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Introduction

I.n INovember 2009, popular fashion rhagazine Allure revealed the. “Face of tﬁe
Future”. Befween pages of glisteniﬁg models with features ranging from freckled faces
with full lips to' Iodsely curled afros and‘a.lmoﬁ'd%haped eyes, photographer Marilyn
. Minter gave us not only the chénginé face of America, but the chang{n;g face of American
| beauty. As the highlight reads: “More than év_ef before, beauty is reﬂec;te-d ip a blend of - " -

ethnicities and colors.” The a;:companying editorial by fashion joumalist.Reb’ecca Mead
extolls the “extraérdinary” beauty of mixed race people and their potential to change “the.
: fashidﬁ and beauty industries.”

She begins wi'th the growing nilmbe;s of mixed race people in the US. With 6.8
million Americans identifying'as mixed race in 2000, and nearly half of these beiﬁg
undc;i' 18, she says, ‘:‘young Arﬁerica i starfing to look very differentA from 4oild America,

“and nc')t. just because it has far fewer wrinkle§ and better muscle tone.”

* The artiélc goes on to describe each of the models according to her ethnicities,
which are giveri in terms of both nationalities (“Barbadian,” “German,” and “Brazilian)
and American ethnic or cultural groups (“African-American,” “Hispani\cr,’r’ and “Creole”).
Mead includes briéf quotes from two of the women about their'ex'perien;eg with mixed
race identity, particularly around phenotypic ambiguity. She emphasizes tbe uﬁique loc;ks
of these models, 'séying that “fashion and beauty industries sometimes don't know what to
do with these mbdels, but they had 'b‘ette.r get used to their like,” because they will soon

‘be - if they aren’t already — the epitome of American beauty.
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In e celebration ef thie new ‘ethnic’ beauf_y, Minter is quoted seying, “[mixed
people] are more interesting-looking humans—they are extraordinary—looki‘ng, anci S0
much more beautiful than the flawless blue-eyed blondes.” Mead ﬁnishes the article by
reiterating her hope for the future, as “perhaps a time will arrive when face_s such as
[these models] are seen not so much as beautifully exfraordinary, but simply as -
extraordineri]y beautiful.” But this Eupposed celebration of ‘.ethnic’ beauty and of
‘difference’ is couched in otherizing, exoticiéing rhetoric. ’

| These women are “beautiful” particularl& ’eecause they are different. Mead plays
up this difference both in the contrast between “yvo'ung America” (which includes the |
mixed race subjects) and “old America” (of which we presﬁme she isa imrt)’, and in the
opposvit‘ion of t'raditivonal v‘beauty, represented by “flavyless blue-eyed blondes,” and the»
~ “interesting-looking,” “extraordinaryjlooking” mixed race beauties. While these
statem;nts seem to foreground the beauty of mixed race subjects, they simultaneously
privilege a Euroeentric aesthetic,.as thisvis' the assumed norm against Which multiraciality
- is posed as extra-ordinary. .

Furtherrﬁore, the racialized deies of the models are characterized and fit into
binary paradigms of beauty, sexuality and femininity. This way of coding bodies only
reifies essentialist notions of .race, gehder and morality. Mead writes,‘ “Victoria Brito,
who is Braziiian and Austrian——énd looks as blonde as an Alpine maiden and at the,s-ame
time as sultry as the girl from Ipanema.” This. statement affirms a cultural association of

sensuality and excess with tropical locations and racial Others. It positions the “Alpine -

. maiden” and the “girl from Ipanema” as diametric opposites, thereby associating the
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converse with European (white) l)odies. And th'e model in questidn is‘rrlore ei(otic than
cither of these stock ‘typés’ because within her face these opposites are juxtaposed in a
“blend of ethnicities land colors” that people find too “Interesting” tc, pass up. |

lo satiate readers’ need to categorize, th_e women’s_ethnicities are listed inthe
“corner caption of eaCh picture alcng with the makeu‘b products that they wear. In-these
. representatlons thelr heritages or compos1te “parts” become nothmg more than products . '
. that they can put on for a photo shoot, and that the reader might just as easily purchase
for herself. This reduction of identities and histories to an optional appendage that one
can vsiniply put on and take off at "w.ill, or to a commodity that can be bought in stor:e.s,'
' retlects -eurrent post-racial ideology of the neolib_eral individual subjeet who is supposed
to move freel’y through society unfettered by race, class or gender. '

- Probler’natically, while 'the article claims to celebrate ‘ethnic’ heauty and
‘dlfference it st1ll upholds whiteness as dominant, as all of these models have European .
heritages, and all, as blogger Latoya Peterson crmdu\es would easnly pass the paper bag
test”! (2009). ‘This rhetoric of inclusion onlyl reinforce_s the boundaries. of _difference by
excluding 'hlackness as too Other - too far outside the norm to be accepted.

In the narrative about riib{ed race bodies that Allure weaves, identity is
individualized, privatized and depoliticlize'd: l"he mixed race subject is included in the
institution of beauty, but this comes at the'co‘st of others. Here, inclusioh of the mixed -

race subj ect not only reifies the'dominance of whiteness, but also further otherizes

! The “paper bag test” refers to the tradmonal standard that black people whose skm tone
~ is lighter than a brown paper bag be afforded special pr1v1leges This has been seen’in the
context of historically black colleges, sorormes and elite clubs and societies. g
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blackness. This inclusion also hinges upon racialized and gendered paradignﬁs of' bedily :
essentxalnsm While mixed people may be welcomed into the mstltutlon of beauty, it 1s ’
under specific stlpulatlons Mlxed race 1dent1ty is defmed as inherently different from all
other racialized groups, as ne'cessarily part-White, as socially and racially flexible, and as
inhereritly beautiful: |

And Allure is not the only place where we éee these ideas. In 1993, Tirhe
m‘aga'zine began the trend towards 'this_‘rnyth of mixed race beeufy with their compu'terf-
generated Eve. She,i like the models‘:'in Allu_re, v/vas.presented ae “The New Face of'
America,” nnd was celebrated by the jrnag-azi\nej editofs and staff members as “beauti.f-’ul.”e_
'_wuhm’ the last ten years, sources from fashion rnegazines to the New York Timés nave .
touted m'ixed=race beauty as fascinétingly. beautiful, exotic and novel. In an Octo-ber. 2009
t IV eplsode of America’s Next Top Model Tyra Banks has contestants ° porfray tWo' very -
different, distinct races™ according to a Hawanan based “hapa” theme Models donned
full-body makeup to change their skin to_ne and props to represent their adopted
beckgrounds, and revel in the cultufal eésentinl{sm and identity tourism that nlodeling
gllows, all the while fetishizing the mixed identities portrayed as “exotic” and
“beautiful.” Hair and skin c‘are.lines'sucn as L’Oreal” and Carol’s Daughter® have

launcned, ad'campaigns that spe'ciﬁcally use multiracial/models not enly because they are

~ 2L’0Oreal’s new line of TrueMatch™ ‘makeup features Beyonceé Knolés in their advertisements,

~ which list her “African American, Native American, [French” heritage as'she says, “There’s a
story behind my skin. I’s a moi'\i( of all the faces-before it.” And L’Oveal is the only makeu
that can match this “unique” skin tone perfectly. (L'Oreal Paris 2012)
* Carol’s Daughter is a black-owned beauty supply company that caters generally to black -
women. The (I«,ClSlon in 2011 to sign three mixed race singers and models as spokeswomen lor
a polyuhmc” beauty raised oulrage hom the -black community. (Necole Bitchie 2011)
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beéﬁtiful, but bec_alise they will ap;;eal to 'é bfoader ﬁudience —both the sepafaté et‘h'n"i;:
-groups Wthh they claim and the erﬁefgiﬁg ca;tegory of fnixed race identity. 'I.‘he Ne»;z o
Ybr‘k Times, in 2003, marked the beginning of “Generation EA: ‘Ethnically Ambigh-oué,”' ‘
and ushered mixed race models’ as well as regular folks into the spotlight of tﬁe cor'nir.1g |
lcehtury. Fuftherm.ore, various psychbi(;gica.l and scientific studies Ba\-}e shown that mixed
race faces aﬁd bodies-are more aftractive?to 'others‘ than ‘monorécial’ ones, and a 2011
éuwéy by Allure magazine reports that 64 pércéﬁt of those surveyed think mixed race
'deen are “the epitome of be_aixty.” (bhnham 2011) |
But what prorﬁpts the pr’olife'ratio.n of conversations in popular magazines, | :

television, éd\'/enisirig and model agencies, and even scientific inquiry,. about the rciéning '
beéuty of bn'iultiracial women, ultimate cuteness of mixed face kids, and oyeréll |
attractiveness of “mixed” people? WhatA (é)ther thhn Vanify) prompts us t(.) say that _mix_cd
. people are the most beautiful? In this project I hope to explore the questiori:i Why 'at"e'
'mixéd people the most \beautiful? —ér why does everyone seem to think they are?

“To gef at this question I take two foutéé:’ I will first examine 'popular conceptionls
of .bevauty and how these have bgen linked with race. | will bring mi;ced race bodies‘ihtc-).
the co;lversatidn of beauty stahdards and ideals, a_sking:.What' do people mean when theyl‘
talk.abouF “beautiful mixed people’;? Isita ’certéin'type or comBiﬁati:on' of racial '
identities? And if so, how does‘thisxi.m%g'é fit ivt‘}t'c; 'f_)re-forme'd ideas ab@t,face and
beatxty‘? | | -
| Fbvr the second leg of my journe'y','l wili take on the question of beauty as

something more than skin-deep. Many scholars of beauty have said that the construct and
3 ) I . 3
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its definition — who it includes and excludes — is linked to not only personality.and moral

charac'ter; but also to racial inferiority and national identity. Here I agk::What is being
said ‘abolut beauty and mixed race? How is this discourse ’being circulated?
" And finally: Why now? Why mixed race? How does the myth of mixed race

beauty fit into current discourse aroi;nd mixed race identity? How is the concept of

‘beauty’ representative of broader social trends such as citizenship, neoliberal inclusion,

and new racial projects concemiﬁg multiréciai'identity? \J\'

This paper combines an inte'rdis.cipllin‘a_ry _review of theories on beauty, race,
gender with a critical mixed race studies lens. Prévious schblarshi.p on- the. history of L
Américan beauty standards and ideals lays the groundwork for my exploration of

racialized beauty standards. Scholarship in critical mixed race studies and critical race

studies are the.foundation for my discussion of the beauty myth as part of a larger social

trend around race.and mixed race idenfity. Contemporary cultural texts such as the “Face
. of the Future” article inform my investigation of current beauty ideals and my discussion

~ of the discoﬁrse around the mixed r'a'cle' beauty myth and beauty iﬁ general. This project

uses commentary from focus groups conducted with students at Macalestéf College..;l‘he |
findings from thes',él' focus groups rei)rgsent the opinions, ideas and dialog,uef of and._
bétween contemporary subject; Who_livé within this béauty culture. The results from
thcse_focus' groups situate my work in the éXperiénces and opiniégs of rc’al~peoplé and
guide'my analy.‘si-s.'df the mixed race beauty myth. |

- My contribution to the discussion on beauty will be the inclus'ion' of modern-day
i ;

-mixed race subjects. Thus far there has been research on the hypersexualization of
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mulatto women during slaver);, but the raciélized se_‘xualization of miﬁed-racc wofnéﬁ A
t_oday" has been less explored. I also cfitigally a;lalyze the prese'n-cé -of previiously
described beauty ideals and types in coﬁtempérar'y culture, testiné the theories of -
previous-scholérship and the standards of years ﬁast for relevance in-our cgrrént cultures
' '. of beauty. |

: _I place ;he mixea_race beautyi_rxiyth- within a broader convérsation about
~ multiraciality. Both Qf these discourses elevate the mixed race subject in the popular
racial imaginary:to the status of super hero. Thrpugh analysis of the mixed race beauty
myth, I want to contribute to a larger cfitiqué.of the idea that mixed peqple V\-’ill-é“ i
~ somehow 'SéVé the world, simply by existing —or sirriply by being beéutiful.
I chose this project out of pér’sopalﬁihtereSt. As a woman with amixed race
~identity, I have heard this statemen:t thét “'mixedféeople. a.re the most bcaxétiful” many
times. As a woman immersed in'é culture that emphasizes fhe importance of 'femininit.)/
and attractiveness, the question of béguty has concerned me. And as 5 light-skinned
woman of color I'have been bombarded With conflicting messages tellfng me that people
who look like me ére orA aren’t aftfac;ivé, or_that 'I. am, but my da‘rker'-svkinned-sisitcrs
~ cannot be.- It is'necessary for me to recégnize' the positionality that T briﬁg to this project,
because it doubtless informs the way 1 approach these questions, their-ar'xswers,' and my

entire process.



