject to à la carte menus. Moreover, sex workers often have raw, unfiltered interactions with their clients, so they hear comments and grapple with behavior that wives, girlfriends, sisters, and office coworkers do not encounter.


Chapter 2, “Lifesaving Jugs,” focuses on breastfeeding and the oldest human milk bank in America. The chapter starts with a handful of high-capacity breast milk donors, whose largesse saves the lives of premature infants in neonatal intensive care units and improves the health of adopted babies and other infants whose parents cannot breastfeed. Women with thousands of ounces of excess breast milk, whose daily lives are inundated with nursing and pumping, have much to say about breasts. Then I follow the milk to the bank, where it is pasteurized for distribution, to understand the banker’s point of view. I also encounter a mammal-milk lawyer and a super successful lactation consultant. In this chapter, I reclaim the word “jugs” because it’s a rare English example of slang that pays tribute to the primary function of breasts as purveyors of hydration and nourishment.27


Chapter 3, “Treasured Chests,” investigates the perspectives of plastic surgeons. In America and internationally, over 90 percent of cosmetic surgery is performed on women, and breasts are the number one location for these elective surgeries.28 Set in the operating room, the narrative arc of this chapter follows an explantation (implant removal) and breast lift (an upward-trending surgery), but it also considers how augmentations, reductions, reconstructions, upper body lifts, and trans top surgeries enhance people’s sense of self. Along the way, it explores the changing philosophies and geometries that plastic surgeons use to make what they see as a beautiful boob.


Chapter 4, “Active Apexes,” goes behind the scenes with bra designers, “bra engineers,” the fit models upon whom they sculpt their wares, and the lingerie models who display the garments in photographs. While looking at the concerns of designers of traditional “constructed” bras, sports bras, and swimwear, I consider the impact of dress reform on women’s health and fitness. The word “nipple” is taboo in a corporate environment, so intimate and activewear designers use the term “apex.” Indeed, censorship of the pointy summits of breasts is a primary function of bras. This leads me to ask exactly what is so offensive about women’s nipples and to explore the relevance of “free the nipple” activism.


Finally, chapter 5, “Holy Mammaries,” investigates the spiritual significance of breasts with body-positive nature worshippers and authorities from other religious traditions. Over a long weekend during summer solstice, I attended a pagan retreat where I participated in consciousness-raising sessions and eco-feminist rituals meant to improve the wellness of those assembled. The insights of these women, most of whom identify as witches, were generally evidence-based, influenced by their day jobs as therapists, nurse practitioners, and educators. As an art enthusiast, I was fascinated by their perspectives on matriarchal icons, such as the ancient Greek and Hindu goddesses, Buddhist bodhisattvas, and Christ’s mother, Mary. I also found it easy to ally myself with their love of the wilderness, which includes a healthy reverence for the sacred wonder of their own unruly bodies.


Tits Up concentrates on real bodies in real time and space. It offers a grounded experience as an alternative to the breasts represented in the media. It also explores breasts from their owners’ perspectives. We are engulfed in masculine views that rarely admit their gender-specific origin and masquerade as neutral. Margaret Miles, an interviewee who was the first woman to become a tenured professor in Harvard’s Divinity School, was part of the 1980s battle for degrees in women’s studies. As she told me, “At Harvard, they used to say, ‘But we don’t have a Men’s Studies program,’ and then we’d say, ‘Excuse me, this whole damn place is a Men’s Studies program!’”


Tits Up favors enriching, enabling stories. If someone wonders why my discussion of Christianity in “Holy Mammaries” avoids the story of Saint Agatha and the many other martyrs whose breasts were sliced off their living bodies as a form of torture, my response is that we are already served a daily diet of misogyny.29 Adding to it, in my opinion, is good for neither our mental health nor our empowerment. Reporting on sexism and misogyny is essential, but repeating it like a mantra is not a strategy for change. I see optimism as a discipline and a self-fulfilling prophecy. So, if someone wonders why a book on boobs has no pornography chapter, my reply is clear. Tits Up investigates sex work in real life. It focuses on women’s perspectives rather than the male gaze and seeks out unanticipated forms of feminine bodily autonomy.


