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For my mother






Introduction

The first butt I remember isn’t my own. It’s my mother’s. At seven years old, I would sit on the fluffy toilet seat cover in my parents’ bathroom and watch her get ready for the day, standing in front of the mirror in her bra and underwear, smearing lotion onto her body. She rolled Velcro curlers into her short brown hair: a few girthy pink ones on top, several smaller green ones on the sides. She cracked the window to let out the steam of the shower, and the Michigan morning air—cold and thin—woke me up. Close your eyes, she told me, and as I did, she’d liberally douse her hair with hairspray. I held my breath, fearing the sticky choke. Then, she took her glasses off and leaned in close to the mirror and curled her lashes, her butt sticking out as she leaned over the counter.

As a young girl, my mom’s was the only naked adult body I had ever seen. I imagined all women’s bodies looked like hers: shapely and short, with full breasts and an ample butt that filled out any pair of pants. I liked the idea that one day my body would look the same—a fate that seemed as inevitable as growing taller or getting my period. She was beautiful and free as she went about her morning ablutions.

The clear-sightedness of childhood allowed me to see my mother’s butt for what it actually was—a body part like any other, something to love because I loved the human it was part of. It was not a problem or a blessing. It was only a fact.

What I did not know then is that butts are not so simple. They are not like elbows or knees, functional body parts that carry few associations beyond their physiological function. Instead, butts, silly as they may often seem, are tremendously complex symbols, fraught with significance and nuance, laden with humor and sex, shame and history. Women’s butts have been used as a means to create and reinforce racial hierarchies, as a barometer for the virtues of hard work, and as a measure of sexual desire and availability. Despite (or perhaps because of) the fact that there is little a person can do to dramatically change the way their butt looks without surgical intervention, the shape and size of a woman’s butt has long been a perceived indicator of her very nature—her morality, her femininity, and even her humanity.

But butts can be hard to see clearly. The fact that they are on our backside means they are somewhat alien to us, even as they are perfectly visible to others. To see your butt, you need the cocoon of mirrors of a dressing room, the cumbersome triangulation of a hand mirror in a bedroom, or an awkwardly held smartphone. And when you catch sight of your butt—or at least when I catch sight of my butt—there is always a bit of surprise: That is what is trailing me? There is a note of humiliation in this—we don’t ever really know what someone else is seeing when they look at our butts, which makes us vulnerable. There is also a giving-over: in some ways, the butt belongs to the viewer more than the viewed. It can be observed secretly, ogled in private, creepily scrutinized. In order to know how a pair of pants fits, I must ask a salesperson how my butt looks because I cannot see for myself. A woman passes a man on the street and then his head turns to look at her butt. Although everyone else on the street may spot the greedy glance, the woman may not, and doesn’t realize she is being assessed, criticized, objectified, desired.

Even the words for our backside resist clarity. The terms we use are always euphemisms, never sure things. I grew up referring to the two masses of flesh attached to the back of my hips as a butt. It is the word a kid uses, the word your obnoxious brother hurls at you. Butthead! Buttface! A hilarious idea—having a butt for a face—but it’s not an insult that has much impact beyond the age of ten. The word butt is funny, but the humor is mild, familiar, and innocuous. A man slips and falls smack-dab on his butt; chuckles ensue. If the word butt were a noise, it would be the honk of a clown horn, or maybe a fart.

As I got older I experimented with other words. Ass felt a bit more grown-up, a bit more obscene—a word in the category we used to call “swears.” But it’s a light swear, the least of the offenders. You can say ass on TV, although you can’t say asshole. There are many other terms for the body part in question: In the UK they call it a bum; in Yiddish they call it a tuchus. Sometimes people get a little highbrow and a little French and call it a derrière. These days, grocery store tabloids and TV talk shows usually call it a booty or a badonkadonk, words lifted from hip-hop songs and country music, used to connote sexiness, silliness, and race. There is also a whole category of words that refer to the physical positioning of the part on the body: behind, backside, posterior, rear end, bottom.

But what is the proper word? The fundamental word? What is our neutral term that signifies “the fatty, fleshy part of your body that you sit on”? Although there are boobs and tits and jugs, ultimately we know the correct, “official” word is breasts. We might call a man’s sexual organ a dick or schlong, but we know there is a “right” word, and that word is penis. Buttocks seems to be the obvious choice, but it’s a word rarely used in real life. You wouldn’t say, “My buttocks are sore,” after a tough workout, nor would you say, “My buttocks don’t look good in these pants.” I once asked a surgeon friend how his fellow doctors refer to it, thinking that I might find the most practical word in the medical lexicon. He told me the colorectal surgeons—the ones who likely spend the most time talking about it—use words like rear and bottom. One surgeon he knows employs the very scientific gluteal cleft when he means crack; another invariably calls the body part in question a tush. Even in the doctor’s office, there are layers of euphemism. The muscle has a scientific name—gluteus maximus—but that term refers only to the sinewy bundle of fibers that stretches from the pelvic bone to the thigh. The fatty layer on top is called the gluteofemoral fat mass. No one calls it that.

Because of this triangulated, euphemistic relationship we often have with our butts (the word I’ve settled on as the most straightforward), our ideas about them often tell us more about the viewer than the viewed, the meaning determined by who is looking and when they are looking and why. As historian Sander Gilman puts it, “The buttocks have ever-changing symbolic value. They are associated with the organs of reproduction, the aperture of excretion, as well as with the mechanism of locomotion through the discussions of gait. They never represent themselves.”

This idea—that the butt never represents itself—makes it a peculiar and peculiarly compelling object of study. Because the butt is capricious in what it symbolizes, sifting through and investigating the profusion of meanings and signification can tell us a tremendous amount about many other things: what people perceive to be normal, what they perceive to be desirable, what they perceive to be repellant, and what they perceive to be transgressive. Butts are a bellwether. The feelings we have about butts are almost always indicative of other feelings—feelings about race, gender, and sex, feelings that differ profoundly from one person to the next.