Younge 10
Beauty, femininity and sexuality

“In gendered sy’s"tems of representation, women are defined by béauty.
Women who lack beauty are ﬂawed as women.” (Craig, 167) . B

But where do our ideas about beéuty come fro_fn? How do we _deﬁnc-' whAo is-the most
Abeautiﬁ.ll?- What. determines who'is beautiful at all? |
Ideals of feminine beauty have_ varied across time and space and between
individuals: eaéh culture has its éwn ideas about what qualities and characteristics a -
woman must have to be beautiful. It is also somewhat subjective — s_bme prefer skinny
Womén, some fat; some like blondes, al‘nd some br_ungttés — but there has always béen an
objective sténdarq égreed upon-by th‘e. sééiety;_lndividuals are taught these standards
through interactiohs‘ with acquaintances and through consuming hegemonic ifnages in the -
media — I’'m sure everyone can remember~being told -which celebrity is “c‘ute,"’ “hot,” or
“pretty” by a friend, family member or classmate — énd we, the 'sclf-diséiplining subjects,
follow'what \;ve. see as the norm in order to fit in. But how did this norm arise in the first
place? Our ideas of beauty are formed thréugh society’s negotiation of the complex
interactions between map’y social, culfur_a-l, historical, economic and environmental
factors. - |
Often beauty is defined by womeﬁ in pov;/er: as by Eufope’s Queens aﬁd '
America’s First Ladies. Other times it is Synonymous with signs of wealth: pale skin is -
valued when lower-class women work in the sun, and thicker bodies aré desired where
malnourishment is a legitimate c‘onc'e.:.m.. In Arﬁéri.ca,- often termed the ‘great melting pot’

~ of cultures, beauty is defined largely by our European ahd Colonial histories — taking

A
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aspects and ideas from both our colomzer and our colonies. What is celebrated as’ |
beautiful in the mainstream is constantly in conversatton with subcultures of beauty Each
~of these subcultures competes with the dominant standards, as they challenge certain |
aspects and mcorporate others of the mainstream 1deals |

Through its history, the ideal Amerrcan beauty has ﬂuctuated with social trends,
but one racialized system'of clas_siﬁcation has} always prevailed. (Anglo) whiteness and

the upper class has been associated with morality, purity and innocence. Ethno-racial

Others and the lower-class has been linked with immorality and an essential sensuality. .

The two concepts of race and beauty are mutually constitutive — the social construction of -

- ,each builds on the other. While the mainstream American culture has borrowed oS

exoticized images of beauty from its non-white subcultures, these images have remained -

in sexual contexts, maintaining their connection with immorality and the erotic. We see :

in vimages from..the popular media such as adyertisements, musical performers and
m'agazines; yearly‘ lists of the world’s “Most Beautiful People” that the same systern of
beauty still holds: different ldeals are valorized in different contefts. i

My research draws from many sources, iincluding feminlst scholarship on beauty
and critical race theory. Martha Banta’s discussion in Imaging Anre_rican Women of - |

auty as types is fundamental for my discussi()n. She claims that the “American Girl;;’

in addltlon to 1deal feminine beauty, became the vrsual and literary representation of the
nation’s values, fears and desires. People take for granted that an attractive exterior_

' signifies inner moral beauty,' and these assumptions have been backed up by educated

“authorities” on physiognomy.
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.Lois' Banner’s American Bec-r-uty was foundational in my research, as she details a
history of beauty standards in the US~_through the i9"‘ century and iﬁto,the first half of the '

B 20‘“. Banner’s l-mist'or.y, however, all but erases women of color fro.m'the history, .le'éving

gaps 'in.key .pl'a<_:es. The discussion of Jewish and Europeaﬁ working-class immiérants !

" here i§ key, és these groups were racialized- as n(;n-white“ethnic O'thers, and generally fell

'be£wééﬁ vwhiteness and biackness in the beauty hierarchy.

Maxine Leeds-Craig and Patricia Hill Collins work to fill some of the gaps left by
~ Banner, Banta, and other scholars of beauty. They note the racism inhérem in American
: : ‘ : ( :

- beauty standards. Collins discuss'esr:the cOntroll.ing images used to define black -
womanhood t'hrdu'ghout history. She asse"rt; that black women have been defined as the
opposite of the id'e'al,lwhere the ideal is piyety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity.

“The images of Bl'ack women as “mammieé, matriarchs,” and “hoochie fpamaé,’-’ she says,
have been gsed to justify oppression, -and are perpetuated by social institutions including
schoolls, news media, and government agencies. Leeds-Créig’s book Ain’t I a Beauiy
Queen? fufther investigates the place of black womén in US beauty h'ierarchieé as well as

- describihg separate standards of a't'tr’activcness })vithin black communities. She focuses on

‘the project of racial uplift of the early. 20?“ century, and the politics of re_spécta'bility used -
to c}i_axi_ge the imagé of black women as hypersexual, immoral objects for cob'n‘sumptilon. '

‘She also describes “how black becé.ine pdpular”. through efforts of racial rearticulation,

‘ pro{riaing a foundation for rﬁy fesea;‘ch.on' ~the appropriatioﬁ by mainstream (White)

cultﬁfe of black beaufy standards and aesthetics.
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Feminist scholars have made a rép‘ge of critiques‘ on the disbiplinafy nat.;zre of
beauty irulstituti;)ns énd‘ the damagé ddne.to women’s identities. Naomi.Wolfe decries
“beauty” as a social construct that has been used specifically to keep ;azomeﬁ oppfessed,
distracting them from focusing on réal :achievemerﬁ. Joan Jacobs Brumvbevrg argued that
increased marketing fo ydung women in the 20™ century heightened'womenl’s self-

consciousness about their bodies. Young and Bartky theorized beauty work as a

disciplinary practice policed by the pervésive male gaze. They pioneered the idea that a _'

' woman sees herself as men see her, and in regulating her own femininity, she acts for the

man.

Debra Gimlin, wﬁting c}n_Bédy Work, emphasized the subjectivity of beauty and
the agency that women-have in shaping their identities through .altjering their bodies.
Women who engag'e in body transformation do so to 'feel\no'rr.nal, rather than beautiful.

Furthermore, women negotiate beauty standards as collectives — and have arole in-

- changing them. She focuses on the body as a representation of self, and avers that body

work is about identity.
Maxine Leeds-Craig develops a strong critique of these scholars for their

exclusion of race and class identity from their research. She succinctly summarizes some

 of the main theories on beauty, and then seeks to complicate-their individualist -

N

‘frameworks, which ignore the value of community and the ‘impact of racial and class

difference on women’s beauty work. While others theorize the body as representative of

~the person or the feminine ideal as representative of the nation, Leeds-Craig purports that

body work can be a performance of racial or class identity.
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~As Lceds-C_raJig says, “In gendered systems of representation, women are defined '

by beauty. Women who lack 'beauty are flawed as women” (167). Thus, feminine beauty

7

comes to define self-worth, hot only of the individual but of the race. Collins similarly

states that the l‘océtion of a group of women in the beau'ty hierarchy determines the
location of 1hatb'-group’ in broader racial/social hierarchies.

Craig notes that beauty can be a yesourée,'but also remembers (that beauty is
“stigmatized capital.” Because of its.éssociatioﬁ' with sex and séxﬁality; it is only
beneficial to a cer-ta\in point. Notice qu a certain hyperfemininity —overdone, gé.udy
femininity — is attached to working-class l;lack and Latina women; and this i§ stigfnétized
because of its association with sex. - |

Sarah Banet-Weiser, in her bopk The Most Beautiful Girl in the World, builds on

these theories in her analysis of beauty pageants, speéiﬁcally the Miss America pageant

and its implications for national identity and feminine representation. Like Banta, Collins

- and Criag, she purports that the female body, especially that in the Miss America contest,

is representative of the nation. Much as I intend to do, Banet-Weiser interrogates

“beauty” ideals as symptomatic of largér societal anxieties and tensions, posing the arena

of the pageant as a place where these _)anxielies are'negotiated and “resolved.” She

explores performances of diversity and femininity in pageants, and describes the ways -

‘these serve to confront tensions about gender, race and class through in’éorporation into

an idealistic discourse of multiculturalism. Beauty pageants and beauty products give us

“hip diversity,” she writes. They are a way of coping with multiculturalism without

having to address issues of oppression and inequality.
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;‘Strange to wake up and realize you’re in style,” remarks writer Danzy Senna.
Indeed, it has seemed as though mixed race péopie took the fashion and pbpular cuiture
industries by storm, almost overnight. Thié-proj'ecf also draws from critical mixed réce
studies to place the assumption that “mixed people are the most _beautiful;’ within this
specific socio-historical context that celebrates multiracialism. Like Senna, scholars such
"as M'a_ry-Beltr'én, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva,‘ aﬁd Kimbérly McClain DaCosta are critical of -
the recent ‘trend’ of mﬁltiraqialism in pop: culture, advcrtisi-ng, and neoliberal
multiculturalist projects.
Beltrén and DaCosta each detail the_reccnt popﬁlarity of mixed race actors and

characters in‘.popular culture. DaCosté .exaimines fhe' use of ethﬁiéally- ambiguoué bodies

in adQertising, élaiming' that th?y function as an “eyegyman” which consumers of all -
racial backgfounds can identify with of see themselves reflected in. Beltran critiques the
casting of multiracial actors and characters as supernatural, superhuman superheroes. She -
exp;)scs the bopulaf discourse that mixed people are somehow géihg to save the world,
simply by exiStiﬂg. | | |

Of course, these ideas are not as entirely new as we think. Martha Banta

: illumir'latesvdiscoursé from a century ago-,. at which point essayists a‘ndl thinkers predicted
{hat Ameri.ca Would find her beauty inA a “new racial mix” —an ama_lgématibn of the great |
‘European rlxations; Ina U.S. r‘eﬂecti"o'n of José Vésconcelo}s’s Raza Cosmica, they
theorized that as immigrants entered the States in larger numbers,x“Intermixtures will
follow and racial lines will gradually fade.” (Banta 1987, 57) Charles Chestnut an

Amencan novellst and essayist who. wrote around the turn of the 20" century, took this a
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step further and proposed that the great new American race would be made up of not only
European immigrants, but Negros and Indians as well. B
Suzanne Bost, in Mulattas and Mestizas, draws a comparison of mixed race

representation in literature and popular culture between the current era and the late 19"

century. These parallels stem from shifts in racial definition and a racial ‘browning’ of : |

“the nation. The anxieties produced i)y fhése changes have manifested in thé form of
fascination with mixed ide_ritity and a racist fear of losing the current hierarchy. Bost, like
Banet-Weiser, worries that the new identity politics may be unintentionally playing into
conservative pqlit_icaishift, neoliberal colorb'li-ndness and “rrielting pot” assimilation,
r_epres.en'ting a regrq:ssion in racial politic‘:s.

‘Eduardo Bonilla-Silva further critiques the popular belief that “one day evefy,one
ivill be_mixe(i and tiiere will be rio'fnore racism.” He éompares the racial projects
currently going on in the U.S. to thos; that have formed Latin American racial

" paradigms. He suggests that the racial ‘browning’ of the populatioxi -will lead not to the
digappearance of race or to an era of colofbliridness, but?rather to the
Latinamericanization of race in the U.S. As in most Latin American countries - and as -
has happened in the pastb'With_ whité eth‘nic' immigrant groups — Whiteness will expand io
maintain supreniacy, filtering multiracial ﬁopu’lations by color and the speéiﬁcs. of their
ancestry. My analysis of ihe mixed race beauty myth draws heaivily on thesé critiques of

idealistic futurism and neoliberal ideology that represses as it includes, and oppresses

while it excludes.
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1. Racial Histories  /

Race is.a social construct that operates differently in variogs. -social,. historical; .

‘. ;;_olitical and ;:ultural contexts. Racial éat_egories and the borders th?t define them reﬂedt |
the speciﬁ_q environment out of \;vhich they come, and serve particulér neéds of tﬁe _rﬁliné :

) class to maintain power. It is, however, importaht to note that deSbité the éonsf:ructednéss- |

| and illégic.of race, it is far from a meré iIlusionr Thé concept of racé and the s{ruc.tures
that surround it ha;/e very real 'effects' on peopie’-'é lived experiences. Race is mutually
constructed within aﬁd upon id-eas' of génder, séxuality, class, nation, and .within these,
beauty. B'e_cause beauty and face are mutually constitutive, the concepts cannot Be
gxtricated from each other. It is therefdfe necessary within a s’fudy of beaqty to consider
the history of racial formations.

