readers how and why th i i i
s aron them.y ey should pay a different kind of attention to the
Fo'r this essignment, use Bordo’s work to reconsider Berger's. Write an
essay in which you consider the two chapters as examples of ar.1 ongoin
project. Berger's essay precedes Bordo's by about a quarter of a cer%tu >
If you look closely at one or two of their examples, and if you lookreZt'
the larger concerns of their arguments, are they saying the same things?
doing the same work? If so, how? And why is such work still necessa%y;

If not, how do thei i ; . .
differences? eir projects differ? And how might you explain those

SUSAN
BORDO

SUSAN BORDO (b. 1947) is the Otis A. Singletary
Chair of Humanities at the University of Kentucky.
Bordo is a philosopher, and while her work has touched on
figures and subjects traditional to the study of philosophy
(René Descartes, for example), she brings her training to
the study of culture, including popular culture and its
representations of the body. She is a philosopher, that is,
who writes not only about Plato but about Madonna and
John Travolta.

In Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Cul-
ture, and the Body (1993), Bordo looks at the complicated cultural forces that
have produced our ways of understanding and valuing a woman’s body. These
powerful forces have shaped not only attitudes and lives but, through dieting,
training, and cosmetic surgery, the physical body itself. Unbearable Weight was
nominated for the 1993 Pulitzer Prize; it won the Association for Women in Psy-
chology’s Distinguished Ppublication Award and was named by the New York
Times as one of the “Notable Books of 1993.” The book had a broad audience and
made a significant contribution to the academic study of gender and the body. In
fact, Bordo’s work (in this book and those that followed) has been central to the
newly evolving field of “body studies.” Bordo is also the author of The Flight to
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Objectivity: Essays on Cartesianism and Culture (1987) ‘_fznd Twilight Zones:
The Hidden Life of Cultural Images from Plato to O.]. (1997); she is co-editor
(with Alison Jaggar) of Gender/Body/Knowledge: Feminist Reconstruction
of Being and Knowing (1989) and editor of Feminist Interpretations of
Descartes (1999).

In 1992, Bordo says, as she was finishing work on Unbearable Weight, she
received a letter from Laurence Goldstein, editor of Michigan Quarterly Review,
asking her to write a review article on a surprising series of recently published
books concerning men and masculinity. It was as though the feminist work on
women as figures of thought and commerce had made the category of the “male”
equally available for study and debate. She said,

It was as if Larry had read my mind. . . . I had known for a long time
that I wanted to write about men and their bodies; it seemed the logical,
natural, almost inevitable next step. I just wasn’t expecting to begin
quite so soon. But I couldn’t resist the opportunity. . . .

The review essay was the beginning of what became her next major publication,
The Male Body: A New Loock at Men in Public and Private (1999), from
which the following selection is drawn. As was the case with Unbearable Weight,
The Male Body has been read with great interest and care by a wide audience,
with favorable reviews in the New York Times, Elle, and Vanity Fair. In The
Male Body, Bordo writes about her father, about the 1950s, about gay men and
straight men, about movies, and about sex manuals. The chapter we have chosen,
”Beauty (Re)discovers the Male Body,” comes from a section titled " Public Images,”
and looks specifically at the use of men in advertising, where men’s bodies (rather
than the usual case—women’s) are presented as objects of pleasure and instances
of commerce. There is a powerful argument here about gender, identity, and the
media (about how we come to see and value our physical selves). The writing is
witty, committed, and engaging —moving from personal his-

tory to cultural history, deftly bringing in key concepts from
contemporary literary and media theory, like the concept of the
“gaze.” In this chapter, Bordo provides a compelling example
of what it means to read closely, to read images as well as
words, and to write those close readings into an extended
argument. She brings the concerns of a philosopher to the
materials of everyday life.

Beauty (Re)discovers
the Male Body

Men on Display

Putting classical art to the side for the moment, the naked and near-
naked female body became an object of mainstream consumption first in
Playboy and its imitators, then in movies, and only then in fashion photo-
graphs. With the male body, the trajectory has been different. Fashion has
taken the lead, the movies have followed. Hollywood may have been a
chest-fest in the fifties, but it was male clothing designers who went south
and violated the really powerful taboos—not just against the explicit depic-
tion of penises and male bottoms but against the admission of all sorts of
forbidden “feminine” qualities into mainstream conceptions of manliness.

It was the spring of 1995, and I was sipping my first cup of morning cof-
fee, not yet fully awake, flipping through The New York Times Magazine,
when I had my first real taste of what it's like to inhabit this visual culture
as a man. It was both thrilling and disconcerting. It was the first time in my
experience that I had encountered a commercial representation of a male
body that seemed to deliberately invite me to linger over it. Let me make
that stronger—that seemed to reach out to me, interrupting my mundane
but peaceful Sunday morning, and provoke me into erotic consciousness,
whether or not I wanted it. Women—both straight and gay— have always
gazed covertly, of course, squeezing our illicit little titillations out of rep-
resentations designed for— or pretending to—other purposes than to turn
us on. This ad made no such pretense. It caused me to knock over my coffee
cup, ruining the more cerebral pleasures of the Book Review. Later, when I
had regained my equilibrium, I made a screen-saver out of him, so I could
gaze at my leisure.

I'msure that many gay men were as taken asI was, and perhaps some gay
women too. The erotic charge of various sexual styles is not neatly mapped
onto sexual orientation (let alone biclogical sex). Brad Pitt’s baby-butch looks
are a turn-on to many lesbians, while I—regarded by most of my gay friends
as a pretty hard-core heterosexual—have always found Anne Heche irre-
sistible (even before Ellen did). A lesbian friend of mine, reading a draft of my
section on biblical S&M, said the same movies influenced her later attraction
to butch women. Despite such complications, until recently only heterosexual
men have continually been inundated by popular cultural images designed
with their sexual responses (or, at least, what those sexual responses are imag-
ined to be) in mind. It's not entirely a gift. On the minus side is having one’s
composure continually challenged by what Timothy Beneke has aptly de-
scribed as a culture of “intrusive images,” elicfﬁhgﬁm, emotions, and
erections at times and in places where ‘t)hey might not be appropriate. On the
plus side is the cultural permission to be a‘Voyeur.
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ivin Klein

- Some psychologists say that the circuit from eyes to brain to genitals is
a quicker trip for men than for women. “There’s some strong evidence,”
popular science writer Deborah Blum reports, citing studies of men’s re-
sponses to pictures of naked women, “that testosterone is wired for visual
response.” Maybe. But who is the electrician here? God? Mother Nature?
Or Hugh Hefner? Practice makes perfect. And women have had little prac-
tice. The Calvin Klein ad made me feel like an adolescent again, brought
me back to that day when I saw Barry Resnick on the basketball court of
W eequahic High and realized that men’s legs could make me weak in the
knees. Men’s legs? I knew that women’s legs were supposed to be sexy. I
had learned that from all those hose-straightening scenes in the movies.

But men'’s legs? Who had ever seen a woman gaga over some guy’s legs in
the movies? Or even read about it in a book? Yet the muscular grace of
Barry’s legs took my breath away. Maybe something was wrong with me.
Maybe my sex drive was too strong, too much like a man’s. By the time I
came across that Calvin Klein ad, several decades of feminism and life ex-
perience had left me a little less worried about my sex drive. Still, the sight
of that model’s body made me feel that my sexual education was still far
from complete.

I brought the ad to classes and lectures, asking women what they
thought of him. Most began to sweat the moment I unfolded the picture,
then got their bearings and tried to explore the bewitching stew of sexual
elements the picture has to offer. The model—a young Jackson Browne
look-alike—stands there in his form-fitting and rip-speckled Calvin Klein
briefs, head lowered, dark hair loosely falling over his eyes. His body proj-
ects strength, solidity; he’s no male waif. But his finely muscled chest is not
s0 overdeveloped as to suggest a sexuality immobilized by the thick matter
of the body. Gay theorist Ron Long, describing contemporary gay sexual
aesthetics —lean, taut, sinuous muscles rather than Schwarzenegger bu! bulk—
points to a “dynamic tension” that the incredible hulks lack. Stiff, engorged
Schwarzenegger bodies, he says, seem t%be surrogate B@_l’llﬁ_es—wﬂh no- |
where to go and nothing to do but stand there looking massive—whereas {/ =~ *-
muscles like this young man’s seem designed for movement, for sex. His
body isn’t a stand-in phallus; rather, he has a penis—the real thmg, not a
symbol, and a fairly breathtaking one, clearly outlined through the soft jer-
sey fabric of the briefs. It seems slightly erect, or perhaps that’s his nonerect
size; either way, there’s a substantial presence there that’s palpable (it looks
so touchable, you want to cup your hand over it) and very, very male.

At the same time, however, my gaze is invited by something “femi-
nine” about the young man. His underwear may be ripped, but ever so
slightly, subtly; unlike the original ripped-underwear poster boy Kowalski, ( < /y V7l )
he’s hardly a thug. He doesn’t stare at the viewer challengingly, belliger-
ently, as do so many models in other ads for male underwear, facing off
like a street tough passing a member of the rival gang on the street. (“Yeah,
this is an underwear ad and I'm half naked. But I'm still the one in charge
here. Who's gonna look away first?”) No, this model’s languid body pos-
ture, his averted look are classic signals, both in the ”natural”_ and the “cul-
tural” world;-of w1lhng subordination. He offers himself nonaggrg%dy
to theigaze of angthgr; Hip cocked in the snaky S-curve usually reserve
depictions of women’s bodies, eyes downcast but not closed, he gives off
a sultry, moody, subtle but undeniably seductive consciousness of his
erotic allure. Feast on me, I'm here to be looked at, my body is for your
eyes. Oh my.

Such an attitude of male sexual supplication, although it has (as we’ll
see) classical antecedents, is very new to contemporary mainstream repre-
sentations. Homophobia is at work in this taboo, but so are attitudes about
gender that cut across sexual orientation. For many men, both gay and
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straight, to be so passively dependent on the gaze of another person for
one’s sense of self-worth is incompatible with being a real man. As we’ll
see, such notions about manliness are embedded in Greek culture, in con-
temporary visual representation, and even (in disguised form) in existen-
tialist philosophy. “For the woman,” as philosopher Simone de Beauvoir
writes, ”...the absence of her lover is always torture; he is an eye, a judge
...away from him, she is dispossessed, at once of herself and of the
world.” For Beauvoir’s sometime lover and lifelong soul mate Jean-Paul
Sartre, on the other hand, the gaze (or the Look, as he called it) of another
person—including the gaze of one’s lover—is the “hell” that other people
represent. If we were alone in the world, he argues, we would be utterly
| free —within physical constraints—to be whomever we wanted to be, to
be the creatures of our own self-fantasies, to~definé our behavior however
we like. Other people intrude on thjs solipsism, and have the audacity to
ee us from their own perspective rather than ours. The result is what
Sartre calls primordial Shame under the eyes of the Other, and a fierce de-
sire to reassert one’s freedom. The other person has stolen “the secret” of
who I'am. I must fight back, resist their attempts to define me.

I understand, of course, what Sartre is talking about here. We've all,
male and female alike, felt the shame that another pair of eyes can bring.
Sartre’s own classic example is of being caught peeking through a keyhole
by another person. It isn’t until those other eyes are upon you that you
truly feel not just the “wrongness” of what you are doing, but—=Sartre
would argue—the very fact that you are doing it. Until the eyes of another
are upon us, “catching us” in the act, we can deceive ourselves, pretend.
Getting caught in moments of fantasy or vanity may be especially shame-
ful. When I was an adolescent, I loved to pretend I was a radio personality,
and talking into an empty coffee can created just the right sound. One day,
my mother caught me speaking in the smooth and slightly sultry tones that
radio personalities had even in those days. The way I felt is what Sartre
means when he describes the Look of another person as the fulcrum of
shame-making. My face got hot, and suddenly I saw how ridiculous I must
have seemed, my head in the Chock Full O’ Nuts, my narcissistic fantasies
on full display. I was caught, I wanted to run. \

The disjunction between self-conception and external judgment can be
especially harsh when the external definitions carry racial and gender stereo-
types with them. Sartre doesn’t present such examples—he’s interested in
capturing the contours of an existential situation shared by all rather than in
analyzing the cultural differences that affect that situation—but they are
surely relevant to understanding the meaning of the Look of the Other. A
black man jogs down the street in sweat clothes, thinking of the class he is
going to teach later that day; a white woman passes him, clutches her hand-
bag more tightly, quickens her step; in her eyes, the teacher is a potentially
dangerous animal. A Latin American student arrives early the first day of
college; an administrator, seeing him in the still-deserted hall, asks him if he
is the new janitor. The aspiring student has had his emerging identity erased,

a stereotype put in its place by another pair of eyes. When women are trans-
formed from professionals to “pussies” by the comments of men on the
street, it’s humiliating, not so much because we're puritans as because we
sense the hostility in the hoots, the desire to bring an uppity woman down to
size by reminding her that she’s just “the sex” (as Beauvoir put it).