True to my training as an ethnographer (a participant observer and in-depth interviewer in the anthropological tradition), I aim to be as open-minded and accepting as I can. First, judgment gets in the way of vigorous research. It clouds your vision and impedes understanding. It’s hard to gather facts when you’re tripping over your own opinions. Second, breasts are already entangled in moralizing webs related to taste. It is difficult to disentangle both visceral reactions and political convictions from biases related to class, race, ethnicity, and religion, not to mention one’s position on sprawling spectrums of gender and sexuality. Finally, judgment shatters affiliations and factionalizes people. It inhibits the formation of a bigger, broader, more inclusive women’s movement. In a plural world, it is naive to imagine that only one road leads to progress. I see many routes to better femme futures.30 Indeed, the more groundbreaking and unpredictable paths we take, the better our chances of advancement.


The Top Half of Women’s Liberation


Breasts have not been a key issue for the women’s movement. When it comes to the female body, feminists have tended to focus on vaginas, wombs, and uteruses.31 As symbols of both subordinate sexiness and the historic subservience of mothers, breasts have been disconcerting. They seemed to be visible obstacles to equality, associated with nature and nurture rather than reason and power. Victorian suffragists understood this intuitively. They hid their busts under diagonal banners inscribed with slogans like “Votes for Women.”


When concern for women’s rights was revived in the 1970s, feminists were fiercely antagonistic to any whiff of “essentialist” ideas that reduced women to their biological functions. As a result, motherhood and specifically breastfeeding were swept to the side. But the vast majority of the world’s adult women are or will become mothers. As Vanessa Olorenshaw, the author of Liberating Motherhood, writes, “There are three big things that women can do that men can’t: create life, give birth, and breastfeed. We need to proclaim our power rather than be ashamed.”32


[image: Start of image description, Daisy Dugdale, bearing a standard, leads a procession along a London street on 22 December 1908 to celebrate the release of Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst from Holloway Gaol. She wears a sash featuring the slogan, Votes for Women, and she is followed by a male brass band., end of image description]


The suffragist uniform.


Also relevant to the feminist discomfort with breasts is the fact that women’s liberation has often been cast as freedom from an oppressive monolith called femininity. Although second-wave feminists occasionally admitted that femininity was a subtle aesthetic that could be creative and pleasurable, they ultimately saw it as false consciousness, “decorative and frivolous,” and the “ultimate restriction on freedom of mind.”33 As trans feminist Julia Serano argues, this “anti-femininity tendency may represent the feminist movement’s single greatest tactical error.”34


In devaluing femininity, the women’s movement inadvertently depreciated our bosoms. While noting that the sexual objectification of tits can be dehumanizing, many feminists yielded to patriarchal discourses that trivialize our chests. They brushed breasts aside as irrelevant to our emancipation. Even the symbolic tossing of bras in a “freedom trashcan” outside the Miss America pageant in 1968, which was reported in the media as “bra burning,” was arguably more antibra than pro-boob.


Trans activism, however, has recently shifted the place of breasts and chests in definitions of gender. By de-emphasizing the sex we’re assigned at birth, it rejects the gender-concluding function of genitalia.


Gender is ever more about self-presentation and the visible top halves of our bodies. This is one reason why “top surgery” is often the only surgery undergone by a trans man (whose physical destination is masculinity) and why trans women often delight in the burgeoning breasts that result from taking estrogen. Put another way, the hierarchy between so-called primary and secondary sexual characteristics is in the process of being overturned.


The old distinctions between physical “sex” and social “gender” are also being eroded as research into the human genome makes clear that the environment is embedded in our genes—nurture is inextricable from nature—and that biological sex is related to an anarchy of about sixty genes “scattered haphazardly throughout the genome.”35 Masculinity and femininity are increasingly understood as embodied expressions over which we only have so much conscious control. As Chase Strangio of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) explained to me: “Sex and gender are not discrete in the sense that one is real, fixed, and related to body parts while the other is constructed, behavioral, and performative. They’re both dynamic, contingent, and basically inseparable.”36


[image: Start of image description, Actor Laverne Cox and lawyer Chase Strangio pose for a photograph together at the opening of the Hammer Museum Gala in the Garden in October 2022. Cox wears a sheer black bodysuit and black corset, and Strangio wears a dinner suit. Both are transgender rights activists., end of image description]


Trans activists Laverne Cox and Chase Strangio.