Omi and Winant (1984) define racial fbr'.md;ion as “the sociohistorical process by '
which.racialvcategories are created,.inhabitéd, iransformed and destroyed” (55). They
locate the formation of race as a'combinatiqﬁ'of social structure and cultural
representaiion. Racial formations are aﬁgmentéd by ongoing ‘racia? projeétsl. “A racial

: ‘ :
project is simultaneously an interpretétisn, representation, or explanation of racial
dynamics,.and an effort to reorgénize and redistribute resources alqng particﬁlar racial
Jines.” (Omi and Winant 1984, 56)
"Since the Béginning, racé asa diyiding facfor has furictiori'ed'to maintain white
supremacy and f'sefve the legal, écon\bmié and social neé'ds of the dominant group. iJnd'er
slavery, for example, race in America was constructed to séparate‘ black from white and

slaves from free men. The two categories were defined as opposiies, with whiteness-

8
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representlrlg citizenship, cwrhzatron and Christian morality, and blackness srgmfymg
: subjectron prrmrtrveness and heathen 1mmorahty The bounds of blackness were wrde
to allow for a greater workforce of enslaved labor. Whiteness, on the other hend was
: '_ e’mphasized as necessarily pure — only the whitest of the whites were allowed the
privileges of citizenship. This kept the pewer in~ the hands of few, and let them reap the
. beneﬁts of exploitation of other raeialized groups. Race has also been central to the
' narien-bqilding project.and the constructien‘of national fantasies that define national

- identity.

kd

" While American racial formations are centered around a black/white binary that
positions blackness and whiteness asAdiarnetric\opposites, there heve been other races that
sometimes fall somewhere between the two po'_les, and have at times provided an alternate
; Other against which to define Whiterress. Throeg_hout»l 8" century waves of migration te
the West Coast, whiteness was defined m opposition to the figure of the migrant Asian
 worker. In border regions, whiteness has -beerr (and continues to be):deﬁn\ed against a

Hispanic (or‘speeiﬁeally Mexican) antagonisf. In these cases, the Qt}rer rlas been

represented in sim.ilar ways — as a brute, a lawless barbarian, or a »hypersexua'l' heathen.

These racial formations have always been about defining the self by deﬁning-and

excluding the Other. And they were fueled by economics and polities, and supported by
| re]igio'ri and science. | :

& Racial typology was the science of classifying and ordering peop.le aecordirrg to

racial categories. This began with fljnfhropology~in the 17" century, which was originally

' ‘a form of anatomical study, and morphed into a field of racial typology that used these
. ) ; , ; :
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anatomical measurements to. cla551fy people (Jackson and Weidman 2004) Rac1al
dlfference was codified and ¢ proven’ through pseudosc1ent1ﬁc methods of physmal
cla'ssxﬁ\catlon and m_easurements.'PrOJeets .of eugenics relied upon mls_lnforrned theories
of heredity‘, which linked everything from race to intelligence to poverty.and laziness '

with genetic difference. Later on, racial typoldgy' took the form of social science, whieh

-aimed to define race dccording to social, cultural and environmental factors.

Later 19" century studies of race’in America also focused on anatomy, especially |

sexual organs, to make generalizations about black men’s and wbme_n’s sexuality that

still persist today. Medical ﬁndings of and general wonderment at black woinen"s

; genltaha remforced stereotypes of- black women as sexually acccssnble ‘while the

construction of black men as sexual predators came out of their scnentlﬁc ﬁndmg as

' primitive: mascnline, overly sexual beings(_Somerville 2000) (Briggs 2000). These

stereotypes justified the dominance of whiteness, and upheld the logic of white :
supremacy — that whites were on top of the world because they deserved to be there; that
this was the natural way of the world.

‘Throughout American history, much anxiety about race has been spurred by a fear

~

of losing white supremacy. Beginning in the late 19" century, men in power got worried

“about the rising birth rates of immigrants and racial-Others and the falling rates of Anglo-

/

 Americans. These men blamed white women and homosexuals for “race suicide” —

claiming that they were killing the white race by not having enough bahies_. Eugenics
projects df the turn of the century were also based in fears that U.S.-born whites would

become inferior to other groups. These statistics about birth rates and such also added to
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- scientists’ constructions of colored women’s bodies as more innately sexual and “fertile,” -

as compared to white women’s “weak, frail, and nervous” bodies (Briggs 2000; 247).

' ® K -
Through history, there have always been certain privileges associated with

.whitcﬁessi, These privileges are also inlierently linked to ideas of citizenship (both‘le'gal R

and social) and belonging. In a U.S. contéxt, whites have been the only ones seen as truly'

and fully American. All others are assiime'(j ip be foreign in some way. For mariy years,
people could gain legal éitizenship only by claiming whiteness, and while there are many - -
stories of Asian and Subcontinental immigrants trying to prove their whiteness, the.

category remained exclusive. Now, legal citizenship is more inclusive, but social -

\

 citizenship is closed to non-whites. Visibly Asian and Latino people are often assumed to

be immigrants, and challenged as to their Americanness, with questions like “where are

you from.” People of color are also often excluded from privileges such as protection by. -

the legal system, which still exists o vsup‘porti whiteness. .

A Briel"History of Race Mixing'and Mixed Race People
" In times of early colonial contact, miscegenation was often culturally accepted.
Henry Tucker, the mulatto son of a European merchant and his African wife, lived in

great luxury on the coast of West Africa, trading with both Africans and Europea_ns as

part of the upper class (Rediker 2008). In the Americas, white men frequently indulged in

‘

- consensual or nonconsensual relations with black slave women, resulting —in places like

the West Indies and Louisiana— in an intermediary class of mulattos or free people of

color who could hold land and own slaves. In most regions of the US, miscegenation

played out a little differently, as most mulattos were classified according to the race of

-
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their mother — which was almost 'always “Negro” (Morgan 1975). 'Othelr"laws defined a
- “Negro” as anyone with more thah ohe-eighth, one-sb.(teenth, or even one thirty-second
African ancestry (Ingersoll 2005). | |

Thomas Ingersoll; in “To inte\fmix with our white brothers,” details histories of
interracial relations and “race mixing’.’- in various parts of the Americas._Miseegenatioh~
was hlghly prevalent wherever white women were rare — partxcularly on the colonial
frontiers. English settlers saw Natives as somewhere between white and black — ah
assinsilable population that held the immorality of blackness (racial Otherness), but the
’potentia.l for white-like beauty. Therefer_e'. sexual relet_ions and marital relationships-
between white 'set'tler-s and various Native American groups were often ehcouraged asa
tool to ‘fWhiten” the Native population and assimilate its ;Seople into whiteness.

Race mixihg also existed between populations of color. Black runaway slaves
formed r.naroon' communities with Nativ,e Aniericans in the South Eastern US. There
were.also early mixed race populations made up of Mexicans and South- and South-East

Asian immigrants. Filipinos especially, had no cultural aversion to race mixing and were

not barred by anti-miscegenation laws, and so formed multiracial communities with

Mexicans with relative ease. These po'pulations,'however, were rare, and did not maintain

a sxgmﬁcant presence through 1mmxgratlon laws of the 20™ century.

| In her book What Comes Naturally, Peggy Pascoe (2009) details-the hlstory of
miscegenation laws across the US and explores their function as a vehicle of white
supremacy. She focuses on the distinction between legitimate marriage and illicit sex in

- constructing categories of respectability and deviance that revolved around race and
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‘interraciality. While marriage was respectable, righteous, and “the product of romagitic
love” (22)‘, illicit sex of any kind was illegitimate and disreputable. Of the first anti-
miscegenation laws, Pascoe writes: .
“Laws against interracial marriage aidn’t prevent masters from having
sex with slave women or having mixed-race children, both of which |
" were common occurrences. Rather, they prevented masters from
turning slaves they siept with into respectable wives who might claim
freedom, demand citizenshfp rights, or inhérit family propei'ty, and so
undérmine the foundations of r:acialized slavery.” (27)
; Because wﬁites ahd blacks could not form legitimate, legal unions, all unions between
them becaiﬂe equal with illicit sex. o
Follow'ing.th.e ciyil war, radical xigconstructién provided an opportunity fo
redefine the boundaries of legitimate marriage and illicit sex, and many'states did
‘Gverturn anti-misceggnation laws. Between 1965 and 1975, nine states repealed, omitted,
or declared their laws unconstitutionali. But Because of the power of white men who were
afraid to lose their privilege, rﬁa_ny. of these rules stayed the same. Not long after the end
of reconstruction, cases involving black men and w'hité women reached decisions tha_t put
anti-miscegenation laws back on the books. Here there was not only a need to maintain :
white male power, but an imperative to f)rotect white women’s racial purity. (iaseé like
Pace v. Alabama made interracial illicit sex a different and worse éffence than same-race
i]li;it sex. From t'ﬁen on, interracial méniagé éould never be legitimate; it was always 7

classified as illicit sex. Because judgés wouldn’t let them marry, interracial couples (even
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those wifh long-term; committed relationshies) were always classified as immoral, illegal

N 1
I |

Ahti-miscegenation laws were often rationalized with the claim that race mixing

- was urmatural ” It goes against “the laws of nature,” and was charactenzed as

“monstrous, wicked.” Not only thlS but “m Georgia: “The amalgamation of the races is

‘not only unnatural, but is always‘producti’ve of deplorable results” (Pascoe 2009, 71). The

illegitimacy of those interracial unions that were allowed was ubiquitously projected onto

the mulatto children, who were, it quite the literal sense, bastards of an illegitimate .

“relationship. Furthermore, as Caroline Streeter argues, the body of the mulatto was often

conflated with the illicit sex that brought her into being, feeding into the -

hypersexualization of mulatta figures.

Miscegenation law, Pascoe further claims, “made race classification seem to-be

imperative.” In order to enforce the law;ofﬁci'als needed to classify people into strict,

~ neat categories. This kind of classification became difficult when dealing wlith mulattos,

‘quadroons, and octoroons, or those who were visibly white but eafegorized as black

because of “one drop™ or more of black bic;od."

"The 1967 Supreme Court case Lovmg v Vn ginia is credlted with thc end of the

l

last 1 remamlng 19 anti- mlscegenatlon laws and thereby the recent surge in interracial

L marriages. Now that these unions are legal, their _chxldren are no longer bastards; we may

_ prcéume that more of these —now “biracial”™— children are raised in two-parent homes and

ihat fewer are the brbduct of répe than were a century ago. Many people even claim that

the Loving decision ushered in a new era of “colorblindness” — in which the law sees no
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color, love sees no color, and we are on our way to abandoning raeial categories '
allogether | | |

The existence of mxxed race people partlcularly troubled smentlsts of race. The
fact that mdxvxduals of two different races could reproduce somewhat dlsproved the" |
‘theory that the races were of diffetent species. However, scientists like Louis Agassiz,
Robert Knox, Josiah Nott and George Gliddon explained this contradlction away Ain many
ways (Ifekwunigwe 2004). Some claimed that mixed-race people;wefe not fertile or not
- as fenile as “pure-blooded” people. They stlpposedly lived shorter, had lower intelligence
than either race, and were weak and delicate. Some claimed that they would end up
inheriting certam characteristics of one race and others of the other resultmg in
disproportionate body shapes (long arms and short legs or small skulls and big brainsj.
They also stressed that “mulattoes” could never survive as a race on their own bécause -
they would have to marry with someone of one race or the other and (as this continued) |
the mi'hed blood would eventually be flushed out of the lineage.. The scicrtces that st/udied
race mixing 'pvrovvided many reasons to lawmakers that miscegenation should be illegal —
among them degenefation of the wh.i_\te 'race and especially (as Agassiz fouhd in Brazil) |
obfuscation of raclal lines. (Ifekwunigwe 2004) | o

Legally, peo'pl’e of mixed -_racial heritage in the United States have been ihcludccl
'1n whichever racial category that allows them the least rights. While the one droo rule”
~ was not aclually written into law in most places, something like it functloned to designate
'anyone with African ancestry as black, as well as — although thlS {ess monolithically —

anyone with Asian ancestry as Asian and most with Native American ancestry as Native.
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’l.‘hereA\;vérne certain cultural contexts, héwevcf, where these rules did not apply. .Racial
formations in New Orleans allowed for a “creole” class between bléck and white',‘ as well
as “quadroon” and “octoroon” identities‘_that were aliowed greatcr'ciass status and .mc/)r‘e
opportunities in life’ than black womeh, but could still not reach the pédestal upon whicﬁ ‘
white women were placed (Guillory 1999). In other ﬁlaces with lérge Afric.an American
’ pdpulat_ions and widespread hisfories of race ﬁlixing, Mulattos long forrhed a subset of -

" the Black community, and were granted higher status because of their lig_hter skin tone
‘and ability to.approximate Whiteness. In addition to privileges within black society;
’,c':ertair'i people 6f mixed racial deséént wére.ablé to “pass” for white. These individuals B
_brbke the l.aw'to redefine their own raéia] identify and claim the full privileges-of

- whiteness.

Much of 1he-di§coursé around race mixing and mixed race bodies is éentgred
around a black/white o a white/other_b'inz-xry. While we know _this‘ is not the reality of the
situation, th; issué — as it has been called a “problem” — has beeﬁ fram'ed- ih this way

~ because of racial am;iéties over the purity and déminance of whiténéss. (Ser_l'na,A '

Symptomatic: a hovel 2004)Until recently, mixed race haé been tabbo,j or.at besf

ambiguous; not a celebrated category. In the late 20™ century, this-began to change.
Modern (rejsurgance: Muliiracial Movement; Generation Mix, and the .