We may all have felt shame, but— as the different attitudes of Beauvoir
and Sartre suggest—men and women are socially sanctioned to deal with
the gaze of the Other in different ways. Women learn to anticipate, even
play to the sexualizing gaze, trying to become what will please, captivate,
turn shame into pride. (In the process, we also learn how sexy being gazed
at can feel —perhaps precisely because it walks the fine edge of shame.)
Many of us, truth be told, get somewhat addicted to the experience. I'm
renting a video, feeling a bit low, a bit tired. The young man at the counter,
unsolicited, tells me I'm “looking good.” It alters everything, I feel fine,
alive; it seems to go right down to my cells. I leave the store feeling younger,
stronger, more awake. When women sense that they are not being assessed
sexually —for example, as we age, or if we are disabled —it may feel like
we no longer exist.

Women may dread being surveyed harshly—being seen as too old, too
fat, too flat-chested —but men are not supposed to enjoy being surveyed pe-
riod. It’s feminine to be on display. Men are thus taught—as my uncle Leon
used to say—to be a moving target. Get out of range of those eyes, don't let
them catch you—even as the object of their fantasies (or, as Sartre would
putit, don’t let them “possess,” “steal” your freedom).}This phobia has even
distorted scientific research, as mentioned earlier. Evolutionary theorists
have long acknowledged display as an important feature of courting behav-
ior among primates—except when it comes to our closest ancestors. With
descriptions of hominid behavior, male display behavior “suddenly drops
out of the primate evolutionary picture” (Sheets-Johnstone) and is replaced
by the concept of year-round female sexual receptivity. It seems that it has
been intolerable, unthinkable for male evolutionary theorists to imagine the
bodies of their male ancestors being on display, sized up, dependent on se-
lection (or rejection) by female hominids.

Scientists and “ordinary guys” are totally in synch here, as is humor-
ously illustrated in Peter Cattaneo’s popular 1997 British film The Full
Monty. In the film, a group of unemployed metalworkers in Sheffield, Eng-
land, watch a Chippendale’s show and hatch the money-making scheme of
presenting their own male strip show in which they will go right down to
the “full Monty.” At the start of the film, the heroes are hardly pillars of
successful manliness (Gaz, their leader, refers to them as “scrap”). Yet even
they have been sheltered by their guyhood, as they learn while putting the
show together. One gets a penis pump. Another borrows his wife’s face
cream. They run, they wrap their bellies in plastic, they do jumping jacks,
they get artificial tans. The most overweight one among them (temporarily)
pulls out of the show. Before, these guys hadn’t lived their lives under
physical scrutiny, but in male action mode, in which men are judged by




their accomplishments. Now, anticipating being on display to a roomful of
spectators, they suddenly realize how it feels to be judged as women rou-
tinely are, sized up by another pair of eyes. “I pray that they’ll be a bit more
understanding about us” than they’ve been with women, David (the fat
one) murmurs.

They get past their discomfort, in the end, and their show is greeted
with wild enthusiasm by the audience. The movie leaves us with this feel-
good ending, not raising the question obvious to every woman watching
the film: would a troupe of out-of-shape women be received as warmly, as
affectionately? The climactic moment when the men throw off their little
pouches is demurely shot from the rear, moreover, so we—the audience—
don't get “the full Monty.” Nonetheless, the film gently and humorously
makes an important point: for-a- heterosexual man to offer himself up to a
sexually evaluating gaze is for h1m tomake a large scary leap—and hot
just because of the anxieties about size discussed earlier in this book (the
guy who drops out of the show, remember, is embarrassed by his fat, not
his penis). The “full Monty” —the naked penis—is not merely a body part
in the movie (hence it doesn’t really matter that the film doesn’t show it).
It's a symbol for male exposure, vulnerability to an evaluation and judg-
ment that women —clothed or naked —experience all the time.

I had to laugh out loud at a 1997 New York Times Magazine “Style” col-
umn, entitled “Overexposure,” which complained of the “contagion” of
nudity spreading through celebrity culture. “Stars no longer have private
parts,” the author observed, and fretted that civilians would soon also be
measured by the beauty of their buns. I share this author’s concern about
our body-obsessed culture. But, pardon me, he’s just noticing this now???
Actresses have been baring their breasts, their butts, even their bushes, for
some time, and ordinary women have been tromping off to the gym in pur-
suit of comparably perfect bodies. What's got the author suddenly crying
“overkill,” it turns out, is Sly Stallone’s “surreally fat-free” appearance on
the cover of Vanity Fair, and Rupert Everett's “dimpled behind” in a Karl
Lagerfeld fashion spread. Now that men are taking off their clothes, the cul-
ture is suddenly going too far. Could it be that the author doesn’t even
“read” all those naked female bodies as “overexposed”? Does he protest a
bit too much when he declares in the first sentence of the piece that he
found it “a yawn” when Dirk Diggler unsheathed his “prosthetic shille-
lagh” (“penis” is still a word to be avoided whenever possible) at the end of
Boogie Nights? A yawn? My friend’s palms were sweating profusely, and 1
was not about to drop off to sleep either.

As for dimpled behinds, my second choice for male pinup of the decade
is the Gucci series of two ads in which a beautiful young man, shot from the
rear, puts on a pair of briefs. In the first ad, he’s holding them in his hands,
contemplating them. Is he checking out the correct washing-machine temp?
It's odd, surely, to stand there looking at your underwear, but never mind.
The point is: his underwear is in his hands, not on his butt. I —his bottom,

T

that is—is gorgeously, completely naked —a motif so new to mainstream
advertising (but since then catching on rapidly) that several of my friends,
knowing I was writing about the male body, E-mailed me immediately
when they saw the ad. In the second ad, he’s put the underwear on, and is
adjusting it to fit. Luckily for us, he hasn’t succeeded yet, so his buns are
peeking out the bottom of the underwear, looking biteable. For the Times
writer, those buns may be an indecent exposure of parts that should be kept
private (or they’'re a boring yawn, I'm afraid he can’t have it both ways),
but for me—and for thousands of gay men across the country—this was a




moment of political magnitude, and a delicious one. The body parts that we

love to squeeze (those plastic breasts, they're the real yawn for me) had

come out of the closet and into mainstream culture, where_we can enjoy
"~ them without a trip to a specialty store.

But all this is very new. Women aren’t used to seeing naked men
frankly portrayed as “objects” of a sexual gaze (and neither are heterosex-
ual men, as that Times writer makes clear). So pardon me if I'm skeptical
when I read arguments about men’s greater “biological” responsiveness to
visual stimuli. These “findings,” besides being ethnocentric (no one thinks
to poll Trobriand Islanders), display little awareness of the impact of
changes in cultural representations on our capacities for sexual response.
Popular science writer Deborah Blum, for example, cites a study from the
Kinsey Institute which showed a group of men and wormen a series of pho-
tos and drawings of nudes, both male and female:

Fifty-four percent of the men were erotically aroused versus 12
percent of the women—in other words, more than four times
as many men. The same gap exists, on a much larger scale, in
the business of pornography, a $500-million-plus industry in
the U.S. which caters almost exclusively to men. In the first flush
of 1970s feminism, two magazines— Playgirl and Viva—began
publishing male centerfolds. Viva dropped the nude photos
after surveys showed their readers didn’t care for them; the edi-
tor herself admitted to finding them slightly disgusting.

Blum presents these findings as suggestive of a hard-wired difference
between men and women. I'd be cautious about accepting that conclusion.
First of all, there’s the question of which physiological responses count as
“erotic arousal” and whether they couldn’t be evidence of other states.
Clearly, too, we can learn to have certain physiological responses—and to
suppress them—so nothing biologically definitive is proved by the pres-
ence or absence of physical arousal.

Studies that rely on viewers’ own reports need to be carefully inter-
preted too. I know, from talking to women students, that they sometimes
aren’t all that clear about what they feel in the presence of erotic stimuli,
and even when they are, they may not be all that comfortable admitting
what they feel. Hell, not just my students! Once, a lover asked me, as we
were about to part for the evening, if there was anything that we hadn’t
done that I’d really like to do. I knew immediately what that was: I wanted
him to undress, very slowly, while I sat on the floor and just watched. But I
couldn’t tell him. I was too embarrassed. Later, alone in my compartment
on the train, I sorely regretted my cowardice. The fact is that I love to watch
a man getting undressed, and I especially like it if he is conscious of being
looked at. But there is a long legacy of shame to be overcome here, for both
sexes, and the cultural models are only now just emerging which might
help us move beyond it.

Perhaps, then, we should wait a bit longer, do a few more studies, be-
fore we come to any biological conclusions about women’s failure to get

aroused by naked pictures. A newer (1994) University of Chicago study
found that 30 percent of women ages eighteen to forty-four and 19 percent
of women ages forty-five to fifty-nine said they found “watching a partner
undress” to be “very appealing.” (“Not a bad percentage,” Nancy Friday
comments, “given that Nice Girls didn’t look.”) There’s still a gender gap—
the respective figures for men of the same age groups were 50 percent and
40 percent. We're just learning, after all, to be voyeuses. Perhaps, too, het-
erosexual men could learn to be less uncomfortable offering themselves as
“sexual objects” if they realized the pleasure women get from it. Getting
what you have been most deprived of is the best gift, the most healing gift,
the most potentially transforming gift—because it has the capacity to Tiak

one more whole. Women have been deprived not so much of the sight of

beautiful male bodies as the experience of having the male body offered to” |

us, handed to us on a silver platter, the way female bodies—in theads, in
the movies — are handed to men. Getting this from her partner is the erotic
equivalent of a woman'’s coming home from work to find a meal prepared
and ready for her. Delicious—even if it’s just franks and beans.

Thanks, Calvin!

Despite their bisexual appeal, the cultural genealogy of the ads I've been
discussing and others like them is to be traced largely through gay male aes-
thetics, rather than a sudden blossoming of appreciation for the fact that
women might enjoy looking at sexy, well-hung young men who don’t ap-
pear to be about to rape them. Feminists might like to imagine that Madison

Avenue heard our pleas for sexual equality and finally gave us “men as sex ,

objects.” But what's really happened is that women have been the beneficia
ries of what might be described as a triumph of pure consumerism—an
with it, a burgeoning male fitness and beauty culttre=—over homophobia
and the taboos against male vanity, male “femininity,” and erotic display of
the male body that have gone along withiit. :

Throughout [the twentieth] century, gay photographers have created a
rich, sensuous, and dramatic tradition which is unabashed in eroticizing the
male body, male sensuousness, and male potency, including penises. But
until recently, such representations have been kept largely in the closet.
Mainstream responses to several important exhibits which opened in the
seventies— featuring the groundbreaking early work of Wilhelm von Gloe-
den, George Dureau, and George Platt Lynes as well as then-contemporary
artists such as Robert Mapplethorpe, Peter Hujar, and Arthur Tress—would
today probably embarrass the critics who wrote about them when they
opened. John Ashbery, in New York magazine, dismissed the entire genre of
male nude photography with the same sexist tautology that covertly under-
lies that Times piece on cultural “overexposure”: “Nude women seem to be
in their natural state; men, for some reason, merely look undressed. . .. When
is a nude not a nude? When it is male.” (Substitute “blacks” and “whites” for
“women” and “men” and you'll see how offensive the statement is.)
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Rat . :
ather, they embodied a highly masculine aesthetic that—although defi-

nitely exciting for gay men—would scream “heterosexual” to (clueless)
straights. Klein knew just the kind of clothing to show that body off in too.
As Steven Gaines and Sharon Churcher tell it:

He had watched enough attractive young people with good
bodies in tight jeans dancing at the Flamingo and Studio 54 to
know that the “basket” and the behind was what gave jeans sex
appeal. Calvin sent his assistants out for several pairs of jeans,
including the classic five-button Levi’s, and cut them apart to
see how they were made. Then he cut the “rise,” or area from
the waistband to under the groin, much shorter to accentuate
the crotch and pull the seam up between the buttocks, giving
the behind more shape and prominence. The result was instant
sex appeal—and a look that somehow Calvin just knew was
going to sell.

So we come to the mainstream commercialization of the aesthetic

legacy of Stanley Kowalski and those inspired innovations of Brando’s cos-
tumer in A Streetcar Named Desire. When I was growing up, jeans were
“dungarees” —suitable for little kids, hayseeds, and juvenile delinquents,
but not for anyone to wear on a date. Klein transformed jeans from utilitar-
ian garments to erotic second skins. Next, Klein went for underwear. He
wasn’t the first, but he was the most daring. In 1981, Jockey International
had broken ground by photographing Baltimore Oriole pitcher Jim Palmer
in a pair of briefs (airbrushed) in one of its ads—selling $100 million worth
of underwear by year’s end. Inspired by Jockey’s success, in 1983 Calvin
Klein put a forty-by-fifty-foot Bruce Weber photograph of Olympic pole
vaulter Tom Hintinauss in Times Square, Hintinauss’s large penis clearly
discernible through his briefs. The Hintinauss ad, unlike the Palmer ad, did
not employ any of the usual fictional rationales for a man’s being in his un-
derwear —for example, the pretense that the man is in the process of get-
ting dressed —but blatantly put Hintinauss’s body on display, sunbathing
on a rooftop, his skin glistening. The line of shorts “flew off the shelves” at
Bloomingdale’s and when Klein papered bus shelters in Manhattan with
poster versions of the ad they were all stolen overnight.