I think this reappraisal of gender is a great opportunity for cis women—those who were assigned female at birth and still identify as women. I recently reread Kate Millett’s 1970 classic, Sexual Politics. Millett doesn’t pay much attention to breasts, but she comments usefully on the strategies of women’s liberation. American feminists formally proposed women’s suffrage in 1848 but were not enfranchised until 1920. The vote was “the red herring of the revolution—a wasteful drain on the energy of seventy years,” writes Millett. “Because the opposition was so monolithic . . . the vote took on disproportionate importance. When the ballot was won, the feminist movement collapsed in what can only be described as exhaustion.”37 If they had spread their energies, fighting for things like better jobs, equal pay, and the criminalization of domestic violence, women would have improved their station more effectively and perhaps still have eventually gotten the vote. Millett’s account makes me wonder: Was the vote to first-wave feminists what abortion has been to feminists since the 1970s? Given the Supreme Court’s overturning of Roe v. Wade, it might be productive to think outside the box about bodily autonomy. I am confident that a collective effort to repossess and redefine breasts will have positive repercussions for women’s liberation.


Tits Up explores beauty, health, respect, self-esteem, self-determination, humanness, and equality. I hope the book sheds light on breasts in ways that elevate their value, not just because I believe in some happy, shiny body positivity, but because these organs are emblematic of womanhood. Put another way, the status of breasts—not to mention tits, titties, jugs, racks, and apexes—is integral to women’s social position. For as long as breasts are disparaged as silly boobs, we will remain the “second sex.”
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Hardworking Tits


[image: Start of image description, A publicity shot of the dancer, Redbone. She is a light-skinned African American with long, natural hair, and she wears thigh-high boots and a low-cut leotard that reveals her cleavage., end of image description]









 


 


 


 


The bouncer at the Condor Club, a historic titty bar, welcomes me with a hug. A sentinel with a good memory for regulars, he nods to the cashier to waive my cover charge. Inside, four strippers sit around the edges of the otherwise empty room. Two peer through giant false eyelashes at their phones. One dancer, eyes closed, indulges in a seated power nap. The fourth has glow-in-the-dark acrylic nails wrapped around an old-fashioned glass. Her jaded demeanor suggests that she would be an expert on the subject I’m here to investigate—the role of breasts in sex work.


Back in 1964, Carol Doda, an outgoing waitress, shocked patrons by wearing only a bikini bottom while she did the Twist and the Swim. She didn’t strip or tease; her completely bare breasts swung in time to rock ’n’ roll. By these means, the Condor launched a “nationwide craze” of nonchalant toplessness, a revolution in commercial entertainment that put precious burlesque out of business.1 Nowadays, the venue is owned by Déjà Vu, the largest strip club operator in the world, with major real estate holdings in red-light districts all over the United States.2


DJ Bling interrupts his playlist of hip-hop tracks about sex, drugs, and wealth to announce, “Barbie, up next. Barbie!” This part of the multiroom club is arranged like a cabaret, with large booths lining the walls and cocktail tables next to the mirror-backed stage. The track lighting glows red—a hue said to flatter skin of all colors.


Barbie emerges from an area at the back of the club lined with cubicles for private lap dances.3 With long blond hair and a pink bikini, she teeters on her 8-inch-high Pleaser platforms. During the course of my investigation into the public performance of breasts, Barbie has become a key informant. She walks around the pole, swishing her recently fitted hair extensions. Her “hairography,” as dancers call it, moves to the beat of a rap track about marijuana, guns, and “banging.” “The music is like white noise to me,” she explained in an interview earlier. “When I notice the lyrics—‘bitches sucking dick’ or whatever—I remind myself that the music is a part of the game we use for our benefit. It helps create a space that builds men up and when they feel powerful, they spend money.”