Mulatto Millenivm 5

Since the Civil Rights Move.menﬁ,- desegregation, legalization of interracial

marriage, and increasing waves of immigration from Latin America and Asia have
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bolstered interracial marriage rates, which have in turn brought on a burgeoning nurﬁbér
of p'eople'who identify not with one é_aren_t group or the other, but as Mixed Race o.r |
Multiracial. Evidence of this increése_ gppeérs in the well documented “Biracial Baby-

. Boom” of the 1990’s, followed by Mixed Racgadvqcacy groups‘anEd in 2000 the first

' cen's_us'with the option to “mark all tféces] that apply.” Now writer Dén_zy Senna claims

‘ We have entered the “Mulatto Millenniurr.lr.” One in seven new mérriages are interracial_,. '
the ﬁumt;ers' bf multiracial children afe steadily growing, and suéh popular sources as thé
New York Times document the increasin_g pride in Multiracial identity.

What makes these “néw people” diffefént from the mixed race children of our - E
grandparents’ generation? Phy'sic'ally ’Asﬁeak.ing', not much. But sdcially, they represent a -
‘browning” of Ame_rica; their bodies sé_er_n to tell of a day wh’en whités will no lo_nger' be
the rﬁajority. Unlike the mulattos, who were oftén reminders of rape and éxploitatién,
they are seen\a‘s the products of inferr'acial, multicultural harmony. As Pascoe highlights,
bi- and'multiracial_ children are ITQW socially and légally légitirﬁate subjects of tﬁe state. -
They, like :their parenits, are often supposed to bé “colorblind,” non-_rac_ist, and often race-

" less. .

| The surge of newly legitimate interracial couplings and mixed\ race children
spurred a movement. Starting in the })ears.févllowing Loving v. Virginia and building
rﬁoﬁ}entum over the years, the Multiracial Movement was spearheaded a;iﬁrst bﬁl fhe’ :
par_ehté of multiracial chiidren, and ;;icked up by multiracial adulté in. the 1980’5 and -
b 99'9-0’51. Ad{/o'cates' have fough{ for social and governmental recognition of multiracial

'identities,'including the option to check more than one race on the census. They have
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used mixed race identities to trouble fraditional cétegories of race, complicating what it |
means to be ‘black',’ ‘white’ or ‘Asian,’ and sorﬁetimes claiming to'or aix%iné to
transcend racial identity entirely.
National fantasies that erase fhe history of white male sexuai violence against

" black women and iake 'natiopal law as u.ltim_ate.truth tell us that this -“Generation Mig” i§
an entirely new identity category and body of people. These narrati?e_s, ;vhich éss"ume
1967 to b_p Fhe inqeptibn of interraci_al ?elations, invalidate multiracial Lpopulation_s' in -
places such as Louisian.a? which have existed fo; generations, and ignore the prese'nce‘-of ,
fnultiple raciai heritages in thé majority of Black, Native and Latino pobulations in tﬁe' -
U.S. Given these narratives that privilege the novelty of mixedness, multiracial ;;eople
are taken out of context. This dgcohtgxtu_alizing force has combined with the efforts of
mu!tiracial advocates to redeﬁné “&ixed race” as a separate raciélizcd"(iatélgory.

In the midst of neoliberal discourse and multiculturalist projects of the past thfee
decades, multiraciality has become the face to represent diversity and inclusion, post-
raciaiity and colorblindness — often at the stake of people of color who don’t identify as
mixed‘, who don’t look mixed, or »\%ho don’t have the same privileges afforded multiracial \
people with one white parent.

Dominant narratives of rr'xix'eld. ;aée identity includebphenot'y'pic and social
ambiguity, multicultural roots, ﬂﬁidity,,duality and m'uh'ipli;:ity. Oftcr'x.'éss.umed' if mod_ernf

. multiracials is that they grewl up with two monoracial parénts; that they have one '\’\.'hile

parent and one of color; and that they are ‘whitewashed’ — having less history and

»
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community with their non-white b;othe:é and sisters. Of course, some of these are naive
generalizations, and none of them apply to _all multiracial people. ' -

As part of my original 'rescarch, [ sought to find out how “mi‘xed race” is defined
in the popular imagination. The particular combinations of racial ancestry as well as the

physical descriptions associated with multiraciality are discussed in detail in my

discussion of the focus groups that I conducted.

The things we call ourselves (labels, names and (,'a.pi!alimlinns}» :
As other scholars have not'ed','(;atcgories of identification such as the tellm “Mixed
Race” itself are complex and often probIerriatic..Labels to define the children of
intcrracial or cross-cultural unions range from “biqultural” to “n},ul‘ti'racial” t.o'“mixed,’;
and many chdose_ to identify themselves _with terms such as ;‘mulatto,” “half-and-half,” or

any number of colloquial phrases. Some of these terms can be seen as offensive, and

many take issue with the privileging of racial ideologies in terms such as “mixed race” or

“multiracial.” On the level of individual identity, it is most fitting for each person to label -

herself. For my purposes I will use the more inclusive terms “multiracial,”
“multicultural” and “mixed race” (or sometimes simply “mixed”) interchangeably to refer
to any individual whose parents identify with different racial groups.

I generally reserve capitalized terms for political identities. While a “Mixed”

- _person'.might‘ be an advocate for‘multir.acial rights, affiliated with the Multiracial

Movement; a “mixed” pérson is simply someone who identifies with heritage from

multiple :aéialized groups.
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'I;anguage such as ‘mulatto,” ‘quadroon’ and ‘octoroon’ is antiquated and as
inappropriate for a modern setting as ‘neg'ro’r or ‘oriental.” I employ these terms only to
differentiate between the mu]trracral pcople of today and those born of 1nterra01al
parentage in the pre -Civil Rights era when they would have been so desrgnated both

-legal]y and soc1ally, and probably self-identified as such.

1
!

Some scholars and Mixed-Race advocates also cite as problemanc the lumping of
all multiracial people into one category. Itis true that a mixed, Black and Latino K
American is likely to have a starkly different life experience and face diff_ereﬂnt issues than -
a r_nix_ed, White and Asian American. And in fact, the'question of which mixed people is
an important one -in this project, because of the ambiguity of the statement that “mixed

~ people are the most beautiful.” In the context of America, most- people thmk of race in a
_ ‘black/white bmary, and so often think spemﬁcally of black/white birac1al people
o | However, the myth of mixed race beauty has been applled to people»of_ all multrracral
,heritaées,' as participants in my focus gronp_s have demonstrated:

Furthermore, while I acknowledge'the presence of multiple racializedant:cstries
in many people who simply 1dcnt1fy as black Native or Latin@ today (and the African
ancestry in parts of the population that 1dcnt1fy as white), I find 1t 1mportant to distmgursh
between these people and those who 1dcnt1fy as multiracial or mixed. The current
understandmg of race as it applies to my questions tgnores the race mixmg of the past,

and purports that mixed people, not light-skinned African Americans, are “the most '

beautiful.” ' -
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2: What is Beauty?

“Physiognomy is relevant to race only insofar as certain physical
characteristics, such as skin color or hue, eye color or shape, shape of the
nose, color or texture of the hair, over- or underbite, etc., are socially _
defined as markers of racial difference.” (Lee 1999) : ‘

o

We will begin in Europe, during the Renaissance, before explorers traversed the globe, .

~ and when the only knowledge of Asia or Aftica Were in stories broug_ht_ back from the
fabled Orient or in histories of Ancient Egypt. The proliferatiéh o'f étatu;s, painti;gg énd»
‘pogms.frc;m this period show us the epitgme of Europeqn Beauty — ‘icrin?son lips,”. érjd &

- “s'now-\.avhité brow” are _re'vere/d‘by one poet, as another praises “‘arc_:héd b;ows, chcstﬁut |

EE1Y

eyes, golden curls and a pointed (but not upturned) nose,” “pale pink” ears; “high, i\;ory
cheeks” and a “small mouth.” ‘Many-other artists appreciate similar feaﬁﬂres - “goldén
" hair” or “blond and curling locks?” ‘A‘Icr'eamy_.” or “pale” skin, and “arched ,eyébrows” are
all recurring the,més (O'Neill 2001)'. 'fhe lean quy of Botticelli’s Bfrth of Venus was
typicél of this. period (Bannef 1984, 4.6).. It wés common in thisvtime to emphasize n_dt
only the physical attributes of a woman, but.also'her'virtue:'. that a woman be chaste,
" modest, graceful, humble, obgdieﬁt e;nd pious was often more im;.)jor;[a__nt fhaﬁ her héir,
3 f o5 ok
skin and lips (O'Neill 2001). inc:‘poftrait boasts the inscription “Beauty Adorns Virtué,”
-and painters were always trying t(; -ﬁgﬁfe out how to properly depi_c_:t ir}ﬁer beauty m a
physi;:al way.(O'Neill 2001). This link :of Vi_rtue with certain physical traits was the
beg_.inning of_ the association we hold fo'déy.
| But-the.idéal for Euro/Americah.femininity could nbt be defined withoui air;

opposite. This was found in blackness. Since the discovery of Africa and its peoples,
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black and white have been posed as diametric dpposites. Likewise, the A“Orient,” or Asia, |
was also used to represent the converse lack a;d excess that Eufopeans needed to define .
themselﬁes.- ‘European’ came t0 mean-everything that ‘African’ and.‘Oriental’ were not —
pious, pure, submissive and domestic. And ‘African’ and ;Oriental’ were defined as ‘
e\'/erythi.ng that ‘European’ was not — 'sensﬁal, sexgal, primitive, aggréssive ana
-mas_culine. |

During Europe’s Age of Exploration in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu;ies,
travelers from Portugal, Spain, France, the Netherlands and England sailed around the
‘wofld‘ conquering lands, peoples and bodiés. I; .\gvas in these travels that they discovered "
i péople of distinctly different body tyi)es than.what they were used to, and céncéptualized
the idea of differen-t ‘races.” The ph.otograpﬁs and displays of native women from around
,'the world that were put on display for Europeans’ edification served a pornographic -
function (Pieterse 1992). Patricia Hill Collins (2000) argues that this display of black
bodies was th.e original pornography, with all rﬁodem porn based on this original
objectiﬁcétion and sexualization of black women. The most famoué. conquest of bodies
was that of fhé “Hottentot Venus,” named_—Saartjie Baartman by hér butch captors. A
native of so'utherﬁ Africa, she was put-on display throughout Europe for _h‘er
aexc_eptiqna!ly large buttocks and breasts,” éloﬁgatéd labia and enlarged clitoris (Pieterse
.1992, 181). Bodies like this, taken for scientific speciméns by seventéénth ar.ld.eighteemh .
century séiéntists, exempliﬁ-ed'(European i_heories of the so-called “Negro Race’s”
esseﬁtial sexual nature. Europeans bélie_ved that otﬁer‘ races were more primitive, and

' therefore less detached from the natural sexuality that everyone was believed to have
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(Pieterse 1992). The comparative size of the sexual organs of women like Saartjie
Baartman was scientific proof to eighteenth century Europeans of this inherent sexuality . -

(Pieterse 1992).

o

~ Scholars of Asian or “Ori_ental”- imagery in the Western cdnsc'iou'sness4 Sheridan
'l;rasso and'Robert..G Lee note that }he'Oriént?s' mystery and sensuality has been
_constructed for Europeans both separately from and similarly to the primitive sexuality of
-Afric.a. Even from the time of the Greeks, .the “Far East” was something ‘e>.<otic, unknowh;
end “dahgereuely seductive” ‘(Pra.sso, 3%1). Aﬁh’rodite, the Greek goddcés of love, beauty ..
and pleasure,-was supposed to be of IA-sian origin, planting in the European mind the idea
ofa sensua],' 'decadent, deviant East. Marc() Polo’s reports that Asia was a “land of freely
: avéilable sex” (Prasso, 35), Wit_h prostitutes walkihg the streets and men offering up t.heir
wives and children to pass_ing'guésts only correborate_d this alreédy-pefvasive image of
Asia. During colonization of the region, Eeropean rﬁen often took Asiah mistresses and
visited brothels set up to keep them: froxﬁ contaminating the general’pdpﬁlétion. These
lliaisons, aleng with reports from Christian missionaries of ASian women’s deviance and
the d;ecovery of the sexual practices of Taoisr_n; confirmed Europe’s, and‘now America’s

preconceived notions of Asian sexuality.