Images of masculinity that will do double (or triple or quadruple) duty
with a variety of consumers, straight and gay, male and female, are not diffi-
cult to create in a culture like ours, in which the muscular male body has a
long and glorious aesthetic history. That's precisely what Calvin Klein was
the first to recognize and exploit—the possibility and profitability of what is
known in the trade as a “dual marketing” approach. Since then, many adver-
tisers have taken advantage of Klein’s insight. A recent Abercrombie & Fitch
ad, for example, depicts a locker room full of young, half-clothed football
players getting a postmortem from their coach after a game. Beautiful, un-
dressed male bodies doing what real men are “supposed to do.” Dirty uni-
forms and smudged faces, wounded players, helmets. What could be more
straight? But as iconography depicting a culture of exclusively male bodies,
young, gorgeous, and well-hung, what could be more “gay”?




Bronzed and beautiful Tom Hintinauss: a breakthrough ad for Calvin Klein—and the
beginning of a new era for the unabashed erotic
display of the male body.

It required a Calvin Klein to give the new vision cultural form. But the fact
is that if we’ve entered a brave, new world of male bodies it is largely because
of a more “material” kind of epiphany—a dawning recognition among ad-
vertisers of the buying power of gay men. For a long time prejudice had tri-
umphed over the profit motive, blinding marketers to just how sizable—and
well-heeled—a consumer group gay men represent. (This has been the case
with other “minorities” too. Hollywood producers, never bothering to do any
demographics on middle-class and professional African American women—
or the issues that they share with women of other races and classes in this

culture—were shocked at the tremendous box office success of Waiting to
Exhale. They won’t make that particular mistake again.) It took a survey
conducted by The Advocate to jolt corporate America awake about gay con-
sumers. The survey, done between 1977 and 1980, showed that 70 percent
of its readers aged twenty to forty earned incomes well above the national
median. Soon, articles were appearing on the business pages of news-
papers, like one in 1982 in The New York Times Magazine, which described
advertisers as newly interested in “wooing . ..the white, single, well-
educated, well-paid man who happens to be homosexual.”

“Happens to be homosexual”: the phrasing—suggesting that sexual
identity is peripheral, even accidental—is telling. Because of homophobia,
dual marketing used to require a delicate balancing act, as advertisers tried
to speak to gays “in a way that the straight consumer will not notice.”
Often, that's been accomplished through the use of play and parody, as
in Versace’s droll portraits of men being groomed and tended by male
servants, and Diesel’s overtly narcissistic gay posers. “Thanks, Diesel, for
making us so very beautiful,” they gush. Or take the ad below, with its gor-
geous, mechanically inept model admitting that he’s “known more for my
superb bone construction and soft, supple hair than my keen intellect.” The
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“I'm known more for my superb bone construction and soft,
supple hair than my keen intellect, But even I can hook up
Kenwood’s Centerstage Home Theater System in a few minutes.”




playful tone reassures heterosexual consumers that the vanity (and me-
chanical incompetence) of the man selling the product is “just a joke.” For
gay consumers, on the other hand, this reassurance is ifself the “joke”; they
read the humor in the ad as an insider wink, which says, “This is for you,
guys.” The joke is further layered by the fact that they know the model in
the ad is very likely to be gay.

Contrast this ad to the ostentatious heterosexual protest of a Perry Ellis
ad which appeared in the early 1990s (and no, it's not a parody):

T hate this job. I'm not just an empty suit who stands in front of a
camera, collects the money and flies off to St. Maarten for the
weekend.

I may model for a living, but I hate being treated like a piece
of meat. I once had a loud-mouthed art director say “Stand there
and pretend you're a human.” I wanted to punch him, but I
needed the job.

What am I all about? Well, I know I'm very good-looking,
and there are days when that is enough. Some nights, when I'm
alone, it’s not.

I like women—all kinds.

I Iike music—all kinds.

I like myself so I don’t do drugs.

Oh yeah, about this fragrance. It's good. Very good.

When I posed for this picture, the art director insisted that I
wear it while the pictures were being taken. I thought it was
silly, but I said “What the hell? It's their money.”

After a while, I realized I like this fragrance a lot. When the
photo shoot was over, I walked right over, picked up the bottle,
put it in my pocket and said "If you don’t mind, I'd like to take
this as a souvenir.” Then I smiled my best f you smile and
walked out.

Next time, I'll pay for it.

It's that good.

Today, good-looking straight guys are flocking to the modeling agen-
cies, much less concerned about any homosexual taint that will cleave to
them. It's no longer necessary for an ad to plant its tongue firmly in cheek
when lavishing erotic attention on the male body—or to pepper the ad
with proofs of heterosexuality. It used to be, if an advertisement aimed at
straight men dared to show a man fussing over his looks with seemingly
romantic plans in mind, there had better be a woman in the picture, making
it clear just whom the boy was getting pretty for. To sell a muscle-building
product to heterosexuals, of course, you had to link it to virility and the
ability to attract women on the beach. Today, muscles are openly sold for
their looks; Chroma Lean nutritional supplement unabashedly compares the
well-sculpted male body to a work of art (and a gay male icon, to boot) —
Michelangelo’s “David.” Many ads display the naked male body without
shame or plot excuse, and often exploit rather than resolve the sexual ambi-
guity that is generated.

Today, too, the athletic, muscular male body that Calvin plastered all
over buildings, magazines, and subway stops has become an aesthetic
norm, for straights as well as gays. "No pecs, no sex,” is how the trendy
David Barton gym sells itself: "My motto is not ‘Be healthy’; it'’s ‘Look bet-
ter naked,”” Barton says. The notion has even made its way into that most
determinedly heterosexual of contexts, a Rob Reiner film. In Sleepless in
Seattle, Tom Hanks's character, who hasn’t been on a date in fifteen years,
asks his friend (played by Rob) what women are looking for nowadays.
“Pecs and a cute butt,” his friend replied without hesitation. “You can’t
even turn on the news nowadays without hearing about how some babe
thought some guy’s butt was cute. Who the first woman to say this was I
don’t know, but somehow it caught on.” Should we tell Rob that it wasn'ta
woman who started the craze for men’s butts?

Rocks and Leaners

We “nouvelles voyeuses” thus owe a big measure of thanks to gay male
designers and consumers, and to the aesthetic and erotic overlap—not uni-
form or total, but significant—in what makes our hearts go thump. But al-
though I've been using the term for convenience, I don’t think it’s correct to
say that these ads depict men as “sex objects.” Actually, I find that whole
notion misleading, whether applied to men or women, because it seems to
suggest that what these representations offer is a body that is inert, deper-
sonalized, flat, a mere thing. In fact, advertisers put a huge amount of time,
money, and creativity into figuring out how to create images of beautiful
bodies that are heavy on attitude, style, associations with pleasure, success,
happiness. The most compelling images are suffused with “subjectivity” —
they speak to us, they seduce us. Unlike other kinds of “objects” (chairs and
tables, for example), they don't let us use them in any way we like. In fact,
they exert considerable power over us—over our psyches, our desires, our
self-image.

How do male bodies in the ads speak to us nowadays? In a variety of
ways. Sometimes the message is challenging, aggressive. Many models
stare coldly at the viewer, defying the observer to view them in any way
other than how they have chosen to present themselves: as powerful, ar-
mored, emotionally impenetrable. “I am a rock,” their bodies (and some-
times their genitals) seem to proclaim. Often, as in the Jackson Browne look-
alike ad, the penis is prominent, but unlike the penis in that ad, its presence
is martial rather than sensual. Overall, these ads depict what I would de-
scribe as “face-off masculinity,” in which victory goes to the dominant con-
testant in a game of will against will. Who can stare the other man down?
Who will avert his eyes first? Whose gaze will be triumphant? Such
moments— “facing up,” “facing off,” “staring down” —as anthropologist
David Gilmore has documented, are a test of macho in many cultures, in-
cluding our own. “Don’t eyeball me!” barks the sergeant to his cadets in
training in An Officer and a Gentleman; the authority of the stare is a prize to




Face-off masculinity.

be won only with full manhood. Before then, it is a mark of insolence—or
stupidity, failure to understand the codes of masculine rank. In Get Shorty,
an unsuspecting film director challenges a mob boss to look him in the eye;
In return, he is hurled across the room and has his fingers broken.

“Face-off” ads, except for their innovations in the amount of skin exposed,
are pretty traditional—one might even say primal—in their conception of
masculinity. Many other species use staring to establish dominance, and not
only our close primate relatives. It's how my Jack Russell terrier intimidates
my male collie, who weighs over four times as much as the little guy but cow-
ers under the authority of the terrier's macho stare. In the doggie world, size
doesn’t matter; it’s the power of the gaze—which indicates the power to
stand one’s ground—that counts. My little terrier's dominance, in other
words, is based on a convincing acting job—and it’s one that is very similar,
according to William Pollack, to the kind of performance that young boys in
our culture must learn to master. Pollack’s studies of boys suggest that a set of
rules—which he calls “The Boy Code”—govern their behavior with each
other. The first imperative of the code—"Be a sturdy oak” —represents the
emotional equivalent of “face-off masculinity”: Never reveal weakness. Pre-
tend to be confident even though you may be scared. Act like a rock even
when you feel shaky. Dare others to challenge your position.

The face-off is not the only available posture for male bodies in ads
today. Another possibility is what I call “the lean” —because these bodies
are almost always reclining, leaning against, or propped up against some-
thing in the fashion typical of women'’s bodies. James Dean was probably
our first pop-culture “leaner”; he made it stylish for teenagers to slouch.
Dean, however, never posed as languidly or was as openly seductive as
some of the high-fashion leaners are today. A recent Calvin Klein “Escape”
ad depicts a young, sensuous-looking man leaning against a wall, arm
raised, dark underarm hair exposed. His eyes seek out the imagined
viewer, soberly but flirtatiously. “Take Me,” the copy reads.

Languid leaners have actually been around for a long time. Statues of
sleeping fauns, their bodies draped languorously, exist in classical art along-
side more heroic models of male beauty. I find it interesting, though, that
Klein has chosen Mr. Take Me to advertise a perfume called “Escape.”
Klein’s “Eternity” ads usually depict happy, heterosexual couples, often
with a child. “Obsession” has always been cutting-edge, sexually ambiguous
erotica. This ad, featuring a man offering himself up seductively, invitingly
to the observer, promises “escape.” From what? To what? Men have com-
plained, justly, about the burden of always having to be the sexual initiator,
the pursuer, the one of whom sexual “performance” is expected. Perhaps the
escape is from these burdens, and toward the freedom to indulge in'some of
the more receptive pleasures traditionally reserved for women. The pleas-
ures, not of staring someone down but of feeling one’s body caressed by an-
other’s eyes, of being the one who receives the awaited call rather than the
one who must build up the nerve to make the call, the one who doesn’t have
to hump and pump, but is permitted to lie quietly, engrossed in reverie and
sensation.

Some people describe these receptive pleasures as ”passive” —which
gives them a bad press with men, and is just plain inaccurate too. “Passive”
hardly describes what’s going on when one person offers himself or herself




to another. Inviting, receiving, responding —these are active behaviors too,
and rather thrilling ones. It’s a macho bias to view the only real activity as
that which takes, invades, aggresses. It's a bias, however, that’s been with
us fora long time, in both straight and gay cultures. In many Latin cultures,
it’s not a disgrace to sleep with other men, so long as one is activo (or
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machista)—the penetrator rather than the penetratee. To be a pasivo, on the
other hand, is to be socially stigmatized. It's that way in prison cultures
too—a good indication of the power hierarchies involved. These hierar-
chies date back to the ancient Greeks, who believed that passivity, receptiv-
ity, penetrability were marks of inferior feminine being. The qualities were
inherent in women;’it was our nature to be passively controlled by our sex-
ual needs. (Unlike us, the Greeks viewed women—not men—as the ani-
malistic ones.) Real Men, who unlike women had the necessary rationality
and will, were expected to be judicious in the exercise of their desires. But
being judicious and being “active” —deciding when to pursue, whom to
pursue, making advances, pleading one’s case—went hand in hand.

Allowing oneself to be pursued, flirting, accepting the advances of
another, offering one’s body —these behaviors were permitted also (but
only on a temporary basis) to still-developing, younger men. These young
men—not little boys, as is sometimes incorrectly believed —were the true
"“sex objects” of elite Greek culture. Full-fledged male citizens, on the other
hand, were expected to be “active,” initiators, the penetrators not the pene-
tratees, masters of their own desires rather than the objects of another’s.
Plato’s Symposium is full of speeches on the different sexual behaviors ap-
propriate to adult men with full beards and established professions and
glamorous young men still revered more for their beauty than their minds.
But even youth could not make it okay for a man to behave too much like a
woman. The admirable youth was the one who—unlike a woman—was
able to remain sexually “cool” and remote, to keep his wits about him.
“Letting go” was not seemly.