At twenty-nine, Barbie is one of the oldest entertainers here, but she evinces unfettered innocence. More of an actress than a dancer, she moves through a series of poses, or “tableau images,” as she calls them. Her favorite movie is the 1998 spoof-horror flick Bride of Chucky, whose heroine is a murderous doll. “I’ve always enjoyed performing the doll,” she said. “I like that uncanny feeling. You’re perfect and beautiful, but also cold and scary.”


A typical stripper set consists of two or three songs; only the final one is topless. Barbie hugs the pole with her buttocks, arches her back, then slithers into the splits. With a quick swivel, she is in a V-shape, looking through her legs at three lone men, recent arrivals, sitting in an unlit area favored by aloof voyeurs. Serenely, she attempts to make eye contact with each of them individually. One man squirms and looks away. Another decides it’s time to check his text messages. Only the third, who wears a yellow Golden State Warriors baseball cap, rises to the challenge of her gaze, locking into an ocular exchange that might lead to a transaction. Feminist theories of the male gaze emerged from film studies, not live performances where the women on stage could actually stare back.4 “Eye contact makes both of us more vulnerable,” Barbie told me. “Most customers think of us as objects, so when we focus on them, they’re confronted with our humanity.”


When Barbie turns away from her prey, she looks at me out of the corner of her eye with a conspiratorial grin. Barbie was homeschooled by her mother, a Wiccan or modern pagan, who raised her to be wary of men. “Don’t trust them; train them,” she told her daughter. Barbie describes her mother as a “misandrist” (misandry, I learned after looking it up, is the hatred of men, the inverse of misogyny). A self-declared “intersectional feminist,” Barbie disdains Sex Worker Exclusionary Radical Feminists, also known as SWERFs.5 Barbie is clever but pretends she has “boobs for brains,” as she put it. She also enjoys being sexually dominant while masquerading as submissive; in stripper slang, she’s a “domme disguised as a sub.” The media cliché of a dominatrix is a goth in black leather with dyed black hair. By contrast, Barbie’s dream-domme look is a life-sized version of the Mattel plastic figure wearing pink and white latex with a glittering whacking paddle.


[image: Start of image description, A publicity shot of the dancer, Barbie. She has long, straight blonde hair and wears a low-cut vest bearing the logo, Barbie. She is smiling as she wields an S and M paddle., end of image description]


Barbie, a “domme disguised as a sub.”


Barbie’s admirer in the baseball cap moves to a seat within tipping distance of the stage. When she turns her gaze toward him, he starts sprinkling her with single one-dollar bills, then throws a wad into the air to “make it rain.” She rewards him by crawling catlike in his direction. The macro-political world of the strip club favors an explicit style of male supremacy, but individual strippers exploit every ounce of their interpersonal micro-power to game the system and extract from it what they can.6


Strippers, as professional manipulators of male desire, are acutely aware of the dynamics of patriarchy. Sitting here, I’ve come to respect their position on the frontline, observing their shrewd navigation of the global gender war. In the past, I might have assumed that they pandered to patriarchy, but I’ve come to see this perspective as prudish and thoughtlessly classist. A professor friend who visited the Condor once told me that she found the scene to be “revolting.” My riposte was blunt: disgust is a privilege. Worse still, it gets in the way of building a feistier political movement that is in touch with the socioeconomic ground upon which all sorts of women walk and march in protest.7


Barbie’s third track is “Candy Shop,” a mid-tempo classic by 50 Cent about a brothel. Barbie turns around to show her fingers unhooking the clasp of her top in the middle of her back. She drops the garment unceremoniously, then swirls to offer up her small, shapely tits. In this environment, the revelation of nakedness stimulates desire and suggests availability. As such, the strip is integral to marketing the lap dances, which I’ve learned are the night’s main moneymakers. Lap dances evolved out of the practice of dancers sitting on patrons’ laps, grinding and “dry-humping” for extra tips. In the 1990s, the custom became a formal part of many strip clubs’ business models. However, in some American cities, lap dances are regarded as prostitution and outlawed.