“Orientalist discourse in American culture and the European cultures from which it came
cause “Westerners” to see Asians and Asian Americans all in the same “Eastern” light.
To many in the US, Asian Americans are perpetual foreigners, stuck in the same static
culture. While Asian American women today may not have much in common with
Asians in Asia besides physical features, but it is expressly because of these physical
features that they are still viewed in the same way by Americans of non-Asian descent
Thus, the history of representatxon of Asian Americans begins in Asia.
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The popular trope of the “Dragon Lady” — a strong-willed, powerful, hypersexual

\

‘China. Dislil{ed by many European rulers because of her avef_sion to change, she was

written about by journalists and scholars around Eufope. These writers described in great

- detail her hunger for power and insatiable sexual appetite, some claiming personal

experience in her bedchambers. In an echo of the 18'}" and 19™ century pseudoscientific
exarﬁinations of 'African' bodies and \sc;xual oréans, the Empress was even réported to
have abnormally lallrge' genetalia, taken as indicative of a heightened sexuality. Also
drawing connqbtions to the seiualization of -Blacks, Chinese-American actress Anna May
‘Wong wasiin one Austrian represeﬁtation depicted with grossly ¢nlérged legs and

posterior, an aesthetic traditionally associated with African people in general and with the

. sensationalized body of Saartjie Baariman, the “Hottentot Venus.”

b

“ Overall, Asian women were said to be more sexually adventurous, and to provide
an experience in bed that men could not get in Europe or America. For colonialists, their
‘stay in Asia was.“a sunny, pagan, hedonistic alternative to the cold, pinched and dreary -

climate of the Christian, especially protestant West.” (Prasso, 40) These colonialists were

- perhaps the first séx tourists in Asia. 4

At this time there were few Asian American women to speak of. Although

hundreds of Chinése men had immigrated to California to work, Chinese or other Asian-

origin women were scarce. However, throughout the 19" century, Chinese women were

sold in sle_we auctions on the docks of California. Curiously enough, represéntations of~

these women are few, but their presence must have had an influence on white Americans’
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perceptions of Asia, adding truth to the stories of rampant prostitution across the

continent.

' Native American and Latina women, too, have been painted as exotically

hypersexual in a Euro/American lens. Both these groups were positioned on a speétrum

_of whiteness toblackx;ess, always falling somewhere in the middle. European settlers of
- North America debated heavily over whether Native Americans were truly white (having . .

_darker skin because of their environment) or black. Many Natives were proved

“assimilable” to European culture through forced abandonment of their own traditions
and-languages. Native Americans were certainly considered closer to whiteness than
blacks, as a “mulatto” was defined as anyone with half Native American ancestry or up to

one-eighth blackénéestry (Higginbotham and Kopytoff 2000). However, Native

Americans were by no means considered white. To the extent that they were physically
.r'ec0gnizabl'e as Other, they 'encou.ntered discrimination in the colonial centers of

America, and genocide on the frontiers. (Iﬁgersoll 2005)

Aside from association with the same socio-sexual stereotypes as Asians and .

- Africans, Native Americans were given their own set of ‘inherent’ traits — most of which

were designed to justify sexual relationships with Indian women. While Native men were
posed as effeminate and homosexually inclined, the women were vulnerable and

unsatisfied by their men. It-was purported that Native American cultures preferred a -

~ woman to be sexually experienced before marriage. Furthermore, like Blacks and Asians,

./‘
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Native American women were seen as lascivious jezebels — temptresses that lead white

men into sin. (Ingersoll 2005)

A

‘Many factors contribute to the Americ_an image.of the Latina woman, as

lI-,atino/Hlspanic'is. only sometirn_es consiclered a race, and is generally made up of

| ancestry from Spain; the Americas, and Africa. All of these racialized histories, however,

contribute to the idea of the Latina as exotic, sexual, and seductive. Even frorn the initial

. colonization of ‘fNew Spain” — after the colonial centers had accurnulated women from
the motherland and before the popalation' came to identify as mestiz(@) ;North An1erican

' colonists, who came mostly from Northern Europe, looked down on the Spanish, who
.hailecl from a warmer, more tropical region, practiced Catholicism instead of
l’rotes'tantis.m,'ahd generally had darker skin and features. Furthermore, lhe Spanish were
descencled from a mix of “Latins, _Jews,' Mo_ors and Visigoths” — not nearly.- the “pure;’

. Anglo' ldeal (Bost 2003). As supporlers_of the ‘pure’ “Nordic” or “Anglo-Saxon”"race
saw 1t the Spanish, Portuguese and Itahans were the next closest thing to Africa and 1ts

" barbaric race — -and camed the sexuahzecl traits of the racxal Other as well (Banner 1984).

Some even _considered Southern 'Europe arace of its own — tropical, er(otic, and s_exually

' l.“ree. This percepﬁon was further componnded by the great amount of race mixing that
was rumored to go dov;/n south of the (US- Mex1co) border. The Spamsh had no- morals
they said. And as they mixed with Indxans and Blacks, the general populatlon of the

Spanish colonies, Mexico in particular, became closer to Blackness m.the Euro/American

mind.
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APoAsitione.d anibiguou§ly -b'etwéén.Whiteness. and blackness; I%atinas have -
sometimes been elevated to réspeétablé white beauty, and other times cast as fxypersexﬁal '
near-black bodiés. Molina-Guzman '(201'0)' _sifuates Latina beauty, 'fe;nininity Aand | o 4_
: sexuality between'the- binary of wlﬁte respectability and black hy;.)ersexuality'.lShe ar..gu_cs
.that because Latinas in the US imaginary have been positioned as neither black nor \;vhite,
th-elilr physical and ethnoracial émbigui-ty and ﬂéxibility allow them to'be_d;:ﬁned by
different ‘types’ at different'timc;, _depénding on the perfbr'manée' that bbdy,wdfk
c‘on’stitutes. NegrémMuntaner (Zij) also claims that the emphasi§ placed oﬁ these ™.
Latina sta"rs"butts highlights their racial .Otheynéss iﬁ'a white US co,ntéxt.. “A big Latin T |
“rear end is an invitation to pleasures constructed as illicit,” he avers; “it is é sign for the

dark, incomprehensible excess of “Latino” and other African diaspora cultures” (295).

By the Victorian Era, black Wognen were firmly in place as the definition of anti-

' femininity and anti-beauty, A.s'ian.wom.en' ’ghe’epit'ome of immoral sexuélity,-_ and Na-lti-v'e'
and Latina women floating betivé;:ﬁ. A'r_nerica non saw a rep:éssion of ,sexluality anda '
reversion to the_ beaufy of the Renaissance Efa, when chastity and purity m a.;/orn.aﬁ were:

' .vallued the most. During this"pé_fi_od, a lady of good background represented order, -
morality, repose, piety, domesticity _.and' submission, and was supposed tb.'hold a ;hildli.kc
innocence (Bahner-. 1984, 53). Her spiritual, aﬁg_elic' beauty was shown in her flrail\_, fragile
body, oval or helari-shaped face, downcast eyes, soft retreating chin, tiny mouth, 18-inch
Waist, rounded arms and shoulders, _sm_aﬂl hands and feet, and white complexion (Banner |

1984, 45-46). Shé was there for her‘.man to protect and patronize — always iil, youthfu_lvv': A

.
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and childlike, and in need of protectio_n'.(Bannc.er 1984, 53-56). Idtdrestingly, dd’rk hgir _
was preferred in this ISeriod, indiéa‘dng an underlying sensuality to the Victorian woman,
as Euro/American gdlture adsociates blond_e. hair with purity and ..dark hair with passion

~ (Banner 1984). Other factors were at work in creating _thié ima"ge; ippluding the privilege |

" of the upbe’r'class to-stay out of the sun and to avoid a diet high m starch (Banner 1984).

‘Physicians also highly medicalized this version of femininity, purportihg that women are |

* destined by nature to passivity and dependence, fhat the trials of a woman’s lifé demand
 rest, and that women’s digestive systems are too fragile to handle heavy rdeaté and
pOta‘_[oés .(Bann'er 1984). . |
At this same time, there did exist other, fuller standards of.beadty,_rdainlil preéent
in the, working-class, immigrants, prostitutes and-actresses ‘(Ban'ner‘ 1984). The i
- - ‘emergence of the voluptuou;‘woma‘n was a'product of Edrdpean influence on American
fashion, p'a“ired with the working-claSs,idealfs influence dn mainstream ideas‘about '_
_sensuality and desirability. |

During the Civil War period, social norms became freer and feminists claimed to

liberate sékuality (while really all théy were doing was defining it). Relations between

ydung men and womén were appallingly liberal for the time (Banner 1984), and women
- began folloWi_ng .siexually sugge'stivc fashion trends and thir'lki‘n'g about themselves as -
pbtentially‘sékual beings (Banner 1984). Civil War America wanted not morals, but

carefree entertainment and sensuality. Because the idea of sexiness had been previously

defined by prostitutes and actresses, the members of the upper-class simply adopted the “

_standards that had before been held only by those individuals whose work it w’gSto,_be'

P




Younge 38

sexy (Banner 1984). These standards were the ideals of the lower-class — then mostly
immigrants who had not yet passed into whiteness — which celebrated thicker, more
voluptuous bodies with full hips and busts, “large-boned, massively-curved” women
characterized as mature, sensual, “roguish, enticing, bewitching” and “captivating”
(Banner 1984, 112, 120). During this period women used padding in their breasts, hips
and thighs (Banner 1984), and a “Grecian Bend” or an “S-Curve” came in vogue. This
involved using tightly laced corsets and high-heeled shoes to thrust the bosoms and
buttocks of a woman out as far as possible, a style that (especially when combined with'
the bustle on the rear of women’s dresses) rather resembles depictions of the famed

“Hottentot Venus” (Banner 1984).

There were also medical reasons proposed for the shift in ideal — doctors decided that

eating was now healthy for women, and that plump women are cheerier (Banner 1984).
The medicalization of beauty also applied to another “type” that emerged around

the same time as the voluptuous woman and dominated in the decades following the Civil

War. The natural woman was one who exercised regularly, was often tall and athletic,



_Younge 39

and'.cptz{ld be voluptuous (Barmer'l 9:84). She represented an upper-class return to
rgspec.fabiiity, where the overtly sensuél returned to its poslition in the leer/working
class :aﬁd in the theatres, and the upper class adopted a more natﬁral ideal that'did not
demand the use 6f corsets and encouraged exercise (Banner 1984).

Following the natural woman came the Gibson Girl, depicted -frequently in

‘drawings by a man named Charles Dana Gibson. The Gibson Girl took many features '

from fhf; natural woman, but-also incorporated aépects of sensuality frém the voluptuous
woman. She represented the New Woman of the turn of the century in hér independence; .
she was strong and brave, healthful, skillful, able and free (Banner 1984), while
sim'ultaneously }adylike, innocénf; modest aﬁd young (Banner 1984). Méz;nt to be. a
companion to man rather than a dépendent,_ aﬁd not lacking in,sensuéli.ty, she/possessed

~

“a new kind of femininity sugges-tiv'e‘ of emancipation” (Banner "1984, 171-173,.166,-

~'165). Physically, she was tall and thin,'With a lé'rge bosom and hips, thick-dark hair and a

small mouth and nose (Banner 1984). By thus combining features of the Victorian

- woman with those of the voluptuous ideal, the Gibson Girl achieved an air of morality

with undertones of sensuality.

In the 1920’slthe Flépper made her appearance, featuring short, bobbed hair,

- small face and lips; a “hipless, waistless, boneless” structure, and a srhall, often boyish

_ figure (Bannér 1984, 166). F lappe’rsAwere known for their short skirts, heavy m'c_lkeup, . |

brazen social activities, and liberal attitudes towards sex and sexuality (Banner 1984). In

_ keéping with thefr adolescent quality, they expressed their appeal not through the erotic

aspects of voluptuous sensuality, but through constant, vibrant' movement, vivacity and

A




~. Younge 40

Afearlcss_nesAs (Banner 1984). Intertestinély,- at this same time, black Aruericans, as part ofa
proCess.‘ of 'recial rearticulation, used the apparerrt immorality of white wom_errto pose
their own (light-skinned, middte-class) v;'omen as respectable, upstanding, and refined.
Whlle these women all had dxffcrent prOJects in mmd all contributed to the dlscourse on
sexuahty and ultimately underscored the scparatlon of erotic, voluptuous beauty froma
refined, petite ideal. | |

Since then, ideas of what kind of woman is desirable have shifted just as they did

"~ between 1800 and 1920, but the association of lower-class immigrants and non-whites

representing mysterious, foreign seusuality and having more voluptuous bodies, larger

" mouth and nose, and more strong, ‘masculine’ features has always prevailed.