Where does our culture stand today with respect to these ideas about
men’s sexuality? Well, to begin with, consider how rarely male actors are
shown-—on their faces, in their utterances, and not merely in the move-
ments of their bodies—having orgasms. In sex scenes, the moanings and
writhings of the female partner have become the conventional cinematic
code for heterosexual ecstasy and climax. The male’s participation is
largely represented by caressing hands, humping buttocks, and —on rare
occasions—a facial expression of intense concentration. She’s transported
to another world; he’s the pilot of the ship that takes her there. When men
are shown being transported themselves, it's usually been played for com-
edy (as in Al Pacino’s shrieks in Frankie and Johnny, Eddie Murphy’s moan-
ings in Boomerang, Kevin Kline’s contortions in A Fish Called Wanda), or it's
coded to suggest that something is not quite normal about the man—he’s
sexually enslaved, for example (as with Jeremy Irons in Damage). Mostly,
men’s bodies are presented like action-hero toys—wind them up and
watch them perform.

Hollywood —still an overwhelmingly straight-male-dominated in-
dustry —is clearly not yet ready to show us a man “passively” giving
himself over to another, at least not when the actors in question are our
cultural icons. Too feminine. Too suggestive, metaphorically speaking, of
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p'enetration by another. But perhaps fashion ads are less uptight? I de-
cided to perform an experiment. I grouped ads that I had collected over
recent years into a pile of “rocks” and a pile of “leaners” and found, not sur-
prisingly, that both race and age played a role. African American models,
whether in Esquire or Vibe, are almost always posed facing-off. And lean-
ers tend to be younger than rocks. Both in gay publications and straight
ones, the more languid, come-hither poses in advertisements are of boys
.'emd very young men. Once a certain maturity line is crossed, the challeng-
Ing stares, the “face-off” postures are the norm. What does one learn from
these ads? Well, I wouldn’t want to claim too much. It used to be that one
could tell a lot about gender and race from looking at ads. Racial stereo-
types were transparent, the established formulas for representing men
and women were pretty clear (sociologist Erving Goffman even called
ads “gender advertisements”), and when the conventions were defied it
was usually because advertisers sensed (or discovered in their polls) that
social shifts had made consumers ready to receive new images. In this
“post-modern” age, it's more of a free-for-all, and images are often more
reactive to each other than to social change. It’s the viewers’ jaded eye,
not their social prejudices, that is the prime consideration of every ad

A youthful, androgynous “leaner” —appropriately enough, advertising
[CK One] fragrance “for a man or a woman.”
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campaign, and advertisers are quick to tap into taboos, to defy expecta-
tions, simply in order to produce new and arresting images. So it wouldn’t
surprise me if we soon find languid black men and hairy-chested leaners in
the pages of Gentlemen’s Quarterly.

But I haven’t seen any yet. At the very least, the current scene suggests
that even in this era of postmodern pastiche racial clichés and gender
taboos persist; among them, we don’t want grown men to appear too much
the “passive” objects of another’s sexual gaze, another’s desires. We ap-
pear, still, to have somewhat different rules for boys and men. As inancient
Greece, boys are permitted to be seductive, playful, to flirt with being
“taken.” Men must still be in command. Leonardo DiCaprio, watch out.
Your days may be numbered.

“Honey, What Do 1 Want to Wear?”

Just as fifties masculinity was fought over (metaphorically speaking) by
Stanley Kowalski and Stanley Banks, the male fashion scene of the nineties
involves a kind of contest for the souls of men too. Calvin Klein, Versace,
Gucci, Abercrombie & Fitch have not only brought naked bottoms and
bulging briefs onto the commercial scene, they present underwear, jeans,
shirts, and suits as items for enhancing a man’s appearance and sexual
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“I'm damn well gonna wear what I want.
Honey, what do I want?”




app feal. They suggest it’s fine for a man to care about how he looks and to
cultivate an openly erotic style, In response, aggressively heterosexual
Dockers and Haggar ads compete—for the buying dollar of men, butin the
process for their gender consciousness too—by stressing the no-nonsense
utility of khakis. Consider the Haggar casuals advertisement on the previ-
ous page, and what it says about how “real men” should feel about their
clothes:
“I'm damn well gonna wear what I want. . . . Honey, what do I want?”

Looked at in one light, the man in the advertisement is being made fun
of, as a self-deceived blusterer who asserts his independence “like a man”
and in the next breath reveals that he is actually a helpless little boy who
needs his mommy to pick out his clothes for him. But fashion incompe-
tefme is a species of helplessness that many men feel quite comfortable
with, even proud of. Recognizing this, Haggar and Dockers are among
those manufacturers who have put a great deal of effort into marketing
“nonfashion-guy fashion” to a niche of straight men—working-class and
ygppie —who, they presume, would be scared off by even a whiff of “fem-
inine” clothes-consciousness. Here’s another one from Haggar's:

“In the female the ability to match colors comes at an early age. In the male if
comes when he marries a female.”

The juxtaposition of inept male/fashion-conscious female, which with
one stroke establishes the masculinity and the heterosexuality of the de-
picted man, is a staple of virtually every Haggar ad. In a Haggar television
spot with voice-over by John Goodman (Roseanne’s beefy former televi-
sion husband), a man wakes up, sleepily pulls on a pair of khakis, and goes
outside to get the paper:

“Lam not what I wear. I'm not a pair of pants, or a shirt.” (He then walks by
his wife, handing her the front section of the paper.) “I'm not in touch with
my inner child. I don’t read poetry, and I'm not politically correct.” (He goes
down a hall, and his kid snatches the comics from him.) “I'm just a guy, and
I d.on’t have time to think about what I wear, because I've got a lot of important guy
things to do.” (Left with only the sports section of the paper, he heads for the
bathroom.) ”One—hundred—per—cent-cotfon—wrinkle—free khaki pants that don’t
require a lot of thought. Haggar. Stuff you can wear.”

.Yes, it’s a bit of a parody, but that only allows Haggar to double its
point that real guys have better things to do than think about what they are
going to wear or how they appear to others. The guy who would be s0 wor-
ried about his image that he couldn’t poke fun at himself wouldn’t be a real
guy at all. Real guys don’t take themselves so seriously! That's for wimps
who favor poetry, self-help psychology, and bleeding-heart politics. That's
for girls, and for the men who are pussy-whipped by them.

In Haggar’s world, real guys don’t choose clothing that will enhance
the appearance of their bodies or display a sense of style; real guys just put
onsome “stuff” to wear because they have to, it's socially required. The less
decorative, the better. “We would never do anything with our pants that
would frighten anyone away,” says Dockers designer Gareth Morris as re-
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ported in a 1997 piece in The New Yorker. “We’d never do too many belt
loops, or an unusual base cloth . . . [or] zips or a lot of pocket flaps and de-
tails on the back.” Pocket flaps, the ultimate signifier of suspect sexuality!
In such ads, male naiveté about the sexual potency of clothes, as agency
maven David Altschiller claims, is critical. “In women’s advertising,” he
points out, “self-confidence is sexy. But if a man is self-confident—if he
knows he is attractive and is beautifully dressed — then he’s not a man any-
more. He's a fop. He's effeminate.” In Dockers” “Nice Pants” television ads,
for example, it’s crucial that the guy not know his pants are “nice” until a
gorgeous woman points it out to him.

1t's no accident that the pants are described via the low-key understate-

ment “nice” (rather than “great,” for example, which would suggest that
the guy was actually trying to look good). For the real man (according to
Dockers), the mirror is a tool, not a captivating pool; if he could, he’d look
the other way while he shaves. Many other advertisers capitalize on such
notions, encouraging men to take care of their looks, but reassuring them
that it’s for utilitarian or instrumental purposes. Cosmetic surgeons em-
phasize the corporate advantage that a face-lift or tummy tuck will give the
aging executive: “A youthful look,” as one says, “gives the appearance of a
more dynamic, charging individual who will go out and get the business.”
Male grooming products too are often marketed by way of “action hero”
euphemisms which obscure their relation to feminine versions of the same
product (a male girdle marketed by BodySlimmers is called the Double
Agent Boxer) and the fact that their function is to enhance a man’s appear-
ance: hair spray as “hair control,” exfoliating liquid as “scruffing lotion,”
astringents as “scrubs,” moisturizers and fragrances as “after” or “pre” ac-
companiments to that most manly of rituals, the shave. They often have
names like Safari and Chaps and Lab Series, and come in containers shaped
like spaceships and other forms a girl could have some fun with.

The notions about gender that are maintained in this marketing run
deeper than a refusal to use the word “perfume” for products designed to
make men smell good. In the late seventies, coincident with the develop-
ment of feminist consciousness about these matters, art historian John
Berger discovered what he argued were a set of implicit cultural paradigms
of masculinity and femininity, crystallized in a visual “rule” of both classi-
cal painting and commercial advertisements: “men act and women appear.”
Here’s a contemporary illustration:

The man in the Nautica ad on the next page, rigging his sail, seems
oblivious to his appearance; he’s too busy checking the prevailing winds.
The woman, in contrast, seems well aware and well pleased that her legs
have caught the attention of the men gaping at her. A woman’s appearance,
Berger argued, has been socially determined to be “of crucial importance
for what is normally thought of as the success of her life.” Even walking on
a city street, headed for their highpowered executive jobs, women exist to
be seen, and they know it—a notion communicated by the constant tropes
of female narcissism: women shown preening, looking in mirrors, stroking




Men act and women appear.

their own bodies, exhibiting themselves for an assumed spectator, asking
to be admired for their beauty.

With depictions of men, it's just the opposite. A man’s presence,”
Berger wrote, “is dependent upon the promise of power which he em-
bodies . . . what he is capable of doing to you or for you.” Thus, the classic
formula for representing men is always to show them in action, immersed
in whatever they are doing, seemingly unaware of anyone who might be
looking at them. They never fondle their own bodies narcissistically, dis-
play themselves purely as “sights,” or gaze at themselves in the mirror. In
everything from war paintings to jeans and cologne ads, men have been
portrayed as utterly oblivious to their beauty (or lack of it), intent only on
getting the job done—raising the flag, baling hay, lassoing a steer, busting
up concrete. The ability to move heavy things around, tame wild crea-
tures—that’s manly business. Fretting about your love handles, your dry
skin, your sagging eyelids? That's for girls.

Women in ads and movies thus require no plot excuse to show off their
various body parts in ads, proudly, shyly, or seductively; it's the “busi-
ness” of all of us to be beautiful—whether we are actresses, politicians,
homemakers, teachers, or rock stars. This has changed very little since
Berger came up with his formula. When Time magazine did a story on the
new dominance of female stars in the rock world, its cover featured
singing star Jewel, not performing, but in a dewy close-up, lips moist and
soft eyes smiling from behind curled lashes. This formidable new “force”
in the rock world might as well have been modeling Maybelline. True, a

beautiful woman today may be depicted puffing away on a cigar, getting
”in touch with her masculine side.” But in expression she’s still a seduc-
tress, gazing through long-lashed lids into the eyes of an imagined viewer.
“Do you like what you see?” the expressions of the models seem to ask.

Men, according to Berger’s formula, must never seem as though they
are asking this question, and may display their beauty only if it is an un-
avoidable side effect of other “business.” Thus, a lot of the glistening, naked
male chests in the movies of the fifties and sixties were on the bodies of
warriors, prisoners, slaves, and prizefighters. No one could claim there was
vanity in such nakedness. (No time for preening while nailing spikes on a
chain gang or rowing in a slave galley.) So a strong dose of male skin could
be sneaked into a movie without disturbing the gender rules. The physical
presence of an actor like Richard Gere, who emanates consciousness of his
body as the erotic focus of the gaze and invites it, has always annoyed and
disconcerted critics. The pomposity of Charlton Heston, on the other hand,
his naked (and actually rather gorgeous) chest puffed up in numerous
biblical epics, goes unnoticed, because he’s doing it all in a builder-of-the-
universe rather than narcissus-in-the-mirror mode.

Saturday Night Fever (1977) deserves mention here, for openly breaking
with this convention. Tony Manero (John Travolta), a disco-dancing dandy
who knows how to use his walk, was a man who really needed a course in
masculinity-according-to-Haggar. He blows all his wages on fancy shirts
and shoes. On Saturday night, he prepares his body meticulously, shaving,
deodorizing, blow-drying, choosing just the right combination of gold
chains and amulets, torso-clinging pants, shiny platforms. Eating dinner
with his family, he swathes himself in a sheet like a baby to protect his new
floral shirt; when his father boxes his ear roughly, his only thought is for his
pompadour: “Just watch the hair! I work on my hair a long time and you
hit it. He hits the hair!” Manero spends much of his time in front of the mir-
ror, getting himself pretty, posing, anticipating the impression he’s going
to make when he enters the disco or struts down the street.