Barbie keeps detailed spreadsheets of her strip club earnings. She also works two daytime jobs: one designing and selling circus apparel, the other as a nanny. The latter surprised me, as strippers have a reputation for being proudly undomesticated, resistant to the tedium of being a housewife. When I asked her about being a nanny and a stripper, Barbie said, “They’re not as different as you think. Drunk men are children.”




° °


As I ponder the linguistic parallels between baby/sitting and lap/dancing, RedBone sashays through the Condor’s front door.8 A dancer with twenty-five years of experience in the sex industry, RedBone has agreed to help me as an expert observer (see image here). The term “RedBone” is slang for a light-skinned African American. In high school, a cute boy once hollered, “Hey, RedBone, you’re beautiful.” The positive reception stuck with her, so she chose it as a stage name and rhetorical bulletproof vest. “It made me feel sexy, coveted, and more confident about performing solo on stage,” she explains.


RedBone is wearing a lumberjack plaid coat, no makeup. You would never guess that this shy tomboy was the reigning Princess of the Burlesque Hall of Fame, where her sparkling on-stage persona is, as she puts it, “high femme, a little rough.”9 For her winning performance in Las Vegas, RedBone danced to “Jungle Fever” by the Chakachas, a global 1970s jazz-funk hit banned by the BBC due to its heavy breathing and moaning. Wearing a sequined dress with a peekaboo opening that drew attention to her cleavage, she performed an elaborate strip wherein she eventually swung her bikini top over her head like a lasso before casting it aside and shimmying in turquoise pasties. Her tits were always on the move, too active to be demystified.


In this nocturnal world, “tits” is a technical term for an eroticized and monetized body part. A thousand-year-old variant on “teats” that could derive from the ancient Proto-Indo-European tata, “tits” was well-established lusty slang by the time burlesque and other “tits and ass” entertainments proliferated in the early twentieth century.10 Nowadays, the word is integral to navigating porn sites and erotic services.11 Although used more often by men, “tits” is on the upswing among women. It is deployed by sex workers in an effort to claim ownership of their top half in the jargon of their trade.12 It is also fashionable among teenage girls fond of rap music, who also talk about “titties” and “yitties.”13 Although I initially found it awkward to utter “tits” in polite company, I now love the odd sense of empowerment I experience when I use the word. It thwarts puritanical taboos and embraces sexual freedoms. When women proud of their own tits say it aloud, it is not demeaning. It’s a symbolic strategy that insists on repossessing a body part.


Sex work looms large in RedBone’s life. At sixteen, she worked as a receptionist at Private Pleasures, a phone-sex business owned and operated by her mother. When she turned eighteen, she began taking the calls, keeping notecards on customers’ desires and fetishes. She used a separate landline installed in her basement bedroom to play the role of a busty blonde named April for four formative years. “I was whoever I needed to be to make money,” she explains, as if it were the most ordinary initiation into adulthood. “It was the era of Baywatch; Pamela Anderson was the sex symbol.”


Having worked in various topless clubs in Minneapolis, Reno, Las Vegas, and San Francisco, RedBone jokes that she was “the best worst stripper.” She loved her stage sets but found lap-dance sales—not the lap dances themselves—to be draining. “It was unpredictable and emotionally jostling,” she explains, “because I never developed my armor for rejection, and found it hard to keep my spirits up.”


° °


Patrons continue to trickle into the Condor. In a large booth, a white guy sits with four young women sporting turtlenecks and ponytails. They look like they just came from a casting call for the-nice-gal-at-the-office, except they are senselessly stoned. A Black couple canoodle in the dark while a pair of queer Latinas sit in brighter light. Four drunk men sit at a round table near the stage. One staggers up to tuck some bills into the dancer’s thong, then dismisses her with a gentle spank.