Just as upper-class Anglo-,&merki»cans of the 1850°s eppropriated the image of the
“lower-class immigrant for their own sensuality, upper-clasé Europeén Americans now
“frequently emulate the beauty of people of 'cold'r, especially Blacks and Latinos, who tend

to have thicker,_ fuller bodies, medium (to dark) skin tones, and ddrt&, curly hatr. |
| Durirrg the first two ccnturies of America’s nationhoo,d,"white lower/w'orking '
class and immigrant women were portraycd as an alternative to the Vlctonan morahty,
- Black and other. nou white women were completely excluded from representations of
beauty (Craig 2002). Femmlmty was _deﬁned by white women, and womcn.of color in the
: pdpular rrrediar had no part of it. Minstrel shews of the late eighteenth and early -
nineteenth centuries showed blacks and_ Asians as they had always Been pictured by

.'Eurovpeans — primally sexual and sexually available, yet (in the case of black women)
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~

unfemmme and unattractive (Cralg 2002) In some-cases, Asian women and li ght-skmned-'
black or l,atma women could be consrdered exotically beaut1ful such as the ancient
Cleopatra_(Craxg 2002), Chmese-Amencan actress Anna May.Wong (Lee 1999), or the
189_0’s belly, dancer “Little Egypt’ »(Banner 1;984,‘ 185). But for a:long time people of
| color were'excluded from beauty just as they were from all other aspects of -societ_y. Craig
* even states that Eurocentric oeauty standards tvere' a way of “maintaining racial | |

inequality as well as 'gender inequality;‘” (163) |

"‘j‘-?\zli)sl,gl)(v‘:urli'l'ul to whom?”: Varying and com p’(-#ll;ing hé:n{a l\ sla mil:lr(ls S

““Rather than a'collerent aml universal beautyli-d,eology, women face'a

" complicated and contradictory set of expectations that are fragmented by

race, class, and sexual orientation.” (Craig 2006, 166)
‘African American communiti.esﬁ have largely intemalized and incorporated the very .
asSurnptions about beauty, s_exuality and femininity that have maintained their oppression
3 (Craié.ZOQZ). _Cbolorism.still.prevailsvin black-discussions,of ‘beauty today, favorlng light-' '
 skinnied black Women with long, fine hair and European features. In fact, until rela/tiuely :
recently, skin l1ghtemng creams were very popular wrth Afrlcan Amerrcans and hair
strarghtemng was 4 must (Craig 2002) I might argue that black Amerlcans place more
value on long, stralght hair and other features such as small lips, nose and eyes‘ than their
white counterparts, because of _both the hlstory of oppression based on these features and
- oecause of more .'recent projects of racial rea_rticulation that necess'itated black women’s
respectability and dignity to be worn on their bodies. However, as MaXine Leeds Craig-
notes, racial politics of the 1960’spopularizerl the iriea that “Black is Beautiful.” Black -

peoble celebrated dark skin and natural kinky hair during this period' as never before.
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This countercultural movement even influenced the mainstream, as white people

exotified. and sought to appropriate black “soul” —or as Michele Elam terms it,_‘:‘black'
cool.” ’
Black 'Américan beauty standards are also known for favoring thicker, more

i/pl\ipiuous female bodies, rather than the stick-skinny ideal promoted by the mainstream.

While social scientists have long assumed that ainstream beauty ideals have marginal

o ¢ffects on black wbmeﬁ, recent studies ha\/e -disp'rdved this belief, s.h.o-wing that women of .
color are largely affected by the pervasive ifnages of thin-bodied, light-skinned, fair-

haired models, especially those girls and women seeking class (or race) mobility (Cheney -

2010).

-

L'atiﬁ@ Americans are subject to similar cultural ideals, a$ most Latin American

_ cultureé_value_light skin, and long, straight hair. Many Latinas are told to conform their

bodies to whiteness both for the purposes of US assimilation and as an effect of their
minority culture. The one thing that scholars and lay people repgatedly cite as uniquely
characteristic of Latina beauty ideals is a big butt. Scholars have written pervasively

s

about Latina stars, especially Jennifer Lopez, who at one point was more famous for the

.size of her rear end than anything else’. Even outside the celebrity spotlight (or maybe

because of it); Latinas in the US see their butts as part of their pan-ethnic Latina identity

and an important part of their beauty. So while new Americans of other ethnic

: backgrdunds' may be getting rhinoplasty and double-eyelid surgery, and white women’s '

f

p

5 M_olina-Guzman cites her saying that “the world knew her butt before the public knew her face.” (58)

7/
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body work consists of minimizing the.irl Butts, Dominicans in New York are getting
'-butit'oc_ks' liﬁs to make themselves niore,éﬁractivé to the Latiﬁo gaze (Délni_clg 201,1).

' Molina-Guzman (2010) touches on how Coldrism.is prom.o'_tedtboth in Spanish-
language medig and in maiﬁstréa"rﬁ USﬂhrepreisentation.s_ of Latiﬁa beaﬁty and Latinidad, as -
bofh)giVe‘préference t6 light-skinned La_tin;cls. In her chapter on Jénhifer Lopez, Moli-na-‘
Guzman discusses the politics of J Ld?.s,butt in tabloid news, framing her body as both an: ;

object of desire and a threat to dominant racial formations in the US. Lopez has been™ -

' “hailed by the US popular press as the “new face” of US beauty — large(r) and

curvaceous” (58). Her ethnoracial difference and Latinidad are jdeﬁnéd by her body —

““dark hair, light-brown skin, and curvaceous body” (60) — marked as exotic in the white

US context. Her body challenged white norms of beauty and respectability, and for this ;
was sometimes celebrated, but sometimes vilified. On the one hand, she showed the

world that black and Latina “excess” could be beautiful, leading the mainstream to

~ embrace the hypersexuality associated with Latinidad and “exotic” beauty. On the other

hand, when the public opinion of her fell, she was frec';uen\t‘ly depicted as “the lyiﬂg,
cheating, bossy Latina dragon lady,” mg}ﬁipu.lating and doininatiﬁg het men (72).
Negrén-Muntaner (2003) exami.r.}e's_rep'r.e.s‘entations of Jennifer Lopez-ar\()t'and her
role as Selena in the 1997 ﬁim. He eﬂgages discussion of both Seléﬁa’s and jennifer :
Lopez’s bbdieé as natural Latina beauties, emphasizing the .ir’xipor'tar'xc.:e_that they did not
| coﬁform‘;to Aﬁglo beauty standards. fhis'afﬁrmlétion of curvy bddies, dark hair and

canela (cinnamon) skin came as a defense of counter-hegemonic standards of beauty and




Youngé 44

'Asian American commuri'itics bring another set of beauty ideals outside the
mair;stream, many of which are inﬂuénqed by nationally speciﬁc cu‘ltﬁres of béa;uty._
These in turn have some impact on mainstream Merican beauty culture.

i{ebecca Chiyoko Kiﬁg-O’Riain 'notes in her researchh(')'n Ja.p.anese American
Béauty pageénts,»that these commuﬁitie§ have indeed formed their own s;tandards of
be_aufy separate from both Japan and Afnerica. ‘Here, .“be'auty is.ﬁeithér a total |
reprodll_Jclion of Hegemonic norms nof counterhegemonic ideals,-but instead 1s ‘

" cfénstructgd oui,of an interactive procgss whereby women negotiate between the .twof’ .
k (Kihg.Z\QQl 1 64).‘ The women in th.e.' p'égéants, the judges, and their community
agdiences must find a space for japanesé American beauty somewhgre m béfweenthe
Western i'de_a'_l.of “big lips and a tall, slim build” and the Japanese model beauty witﬁ “fair .
’ vsk.in',b gl-m(')nd-shaped eyes, and jetébiéék hair” (King 2001, 163). |

Growing contention around thesé competitions focus Q_n'fhe in;:lusidn of Jaéanese
womeﬁ of mixed ancestry. Racial -app‘ééfanpe is equated with"‘aﬁthéhticity” and s“ethrl'lic
iﬁt'egrity”, caﬁsing some to question .the ability of multiracial Japanese to represch’t the
community, both chiturally and visdél'ly (King-O'Riai'n 2005, 2 1-6)_; T hi'_s, combined with .
g concefﬁs over Japanese Amqrfcan communities becoming too assimilated ahd their A
culture “fading éway” tri gger a preference in the pageants towards tfaditionél ja.panese
Aloo_ks (Kipg-O'RiaihQOOS, 217)_.' Wh_ile, some of the women bélic?ved that mixed-race
Japanese women would have 'ar; advant_agé because of their covéted “white;’ features,

~ others believed they would never be able to win the pageant because they didn’t look

“Japanese” enough. : ;
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- Representing quite a different acceptance of beauty standards, Eugenia Kaw
(1994) -i.nterrviewed Asian American wémen on their decision to undergo a popular eye-
lid surgery théf gives them a crease above their eyes. One of the most widely accepted |
marke'rs:'of racial difference or Asianness is the Epithantic fold - whi_c}\a Causes no crease.
' above thev .eyeG.A'Th'c women interviewed talk about their i)re-op eyes 'asvj“:sn_"al)” “slanted”
réﬂecting a “dull” “passive” personafity, “closed” mind and “lack 6f spirit” (244). “They |
therﬁselves have come to associate thése features stereotypically i.dentiﬁed with ihé_ir race
(i.e. small, ‘slanty’ eyes, and a ﬂatino_sé) with negative personality and mental
characteristics” (245). e e

But the women emphasize fhaf they do not want to look white. They rather
idealize a Eurasian aesthetic — ta'king‘ some features of Europeans and some of Asians.
"They do not want to look like white women, but l.ike other Asian worrlle'n‘With Eurdpean ,.-
feétureé. One woman even says, although she got the double-lid surgery: “I likean
Asian’s lOoké.\. .1 think Asiari ¢yes are sexy and have character” (Kaw 1994, 253). This
stzAitement» and the pattérn of preferring Eurasian lpq'ks is somewhat 'réfniﬁiscent o.f the
motivation behind white women’s apprépriation of the Asian aesthetic, but perhaps has
different origins. Kaw does not discuss these statements in terms of a cpnstruciion of

* Asian American beauty culture, but they are somewhat telling of the body constructions

under which Asian American women operate.

¢ Interestingly, 'th'c Epithantic fold is only characteristic of genetic populations indigenous to
northern Asia. But it is still one of the first things that people list as “typically Asian
characteristics.” .
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Perfect examples of these “Asian women with European features” are those of

rlnixe.d racial heritage. Interestingly, King (2001) notes that iﬁ'the context of Japanese

American community pageants, multiracial Japanese American women are not privileged

because of their white features. They in fact make every effort to appear more Japanese
* for the pageant — dying their hair black, avoiding tanning which is considered.attractive
- outside of the pageant context, and so on. However, King does acknowledge the fact that,

.- concerns of authenticity aside, mixed race Japanese American girls are considered very

/ v : Lo
attractive. Other pageant contéstants worried that biracial women with European :

Ar_n‘ericah heritage, if allowed to compete, woﬁld have an-advantage. With such

statements, the women acknowledge the dominance of “European” features in

determining beauty in Japanese American communities. King also notes, “mixed people

_-are seen as more beautiful since they are more ‘exotic’ than either monoracial whites or

:monoracial Japanese Americans” (167).

Kaw (1994)-notes too that pofmlar magazines and other media in Asia now
increasingly portray Western beauty standards — either white models or Asian.models

with white features. This is clearly a reflection of Asian, and not necessarily Asian

' American culture, though Kaw states that many Asian Americans consume these media

in ethnic communities and Asian American stores.

!

And it is clear looking at mainstream magazines that those Asian/American -

. women 'deemed'beautiful eﬁough to sell beauty products do more often than not have

typical European features such as a. loﬁgér; thinner nose and no Epicanthic fold. Of

course Asian American women do not only consume Asian and American popular

3
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magazines. Audrey and 13 Minutes magazines cater specifically to Asian American
women and focus on beauty, fashion, and entertainment, as well as current social issues
relevant to the Asian American community. These magazines contribute to the formation
of uniquely Asian American beauty ideals.