Everyone has a different origin story for how they feel about their adult body. Like photographs pasted into a scrapbook, the way I feel about mine emerges from fractured memories of times when I felt my body being seen by others. But my earliest memories of my body come from just before puberty, when my limbs and muscles seemed useful and resilient, rather than like parts to be assessed. I rode my bike all over the neighborhood, sped down hills, and felt the humid summer wind fly through my nostrils. On one July afternoon, I tumbled face-first over the handlebars and scraped up my cheeks and forehead on the cement, breaking open the flap of skin that connected my lip to my gums. Blood poured all over the sidewalk and then the kitchen, where I sat on the counter with my feet dangling as my mother held ice to my mouth. The next morning, I was eating Cheerios in a purple polyester ballerina outfit, ready to ride again. My father took pictures of me at the kitchen table, smiling and cheerful. I wasn’t particularly fearless, but I understood my body as a thing that would grow, would heal, would take me places. By the time the roll of film was developed, I only had a few scabs left.

When I was eight, I went with a friend to her parents’ gym to swim in the pool, and I found myself for the first time in a locker room full of women in various states of undress. There were so many kinds of bodies, and since I had not yet learned to put bodies in categories, to rank and order them as good and bad, all I could do was observe. Breasts can look like that? I thought, catching glimpses of parts that didn’t look like my mother’s. Hips can be straight? Butts can be bony? The women in the locker room seemed misshapen. Dressed, they’d looked familiar, but underneath their clothes, they had been hiding all kinds of oddities, shaped in so many different ways.

At ten, I was riding my bike with a friend, around the same blocks we’d been circling for years, when two boys shouted at us from behind a bush. “Nice butts!” we heard them say. The comment had the bite of cruelty, but there was something else in it, a new and dangerous feeling, one I now know to be the particular anxiety of having your body seen and commented upon by a male stranger.

The fact that they said something unprompted about our butts felt uncomfortable and bizarre. Butts were not a body part I thought could be nice. I was aware that there were body parts that were considered beautiful and sexy and were coveted by others, but it had not occurred to me that the butt was one of them. It felt like they’d caught us with our pants down—as though they’d seen our actual butts due to some hilarious and humiliating mistake. We rode back to my house and told my parents what had happened. Somehow, they managed to track down the two boys—young teenagers with skateboards and heavy metal T-shirts—and confronted them about their catcalling. The boys nervously swore that they had shouted, “Nice bikes.” I remember feeling embarrassed all over again. Of course butts were not a thing that could be nice. Certainly not a thing someone would shout about down the street.

By middle school, I was the oddity in the locker room. I wasn’t fat, exactly—the adjective that carried the most profound stigma in the dusty halls of Kinawa Middle School—but my body definitely didn’t feel like it looked right. It was slowly turning into a youthful approximation of my mother’s: my butt had grown, my hips had widened. Standing in front of the burnt-orange lockers, I no longer found myself in awe of the diversity of the female body; it was plain to me that there was a correct way to look, and the way I looked, and the way my mom looked, certainly wasn’t it.

Around the same time, the PE department separated the girls and boys to teach us how to swim in the school’s hyper-chlorinated, crumbling pool. In an unusual gesture designed, I suppose, to level any class distinctions, the school provided us with black swimming suits made of cotton with very little stretch. We plucked them out of gray plastic bins, organized by size, each suit well worn by industrial laundry machines and by generations of anxious girls shivering within them at the edge of the pool. The sizes of the suits were indicated by the stitching: suits with yellow stitching were the smallest, the size for girls who still had the bodies of children. Orange was the most coveted color—the suit of a girl who had matured but had no roundness. Red stitching meant large, and white meant larger still—the colors for girls who had breasts and butts and thighs and bellies. Girls who had substance. The black fabric that covered us from armpit to midthigh expanded and grew loose when wet. My suit had red stitching, and I dreaded the looming specter of the white thread. I worried what it would mean about my body, my attractiveness, my place in the order of things.

In high school, I was confronted with even more concrete evidence that my body was somehow wrong. Although I could barely run a mile, I would occasionally fraternize with the tenth-grade cross-country team, attending their pregame spaghetti dinners, where we would heap gluey pasta with jarred red sauce on our plates and gossip about school. At one of these dinners, a friend pulled me aside to tell me a secret—the kind of secret no one should tell. She revealed that a girl on the team had been overheard at practice complaining about how fat she was getting. How her hips were so big. Another girl laughed at this and said, At least your butt isn’t as big as Heather’s.

I was shaken. I imagined the willowy and desirable blondes of the cross-country team, laughing heartily and venomously about one thing they all knew to be true: Heather Radke did, indeed, have a big butt. And they were oh so glad they did not.



The story of my relationship with my body isn’t a dramatic one. In fact, I’m interested in it primarily because it strikes me as fairly typical. There was no relentless bullying, no significant eating disorder, nothing that pushes my feelings about my body beyond the shame that seems to infect the brain of every seventh-grade girl, a hellish rite of passage so many of us had to get through to become semi-functioning adults. It’s as though the ranking of bodies—and all the attendant humiliation and self-doubt—is normal, natural even. As though there actually are bodies that are better, and those that are worse.