Never before Saturday Night Fever had a heterosexual male movie hero
spent so much time on his toilette. (Even Cary Grant’s glamorous looks
were never shown as requiring any conscious effort or attention; in The
Awful Truth he sits under a tanning lamp—but that’s to fake a trip to
Florida.) Although this was the polyester seventies, and men like Sonny
Bono dressed like Tony on television, Bono was very careful (as the Beatles
were too) to treat his flamboyant ruffles as showbiz costumes, while Cher
proudly strutted her feathers and finery as a second skin for her body and
sexuality. Tony, like Cher, chooses his clothes to highlight his sinuous form.

Manero was, in many ways, the cinema equivalent (reassuringly straight
and working-class) of the revolution that Calvin Klein was making in more
sexually ambiguous form in the fashion world. As a dancer, Tony is unem-
barrassed—and the camera isn’t embarrassed either—to make his hips,
groin, and buttocks the mesmerizing center of attention. Travolta was also
the first actor to appear on-screen in form-fitting (if discreetly black) briefs.
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One scene finds him asleep in his underwear, blanket between his legs, hip
jutting upward; the camera moves slowly down the length of his body,
watches as Tony rouses, sits up, pulls the blanket from between his legs,
and puts his hand in his briefs to adjust his penis. (The script originally had
called for Travolta to appear naked in a later scene; he balked, suggesting
the early morning scene as a compromise.) We then follow him to the mir-
ror (where he compares himself admiringly with a poster of Al Pacino) and
into the hall, where he flexes teasingly for his shocked grandmother. This
was new stuff, and some people were a bit taken aback by such open male
vanity and exhibitionism. (Pauline Kael, for one, seemed to need to con-
vince herself of Tony’s sexual orientation. “It's a straight heterosexual
film,” she wrote, “but with a feeling for the sexiness of young boys who are
bursting their britches with energy and desire.”)

True, there is the suggestion, in the film, that Tony may grow out of
his narcissism once he leaves Brooklyn and the gold chain crowd.
Hollywood, of course, had shown men preening, decorating, and oiling
themselves before—pimps and homosexuals, usually, but also various
unassimilated natives (blacks, Puerto Ricans, Italians) depicted as living
more fully in their bodies, with a taste for flashy clothes that marks them as
déclassé. Manero fits those stereotypes—but only up to a point. He may
have awful taste in jewelry, but he also has boyish charm and “native”
intelligence. Unlike his friends—a pathetic trio of racist, homophobic,
sexist homeboys—Tony has integrity. He is enraged when, at the “2001”
dance contest, racism and favoritism land him first prize over a Puerto
Rican couple. He's also the only one of his friends who doesn’t taunt a gay
couple as they pass on the street. The movie may poke affectionate fun
at him, but it also admires him. A hero-narcissus—a very new image for
postwar Hollywood.

Of course, most men, gold chains or not, straight or gay, do care how
they “appear.” The gender differences described in Berger’s formula and
embedded in the Dockers and Haggar advertisements are “fictional,” a dis-
tillation of certain ideas about men and women, not an empirical general-
ization about their actual behavior. This doesn’t mean, however, that they
have no impact on “real life.” Far from it. As embodied in attractive and
sometimes highly manipulative images, “men act and women appear”
functions as a visual instruction. Women are supposed to care very much
about fashion, ”vanity,” looking good, and may be seen as unfeminine,
man-hating, or lesbian if they don’t. The reverse goes for men. The man
who cares about his looks the way a woman does, self-esteem on the line,
ready to be shattered at the slightest insult or weight gain, is unmanly, sex-
ually suspect.

So the next time you see a Dockers or Haggar ad, think of it not only as
an advertisement for khakis but also as an advertisement for a certain no-
tion of what it means to be a man. The ad execs know that’s what's going
on, they’re open about not wanting to frighten men off with touches of fem-
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inine decorativeness. What they are less open about is the fact that such ads
don’t just cater to male phobias about fashion but also perpetuate them.
They have to. Nowadays, the Dockers man is competing against other
models of masculinity, laughing at him from both the pages of history and
from what was previously the “margin” of contemporary culture. Can you
imagine Cary Grant, Rupert Everett, or Michael Jordan as the fashion-
incompetent man in a Dockers ad? The stylish man, who began to make a
new claim on popular cultural representations with the greater visibility of
black and gay men—the men consumer culture once ignored —was chisel-
ing cracks in the rule that “men act and women appear” even as Berger was
formulating it.

Male Decorativeness in Cultural Perspective

Not all heterosexual men are as uptight about the pocket flaps on their
pants as the Haggar executive would have us believe. Several weeks after
the piece on khakis appeared in The New Yorker, a reader wrote in protesting
that the idea “that men don’t want to look like they're trying to be fashion-
able or sexy” was rather culture-bound. Maybe, this reader acknowledged,
it applies to American, English, and Japanese men. “But are we really to be-
lieve that French, Italian, and Spanish men share this concern? And, when
we expand the category ‘male’ beyond human beings, biologists have
shown that the demonstration of male splendor is a key element in the ver-
tebrate mating game. Are American males just an anomalous species?”

The letter reminds us that there are dangers in drawing broad conclu-
sions on the basis of only those worlds with which one is familiar. And it’s
not just different international attitudes toward men and fashion that cast
doubt on the universal applicability of the Dockers/Haggar view of mas-
culinity. To look at the variables of race, class, and history is to produce a
picture of male attitudes toward fashionable display that is far from consis-
tently phobic.

First of all, for most of human history, there haven’t been radically dif-
ferent “masculine” and “feminine” attitudes toward beauty and decorative-
ness. On farms, frontiers, and feudal estates, women were needed to work
alongside men and beauty was hardly a priority for either. Among aristo-
crats, it was most important to maintain class privilege (rather than gender
difference), and standards of elegance for both sexes (as Anne Hollander's
fascinating Sex and Suits documents) were largely the same: elaborate
headwear, cosmetics, nonutilitarian adornments, and accessories. Atten-
tion to beauty was associated not with femininity but with a life that was
both privileged and governed by exacting standards. The constrictions,
precarious adornments, elaborate fastenings reminded the elite that they
were highly civilized beings, not simple peasant “animals.” At the same
time, decorativeness was a mode of royal and aristocratic competition, as
households and courts would try to out-glam each other with jewels and



furs. Hollander describes a sixteenth-century summit meeting between
Francis I and Henry VIII, in which everyone wore “silver covered with dia-
monds, except when they were in cloth of gold and covered with rubies.
Everything was lined with ermine and everything was 20 yards long, and
there were plumes on everybody.” Everybody —male or female—had to
be as gorgeous as possible. It was a mode of power competition.

Until roughly the fourteenth century, men and women didn’t even
dress very differently. (Think of the Greeks and Romans and their unisex
robes and togas.) Clear differences started to emerge only in the late Middle
Ages and early Renaissance: women's breasts began to be exposed and em-
phasized in tight bodices, while their legs were covered with long skirts.
Men's legs-—and sometimes their genitals as well—were “fully articu-
lated” and visible through pantaloons (what we call “tights”), with body
armor covering the chest. While to our sensibilities, the shapely legs and
genitals of men in tights (unless required by a ballet or historical drama)

are either to be laughed at or drooled over, Hollander argues that in the Re-
" naissance, to outline the male body was to make it more “real” and “natu-
ral,” less a template for sexual fantasy (as women’s bodies were becoming).
This trend continued, with men'’s clothing getting progressively more un-
restrictive, tailored, simple and women’s more stiff, tightly fitted, decora-
tive. Still, into the seventeenth century, fashionable gentlemen continued to
wear lace and silk, and to don powder and wigs before appearing in public.
Hollander regards the nineteenth century as a “great divide,” after which
not only the styles of men’s and women'’s clothing (trousers for men, in-
creasingly romantic froufrou for women) would become radically differ-
ent, but ideas about them as well. Men’s clothing must now be “honest,
comfortable, and utilitarian,” while women's begins to develop a repu-
tation for being “frivolous” and “deceptive.” The script for “men act and
women appear” was being written—right onto male and female clothing.

Looking beyond fashion to the social world (something Hollander re-
fuses to do, but I'll venture), it's hard not to speculate that these changes
anticipate the emergence of the middle class and the nineteenth-century
development of distinctively separate spheres for men and women within
it. In the industrial era, men’s sphere—increasingly the world of manufac-
turing, buying, selling, power brokering—was performance-oriented,
and demanded “no nonsense.” Women, for their part, were expected not
only to provide a comfortable, well-ordered home for men to return to but
to offer beauty, fantasy, and charm for a man to “escape” to and restore
himself with after the grim grind of the working day. As this division of
labor developed, strong dualistic notions about “masculinity” and “femi-
ninity” began to emerge, with sanctions against the man or woman who
dared to cross over to the side of the divide where they did not belong “by
nature.”

By the end of the nineteenth century, older notions of manliness

premised on altruism, self-restraint, and moral integrity—qualities that-

women could have too—began to be understood as vaguely “feminine.”
Writers and politicians (like Teddy Roosevelt) began to complain loudly
about the emasculating effects of civilization and the excessive role played
by women teachers in stifling the development of male nature. New words
like “pussyfoot” and “stuffed shirt”—and, most deadly, “sissy” —came
into parlance, and the “homosexual” came to be classified as a perverse
personality type which the normal, heterosexual male had to prove himself
distinct from. (Before, men’s relations with each other had been consider-
ably more fluid, and even the heterosexual male was allowed a certain de-
gree of physical intimacy and emotional connection—indeed, “heterosex-
uality” as such was a notion that hardly made sense at the time.) A new
vogue for bodybuilding emerged. “Women pity weakly men,” O. S. Fowler
warned, but they love and admire “right hearty feeders, not dainty;
sprightly, not tottering; more muscular than exquisite, and more powerful
than effeminate, in mind and body.” To be “exquisite,” to be decorative, to
be on display, was now fully woman's business, and the man who crossed
that line was a “fop.”

From that time on, male “vanity” went into hiding, and when cosmetic
products for men began to be marketed (for men did use them, albeit in se-
cret), they had to justify themselves, as Kathy Piess documents, through the
manly rhetoric of efficiency, rugged individualism, competitive advantage,
autonomy. While Pompeian cream promises to “beautify and youthify”
women, the same product for men will help them “win success” and
“make promotion easier” on the job. Even that most manly of rituals (from
our perspective), shaving, required special rhetoric when home shaving
was first introduced early in the twentieth century. “The Gillette is typical
of the American spirit,” claimed a 1910 ad. “Its use starts habits of energy —
of initiative. And men who do for themselves are men who think for them-
selves.” Curley’s Easy-Shaving SafetyRazor claimed that “the first Roman
to shave every day was no fop, bt Scipio) conqueror of Africa.” When it
came to products used also by wgemen—/ like scents and creams—manu-
facturers went out of their way to reassure prospective customers of their
no-nonsense “difference,” through action names (Brisk, Dash, Vim, Keen,
Zest) and other means. When Florian, a line of men’s toiletries, was intro-

duced in 1929, its creator, Carl Weeks, advised druggists to locate the prod- 1 - ;

ucts near cigar (again!) counters, using displays featuring manly accouter-
ments like boxing gloves, pipes, footballs. This, he argued, “will put over
the idea that the mascu-line is all stag. It's for he-men with no women wrel-
come nohow.” ;

This isn’t to say that from the turn of the nineteenth century on, the drive
to separate “masculine” and “feminine” attitudes toward self-beautification
pushed forward relentlessly. For one thing, culture is never of one piece;
it has its dominant images, but also its marginal, recessive, and counter-
cultural images. For another, the history of gender ideoclogy didn’t end
with the nineteenth century, as dramatic as its changes were. A century of
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mutations and permutations followed, as demanded by social, economic,
and political conditions. Older ideals lingered too and were revived when
needed. The Depression, for example, brought a love affair with (a fantasy
of ) aristocratic “class” to popular culture, and a world of Hollywood repre-
sentations . .. in which sexual difference was largely irrelevant, the heroes
and heroines of screwball comedy a matched set of glamorously attired
cutups. In these films, the appeal of actors like Cary Grant, Fred Astaire, and

-William Powell was largely premised not on assertions of masculine per-
formance but on their elegance, wit, and charm. Their maleness wasn't
thrown into question by the cut of their suits. Rather, being fashionable sig-
nified that they led an enviable life of pleasure and play. Such associations
still persist today. Fashion advertisements for Ralph Lauren, Valentino,
Hugo Boss, and many others are crafted to appeal to the class conscious-
ness of consumers; in that universe, one can never be too beautiful or too
vain, whatever one’s sex.

In the screwball comedies, it didn't matter whether you were a man or
a woman, everyone’s clothes sparkled and shone. Following the lead of the
movies, many advertisements of the thirties promoted a kind of androgy-
nous elegance. But others tried to have their cake and eat it too, as in a 1934
ad for Fougére Royale aftershave, which depicts a group of tony men in
tuxedos, hair slicked back, one even wearing a pince-nez, but with the cap-
tion "Let’s not join the ladies!” We may be glamorous, even foppish—but
puh-lease! Ladies we're not! I should note, too, that while the symbols of
“class” can function to highlight equality between men and women, they
can also be used to emphasize man’s superiority over women—as in a con-
temporary Cutty Sark ad in which a glamorously attired woman relaxes,
dreamily stroking a dog, while the tuxedo-clad men standing around her
engage in serious conversation (about stocks, I imagine); these guys don’t
need to go off into the drawing room in order to escape the ladies; they can
keep one around for a bit of decorativeness and sensual pleasure while she
remains in her own, more languorous world within theit own.