Some of these are expressed in the personal narratives that make up Yell-Oh Girls,
(Nam 2001) a collection of personal narratives from young Asian American women.
Many of these express the frustration of growing up in a world that embraces “white”
looks as beautiful and rejects “Asian” features. Others describe how, “as Asian American
girls, we are supposed to be short, lightweight, petite, soft-spoken, and light-skinned,
with long, straight, jef-black hair” (121). And still others question and critique the “Asian
fetish.” Many of these women refuse to accept the hegemonic American ideal of
European features and light-colored hair, or to conform to what American culture expects
them to look like as “exotic” Dragon Ladies and submissive Geisha Girls. Those who are
also influenced by the beauty ideals of their parents or ‘grand parents’ homes must also
push back against this third mold for their bodies to fit into. Julia Wong, age 19, ends her
essay emphatically, saying: “Like many Asian American girls, I wish to conform to
neither the Western American nor the Eastern Asian ideals of beauty. For our own peace

of mind, heart, and spirit, we need to set these standards for ourselves” (122).
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“Mixed Race Bodies in the Historical Imaginary

Mulattas

| Iiepresentaﬁion of black women Baé taken the forrﬁ of two méin contrasting
images: the Mémmy and th¢ Jezebel. At times theSg tropes have bveen joined by a bossy
Sépphire or an Aunt Jemima; but- these two have prevailed throughout. The mamrﬁy ig én
asexual, mothefly, dorhestic'sérvaht; while the. Jezebel is a “bad-black-gir‘l”i seduqtféss' | 4
. with un_coﬁtrollable sexuality and “unlimited bestial passions” (Mgadmi 2009). Part of ‘
! "-_the Jezebel’s irresistible allure waé hle-r -f;'.:lir skin-and European features — thin lips, long

) straiéht hair, slender nose, and thin ﬁgure (Jéwell 1993). The other f)art- was her unbrfdled '
sexﬁality . while shé may have looked like a white women, shé was not so naive, and had
‘t’_he worldly ée;(ual experience that wh;té men projected on all ;aiciai :Others' (Jewéll 1993j. 3

: Rglated the light-skinned Jezebel was the ﬁguré of the Tragic(Mulatta. Alsoa |
A vé‘fy light-skiqned, rﬁixed-ra’cg black woman, the Tragic Mulatta believed herself to l;e /
white, b:ut was trapped by the “one drop” of biack blood thét made her black. Like the

Jezebél, she was considered vefy bcau_tiful, as she conformed to white s_tahdards of

beauty. Pilgrim (2000) writes that “Ffer Higgiet 1 pure, her manners i-mpeccabl.e, helr'

: la_nguége'pol,ished, and her face beautiﬁxl.” But the $ingle drop of black blood made her |
: . pathological: the Tragic Mulatta i}vas_éroné.'to ;‘self-hatered, depré_sSion, alcoholism, |
sexual pc;rversion, and s:uicidc attempt/s” (Pilgrim 2000‘)'. Moreiha'h anything else, she
desired a white lover. In fact, the mulatto woman’s depiction as a seductress whose |

- advances white men could not resist helped justify white men’s targeted sexual abuse of -

\
i
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light-skinhed black women. The tra:'gellfl r_e_éted in ller mlxéd blood: “white bléod” made-l " '
her begutiful and refined but “ambltloué and power hungry,” w'llile. “black blood” gave
~ heran “animallsti'c(and savage”'sexualit}l (Pilgrim 2000, Mgadmi 2009).

: Bofh the image Qf the .Tragic Nlulatla and lhe J ezebel'—_ as lhéy are one and the
same — appear in early films snlch as Bl‘rth of q‘ N:ation (191‘5), Imitation of Life (1934,
1959), and Jezebel (193 8); Birth ofa Nation’g'mulatté character Lydiraj, the housekeeper -
ofa nc';rthc%m carpétbagger, is the “Wéakheés that is.to blight a nation"’ — S0 sedilcti\-/e that
she may ruin white manhood (Pilgrim 20‘00)-. Peola in Imitation of Life. is light énough to
pass — and does when she can. She is “‘beautiful, sellsu‘al, alpoten'tial wife t.o any White
~ man who does not know hervsec-:re‘t” (Pilgrim 2000). Her sexuality is péﬂicularly visible
in fhc'-l959 remake, in which Peola passes first as a dancer in a xlightclub elnd later as a
- chorus girl. o
.\In African American Commﬁniti_e:s' too, mulatta v_vo‘rhen'- were shunned and .

' sexually éteréotyped. “Mixéd blo‘()d;’ was »ass‘oc_iat.ed with “a predispositi'on t6 lax molals”
(Streeter. l996, 310), and manypther black women held mulattas and light Skinned
Jezebels responsible for black peopl'cfs racial and sexual degradation (Mgadmi 2009). .-
Streeter (2004) notes how in black cclmmunities, skin tone is linked wlth sexualit.y, B
moralit&, and b-eauty. Terms like “réd;” “red_boné” and “yellow,” aré used to describe skin
éo'lor but also indic:;lte “an assertive female séxuality” (771) o'r'ot.her “unflattering -
lmages” (772). Both “red” and “yellow women are seen as temptresses that other black

women look down on for the overt display of sexuahty embodled in their skin tone and .

European features.
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| T_Ihese fictional iropes were mainly uéea to support the views and actions of whife =

- men — particularly slave owners — and éérved as a filter tﬁrough ;A}hich to mediate oﬁe;s -
experiences withmulatta wo;n.'en._ Mixed race women were. often targeted for sexual
vioience.more than other black' women, and n;ultiple sources hold that they were sold
during slavéry expliéitly to serve the seﬁ(l'lal needs of their masters (Mgadmi 2009,
Guillory-l997, Guillofy 1999). These ‘_‘fan_cy girl” slaves received a higher‘price, and

‘were sométimes sold with the a~s'surance that they were viréins (Gui!léry 1999, Guillory
1997). During slavery, white slavé owher§ routinely had sexual relatildns with theif |

" slaves, and eit};er because of the trope pf tﬁejlight-skinned seductress or contributing to it,

mulatta women were favored. © -

In post-civil war Lduisiana, eAl'system of “quadroon balls” d'evelopéd'speciﬁcally
for white men and _“6ctoroons” —or rpizxed‘raccl- women — to meet and take ué-to_gethe'r.'
The afrangement§ that came (Su_t "dftth'e b'alls were much like fnarriége: she bécame his.
rﬁistféss, and he provided fof her until —or someti.mes throu-gho-ut = his legal marriage to ..
a White worﬁan. The oc.toroon women who attended these balls were “cultured, refined, -

= i
. and . . . trained in the social finery” (Gi_iil]ory 1997, 70). “Nearly eyefyone who
encountered quadroons and 6ther colored Cfeolé'wom_en commented on their beauty as
- well as their striking whitcness:’ (Guillory -1§97; 84), and many admitted that fhey Ahad |
~ never seen more beautiful women as the quadroons of New Orleans. The act of these
A worrien marke-.ting-'their bodies to earrjl ﬁr;ancial support both played on and played into

the widespread trope of the light-skinned Jezebel.
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Caroline Streeter explores the hypersexual.ization of the black)whi'te‘ WOmén, -
cle’limin.g' tﬁat the h}lbﬁd body is a reminder of .interracial sex, and as “the embodied result
of se); béiWe_e"n the races” (186), she is often conflated with the illicit sex that brought her
: intq béing. Furthermore, mixed race women ére a “symbolic fetjsh object” both‘ for white
.men'who _want.sex with an exotic Othéf and black men who want sex with someone who
approximates white beduty ideals. Stréetcr introduces the idea of “commodification of -

miscege;lation” through sexual desire: the mixed. race female body becomes symbolic of
-v"illic.:'it sex and an “apparently iransgrcssive HetqroSexuality.” This seXuality, though .:
transgressive, is nonﬁalized'(Gver tﬁe_ course of years) through “ciesir;:, spectaCie, and
commodification” (186). A § ,
Even today, when the word mulatta is so outdated it’s been forgétte_r_x, these fropes ~
- have stuck in the common imagination. Guillory (1997) applies Joseph Roach’s concept
of surrogation — “the symbolic substitution of one commodity~ for another” (69) and
. Fredric Jaméson’s simulacrum — ‘fa tranéfonﬁation of older real_ities into television
images” (7_8) — to her discussion of New Orlcgns quadroon balls. The city’s remembrance
and recrcati.on.ofl these events sﬁbstitute ;present-day'wqmen for ;he-quéciroohs_ of the 19"
century, allowing the new signifier to take the place of the old, taking on all the -
significations inher.itedlfrom its cultural/visual legacy. Bastiaans describes how °
: contemporar); film Devil in a Blue Dréss-(1995). relies on the viewer’s adeptness iﬁ
'perceiviné signs of difference or noni-visual markers of race. These aésumptions of
différence are ingrained deeply enough, Béstiaans argues, that the ﬁlm can rely on t_hém

to tell the story of race. The “discourse of seduction” casts “women as seductresses who
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wield an iﬁordinate amount'pf sexual powér and whose desire directly or indirectly

" initiates sexual encounters” (Bastigans 2008,.233). vThis ‘discoﬁrse makes it. ihe victim’ s

fault wheﬁ she is raped, and juéfiﬁés (white) men’s sexual violence against (black)
WOxrien. The main character in Devi{ Provjdes multiple visual and a{ural cues to indicate
her sexual.readiness, “desire and cons;ent” (233). Daphne, like mulatta characters
throughout liferary and filmic histqvt"y; is i)OSéd as a femme fatale with manipulative
. sexuality —a temptfess and Jezebeli The equation of racial differex;ceAwi'th sex.ual'\‘

. .diff‘erence make it 'so Dabhne is ﬁot a j’emr;zefatale §imply because :of her actién_s and

characterization, but because of hér _racial' .iden.tity. .“The discoﬁrée.qf sedhctioh and thé_

‘stereotype of mulatto ambition conspire to make Daphne responsible_ for her own

victimization” (239). In other words, because she is black and a mulatta, “shé can never

quite be an innocent victim of sexual violence” (236). The use of these themes not only '

" necessitates audience familiarity, but also presents a kind of nostalgic simulacrum.

Although the setting of the film (Aioes, not claim contemporary relevance for its racialized _

mulatta type, it nonetheless perpetué_;es-knowledge of and belief in this type.

Likewise, Caroline Streeter examines representation of Carey and Keys in bot'h
' Blaék and mainstream media. She argues that images of mixed race Women function as
‘fBoth a vehicle for an exploration ot; the relationship betwe_en thé raceé an.c.i ét_the same

time, an expreésion of the re'lationshi'p between the races” (Streeter 2005, 186). The

evidence she brings forth of the womep’s comparative racialization and sexualization in -

the media suggest that old tropes of “mulatta as whore” or “mulatta as sexual object”

have persevered, both in African American and mainstream media.
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After following literary images of mulatta and mestiza women in America and

: Mexico for a century, Bost addresses present-day representation both in literature and

popular culture: Drawmg comparlsons between the social and polltlcal environment now

' and that of the mid-19" century, she leads us to the realization that not much has changed
"since then. Now, as in the 1860’s, we are experiencing shifts in racial definition.

Categories are changing and the makeup of the country is becdming less and less white.

Anxieties over this change surround us with “a rhetoric of confusion, tragedy,

. groundedness, and futirism” (185), just as they did in the 19™ century. In both time

periods there is a fascination with mixed identity and a racist fear of losing the current

-

. hierarchy,. “And just as nineteenth-century writings on mixture were split between racist )

fear and en't.huvsiasm for a new ama]gamated America, the contemporary fascination with *

- mulattoes, mestizos, ad Creoles reflects both optimism and anxiety” (191). To get at the

" cross-temporal pervasiveness of these themes, Bost examines four modern literary texts -

and “sénsa"[ionalist responses to mixturc” in popular culture, and compares these imageé
with discuurses Aaround amalgamatfon 'from a century ago. -

As an example of one of these téits, Danzy Senna’s Ca'uca.sia introduces §Ome."
interesting language around sexuality arid “monstrbusuess.” The-rnain character of the

novel experi'ments with bisexuality, which echoes the theme of racial deviance (mulatto

status) bemg lmked to physwal devrance (the amblguous body) and sexual dev1ance
i (blsexuahty) Other scholars such as Streeter (2004) note that deviant sexualities — from
- queer identity to prostitution — have been some ,of the cardinal pathologies characteristic

of the tragic mulatta. Senna also poses the idea of the mulatta as “monster,” as Birdie
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 describes her appearance as “Monstrous.”_“l had liked that image of myself as a motﬁer,‘

and-unfinished creation turned agéinst its maker” (Bost 2003, 188). ;

Mestizas
Mestlzos borne of Spamsh and Natlve Amerxcan relations, were 51m11arly cast off
by both of the groups from Wthh they came. Associated with the sex acts that produced
~
. them’, they have been called_‘“race traitors”'by indigenous Mexicans and bastards by the
Spanish elite. |
From a US perspective, -Mexicané of mestizo heritage were often considered
’ inferior to white A(Anglo) Americans (Allman\»"1996). In fact, much US anxiety about
'Me'xico stemmed from discourse qfou'ud amalgamation. Anglo Americans believed
themselves to be of a better stock, aud an enfirely separate race from their Mexican
| neighbors. They saw that race u1ixi_ng hed'.tainte'c.l the .blood' of the Spéuiards in'Mexico, ;
and feared mixing with them, lest fhe'US become a “mixture of discordant races” like
Mexico (Streeby 2002, 114). | |
| Amer-icans.sometimes_ saw mestizas as beautiful, but only if tHey were white
| enough. étreeby, in her work on American dime novels at the time of _thc.US-Mexico
- War groups Amerncan perceptxons of Mexican women into two categones the righteous
Europeans deemed beautiful and mamageable and the base Indlans or mestizas, mfenor
to Anglo Arneric_a in every way'.\-Where.mixed race Mexican men were stereotyped as

backwards, shifty, duplicitous, and traitorous, the women were supposed to be sexually