The first time someone told me my butt was sexy was in 2003. I was twenty and it was summertime and I was pulling shots of espresso behind a coffee bar in a Midwestern college town. I was wearing a polyester, navy blue pleated skirt and a thrifted yellow T-shirt that I had cut the neck out of, in an attempt to make it look more punk. My hair was pulled back; grounds of coffee stuck to my sweaty neck. Since high school, my butt had grown ever larger. Every pair of pants seemed to fit me strangely, gaping at the waist even as they stretched tightly across my butt—I went from wearing a size eight to wearing a size ten, then twelve and fourteen. If a group needed to squeeze four into the back of a car, I would blurt out that my ass was actually too large to make it work and that someone should just sit on my lap. One day, my coworker at the coffeehouse—a quiet singer-songwriter boy who was tall and flirty—asked me, “Do you know what callipygian means?” I did. I’d learned it for the SATs and could still recall the flash card that made me blush. The word is Greek. It means “having beautiful buttocks.” I supposed that art historians must have used it in describing statuary. “You, darling, are callipygian,” the singer-songwriter told me. His delivery was definitely awkward and the line felt rehearsed, like he was testing out vocabulary that was just beyond his reach. Even so, I was frankly moved. He wasn’t making fun of me. It felt like a sincere compliment.

He was only the first in a series of people I encountered in my twenties and thirties who seemed to regard my generous butt not as a drawback, but as a virtue. It became the frequent subject of catcalls; the word on a lover’s lips as they whispered in my ear; the part of my body that elicited second glances from strangers and comments from men at work. In other words, I was becoming aware that my butt was—or had become, when I wasn’t looking—a sexual object, a thing that other people (some other people; certainly not all other people) found desirable.

And those people were almost always men. Although I am queer, and although I dated both men and women during those years, the truth was that this change in how other people thought about my butt seemed to be emanating from straight, mainstream culture. Plenty of women commented on my butt, but they were mostly straight and seemed to be parroting beauty magazines in an updated, inverted version of the girl on the cross-country team who said she was so glad her butt was not like mine.

Although I told myself that what other people—especially men—thought about my body shouldn’t matter, the truth was it really did. All of a sudden, a part of me that had felt shameful and ugly was the part that some people liked most. Although I didn’t want to be admired only for my body, I certainly wanted my body to be admired. Like all people, I wanted to be wanted. And it felt good to be wanted by the sort of people who had once made me feel ashamed.

I wonder now how my peers in high school came to their initial conclusion that my body wasn’t one of the good ones, and how, a decade later, many of those same men and women came to feel the opposite. How could it be that what a butt means had seemed to change so radically, and so quickly? How could a body part mean so many different things to so many different people? Those are the questions that prompted the research at the heart of this book.



Before becoming a writer, I worked for a number of years as a curator at the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum in Chicago, a historic-house museum that also functioned as a contemporary art space and community gathering place for the city’s activists. When I put together an exhibition at Hull-House, my job was to present stories and cultural experiences that helped to explain larger shifts and themes in history. This book is meant to work in a similar way: I will introduce you to figures from the past and present and tell specific stories that speak to important shifts in what butts have represented in the United States and Western Europe over the past two centuries.

Butts: A Backstory is an attempt to trace some of the threads of thought and meaning surrounding this enigmatic body part, and explore how they evolved and continue to resonate in the present. The approach is largely historical and chronological but begins with the scientific basics: What, exactly, is a butt anatomically and physiologically? Though butts have been around forever, my framework’s historical starting point is the story of Sarah Baartman, once called the “Venus Hottentot,” whose cruel and lurid display in life and death is foundational to perceptions of the butt for the past two centuries. From there, I explore a number of topics extending through the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, peering into the histories of fashion, race, science, fitness, and popular culture, encountering a procession of people who have shaped ideas about butts—an illustrator who defined the sleek look of the flapper, a model whose butt is used as the template for nearly every pair of pants on the market, a eugenicist artist who created sculptures of the most “normal” man and woman, the man who invented Buns of Steel, drag queens who design butt pads, and fat fitness instructors who used aerobics as a form of resistance and a way to find joy. Finally, I explore changing attitudes toward the butt in the last thirty years—a time when large butts gradually became integrated into the mainstream, white beauty ideal and the appropriation of Black bodies and culture hit a new peak.



A project like this could never be all things to all people. It can’t begin to answer the question, What is the history and meaning of every butt? In this book, I focus on the history and symbolism of women’s butts for the simple reason that I am a woman and I began this project because I was interested in how feminine identity is constructed, reconstructed, and reinforced over time.

My research also deals exclusively with the butt—the two protruding masses of muscle and fat situated between the lower back and thighs. There are a number of excellent books exploring the anus and rectum and their myriad associations and functions, but those are not my objects of study. Although there are relationships between the symbolic meanings of the anus and the butt, women’s butts frequently carry their own, separate symbolism and aren’t necessarily linked to the various functions of the anus, sexual or otherwise.

I am primarily interested in butts as construed and represented by mainstream, hegemonic, Western culture—the culture of those who hold political and economic power, those who dominate popular media and who are most responsible for creating, perpetuating, and enforcing broad standards and trends. That is, I am often exploring how straight people, white people, and men have (mis)understood and enforced standards, preferences, and ideology on the butts of women of all races, and the meanings they have constructed about women’s bodies in the process. Of course, these are general categories and may suggest binaries where they do not exist—the experience of living inside a body always constitutes multiple, intersecting identities—but it has often been people who identify as male, straight, and/or white who have been able to determine the meanings of butts because they were in positions of power.

I’ve decided to focus on these mainstream concepts of women’s butts because I wish to understand where the often unspoken ideas and prejudices about butts come from, and to speak that history clearly. Because of the power they’ve long held in science, politics, media, and culture, white people, men, and straight people have always maintained an inordinate amount of influence and control over what meanings are applied to bodies. They have invented and enforced ideas of what is normal and what is deviant, what is “mainstream” and what is marginal. By looking closely at how people in power have constructed those meanings, my hope is that I will make visible something that often feels invisible: the deep historical roots of why women seem to have so many—and so many contradictory—feelings about their butts. I wanted to understand why butts have come to mean so much, when they could very well mean nothing at all.