In a digital world where human interaction is increasingly mediated by screens, the Condor engages our eight main senses. Friendly slaps on bare buttocks are not allowed but not uncommon. However, touching a dancer’s tits on stage can cause great offense. Last week, I saw a customer cop a quick feel of a dancer’s breasts. She made him pay by forcefully pushing him back into his chair with one hand and snatching his stack of cash with the other.14


The audience at the Condor contains more women than most strip clubs around here because the go-go-ing Carol Doda made the venue a tourist destination. Both the crowd and the dancers are also more racially diverse. Barbie is the only non-Latinx white girl working tonight, although she is not the only blonde. Melonie, a Pacific Islander, has blond highlights, while Nadia, a Black woman with three kids, wears a blond wig. Body types are also varied. Some have thick thighs, flat asses with cellulite, or less-than-perky breasts. Extra-large fake tits are notably scarce.


I ask RedBone if she saw that Jo “Boobs” Weldon is celebrating the thirtieth anniversary of her breast augmentation on Instagram. Weldon is a burlesque dancer and sex-worker-rights activist, the author of The Burlesque Handbook, and a scholar in residence at the New York Public Library exploring the history of sex worker clothing. In 1992, for her thirtieth birthday, she gifted herself double-Ds and she has loved them ever since. A former stripper and prostitute, Weldon lived through attacks from anti-pornography, anti-prostitute feminists and still feels wounded by the way that segment of the women’s movement “infantilized” sex workers and stripped them of their agency. Indeed, well-meaning feminists still confuse consensual sex work, where adults willingly sell sex to make money, with sex trafficking, where people are prostituted against their will through abduction, threats, and other forms of coercion. As one activist put it, “Sex trafficking is to sex work what domestic violence is to marriage . . . not all wives are victims, and neither are all sex workers.”15


“Doctor Boobs Weldon—I’ve always wanted to call her that,” says RedBone. “I’m in awe of her tenacity. The way she pulls the whole history of sex work into her performances is cool as fuck.”


[image: Start of image description, A photograph of Jo Weldon. Weldon is pictured topless with tasselled pasties covering the nipples of her large, augmented breasts. She has long, dark hair flowing over her shoulders, and she is wearing a pair of sunglasses and leopard print leggings. She smiles as she suggestively eases down the waistband of her leggings., end of image description]


Jo Weldon celebrates the thirtieth anniversary of her implants.


Weldon is a wellspring of fake boob stories. Back in the 1990s, when she worked at the Cheetah in Atlanta, Georgia, they used to do “boob smashes” or “stripper high-fives,” wherein the dancers would jump and bounce off each other’s inflated chests. Weldon relished the extra attention she received with bigger tits. Occasionally men would stare at her breasts and then inquire, “Are those real?” to which Weldon would reply, “Well, they’re not imaginary!”


When working as a call girl, Weldon would wear athleisure outfits and tell hotel security she was a personal trainer. Having made it upstairs, she was once turned away from a hotel room by a john who was angry that she had implants. “Men who prefer natural breasts like to think that they are superior,” Weldon told me. “They believe that their taste in women is a reflection of their intellect. When they declare, ‘I’m a leg man,’ what they’re really saying is, ‘I’m not a brainless moron.’ But I’m like, ‘Dude, you’re no different, you’re focusing on a body part instead of a whole human being.’”


In the 1990s, Weldon’s creativity as a stripper led her to embrace burlesque and help revive the genre. “Burlesque” derives from the Italian word for mockery; after migrating through French, the term came to designate the sexy, tongue-in-cheek performances included in vaudeville shows and traveling circuses. These dance routines were characterized by elaborate costumes and mischievous undressing narratives that climaxed in “the big reveal” of the breasts. When many strip clubs went all-nude, featuring little or no disrobing, a “neo-burlesque” circuit arose, touring alternative theaters, comedy clubs, and queer bars.16


As the “headmistress” of the New York School of Burlesque, Weldon is adept at labeling and analyzing the impact of different tit-related dance moves. The “strap tease,” as she calls it, uses the bra or bikini strap to build excitement. “If you’re standing still, and only one part of your body is moving, that’s where people will look. If you shrug, they look at your shoulder. If you stomp, they notice your foot,” explained Weldon. Cupping your breasts with your hands is another way to acknowledge the gaze and give permission for people to savor your body. Consequently, Weldon sees pasties, the adhesive covers meant to censor nipples, as “boob jewelry that actually accentuates them.”