During World War II, movies and magazines continued to celebrate in-
dependent, adventurous women, to whom men were drawn “as much for
their spirit and character as for their looks.”? But when the fighting men re-
turned, the old Victorian division of labor was revived with a new com-
mercial avidity, and the world became one in which “men act” (read: work)
and "women appear” (read: decorate—both themselves and their houses)—
with a vengeance. Would Barbie get on a horse without the proper acces-
sories? Would the Marlboro Man carry a mirror with him on the trail?
By the late fifties and early sixties, the sexy, wisecracking, independent-
minded heroine had morphed into a perky little ingenue. Popular actresses
Annette Funicello, Connie Stevens, and Sandra Dee were living Barbie
dolls, their femininity blatantly advertised on their shirt-waisted bodies.
They had perfectly tended bouffant hairdos (which I achieved for myself
by slee ping on the cardboard cylinders from toilet tissue rolls) and wore
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high heels even when washing dishes (I drew the line at that). And what
about the dashing, cosmopolitan male figure in fashionable clothes? He
now was usually played as a sissy or a heel—as for example Lester (Bob
Evans), the slick playboy of The Best of Everything, who seduces gullible
April (Diane Baker) with his big-city charm, then behaves like a cad when
she gets pregnant.

There have always been ways to market male clothes consciousness,
however. Emphasizing neatness is one. Our very own Ronnie Reagan (when
he was still a B-movie star) advertised Van Heusen shirts as “the neatest
Christmas gift of all” because they “won’t wrinkle. .. ever!!” Joining ele-
gance with violence is another. James Bond could get away with wearing
beautiful suits because he was ruthless when it came to killing and bedding.
(A men’s cologne, called 007, was advertised in the sixties with clips from
Thunderball, the voice-over recommending: “When you use 007, be kind”
because “it’s loaded” and “licensed to kill. .. women.”) The elegant male
who is capable of killing is like the highly efficient secretary who takes off
her glasses to reveal a passionate, gorgeous babe underneath: a species of
tantalizing, sexy disguise.

When elegance marks one man’s superior class status over another it
gives him a competitive edge (as was the dominant function of elegance be-
fore the eighteenth century) rather than turning him into a fop. “We have
our caste marks, too” ran a 1928 ad for Aqua Velva, which featured a clean-
shaven, top-hatted young man, alongside a turbaned, bejeweled, elite In-
dian man. This ad, however, proved to be problematic, as Kathy Piess
points out. American men didn’t like being compared with dark-skinned
foreigners, even aristocratic ones. The more dominant tradition—among
Europeans as well as Americans—has been to portray an order in which
the clean, well-shaven white man is being served or serviced by the dark
ones, as in a 1935 American ad for Arrow Shirts in which the black maid is
so fashion-clueless that she doesn’t even know what a manufacturer’s label
is, or in a German ad for shaving soap depicting the “appropriate” relation
between the master race and the Others.

Such codes were clearly being poked fun at—how successfully I'm not
sure—when a 1995 Arid Extra-Dry commercial depicted African American
pro basketball player Charles Barkley dressed up as a nineteenth-century
British colonial, declaring that anything less than Arid “would be uncivi-
lized.” The commercial, however, is not just (arguably) a poke at the racist
equation of civilization and whiteness. It's also, more subtly, a playful as-
sertion of some distinctive African American attitudes toward male display.
“Primordial perspiration,” Barkley says in the commercial, “shouldn’t mess
with your style.” And “style” is a concept whose history and cultural mean-
ings are very different for blacks and whites in this country. Among many
young African American men, appearing in high style, “cleaned up” and fes-
tooned with sparkling jewelry, is not a sign of effeminacy, but potency and
social standing. Consider the following description, from journalist Playthell
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Benjamin’s 1994 memoir, Lush Life (while you’re reading it‘, you rr‘xight also
recall Anne Hollander’s description of Henry VIII's summit meeting):

(Fast Black] was dressed in a pair of white pants, white buck
shoes, and a long-sleeve white silk shirt—which was open to his
navel and revealed a 24-karat gold chain from whigh hung a gold
medallion set with precious stones: diamonds, rubu?s, and emer-
alds. His massively muscled body was strikingly.dxsplayed ina
white see-through silk shirt, and the trousers stralneq to cpntam
his linebacker thighs. His eves were bloodshot and his skin was
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tight against his face, giving it the look of an ebony mask. He
struck me right off as a real dangerous muthafucka; mean
enough to kill a rock.

A real dangerous muthafucka” in a white see-through silk shirt? For the
white boys to whom the Dockers and Haggar ads are largely addressed, see-
through silk is for girls, and showing off one’s body — particularly with sen-( !
suous fabrics—is a “fag” thing. Thus, while a Haggar ad may play up the
sensual appeal of soft fabrics— “These clothes are very soft and they’ll never
wrinkle” —it makes sure to include a parenthetical (and sexist) reference to a
dreamed-of wife: “Too bad you can’t marry them.” But sartorial sensuality and
decorativeness, as I've learned, do not necessarily mean “femininity” for
African American men.

When 1 first saw the Charles Barkley commercial, the word “style”
slipped by me unnoticed, because I knew very little about the history of
African American aesthetics. An early paper of mine dealing with Berger’s
equation was utterly oblivious to racial differences that might confound
the formula “men act and women appear.” Luckily, an African American
male colleague of mine gently straightened me out, urging me to think
about Mike Tyson’s gold front tooth as something other than willful mas-
culine defiance of the tyranny of appearance. Unfortunately, at that time
not much of a systematic nature had been written about African American
aesthetics; I had to find illuminating nuggets here and there. Then, just this
year, Shane White and Graham White’s Stylin” appeared. It's a fascinating
account of how the distinctive legacy of African aesthetics was maintained
and creatively, sometimes challengingly, incorporated into the fashion
practices of American blacks, providing a vibrant (and frequently subver-
sive) way for blacks to “write themselves into the American story.”

Under slavery, white ownership of blacks was asserted in the most con-
crete, humiliating way around the display of the body on the auction block.
Slaves were often stripped naked and instructed to show their teeth like
horses being examined for purchase. Women might have their hair cut off.
Everyone’s skin would be polished to shine, as apples are polished in gro-
cery stores today. As a former slave described it:

“The first thing they had to do was wash up and clean up real good and
take a fat greasy meat skin and run over their hands, face and also their
feet, or in other words, every place that showed about their body so that
they would look real fat and shiny. Then they would trot them out before
their would-be buyers and let them look over us real good, just like you
would a bunch of fat cows that you were going to sell on the market and try
to get all you could for them.”

It makes perfect sense that with the body so intimately and degradingly
under the control of the slave owner, opportunities to “take back” one’s
own body and assert one’s own cultural meanings with it would have a
special significance. On Sundays, slaves would dress up for church in the
most colorful, vibrant clothes they could put together—a temporary escape
from and an active repudiation of the subservience their bodies were forced
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into during the week. Their ouffits, to white eyes, seemed “clashing” and
mismatched. But putting together unusual combinations of color, texture,
and pattern was an essential ingredient of West African textile traditions,
handed down and adapted by African American women. Color and shape
“coordination” —the tyranny of European American fashion until pretty re-
cently—were not the ruling principles of style. “Visual aliveness,” Stylin’ re-
ports, was. The visual aliveness of the slaves’ Sunday best, so jangling to
white sensibilities, was thus the child both of necessity—they were forced to
construct their outfits through a process of bricolage, putting them together
from whatever items of clothing were available—and aesthetic tradition.

From the start, whites perceived there was something insubordinate
going on when blacks dressed up—and they were not entirely wrong,.
“Slaves were only too keen to display, even to flaunt, their finery both to
slaves and to whites”; the Sunday procession was, as I’ve noted, a time to
reclaim the body as one’s own. But at the same time, blacks were not just
“flaunting,” but preserving and improvising on vibrant African elements
of style whose “flashiness” and “insolence” were largely in the eye of the
white beholder, used to a very different aesthetic. The cultural resistance
going on here was therefore much deeper than offended whites (and prob-
ably most blacks too) realized at the time. It wasn’t simply a matter of re-
fusal to behave like Stepin Fetchit, with head lowered and eyes down. A
new culture of unpredictable, playfully decorative, visually bold fashion
was being created —and it would ultimately (although not for some time)
transform the world of mainstream fashion as much as Klein’s deliberately
erotic underwear and jeans.

After “emancipation,” funeral marches and celebratory promenades
were a regular feature of black city life, in which marchers, male and fe-
male alike, were “emblazoned in colorful, expensive clothes,” the men in
“flashy sports outfits: fancy expensive silk shirts, new pants, hats, ties,
socks,” “yellow trousers and yellow silk shirts,” and “bedecked with silk-
and-satin-ribboned streamers, badges.” Apart from formal processions,
streets like Memphis’s Beale Street and New Orleans’s Decatur Street were
ongoing informal sites for “strolling” and display. The most dazzlingly
dressed men, often jazz musicians, were known as “sports.” As “Jelly Roll”
Morton describes it, each “sport” had to have a Sunday suit, with coat and
pants that did not match, and crisply pressed trousers as tight as sausage
skins. Suspenders were essential and had to be “very loud,” with one strap
left provocatively “hanging down.” These guys knew how to “use their
walk” too. The sport would walk down the street in a “very mosey” style:
“Your hands is at your sides with your index fingers stuck out and you
kind of struts with it.” Morton—by all accounts a particularly flashy
sport—had gold on his teeth and a diamond in one of them. “Those days,”
he recalled, “I thought I would die unless I had a hat with the emblem Stet-
son in it and some Edwin Clapp shoes.” Shades of Tony Manero. Or King
Henry VIIL
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In fact, the flashiest African American male styles have partaken both of
the African legacy and European notions of “class.” Although the origin
of the zoot suit—broad shoulders, long coats, ballooning, peg-legged
trousers, usually worn with a wide-brimmed hat—is debated, one widely
believed account says it was based on a style of suit worn by the Duke of
Windsor. Another claims Rhett Butler in Gone With the Wind was the inspi-
ration for the zoot suit (if so, it is a “deep irony,” as the authors of Stylin’
comment). But whatever its origins, the zoot suit, worn during the forties
when cloth conservation orders ruled the use of that much fabric illegal,
was a highly visible and dramatic statement in disunity and defiance of
“American Democracy,” a refusal to accede to the requirements of patriot-
ism. Even more so than the slave’s Sunday promenade, the zoot-suiter
used “style” aggressively to assert opposition to the culture that had made
him marginal to begin with—without his assent.

The use of high style for conspicuous display or defiance is still a big
part of male street culture, as sociologist Richard Majors notes: “Whether
it’s your car, your clothes, your young body, your new hairdo, your jewelry,
you style it. The word ’style” in [African American] vernacular usage means
to show off what you've got. And for teenagers with little money and few
actual possessions, showing off what you do have takes on increased impor-
tance. As one youth puts it, ‘It’s identity. It's a big ego trip.””

What's changed since Majors wrote these words in the early nineties is
the increasing commercial popularity of hip-hop music and culture, which
has turned the rebellious stylings of street youth into an empire of images
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Two versions of “style”: “Style point” and “life, unity, peace.”
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and products, often promoted (and sometimes designed) by big-name stars.
With postmodern sensibilities (grab what you like) ruling the fashion
world, moreover, what once were signature elements of black street style
have been incorporated —as gay styles have also been incorporated —in
the fashions of other worlds, both “high” (designer clothing) and “low”
(white high school boys with their pants slung low, trying to look so cool).

Despite the aggressive visibility of hip-hop culture, “showing off what
you've got” has not been the only influential definition of style among
African Americans. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, sev-
eral etiquette books were published, written by middle-class blacks, pro-
moting a very different fashion ideal. The National Capital Code of Etiquette,
published in 1889, warned young men to "avoid colors that do not blend
with the remainder of your wearing apparel, and above all things shun
the so-called ‘loud’ ties with colors that fairly shriek unto Heaven. .. .” The
young black men should also avoid “bright reds, yellows and light greens
as you would the plague” and never, ever strut or swagger. Hortense Pow-
dermaker, who studied black life in Indianola, Mississippi, in the late 1930s,
noted that better-off African Americans “deliberately avoided bright col-
ors” and were offended when clerks, on the basis of “the Negroe’s reputa-
tion for wearing gaudy clothes,” assumed they wanted something “loud.”
Those who advocated a less ostentatious style were dismayed by the lower-
class practice of adorning healthy front teeth with gold, while leaving bad
back teeth unattended.