One thing I found consistently throughout my research is that conversations about butts are almost always also conversations about race, specifically about Blackness and whiteness. From the earliest days of colonial exploration in Africa, European explorers and scientists employed pseudoscientific theories about big-butted Black women to construct and reinforce racial hierarchies and stereotypes (particularly the doggedly persistent stereotype of the hypersexual Black woman), a set of ideas that were amplified and reinforced in the wake of Sarah Baartman’s death in the nineteenth century. Both Black femininity and white femininity are ideas that are informed by stereo types of the body and the butt created by scientists in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, stereotypes that affect not only Black women and white women but women of all races. It is for this reason that this book is so often an exploration of Blackness and whiteness specifically.

Of course, any knowledge I have of what butts mean and have meant within communities of color, in other nations, and in cultures of the past is derived from reporting and research, not firsthand experience. My experience with my body is specific, and the shame I have felt about my butt comes from the particular context I grew up in. It is not at all universal. Many of those I’ve spoken with in my research for this book love their butts or grew up with very different ideas about what constitutes an ideal body than I did. In these pages, I’ve endeavored to include voices of those who can speak to experiences other than my own, and I’ve conducted interviews with women and nonbinary people from disparate backgrounds as crucial foundational research. Ultimately, though, this book is an idiosyncratic one. It stems from the questions that most interest me about the butt: questions about gender, race, control, fitness, fashion, and science. It is not an encyclopedia of butts and does not attempt or claim to be comprehensive—it is not the final word on the subject, and there are many fascinating areas of research associated with butts that are not included in these pages. My hope is that by not only exploring historical context but also articulating my personal experiences and feelings, I can contend with my own body straightforwardly and help others to see that that which we do not name, that which goes unsaid, holds tremendous power. In that sense, this book is a political project as much as anything else: it is a way of teasing out and examining levers of power that aren’t always visible.



“I personally do not find my butt sexy. I am self-conscious about its largeness,” a white woman in her midthirties told me. “It’s horrifying to imagine that there’s someone in my life that knows what it looks like really well. But many strange men have made it clear they find my butt sexy. Since I was young, I have always known that men of all walks of life like my butt. Not all of them; skinny white guys don’t like my butt very much.”

“I’d probably think my butt was fabulous if I was white,” says a small-butted Black woman in her fifties. “But like many things about me, it’s one of the things that makes me sort of racially inauthentic. Whenever I say this, people get tense; they think I’m hating on myself. I just mean that I was plagued as a child by other people’s assessment that I was not Black enough.”

Another white woman in her thirties describes her ideal body for herself as “as androgynous as possible but still female—small breasts, no hips. Classic androgynous dyke. Jenny Shimizu.” But she’s attracted to big-butted women. “My first girlfriend had a big butt and I couldn’t get over it. It looks good, it feels good, and it’s nice to hold on to. It’s the opposite of the body I have.” Lately she’s been wondering if her idealized body for herself is a problem. “I’ve started to wonder how much of this ideal is internalized misogyny. Why does it feel like a feminine body cannot house brilliance and sarcasm? Why am I hewing so closely to these sexist narratives?”

A Chinese American woman in her twenties describes her butt as “a good protrusion” on her “planklike shape.” But she also tells me, “I’m continuously surprised when my butt is sexualized. I guess I have a fear that my sex appeal is rooted in having this girl-like figure. I wonder if my sexiness is some offshoot of pedophilia, [if] any interest in me is the sexualization of a schoolgirl.” It’s not something she’s ever brought up with a partner, but it is always in the back of her mind.

Over and over again in my research, I’ve been surprised by how many different meanings one body part can contain. And yet, several of the women I talked to told similar stories about how they came to understand their bodies. For some, their mothers and grandmothers and aunts told them to cover themselves up. For others, those same relations taught them how to enjoy their curves. Catcalls and middle-school taunts told them where they stood in the order of things. Nearly every woman, regardless of the size and shape of her butt, told a story about a dressing room and the sinking feeling that there would never be a pair of pants that fit her correctly.

In so many ways, butts ask us to turn away, to giggle with hot-faced shame and roll our eyes. When I started writing this book, I wondered what would happen if I instead turned my full attention toward the butt, if I investigated its history and asked butt experts and enthusiasts of all stripes—scientists, drag queens, dance instructors, historians, and archivists—serious questions about what butts are and what butts mean. In doing so, I found stories of tragedy, anger, oppression, lust, and joy. And I found that in our bodies, we carry histories.






Origins
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If you happened to find yourself near the arid shores of Kenya’s Lake Turkana 1.9 million years ago, you might have encountered the first known hominid with a butt. This creature was closer to a modern human than an ape: His nose was distinct from his face, a cartilaginous appendage rather than two holes in his head. His face was flat, with eyes that looked forward. He had a bony brow ridge with a forehead that sloped steeply back. He walked, and ran, on two legs. And he had a protruding gluteal muscle at the top of each hip, the underlying flesh of a round, strong backside.

The area he lived in would have looked much like the African savanna as we know it now, with few trees and open grassland, a relatively recent change from the lush, dense, jungle-like forest his distant relatives had inhabited for millions of years. The ancestors of Homo erectus had bodies adapted to life in the trees: agile, flexible legs and feet designed for climbing, as well as apelike snouts, hairy bodies, and enormous jaws that allowed them to grind down massive amounts of vegetation. Their butts were flat and small—hardly butts at all. By the time this specific Homo erectus came on the scene, however, the bodies of hominids had adapted to their new, flat terrain. To succeed on the savanna, large gluteal muscles were a must.

Several millennia later, in the summer of 1974, Bernard Ngeneo slowly paced the same eastern shore of Lake Turkana, peering intently at the dark, sandy soil. He was there as a member of what he and his colleagues affectionately referred to as the “Hominid Gang,” a group of Kenyans working on the expeditions of Richard Leakey, a famous and often controversial paleontologist and conservationist. The members of the Hominid Gang were known for their expert ability to find human fossils buried deep in rock or hidden in plain sight among bones and shells—just two years earlier, Ngeneo had discovered a skull buried beneath a pile of animal fossils that was believed to be evidence of an entirely new species in the Homo family.