The soundtrack at the Condor switches abruptly from hip-hop to Mötley Crüe’s 1987 heavy-metal stripper anthem “Girls, Girls, Girls,” redirecting our attention to the stage. The nine working women line up, then parade across the platform while the DJ announces a discount on lap dances—“Three songs for the price of two!” Even though I’ve seen the procession on many other occasions, it’s a shocking sight that smacks of flesh on the auction block. As an ethnographer, I love immersive, experiential learning. Lame ethnographers come into a new environment with opinions that they stick to, whereas decent ethnographers are altered by the communities they study. Sometimes it takes all my willpower to stay curious and resist judgment. At this moment, I’m struggling. I abhor this dehumanizing spectacle.


° °


Neo-burlesque is a significant counterpoint to stripping. A witty form in which tits reign supreme, neo-burlesque often spoofs submission and features empowered women who have a range of older, larger, queerer, less conventionally sexy bodies. Last month, I attended a Dita Von Teese Burlesque Gala at the Orpheum Theater in downtown Los Angeles. The theater held some fifteen hundred people—at least two-thirds of whom were female or femme-presenting, many in cleavage-showcasing vintage dresses. The population conspicuous by their absence was the one that dominates strip clubs—individual and roving packs of hetero-sexual men.


Performing that night was a voluptuous dancer, famed for her talented tits. At five foot four and 195 pounds, Dirty Martini was introduced as “Miss 44 and a whole lot more.”17 The dancer went on to demonstrate “the world’s most dangerous tassel-twirling tricks” to the high-speed surf-guitar of Dick Dale’s “Misirlou.” She whipped the long fringes of her pasties clockwise, then counterclockwise. She twirled one titty while the other stood still. She bounced with her arms above her head, then wagged her tits in a vigorous shimmy. The whirling spectacle was nothing like strip club routines, where it is rare to see breasts move more actively than other body parts. In straight-male-dominated venues, sexiness and funniness are generally opposed. When women predominate, eroticism and satire go hand in hand.


Dirty, as her friends call her, is a sex symbol whose triumph has been hard-won. In the beginning, she struggled to make it through her BFA at the Conservatory of Dance in Purchase, New York, because she was repeatedly put on “weight probation.” Worried she’d get kicked out of school, she told her teachers, “Forget it. This is my body. I might lose five pounds; I might gain ten; it’s none of your business.” Dirty’s resistance to her profession’s body norms was a powerful moment in her self-definition as a dancer. “A long-ass time ago,” as she put it, Dirty also considered working in strip clubs but rejected it because she wanted to “keep a healthy eye” on her emotional state. She couldn’t face the intimate interaction and so opted for burlesque. “I don’t give lap dances and I suppose that’s where the line gets drawn,” she explained. “Instead, I recreate the sex work of the nostalgic past.”


Burlesque appealed to Dirty because it honored her curves and her dance training, which started with childhood ballet. She had done naked dance productions, so nudity wasn’t a concern. “What did Gypsy Rose Lee say?” asked Dirty, before answering, “I wasn’t naked. I was completely covered by a blue spotlight.” Dirty often works in gay clubs, and her big blond wigs and over-the-top makeup reflect drag’s aesthetic sensibility. Indeed, Amanda Lepore, a Marilyn Monroe–inspired doyenne of New York nightlife, taught her how to apply pasties with tassels. “I’ve always gotten glamour tips from drag queens and thought their humor was in line with my own,” she told me. “Some cross the line into misogyny, but the queens who are my friends inspire me to be a better woman.”


Dirty sees her breasts as “a gateway drug to body positivity.” As a plussized woman, she has relied on them as a “safe haven” when the rest of her body was seen as “controversial or naughty.” When people work up a burlesque routine, they have to grapple with themselves as gendered, sexual beings. “Much of that is centered around your breasts,” Dirty told me. “Or your solar plexus—the chest plate that reflects sunlight onto your face. That’s the beauty of showing your breasts to the world.”