A recent Essence list of fashion “do’s and don’ts” emphasizes this delib-
erately understated —and in today’s world, “professional” —conception of
black male style. “Yes” to well-groomed hands, well-fitting suit and a “def-
inite sense of self.” “No” to “glossy polished nails,” “cologne that arrives
before he does,” “Mr. T jewelry (the T stands for tacky),” and “saggy jeans
on anyone old enough to remember when ‘Killing Me Softly’ was first re-
leased.” Even in their most muted variations, African American styles have
done a great deal to add color, playfulness, and unexpected, sexy little fil-
lips to “tasteful,” professional male clothing: whimsical ties, internation-
ally inspired shirts and sweaters, and, in general, permission to be slightly
dramatic, flirtatious, and ironic with one’s clothes. The rule of always
matching patterns, too, no longer holds in the world of high fashion, the re-
sult of a collaboration (not necessarily conscious, of course) between post-
modern sensibilities and the slave legacy of bricolage.

_ Superstar Michael Jordan (his masculine credentials impeccable, his rep-
utation as a family man solidly established over the years), a very effective
spokesperson for style, has done a great deal to make fashionableness, even
“feminine” decorativeness, congruous with masculinity. This year, he was
named GQ's "Most Stylish Man.” “How stylish is Michael Jordan?” GQ
asks. “Answer: So stylish he can get away with wearing five rings!” Of
course, the fact that Jordan can “get away” with wearing five rings reveals
G(Q’s cultural biases. For the magazine, Jordan’s stylishness resides in the
“drape of his suits, in the plain gold hoop in his left ear, in the tempered,

toned-down body language of his late career.” For GQ, subtlety equals style.
For Jordan too. But of course that plain gold hoop would not have been
viewed as so tastefully subtle had Jordan not made it an acceptable item of
male decorativeness.

Jordan, God bless him, is also unabashed in admitting that he shops more
than his wife, and that he gets his inspiration from women's magazines. The




night before he goes on the road, he tries on every outfit he’s going to wear. He
describes himself as a “petite-type person” who tries to hide this with oversize
clothes and fabrics that drape. When questioned about the contradiction be-
tween the “manliness” of sports and his “feminine” love of fashion, Jordan
replies that “that’s the fun part—1I can get away from the stigma of being an
athlete.” Saved by fashion from the “stigma” of being a sweaty brute—that’s
something, probably, that only an African American man can fully appreciate.
The fact that it’s being an athlete and not “femininity” that’'s the “stigma” to be
avoided by Jordan—that’s something a woman’s got to love.

The ultimate affront to Dockers masculinity, however, is undoubtedly
the Rockport ad on the previous page, with drag superstar RuPaul in a
beautifully tailored suit. His feet and his stare are planted —vitually identi-
cally to Michael Jordan’s posture in the feature I've just discussed — in that
unmistakable (and here, ironic) grammar of face-off ad masculinity. “I'm
comfortable being a MAN,” declares RuPaul. “I'm comfortable being a
woman too,” of course, is the unwritten subtext. Man, woman, what’s the
difference so long as one is “uncompromising” about style?

My World . .. and Welcome to It?

Despite everything I've said thus far, I feel decidedly ambivalent about
consumer culture’s inroads into the male body. I do find it wonderful—as
I've made abundantly clear—that the male form, both clothed and un-
clothed, is being made so widely available for sexual fantasy and aesthetic
admiration. I like the fact that more and more heterosexual white guys are
feeling permission to play with fashion, self-decoration, sensual presenta-
tion of the self. Even Dockers has become a little less “me a guy . . . duh!” in
its ads and spreads for khakis, which now include spaced-out women as
well as men.

ButI also know what it's like to be on the other side of the gaze. I know
its pleasures, and I know its agonies—intimately. Even in the second half
of the twentieth century, beauty remains a prerequisite for female success.
In fact, in an era characterized by some as “postfeminist,” beauty-seems to
count more than it ever did before, and the standards for achieving it have
become more stringent, more rigorous, than ever. We live in an empire
ruled not by kings or even presidents, but by images. The tight buns, the
perfect skin, the firm breasts, the long, muscled legs, the bulgeless, sagless
bodies are everywhere. Beautiful women, everywhere, telling the rest of us
how to stand, how to swing our hair, how slim we must be.

Actually, all this flawless beauty is the product of illusion, generated
with body doubles, computers, artful retouching. “Steal this look!” the
lifestyles magazines urge women; it's clear from the photo that great new
haircut of Sharon Stone’s could change a woman’s life. But in this era of dig-
tal retouching not even Sharon Stone looks like Sharon Stone. (Isabella
Rossellini, who used to be the Lancome girl before she got too old, has said
hat her photos are so enhanced that when people meet her they tell her,
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“Your sister is so beautiful.”) Still, we try to accomplish the impossible, and
often get into trouble. Illusions set the standard for real women, and they
spawn special disorders and addictions: in trying to become as fat-free and
poreless as the ads, one’s fleshly body is pushed to achieve the impossible.

I had a student who admitted to me in her journal that she had a
makeup addiction. This young woman was unable to leave the house—not
even to walk down to the corner mailbox—without a full face and body
cover-up that took her over an hour and a half to apply. In her journal, she
described having escalated over a year or so from minimal “touching-up”
to a virtual mask of foundation, powder, eyebrow pencil, eye shadow, eye-
liner, mascara, lip liner, lipstick-—a mask so thorough, so successful in its
illusionary reality that her own naked face now looked grotesque to her,
mottled, pasty, featureless. She dreaded having sex with her boyfriend, for
fear some of the mask might come off and he would see what she looked
like underneath. As soon as they were done, she would race to the bath-
room to reapply; when he stayed over, she would make sure to sleep
lightly, in order to wake up earlier than he. It's funny—and not really
funny. My student’s disorder may be one generated by a superficial, even
insane culture, a disorder befitting the Oprah show rather than a PBS docu-
mentary. But a disorder nonetheless. Real. Painful. Deforming of her life.

So, too, for the eating disorders that run rampant among girls and
women. In much of my writing on the female body, I've chronicled how
these disorders have spread across race, class, and ethnic differences in this
culture. Today, serious problems with food, weight, and body image are no
longer (if they ever were) the province of pampered, narcissistic, heterosex-
ual white girls. To imagine that they are is to view black, Asian, Latin, les-
bian, and working-class women as outside the loop of the dominant cul-
ture and untouched by its messages about what is beautiful —a mistake
that has left many women feeling abandoned and alone with a disorder
they weren’t “supposed” to have. Today, eating problems are virtually the
norm among high school and college women—and even younger girls.
Yes, of course there are far greater tragedies in life than gaining five
pounds. But try to reassure a fifteen-year-old girl that her success in life
doesn’t require a slender body, and she will think you dropped from an-
other planet. She knows what’s demanded; she’s learned it from the
movies, the magazines, the soap operas. :

There, the "progressive” message conveyed by giving the girls and
women depicted great careers or exciting adventures is overpowered, I
think, by the more potent example of their perfect bodies. The plots may
say: “The world is yours.” The bodies caution: “But only if you aren’t fat.”
What counts as “fat” today? Well, Alicia Silverstone was taunted by the
press when she appeared at the Academy Awards barely ten pounds heav-
ier than her (extremely) svelte self in Clueless. Janeane Garofalo was the “fat
one” in The Truth About Cats and Dogs. Reviews of Titanic described Kate
Winslett as plump, overripe, much too hefty for ethereal Leonardo Di-
Caprio. Any anger you detect here is personal too. I ironed my hair in the
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sixties, have dieted all my life, continue to be deeply ashamed of those
parts of my body—like my peasant legs and zaftig behind —that our cul-
ture has coded as ethnic excess. I suspect it's only an accident of genera-
tional timing or a slight warp in the fabric of my cultural environment that
prevented me from developing an eating disorder. I'm not a makeup junky
like my student, but I am becoming somewhat addicted nowadays to alpha-
roxies, skin drenchers, quenchers, and other “age-defying” potions,
No, I don’t think the business of beauty is without its pleasures. It offers
a dajly ritual of transformation, renewal. Of “putting oneself together” and
walking out into the world, more confident than you were, anticipating at-
traction, flirtation, sexual play. I love shopping for makeup with my friends.
(Despite what Rush Limbaugh tells you, feminism-—certainly not feminism
in the nineties—is not synonymous with unshaved legs.) Women bond
over shared makeup, shared beauty tips. It's fun. Too often, though, our
bond is over shared pain—over “bad” skin, “bad” hair, “bad” legs. There’s
always that constant judgment and evaluation—not only by actual, living
men but by an ever-present, watchful cultural gaze which alwaysFas eye
on our thighs—no matter how much else we accomplish. W judgéi}ch
other that way too, sometimes much more nastily than men. Some6f the
bitchiest comments about Marcia Clark’s hair and Hillary Clinton’s calves
have come from women. But if we are sometimes our “own worst enemies,”
it's usually because we see in each other not so much co;mamc-
tion of our fears and anxjeties about ourselves. In this culture, all women
suffer over their bodies. A demon is loose in our consciousness and can’
easily be controlled. We see the devil, fat calves, living on Hillary’s bocﬂ
We point our fingers, like the accusers at Salem. Root him out, kill er!
And now men are suddenly finding that devil living in their flesh. If
someone had told me in 1977 that in 1997 men would comprise over a quar-
ter of cosmetic-surgery patients, I would have been astounded. I never
dreamed that “equality” would move in the direction of men worrying more
about their looks rather than women worrying less. I first suspected that
something major was going on when the guys in my gender classes stopped
yawning and passing snide notes when we discussed body issues, and in-
stead began to protest when the women talked as though they were the only
ones “oppressed” by standards of beauty. After my book Unbearable Weight
appeared, I received several letters from male anorexics, reminding me that
the incidence of such disorders among men was on the rise. Today, as many
as a million men—and eight million women —have an eating disorder.
Then I began noticing all the new men’s “health” magazines on the
newsstands, dispensing diet and exercise advice (“A Better Body in Half
the Time,” “50 Snacks That Won't Make You Fat”) in the same cheerleader-
ish mode that Betty Friedan had once chastised the women’s magazines
for: “It’s Chinese New Year, so make a resolution to custom-order your
next takeout. Ask that they substitute wonton soup for oil. Try the soba
noodles instead of plain noodles. They're richer in nutrients and contain
much less fat.” I guess the world doesn’t belong to the meat-eaters any-
more, Mr. Ben Quick.
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It used to be a truism among those of us familiar with the research on
body-image problems that most men (that is, most straight men, on whom
the studies were based) were largely immune. Women, research showed,
were chronically dissatisfied with themselves. But men tended, if anything,
to see themselves as better-looking than they (perhaps) actually were. Peter
Richmond, in a 1987 piece in Glamour, describes his “wonderful male trick”
for seeing what he wants to see when he looks in the mirror:

I edit out the flaws. Recently, under the influence of too many
Heinekens in a strange hotel room, I stood in front of a wrap-
around full-length mirror and saw, in a moment of nauseous
clarity, how unshapely my stomach and butt have become. The
next morning, looking again in the same mirror, ready to begin
another business day, I simply didn’t see these offending areas.

Notice all the codes for male “action” that Richmond has decorated his
self-revelation with. “Too many Heinekens,” “another business day” —all
reassurances that other things matter more to him than his appearance. But
a decade later, it's no longer so easy for men to perform these little tricks.
Getting ready for the business day is apt to exacerbate rather than divert
male anxieties about the body, as men compete with fitter, younger men
and fitter, more self-sufficient women. In a 1994 survey, 6,000 men ages
eighteen to fifty-five were asked how they would like to see themselves.
Three of men’s top six answers were about looks: attractive to women, sexy,
good-looking. Male “action” qualities—assertiveness, decisiveness—trailed
at numbers eight and nine.
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“Back when bad bodies were the norm,” claims Fortune writer Alan Farn-
ham (again, operating with the presumption of heterosexuality), “money
distinguished male from male. Now muscles have devalued money,” and
the market for products and procedures “catering to male vanity” (as For-
tune puts it) is $9.5 billion or so a year. “It's a Face-Lifted, Tummy-Tucked
Jungle Out There,” reports The New York Times. To compete, a man

could buy Rogaine to thicken his hair. He could invest in Body-
Slimmers underwear for men, by the designer Nancy Ganz,
with built-in support to suck in the waist. Or he could skip the
aloe skin cream and go on to a more drastic measure, new to the
male market: alpha-hydroxy products that slough off dead skin.
Or he could rub on some belly- and thigh-shrinking creams . . .
If rubbing cream seems too strenuous, [he] can just don an un-
dershirt from Mountainville House, to “shape up and pull in
loose stomachs and sagging chests,” with a diamond-shaped
insert at the gut for “extra control.”. . . Plastic surgery offers
pectoral implants to make the chest appear more muscular, and
calf muscle implants to give the leg a bodybuilder shape. There
is liposuction to counter thickening middles and accumulating
breast and fatty tissue in the chest . . . and a half-dozen surgical
methods for tightening skin.

Some writers blame all this on sexual equality in the workplace.

/ Anthropologist Lionel Tiger offers this explanation: “Once,” he says, “men

rs

could fairly well control their destiny through providing resources to
women, but now that the female is obliged to earn a living, he himself be-
comes a resource. He becomes his own product: Is he good-looking? Does
he smell good? Before, when he had to provide for the female, he could
have a potbelly. Now he has to appear attractive in the way the female had
to be.” Some evidence does support this. A Psychology Today survey found
that the more financially secure the woman, the more important a man'’s
looks were to her.