Ngeneo trained his keen eye on a rock cemented with pebbles and shells, remnants from the bottom of an ancient lake that had been covered by sediment for millions of years. There, among the solid remains of aquatic life, Ngeneo glimpsed something promising poking up out of the rock. A closer look revealed that the expert hominid finder had struck again. Ngeneo had found fossil KNM-ER 3228, a right hip bone and the last remaining part of a male hominid who had walked the shores of Lake Turkana 1.9 million years before, the oldest hip bone anyone had ever found (or has found since). And although there is no documentation suggesting that anyone thought much about this specific bone on the dig—it was one of many hominid parts found that summer—Ngeneo’s discovery would give science a critical tool for understanding the purpose, and evolutionary backstory, of the human butt.



It was Dr. Daniel Lieberman, Edwin M. Lerner II Professor of Biological Sciences and chair of the Department of Human Evolutionary Biology at Harvard, who directed me to fossil KNM-ER 3228. Although scientists in the nineteenth century created a robust pseudoscience of the butt as part of a larger project of creating and justifying racial hierarchies, the butt wasn’t a particularly rich topic of study for much of the twentieth century. For the past twenty years, however, Lieberman has been the go-to guy for the biology of the butt, and he’s likely the scientist who has taken the most keen interest in fossil KNM-ER 3228.

When Lieberman encountered the fossil in the 1990s, he found a key to answering a question that few evolutionary biologists had ever taken seriously, and one that became Lieberman’s singular point of focus for many years. It wasn’t, however, a question about butts—or at least it didn’t start as one. Instead, it was a question about running.

While in graduate school at Harvard, Lieberman had been taught that humans were terrible runners and that running was a relatively unimportant adaptation in the history of human evolution. Biologists understood human running as little more than fast walking, a byproduct of bipedalism that humans weren’t particularly well suited for. Instead, they believed that the champion runners of the animal kingdom were sleek quadrupeds like antelopes and cheetahs, whose four legs allowed them to gallop and spring forth with all four feet off the ground, and gave them stealth and maneuverability. Because it’s impossible to gallop with two legs, four-legged animals will always have an advantage over even the fastest humans. (For example, Usain Bolt can sprint at ten meters per second for several seconds, but an antelope or a horse can sprint at fifteen meters per second for several minutes.) Humans are good at a lot of things, evolutionary biologists thought, but running isn’t one of them. During the course of his studies, however, Lieberman began to believe that the conventional wisdom might be wrong.

He came to this conclusion while conducting an experiment where he observed miniature pigs trotting on treadmills. One day, as Lieberman was conducting his pig exercise research, a colleague named Dennis Bramble stopped by to observe. Bramble pointed out that the pigs’ heads flopped around when they ran, probably because they didn’t have a special ligament (called the nuchal ligament) in the back of their skull to help steady their heads while in motion. All the great runners of the animal kingdom have this ligament—horses, dogs, cheetahs, jackrabbits. Animals that aren’t great runners, including apes and chimpanzees, do not. But as Lieberman and Bramble talked, they remembered that one animal who was supposedly a terrible runner did have the ligament: humans.

Bramble and Lieberman were intrigued. They’d both read a paper—at that point dismissed by many biologists—that posited that running was actually a crucial part of human evolution, rather than a mere side effect of bipedalism. As they thought more about the nuchal ligament, they started to wonder if there might be something to it.

In order to figure it out, Bramble and Lieberman went to the Harvard Museum and started digging through fossils so they could figure out when the nuchal ligament became part of the story of human evolution and why. They quickly discovered that it appeared in the fossil record at a very important moment in human evolution—about two million years ago, when Homo erectus first came on the scene. Homo erectus was the first human ancestor to walk around on two legs, and also—critically—the first ancestor to have a large brain.

As they examined the fossil record, Lieberman and Bramble discovered that nearly all of the physical traits that make it possible for humans to run appeared around the same time our ancestors became bipedal. This fact suggested to them that hominids may have become bipedal, in part, in order to run. Homo erectus was the first hominid species to have short toes that could bend and flex when it launched itself forward; the first species to have arched inner feet and long Achilles tendons, which act like springs and shock absorbers; the first species to have hips that can twist and knees that can bear the load of the hard footfalls of a running creature. It was also the first species to have a butt.

This discovery led Lieberman to the extensive study of the butt in human running. He closely examined the anatomical differences between the butts of humans and those of their closest primate relatives and attached electrodes to the butts of human research subjects as they ran on treadmills in an effort to determine what, exactly, the gluteus maximus does when a person breaks into a jog. By 2013 he had become famous for his research and made an appearance on The Colbert Report to describe the butt’s evolutionary purpose. “If you look at the butt of a chimpanzee, it’s tiny. They have really, really pathetic butts,” he explained. Humans, on the other hand, have enormous butts; our gluteus maximus is the biggest muscle in our body and we are still the only animals on Earth that have such a large gluteal muscle. Like the whites of our eyes and the arches in our feet, the gluteus maximus is a uniquely human feature. He encouraged Colbert to walk around with his palms firmly affixed to his butt cheeks so that he might feel how flaccid the muscles are when walking. Then Lieberman asked Colbert to run. “Do you feel it clenching up?”

When I spoke to Lieberman, he suggested that I perform the same test, though in my case I had to dig in deep to feel the muscles move because my butt isn’t just, or even mostly, muscle. As I ran around in a circle in my apartment, my toes sprung me forward, my hips twisted, my butt clenched. Despite the fact that I can barely make it twice around the block at a slow jog, Lieberman assured me that my body was designed for the task, and that proof of this could be found in the Arizona desert.