° °


Back at the Condor, RedBone picks an unsmoked joint off the floor. “Look what I found,” she says. Although now sober, RedBone spent many years as a “party girl.” Liquid courage and brain-numbing drugs are integral to the ecologies of strip clubs. RedBone signals a passing waitress and places the legal weed on her tray. The waitress startles, then grins broadly, revealing her braces. Although patrons have to be twenty-one years old to enter the club, strippers and servers need only be eighteen—a gendered disparity that boggles my mind.


RedBone and I have been studying the moves of Paradise, a skinny but shapely young Black woman, now on stage with her booty bopping in the direction of a trio of recently arrived tech bros.


Would “titty bars” be more accurately called “butt clubs”? I wonder. If we clocked the time dancers spend flaunting their tits versus their asses, I’m certain buttocks would win. The reasons offered for the shift of focus from boobs to buttocks include the popularity of Kim Kardashian, the celebration of Black booties in rap music, the veneration of strong glutes by gay men, and the influence of athleticism on visions of feminine beauty and sex appeal. However, I ask RedBone the question that most interests me: Is the focus on butts more objectifying? When you fixate on a woman’s tits, you can still see her face. Her subjectivity is harder to ignore.18


RedBone looks at me pensively. “Don’t know, but my posture changed when you asked that. I felt, like, it’s time to open up,” she says. “The chest is where our heart is. Consciously or subconsciously, presenting the breasts, it’s saying ‘I’m ready. I’m listening. I’m allowing vulnerability.’ Posture is important because it changes the way we feel, then strikes all sorts of feelings within the viewer. It communicates.”


I’m an inveterate sloucher, I confess as I straighten up, cup Bert and Ernie, and recall an interview I did with a sex coach who gives workshops on “schlumpy versus sexy” body language.19


“I slump when no one is watching,” admits RedBone. “When a voyeur gazes upon me, I carry myself differently.” About her 36C bust, she declares, “I never knock the knockers! I love these bad boys. Got ’em from my Mama.”


Strip clubs offer the promise of being more than just a voyeur. A few months ago, I unexpectedly “motorboated” a dancer at Larry Flynt’s Hustler Club around the corner. It was fantastic, I tell RedBone with an embarrassed grin. In that club, you can sit right up at the dance floor as if it were a table. One of my straight male friends, a strip club aficionado, threw some money down and said, “Give it to her!” The dancer grabbed my chair, drew it toward her, then pulled my head between her tits and shook them. I did not make the lip-vibrating sound of a motorboat (the origin of the maneuver’s name), but I got the gist of it. When you’re so close to someone, you instinctively close your eyes, and the encounter shifts. What had been a detached, visual experience became a corporeal, sensual one. I enjoyed the warmth of her bosom on my cheeks and the fresh, powdery scent of her perfume. It didn’t feel dirty or sexual, but human and funny. It was pleasantly bewildering.


Then, at the Garden of Eden, another strip club nearby, my friend once again threw down some money and said, “Give it to her.” This time, the dancer grabbed my hands, pulled them to her breasts, and held them there. Her nipples pressed into the palms of my hands, which I found stressful. With the motorboating, I was rendered passive by a dancer who assumed playful control, but with this move I felt forced into a predatory position in which I was supposed to act.


In both instances, the dancers were violating official club policy, but as I am a woman, the rules around touching in public areas did not apply. Creative circumventions of local alcohol licensing laws are found in clubs all over the world to the degree that peculiar titty entertainment genres develop. In some cities, for example, strip clubs have a “body shot” waitress, who climbs onto the customer’s lap and then places a long glass or test tube between her tits to deliver liquor into the patron’s mouth. In private rooms, another popular diversion is the “titty bump,” wherein people snort cocaine off a sex worker’s bosom. One of my interviewees, whose job consisted entirely of offering body shots and titty bumps, told me that her work was primarily about compassion for lonely men.
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