L, however, tend to see consumer capitalism rather than women’s ex-
pectations or proclivities as the(true motor d’riV/ing male concern with
appearance. Calvin gave us those muscled ienl in underwear. Then the
cosmetics, diet, exercise, and surgery industries elbowed in, providing the
means for everyone to develop that great Soloflex body. After all, why
should they restrict themselves to female markets if they can convince men
that their looks need constant improvement too? The management and en-
hancement of the body is a gold mine for consumerism, and one whose

treasures are inexhaustible, as women know. Dieting and staving off aging
are never-ending processes. Ideals of beauty can be endlessly tinkered with
by fashion designers and cosmetic manufacturers, remaining continually
elusive, requiring constant new purchases, new kinds of work on the body.

John Berger’s opposition of “acting” and “appearing,” this body work
reveals, is something of a false duality —and always has been. “Feminine”
attention to appearance is hardly the absence of activity, as men are learn-
ing. It takes time, energy, creativity, dedication. It can hurt. Nowadays, the

“act/appear” duality is even less meaningful, as the cultivation of the
suitably fit appearance has become not just a matter of sexual allure but
also a demonstration that one has the “right stuff”: will, discipline, the abil-
ity to stop whining and “just do it.” When I was growing up in the sixties, a
muscular male body meant beefy but dumb jock; a middle-class girl could
drool over him but probably wouldn’t want to marry him. Today, with a
booming “gymnasium culture” existing (as in ancient Greece) for profes-
sional men and with it a revival of the Greek idea that a good mind and a
good body are not mutually exclusive, even Jeff Goldblum has got muscles,
and the only type of jock he plays is a computer jock.

All of this, as physicians have begun to note, is landing more and more
men straightirtto the formerly female territory of body-image dysfunction,
eating disorders, and exercise compulsions. Last year, I read a survey that
reported that 90 percent of male undergraduates believe that they are not
muscular enough. That sent warning bells clanging in my mind, and sure
enough, there’s now a medical category for “muscle dysmorphia” (or “big-
orexia,” as it's actually sometimes called!), a kind of reverse anorexia in
which the sufferer sees his muscles as never massive enough. Researchers
are “explaining” bigorexia in the same dumb way they’ve tended to ap-
proach women'’s disorders—as a combination of bad biochemistry and “trig-
gering events,” such as being picked on. They just don’t seem to fully appre-
ciate the fact that bigorexia—like anorexia—only blooms in a very
particular cultural soil. Not even the ancient Greeks—who revered athletic
bodies and scorned weaklings, but also advised moderation in all things—

produced “muscle dysmorphics.” (Or at least, none of the available medical
texts mention anything like it.) Anorexia and bigorexia, like so many contem-
,//p"c;lﬁ'éry disorders, are diseases of a culture that doesn’t know when to stop.

Those beautiful bodies of Greek statues may be the historical inspira-
tion for the muscled men in underwear of the Calvin Klein ads. But the fact
is that studying the ancient Greeks reveals a different set of attitudes
toward beauty and the body than our contemporary ideals, both homosex-
ual and heterosexual. As is well known by now (although undiscussed
when I studied philosophy as an undergraduate), Plato was not above ap-
preciating a beautiful young body. In Symposium, he describes the beauty
of the body as evidence of the presence of the divine on earth, and the orig-
inal spur to all “higher” human endeavors {as well as earthly, sexual love).
We see someone dazzling, and he or she awakens the soul to its natural
hunger to be lifted above the mundane, transitory, mortal world. Some
people seek that transcendence through ordinary human intercourse, and
achieve the only immortality they will know through the begetting of
human offspring and the continuation of the human race. For others, the
beautiful body of another becomes the inspiration for a lifelong search for
beauty in all its forms, the creation of beautiful art, beautiful words, beauti-

__communion with something beyond the body —the idea of Beauty itself.

\ ful ideals, beautiful cities. They will achieve their immortality through
5

'So human beauty is a pretty far-ranging and powerful thing for Plato,

capable of evoking worlds beyond itself, even recalling a previous life




when we dwelt among timeless, perfect forms. But human beauty, signifi-

cantly (in fact, all earthly beauty), can only offer a glimpse of heavenly per-

fection. It's our nature to be imperfect, after all, and anyone who tries to
overcome that limitation on earth is guilty of hubris—according to the
Greeks. Our own culture, in contrast, is one without “limits” (a frequent
theme of advertisements and commercials) and seemingly without any
fear of hubris. Not only do we expect perfection in the bodies of others ( just
take a gander at some personal ads), we are constantly encouraged to
achieve it ourselves, with the help of science and technology and the prod-
ucts and services they make available to us. “This body could be yours,”
the chiseled Greek statue in the Soloflex commercial tells us (and for only
twenty minutes three times a week—give me a break!). “Timeless Beauty Is
Within Your Reach,” reads an ad for cosmetic surgery. Plato is rolling over
in his grave.

For Plato (unlike Descartes) there are no “mere” physical bodies; bodies
are lit with meaning, with memory. Our culture is more Cartesian; we like
to think of our bodies as so much stuff, which can be tinkered with without
any consequences for our soul. We bob our “family noses,” lift our aging
faces, suction extra fat, remove minor “flaws” with seemingly little concern
f(?r any “deep” meaning that our bodies might have, as repositories of our
histories, our ethnic and racial and family lineage, our personalities. Actu-
fxlly, much of the time our intentions are to deliberately shed those mean-
Ings: to get rid of that Jewish nose, to erase the years from our faces. Unlike
the Platonic philosopher, we aren’t content to experience timelessness
ip philosophy, art, or even the beautiful bodies of others; we want to stop
fime on our own bodies too. In the process, we substitute individualized
beauty —the distinctive faces of the generation of beautiful actresses of my
own age, for example—for generic, very often racialized, reproducible

codes of youth. -

The fact is that we're not only Cartesian but Puritan in our attitudes
toward the body. The Greeks went for muscles, sure, but they would have
regarded our exercise compulsions as evidence of a system out of control.
They thought it unseemly —and a failure of will— to get too self-obsessed

with anything. They were into the judicious “management” of the body (as

French philosopher Michel Foucauit has put it), not its utter subjugation.
We, on the other hand, can become what our culture considers to be sexu-
ally alluring only if we're willing to regard our flesh as recalcitrant metal,
to be pummeled, burned, and tempered into steel, day in and day out. No
pain, no gain. Obsessively pursuing these ideals has deprived both men

and women of the playful eros of beauty, turned it all into constant, hard”

work. I love gay and black body cultures for their flirtatiousness, their
tongue-in-cheekness, their irony, their “let’s dress up and have some fun”
attitudes. Consumer culture, unfortunately, can even grind playfulness
into a commodity, a required item for this year’s wardrobe.

For allits idealization of the beauty of the body, Greek culture also un-
derstood that beauty could be “inner.” In the Symposium, a group of elite
Greeks discourse on the nature of love. Everyone except for Socrates and

Aristophanes is in love with someone else at the party, and they're madly
flirting, advancing their own romantic agendas through their speeches.
Among the participants are the most beautiful young men of their crowd.
Socrates himself is over fifty at the time, and not a pretty man to ook at (to
put it generously). Yet as we're told at the beginning (and this seems to
have been historically true), nearly everyone has at one time or another
been “obsessed” with him, “transported, completely possessed” —by his
cleverness, his irony, his ability to weave a spell with words and ideas.
Even the most dazzling Athenian of them all—soldier superhero Alcibi-
ades, generally regarded as one of the sexiest, handsomest men in town,
who joins the party late (and drunk) with a beautiful wreath of violets and
ivy and ribbons in his hair—1is totally, madly smitten with Socrates.
Alcibiades’ love for Socrates is not “Platonic” in the sense in which we
have come to understand that term. In fact, Alcibiades is insulted because
Socrates has refused to have sex with him. “The moment he starts to
speak,” he tells the crowd of his feelings for Socrates, “I am beside myself:
my heart starts leaping in my chest, the tears come streaming down my
face.” This is not the way it usually goes. In the more normal Greek scheme
of things, it’s the beautiful young man—like Alcibiades—who is supposed
to start the heart of the older man thumping, and who flirtatiously with-
holds his favors while the older lover does his best to win him. Alcibiades
is in a state about this role reversal, but he understands why it has hap-
pened. He compares Socrates to a popular kind of satyr statue, which (like
the little lacquered Russian dolls we're more familiar with) could be
opened to reveal another figure within. Socrates may be ugly as a satyr on
the outside, but “once I had a glimpse of the figures within—they were so
godlike, so bright and beautiful, so utterly amazing, that I no longer had a
choice—Tjust had to do whatever he told me.”

We pay constant lip service to beauty that is more than skin-deep. The
talk shows frequently parade extreme May-December matings for our
ogling too. But the fact is that the idea of a glamorous young man being ro-
mantically, sexually obsessed with someone old and “ugly” —same-sex or
other-sex and no matter what other sterling qualities he or she may have—
is pretty much beyond us. Historically, men have benefited from a double
standard which culturally codes their gray hair, middle-age paunches, fa-
cial lines, as signs of wisdom and experience rather than advancing de-
crepitude. My older gay male friends lament that those days are over for
them. And if those new polls about women'’s attitudes are to be believed,
the clock is ticking on that double standard for heterosexual men, too—no
matter how hard Hollywood tries to preserve it. With more and more ex-
pectation that men be as physically well-tended as women, those celluloid
pairings of Woody Allen and women half as old and forty-six times as
good-looking are becoming more of a hoot every day.

There is something anti-sensual to me about current aesthetics. There's
so much that my younger friends go “uggh” over. Fat—yecch! Wrinkles—
yuck! They live in a constant state of squeamishness about the flesh. I find
that finely muscled young Calvin Klein model beautiful and sexy, sure. But




I also was moved by Clint Eastwood’s aging chest in The Bridges of Madison
County. Deflated, skin loose around the waistband of his pants, not a wash-
board ridge in sight —for me, they signaled that Eastwood (at least for this
role) had put Dirty Harry away for good, become a real, warm, penetrable,
vulnerable human being instead of a make-my-day machine. Call me old-
fashioned, but I find that very sexy. For a culture obsessed with youth and
fitness, in contrast, sagging flesh is almost the ultimate signifier of decay
and disorder. We prefer the clean machine—and are given it, in spades.
Purified of “flaws,” all loose skin tightened, armored with implants, digitally
enhanced, the bodies of most movie stars and models are fully dressed
even when naked.

In Saturday Night Fever, John Travolta had been trim, but (by contempo-
rary standards) a bit “soft.” Six years later, Travolta re-created Tony Manero
in the sequel, Staying Alive. This time, however, the film was directed by
‘Sylvester Stallone, who showed Travolta a statue of a discus thrower and
asked, “How would you like to look like that?” “Terrific,” Travolta replied,
and embarked on a seven-month program of fitness training that literally
redesigned his body into a carbon copy of Sly’s. In the film, his body was
“perfect”: gleaming and muscular, without an ounce of fat. He was nice to
look at. But if I had to choose between the Tony Manero of Fever and the
Tony Manero of Staying Alive, it’d be no contest. I'd rather spend time (and
have sex) with a dancing man with love handles than with a Greek statue
who gets in a nasty mood if he misses a workout.

NOTE

"Not that women’s beauty was dispensable. Concern for her looks symbolized that
although she worked as hard as a man, a woman’s mind was still on the real men who
were fighting for her freedom. (An ad for Tangee lipstick describes “a woman's lipstick
[as] an instrument of personal morale that helps her to conceal heartbreak or sorrow;
gives her self-confidence when it’s badly needed. ... It symbolizes one of the reasons
why we are fighting . . . the precious right of women to be feminine and lovely—under
any circumstances.”) The woman of this period was a creature of both “appearance” and
“action” —a kind of forerunner to today’s superwoman.
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QUESTIONS FOR A SECOND READING

1. This is a long essay. The writing operates under a set of expectations that
does not value efficiency. The writing says, “It is better to take time with
this, better to take time rather than hurry, rather than rushing to say what
must be said, rather than pushing to be done. Slow down, relax, take your
time. This can be fun.” While there is attention to a “thesis,” the organizing
principle of this essay is such that the real work and the real pleasure lie
elsewhere. Work and pleasure. As you reread, pay particular attention to
how Bordo controls the pace and direction of the essay, where she pro-
longs the discussion and where and when she shifts direction. Think of this
as a way for her (and you) to get work done. And think about it as a way of
organizing the pleasure of the text. Be prepared to describe how she does
this and whether it works for you (or doesn’t). And to talk about the possi-
bilities of adapting this strategy (a strategy of more rather than less) in
your own writing,

2. This is a long essay divided into subsections. The subsections mark stages
in the presentation. The subsections allow you to think about form in rela-
tion to units larger than the paragraph but smaller than the essay. As you
reread, pay attention to these sections. How are they organized internally?
How are they arranged? How do they determine the pace or rhythm of
your reading, the tonality or phrasing of the text? Which is the slowest, for