Every October since 1983, in the thin air of Prescott, Arizona, a soulful blinds salesman named Ron Barrett has organized a race straightforwardly called Man Against Horse. According to Barrett, the race began as a bar bet between a local city councilman and a horse-loving police officer. The drunken city councilman asserted that a well-trained human could beat a horse in a foot race. The policeman disagreed and, feeling certain of his odds, suggested they put money on it. The two men set up a course, and for the next four decades, a version of that race has been an annual tradition. The concept is simple: a group of humans and horses traverses the desert in a daylong endurance race that pits beast against beast, human against human, and, most crucially, one against the other.

These days, humans and horses go head-to-head on Mingus Mountain, a 7,800-foot pine-covered peak thirty miles outside of Prescott. Although Barrett sets up 12- and 25-mile races, the real race—the one that attracts some of the world’s best distance runners and endurance riders—is the 50-mile ultrarun.

Skeptical but curious, I traveled to the course to see what Lieberman described as a primordial battle unfold. Horses would hurl their 1,500-pound bodies (more with their rider) up a small rocky path, balanced atop four hooves, each smaller than a human hand. After completing the length of a full marathon along the same route, the runners would climb 1,700 feet up the back of the steep mountain, ascending “knee to cheek,” as Ron Barrett describes it. Even then, they would only be halfway done—they would then need to run almost twenty more miles before they crossed the finish line. And then, after a day of primal competition, all the humans would gorge on barbecue.

When I arrived, I discovered that the event begins on a flat, arid expanse where runners and riders both set up camp the day before. One side of a small creek was the land of horses. Each animal arrived in an enormous trailer along with all that was needed to care for them: hay and hoof-picks and saddles and special shoes that looked like Crocs designed to protect the horses’ small hooves from the rugged terrain. The riders set up makeshift paddocks, small fenced-in areas for the horses to rest and eat in. As they did, the animals huffed and whinnied, snorted and nickered, cutting a bold silhouette against the bright blue desert sky.

On the other side of the creek was the land of runners. They pulled up in energy-efficient Subarus, ate vegan gel that came in pouches, wore clothes that could be bunched up into a sack the size of a fist. “Tiny heinies” was what one of the endurance riders called the runners, and the runners almost all fit the description: small, lithe, and thin, with lean, muscular butts—butts built to beat the enormous and powerful beasts munching grass across the creek.

Despite the seemingly long odds, in every version of the Man Against Horse Race, at least one runner had beaten at least one horse. Lieberman himself had done it—the year he ran, he remembered, he bested “almost all the horses”—and he was “just a middle-aged professor!” But there had never been a human runner who had beaten all the horses. The year I attended, however, buzz floated through the camp about one runner in particular: Nick Coury, a software engineer from Phoenix, who happened to be one of the world’s best ultramarathoners and was thought to just maybe possess the goods to win the ultimate human victory.

I met Nick on the morning of the race as he sat in the trunk of his hatchback, rubbing his eyes and yawning. After inhaling an entire sausage pizza on the late-night drive up from Phoenix, he had slept in his car. I asked him if he thought he might be able to beat the horses. He smiled and said humbly, “I don’t like to get ahead of myself,” before pulling on his shorts, lacing up his shoes, and darting over to the porta-potties. Even in the ultrarunning world, where fifty-mile runs are commonplace, this one was hard: Nick would have to climb 2,800 feet up a labyrinthine trail, confronting loose rocks and tough footing and significant temperature changes—not to mention the enormous, heaving equines running alongside him.

The run started at six a.m. The air was dry—I’d spend the entire day smearing my face with Vaseline in a Sisyphean effort to mitigate the effects of the high desert air—and the early morning sky was clear and pink. I had imagined a whinnying pack of horses pawing at the ground, bunched up with a group of focused runners at a ceremonial starting block, but both horses and runners preferred a less cinematic, calmer beginning. The runners stretched and jogged in place. Horses pranced around in a large, loose circle. The starting line wasn’t much more than a small flag and a mark in the dirt. Ron didn’t even shoot a starter pistol, because it might have scared the horses. He just yelled, rather inefficiently, “Man Against Horse Race starts right now! Here we go!” And then they were off.

The horses galloped out of the gate, but once they reached the foot of the mountain, they began to move slowly and carefully to avoid a fall. Nick and the other humans started at a slow jog and quickly found themselves literally eating their competition’s dust. But although the horses had speed, humans had a different advantage: they had endurance. And this, according to Lieberman, is vital to the story of human evolution.

The human ability to run long distances, as Lieberman explains it, evolved when Homo erectus went from living in forests to roaming the grasslands, a lifestyle that demanded different capacities and capabilities. When animals live among trees, as gorillas still do today, there is plenty to eat: bugs, berries, and vegetation are all abundant. These foods are fibrous and hard to chew, but a gorilla’s low metabolism makes it possible for them to live off of it. They can spend all day eating without having to worry about running out of nourishment.

Homo erectus, on the other hand, needed to figure out a way to sustain themselves without the inexhaustible gifts of the woodlands. Instead of eating bucketloads of berries and leaves, they turned to what was available: the flesh of animals, which, unlike the low-quality foods of the forest, offered significant quantities of calories and protein per bite. Nutrient-rich wilde beests and kudu dotted the savanna, but how could the relatively slow-moving Homo erectus keep up with, and hunt down, these speedy, four-legged beasts?

For more than a century, evolutionary biologists, including Darwin, surmised that Homo erectus’s ability to hunt fast-moving savanna creatures was due to one of the major advantages of bipedalism: Homo erectus’s hands had been freed up to make, and use, tools for hunting like spears, bows, and arrows. But recent archaeology has shown this to be unlikely. It is harder than you might think to penetrate a tough, leathery animal hide, and harder still to inflict the damage necessary to fell a racing, six-hundred-pound wildebeest. You’d need to use a stone-tipped spear or arrow to get the job done, but the best tools Homo erectus had available were wooden clubs and sharpened sticks. They would have had to be in very close proximity to an animal in order to kill it. So what did early humans do without sophisticated weapons? They used their butts.

According to Lieberman, the reason why Nick Coury would have any chance at all in the Man Against Horse Race is because early humans evolved a specific advantage over many quadrupeds: although a four-legged animal can run very fast, it can’t run at high speeds for long stretches of time. Horses and other quadrupeds are incapable of panting when they gallop—they can only pant while trotting or walking. This means they can’t keep themselves cool while running at high speeds. In intense heat, after ten to fifteen kilometers of galloping, they have to slow down to modulate their temperature. This is true as well of the animals that ancient humans hunted on the savanna, an environment much hotter and flatter than Mingus Mountain. An antelope running at full speed in high heat can’t keep up the pace for long. Humans, on the other hand, can run at a slower pace for hours at a time, and a running human moves just a little bit faster than most trotting quadrupeds. This is possible thanks, in part, to the unique collection of dense muscle at the top of our legs.

The human butt muscles are part of a complicated stabilizing apparatus: the gluteus maximus equivalent in chimps is primarily a muscle that allows them to move their legs away from the body, but in humans it is an extensor—a muscle that allows an animal to straighten and extend a limb outward. It is a critical part of the system that keeps us from tumbling forward as we launch ourselves off our back feet when we run, and it helps to slow us down just a bit as our foot hits the ground so that we maintain control over our stride. The butt is an essential adaptation for the human ability to run steadily, for long distances, and without injury.

As evolution slowly crawled along, Homo erectus’s brain got bigger. It takes a lot of calories to maintain brain tissue; a breastfeeding mother would have required about 2,500 calories every day. This was a hard goal to meet on the savanna, and so hunting and running were necessary to continue feeding the evolving organs that would eventually allow hominids to use tools, create agriculture, read books, and make outlandish bets at bars. Lieberman believes that the butt, among other adaptations, allowed Homo erectus to chase after prey for miles until they tired and had to stop. Then Homo erectus would bash their prey over the head with a rock and eat the spoils, making it possible for them to eat a large, calorie-rich meal.

Dennis Bramble, Lieberman’s old colleague from his days running pigs on treadmills, believes something slightly different, and slightly less grand: that the ability to run allowed Homo erectus to compete for the scraps of the savanna, not catch their own prey. After a lion or other large predator had made a kill, it would leave carrion behind, and the scavengers would need to run long distances to beat out the other scavengers and arrive before the dead flesh had spoiled.

Another group of scientists, led by Jamie Bartlett at the University of Colorado Boulder, has done a study that shows that although the butt is critical for endurance running, it actually has many other functions. Bartlett says the gluteus maximus is “akin to a multifunction Swiss Army knife” in that it helps humans to climb, throw, lift, and squat. Bartlett believes that the butt evolved to help Homo erectus traverse long distances, but also to help them escape predators—to scamper up the few trees available on the savanna, to squat behind bushes, to move quickly and nimbly away from a predator. She tells me this is fairly obvious if you take a look at a track team. “It’s not the distance runners who have big butts, it’s the sprinters, jumpers, and the throwers.”

Although these scientists differ on the precise reason for the butt muscles’ existence, they agree that it is a uniquely human feature that crucially contributed to our evolution. We are humans, you could say, thanks to our butts.



One point nine million years ago, the man whose hip bone would become fossil KNM-ER 3228 ran after a wildebeest. His large butt flexed, and the long tendons that attached his heel to the back of his knee catapulted him forward like a spring. His head, balanced on his spine, bobbed loosely as he ran, the S-curve in his back absorbing the shock of each footfall. His sparse body hair and ample sweat glands kept him cool, and he panted heavily through his mouth as he slowly, steadily, ran after his prey.

On a beautiful October day two million years later, Nick Coury runs up a mountain. His butt muscles flex, his sweat glands release perspiration, his tendons and joints propel him forward like a spring. He passes one horse and then another, climbing Mingus Mountain slowly, one footfall at a time. He uses his gluteal muscles to climb, and then he uses them to run. He doesn’t think about the end, or the powerful animals around him. He thinks only about the few feet in front of him. And then, suddenly, Nick realizes that he is winning.

The mountain turns flat, and Nick can see the finish line in the distance. He feels euphoric, flush with the pleasurable endorphins that many call a runner’s high (likely another evolutionary adaptation that helps make humans excellent runners). He starts to run as fast as he can, holding nothing back. Tears stream down his face as he crosses the finish line. It has been six hours and fourteen minutes since he started the race, the fastest any runner has ever completed the course. Like the man with hip bone KNM-ER 3228, Nick has outrun all of his four-legged competitors, the first human in Man Against Horse history to do so. Nick hasn’t done it for food—he has his vegan goo and a barbecue celebration dinner waiting for him—but simply because he loves to run.
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Muscles serve a certain physiological purpose—they expand and contract, moving bone and sinew up and down, back and forth, allowing us to sit upright, lean side to side, even digest our food—and, as a result, are the easiest part of the butt to study and to understand. But butts, especially women’s butts, do not consist only of muscle. They also have a layer of fat that sits on top of the gluteus maximus—and for many (including me) that layer of fat is thick, and it is complicated.

In nearly every way, fat is far more difficult to study than muscle. A soft tissue, it decomposes after organisms die and leaves no long-term record behind, so evolutionary biologists can’t know for certain how early humans or our hominid ancestors carried it on their bodies. It is very tempting to imagine ancient humans as thin and lithe, to see the earliest Homo sapiens as the blueprints for our current rendering of the ideal body, but the truth is that no one knows the size of the breasts or butt of the earliest human females, just as they don’t know the girth of a male Homo erectus’s penis or whether he had a beard.

We do know, however, that humans living today are the fattest primates, storing significantly more “white fat”—fat that isn’t easily converted to energy—than other primates, which carry more of the quickly and easily metabolized “brown fat.” According to Duke postdoctoral associate Devjanee Swain-Lenz, this difference is embedded in our DNA. A gene that converts white fat to brown fat is literally turned off in humans, making us biologically more susceptible to fat accumulation.

According to Morgan Hoke, who has studied nutrition in both contemporary and historical human populations in her role as assistant professor of anthropology at the University of Pennsylvania, this development began when nutrition was sparse and early hominids had to rely on fat reserves to survive. It wasn’t so much that they were starving; there were just frequent and significant variations in what kind of and how much food was available. To survive, early hominids went through metabolic and genetic changes that allowed them to pack on fat that they could then use as a kind of caloric deep storage in case of emergency. This was necessary for the same reason it was crucial for Homo erectus to devise a way to hunt: larger brains need more calories. And although our gluteal muscles helped us to hunt and scavenge for high-calorie meat, we needed reserves of fat on our bodies to make sure that our brains could function even when it was very cold and when food was hard to come by. It is ironic, then, that in the twenty-first-century United States, it is almost impossible to conceive of fat in the way we think of muscle—as a part of the body with a job to do. Instead, fat in any form—whether in food or on bodies—carries layers of negative association: gluttony and decadence, rather than necessity and abundance.

Although all people need fat in order to stay healthy, women need it more than men. Most women have twenty to thirty pounds of fat on their bodies, which is a significant percentage of body mass and a lot of weight to haul around, which would seem to be an evolutionary disadvantage. Studies say the lowest level of body fat for a woman to have and still be considered healthy (that is, not starving) is 8–12 percent. For men, that number is 4–6 percent. One scientist I met with told me that even the thinnest women have a higher percentage of fat on their bodies than any other creature on Earth, with two exceptions: seagoing mammals, and bears just before they go into hibernation. After hearing this fact, I spent the next two weeks repeating it to other women I know. It somehow felt powerful—we have the kind of fat that keeps enormous seagoing creatures warm in Arctic waters, the kind that could get you through winter in a cave in the woods. It also felt delightfully outside of my control. This undeniable scientific reality became an antidote to the perpetual voice in my head that said, Aren’t you just a little bit too fat? I felt like I had a solid rebuttal for once: Fat is part of what it is to be female. My fat is what makes me like a nursing whale, like a mama bear.

Of course, I am not a large seafaring mammal, nor do I hibernate. Nor do any of the other women I know. A whale cow’s blubber may serve many functions, but one is very clear: she needs to stay warm in glacial waters. A bear going into hibernation needs significant reserves to get through the winter. But why does a female human need to store so much fat on her body?

“As a feminist it frustrates me, because I can’t come up with any other answer,” Hoke tells me, “but it has to do with reproduction. It turns out that pregnancy and breastfeeding are really expensive in terms of energetic cost.” She further explains that, as with any animals that utilize sexual reproduction, there are going to be some biological differences between the sexes to accommodate the physical and energetic needs of creating new humans—and there is no question who takes on the primary biological burden. “A sperm basically costs nothing,” Hoke explains. “An egg doesn’t cost much either, but for humans there is a grueling nine months of childbearing and then breastfeeding, which can go on for a long time.” The need for extra reserves is huge, because nutrition is going toward fueling two (or more) bodies and brains. Pregnancy requires the mother to take in approximately three hundred extra calories per day, and some studies indicate that breastfeeding can require even more caloric fuel. If there isn’t enough food in the environment, a breastfeeding mother can rely on the fat she stores on her body to feed her babies.

Women may need a significant amount of fat to meet the demands of reproduction, but that fat could be anywhere. We could have fat globules hanging from our elbows; our shoulders and necks could be large and bulbous. But instead, fat gathers in the hips, butt, thighs, and breasts, creating a pattern of curves that now read to us as distinctly feminine—but why? The most straightforward possibility is physiological. We have to carry it where we do because to store it elsewhere might impede our range of motion and disrupt the center of gravity—to have a very fatty shoulder would make us top-heavy; to have very fatty knees would make it hard to walk.

There is also a body of research—conducted by Professor Hoke and other evolutionary anthropologists—that suggests storing fat in the butt and thighs is safer for us because it’s far from vital organs, which don’t react well to being surrounded by fatty tissue. Additionally, there is some evidence that women with bigger butts and thighs and smaller waists have fattier breast milk, a positive adaptation for helping babies to grow, particularly in places where there may not be ready access to significant fat in the diet. Hoke suggests that this may indicate that when human females are breastfeeding, they draw on the white adipose fat stored in the thighs and butt to nurture their babies.

The truth is, the butt is an anatomically simple part of the body: it is a joint attached to a few large muscles and covered with a layer of fat. But although we have a good understanding of why we have butt muscles, and even, to some extent, why they are covered in fat, it isn’t entirely clear why butts are, for many people, so attractive and what, if anything, this has to do with evolution. In order to answer those questions, to the extent they are even answerable, we need to talk about peacocks.
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Imagine, if you will, a peacock—that grand and bright pheasant, originally from the Indian subcontinent, that now roams the grounds of children’s zoos and eccentric billionaires’ gardens the world over. The peacock is colorful—he has a bright blue head and opulent, iridescent tail plumage with a distinctive eyespot pattern best seen when he fans his tail high and wide—a tail that can extend up to five feet long. The tail alone makes up about 60 percent of his overall body length and weighs around eleven ounces, quite a bit on a bird that typically weighs around ten pounds.

“The sight of a feather in a peacock’s tail, whenever I gaze at it, makes me sick!” Charles Darwin famously wrote in a letter to Harvard botanist Asa Gray in 1860. It wasn’t the beauty that sickened him, but rather the fact that he was unable to explain the existence of such an enormous, conspicuous, yet seemingly useless part of an animal. Evolution, as we often think of it, prioritizes efficiency, and a peacock’s tail is decidedly not an efficient addition. In fact, it is the opposite—a burdensome appendage, attracting predators with its shimmering color and making it difficult to escape.
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