7 The most famous being the story of La Malinche, an Indian woman who served as interpreter, advisor,
and lover for Hernando Cortez, helping him to colomze Mexico for the-Spanish and siring some of the first
' Mestlzo children in the new world. :
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treache_ro’us,'- immorai, and undési:rablg. However, Karen Maeda Allman suggests that
ndestiias could be seen as “illustr’idus, mérél; [énd] chaste” — if they conformed to
Eur‘opean beauty. And mestizas were certéinly closer to whiteness than blaéks.
Bt_:cause of the éervasivenéss of mestizaje in Mexico and other Latin-A.merican
v' countries, this mestiza image, originally-known .o;lly in the context of the bo;de;, has
come to represent all Latinas in the US imagination. Now it is Lat_inés in general whose
beauty, sexuality and femininity ﬂtictgatés between white and black, and the “spicy”"
Spanish ﬁair .that Americans associaté with Latinidad adds to the exo_tiﬁ:cation‘-anc.i l, ‘

covetousness for this aesthetic.
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3: Appreciation and ;\_p}n_‘opria tion: The Exotic Other

takes the spotlight (or is pushed into it}

The Black Power Movement of the 1960’s brought a new racial pride for Black
Americans that used a redefinition of feminine beauty as a focal point for the revolution
(Craig 2002). The phrase “Black is Beautiful” was widely representative of the
movement, reaffirming Black beauty and rejecting the European ideals that had be
largely internalized by the Black community. A large part of this Black beauty was hair.
The dominant white culture had defined beauty with long, flowing blonde or brunette
locks, and most black people had internalized the idea that this type of hair was better.
With racial pride, however, came pride in a woman’s natural hair — and thus was born the
afro style (Craig 2002). By the end of the decade, natural hair, popularized by famous
musicians, became modish even for black women not associated with the movement
(Craig 2002). White people (especially in the counterculture) took this idea of Black
pride and Black beauty and glorified and exotified both the ideas of strength and
solidarity behind it and the physical image of the afro (Craig 2002). White women
throughout the 1980’s often had their hair frizzed or permed into an approximation of the
Black style (Banner 1984).

Even now, when a curly perm isn’t as popular as it used to be, volume is one of
the most sought-after qualities in hair products. There are currently entire product lines of

dedicated to volume (aside from the four or more products under each brand), and



Younge 57

websites and tutorials on the internet about how to get the most volume. While a Google
search for “hair volume” returns 47,300,000 results, the search “hair straight” has almost
10,000,000 fewer, and “hair shine,” “hair smooth,” “hair color,” and “hair healthy” (the
other search terms suggested by Google) do not even rival these numbers. I personally
have gotten all kinds of compliments from white women about how beautiful my thick,
curly hair is. Herbal Essences commercials like the one shown below frequently equate
voluminous hair with sex and sexuality, featuring clips that compare the hair-washing
experience to an orgasm and exotic fruit scents with an exotic sexuality (Herbal Essences
2008) (Herbal Essences 2007). The ad below captures the intersection of ‘exotic’ beauty

and sensuality:

Thick, voluminous, voluptuous hair has become a commodity and a tool in the quest for

sexiness.
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5% The way that skin tone 'd_efmeé beauty has also changed to reflect a s'ex'ualiz’ed
image of the exotic Other. Starting in the early twentieth century, taﬁned skin for
European-Americans came into -vogu-e'd;ue to its association with the exotic b-eac‘::h
Qacations and (_)iltdoors activities':of the. upper class (juxtgposéd with the lower-class
workers’ jobs in factories out of fhe s-\Jn)-(Bénner i984). The influence of eroticized
A images of pe.o:pl-e with brown skin‘froxﬁ eﬁcoti'c tropical regions also contributed to this
phenbménon (Banner 1984), which con.t’inues.today, as hundreds of théuéands of
* Americans tan weekly, in their ba@iky'ard#, on the beach, or at one of the 17,000 tanning
- bcds nationwide (NY Times: Stylel 1988). Despite constant media attempts to convince |
thé'public that “pale is in,” the vast majority still believes that having a tan makes them |
look better, more beautiful (NYTimes:S"fyle 1988). )
Lips, which have always bééﬁ a éymbol of sexuality becéuse of our society’s
emphasis on kissing, are another f;ea'ture, li.ke hair, that has been st;igmat'i-_ze.d as a black
: fe’ature‘representing excess. Traditionally, thin lips were desirable and thick ljps’ were
seen-as ugly or buffoonish. Becently,‘hol\’wver, in our progress towards ‘sensuality, |
 thicker, ﬁJlief, “pbﬁty_” lips have ma‘dé' their way to the forefronf of bea\ﬁt)}.:'l‘_he' BBC «
repqrted in 2003 that bigger lips mai;e a person more sexually attractiQe (BBC News:
Heélth 2003); Jessica Simpson got l‘ipl enhancement in 2006 (N'Y-D_ail_y Ne_gvs 2009), ;md
Pafis Bj_lton fo‘liowed suit a 'year‘ lét_er (McKay 2009); and whilé women.of the -ningteenth
century would try théir best to mininiizzr; fhe size éf their lipsAbefore taking a piétu_re

(Banner 1984, 49), celebrities and models now can be seen puckering up for the camera.
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* The lips, ahighly sexualized body part in American society, are one of the main av'enue's ;
on which whlte women are traveling tovvards sexiness.
. \

A third physical representatlon of “exotxc” sensuality. appropnatcd by mainstream
European-American culture is one that has enjoyed time in popular beauty discourse
héfote — that of bod-y shape and size. Beeause the nineteenth and eatly twentieth centuries
’c_ieﬁne'd whiteness by Anglo or "‘Nord_i‘c” (-no_vrth_em European) 's"ta'ndar.ds and excluded

southern and eastern Europeans as well as all immigrants to the US, and because these
Almmlgrants tended to valorlze more supple bodxes it was them that represented a
voluptuous sensual standard for nmeteenth century Americans. Now, however these
. groups have passed into Whiteness, and the same exotification process is happenmg
‘between white Americans and Bla.ck_an'd 'I;atino Americans, whose cultures both
appreciate thicker bodies and value a big butt over a small waist. -

Si'r_nilar to the theatres of the eighteenth century, hip-hop music videos and
‘television shows with multicultural casts d'isplay working-class;, Black and Latino ideals
for white consumers. The sexual situations in which these beauties are portrayed add

images like J-Lo’s ass and Beyonce’s hips to already constructed ideas about sexuality

and sensuousness .
)
\

 Afteri 1mages like these appear thousands of tlmes in music and television, people
| have internalized the association of these physxcal characteristics w1th black and Latma
women and with characteriz_ations such as_‘sexy. “When women then want to be sexy,.

- they draw on these norms of sensuality, mimicking —just as the Grecian Bend and S-

" Curve did in the late 1800’s— the voluptuous body type by wearing high heels and

4
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attemptingl to .stick éut their chest 'and posterior. Pé_dded bras have e;gisted for sorlne tirrjlé‘
( : ' .
to help Wo.men appear bustier than they actually are, and (again, going back a century)
pvaddedApanties called “Booty Poppers” have come out to enhance thé size and shape of a
lwom-avn’s butt and give her “sexy'cqrves - instantly!” (Booty Pop 201.0).

Asian American women too have beénAéxotified and théir bodiés qomfnddiﬁed in
popular Americaﬁ culture. Europeans aﬁd Américans, obsess,e.d with th_e exotic myster;/ it
provides, Have épprop‘riated cértain éestheticé_ qf Asia and its pgopfe s'in_.ce the 19" |
century. P;dduéts like tea, sf.»iceé_ ansiéilk Were'always admired as exofic by éuropean's
who h?.dn’t thé means to make such things. Two centuries ago, goods and producfs from
‘China became fashionable in Eufope: fine china, Chinese gardeﬁs, gazebos and tea
houses, silk kimoﬁos and fans were al_i :a'ssoci'aited with high class, “luxury, reﬁ-nemént
and abundance.” (Prasso 2006, 40)

Léter on, in the 1930’s, Hollywood fashion incorpo'rated'an a;ﬁpropriation of the
Asian aesthetic. In 1935 Vogue declared it popular to look like a “Balinis¢ maiden,”
'A'encouragi'ng women to look “as.exqtic as you possibly can” witﬁ thé Hélp of deep red
| lipstick', dgrk “‘myéte‘rious” eye{shado.w, and even “Chinese and co_}jiper'l make up” to give
an “am_ber’.; skin tone (Praséo, 83). Prasso ‘attributes this trend to women’s desire to

ot

“present themselves.as a combination of (white) virtue and (nonwhite) sexuality.” (83)

\

By combining both white and Asian features, white women can appear exotic and “sexy,”
: )

without deviating too far from the established beauty norm or the requisite morality.

-
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Toda.y, both the image of the submiséive, docile Asian/American wife and the - -
| ﬁyperséxﬁal Drégon Lady prevail. We can see a glimpse of th¢ Dragon Lady in mod.erni
- media, includihg Lucy Liu’s charac'terél on Charlie’s Angels (2060) and Ally McBeal
' -(‘1 998-2002) and news reportér Connie Chung. These women are béssy, bitcEy apd '
,séxually liberated'¥ much different from the model minority wives — buf-somehowlﬁqth.
tropes co-exist. And We see the trbpe of _theA hjpersexual cont_inued in ggleb'ri_ties like
Viethanise- Airierican modél-Tilé Teqlixila,,r'r'xadle famous by her risqué MySpace photo;,
and whose ,Bisexuality was the focué of MTV reality dating show “A Shot at Love with
Tila Tequila:® ' LT

| In the current time whe\:n the physiéa} traits of the typical Black Other'(and
_according mb;ai traits) are being iﬁcorporaté.d into the mainstream in the form of lip
injéctions, hair volumizers, and faké tans — all suddenly deemed “sexy’’ — the beauty
image 0f Asian American women is also being'appropriated, warped, and
’cor.nmercialized_. As with cultural syncretism in which immigraﬁts‘ do 'rilot only assimilate
to the rﬁainstream, but the main’stréam_also absorbs \some aspects of the immigrant
culture, mainstfeam America has incofporétédcertaih “Asian” traits ‘i-n.to iﬁg beauty '
paradfg?n. : ' » ‘ .

Ope example of this is demonétr‘ated in Min-Ha T. Pham’s blog post on'the:
American supermodel who tape_d' her face fd give the effect of having “éllrhond-shaped B
eyes” (2d 11). The:modgi 'clainis it was not '.abduf race and she was not frying t_o- look: -

- Aisé.n,- but to achieve a different “look:” Pham comments: “This intahgible “something"’i 3

that has more “drama,” more “character,” and is so “exciting” is, for Renn, not taciablly




~

‘mystery of Asia.
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specific. It is instead a generalized exotica, an experience of vague sensuousness.” This
type of cultural or visual appropriation as “fashion” dehistoricizes and depoliticizes racial
difference, rather than celebrating it. As bell hooks, in her essay Eating the Other, names

this “desire for transformation thrbugh the Other” (Pham 2011). Wﬁites covet the

“worldly experience” of imagined people like the Dragon Lady, and wish to “transform”

themselves through capitalist consumption and sexual consummation of bodies of color, 5 F

in turn “becoming something else” — becoming more worldly, more sexual and in short,

~ sexier (Pham 2011). A brief peruéal.of popular magazine advertizements a_ﬁd p\hoto

spreads reveals that this model is not the only one who capitalizes on the exotic, sensual

As we \have seen throughout h_ist"ory, a changing social envifonment cbmbineé
with ecor_lomié'and historical factors to shape our collective ideas about beauty. As times
'change'and sociéty looks for. different A,qualitiles in its women, different trends are Bom
and die. However, one thing that has always stayed consistent through‘ox,lt' American
hisfo'ry is the éssociation of Anglo features (blonde hair, blue eyes, péle skin; small

features and thin bodies) with-chastity, purity; innocence, youth and dépendeh_ce, and the

‘ conqéqtion of the exoticized Other’s features (dark; curly hair, dark eyes and skin, thick .

lips and voluptuous bodies) with pfirrial sensuality, strength, indepeﬁdehce and sexual
maturity. In the Euro/American imaginary, non-white people are supposed to be more

worldly, sensual and sexual because they are different. But now, this is desired. [Blell

v ' £ !
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ho.oks t.heorize.s such.commodi.ﬁca'tion of Otherness in her essay “Eating the Othér”'
- (1992). |
Contemporary mains.tream c‘ultufe ten('is. to emphasize sex as not only an i-n't.egral "
part of a woman'’s life, but sqmcthing fo be sought after in a pai'tne'r. White womcﬁ are
able to prlvlrchase-thé'se ideais of sexingss, as t,he mainstream market has appropriatéd them
from people of color and packaged them for sale to those who want a darker, more "
tropical skin tone, .thicker, more voluptuéus hair, fuller lips, or a ;:urvier, more ample
body. However, 'sucﬁ messages only .incfeaSe the discourse surroundihg the.defmitions of
beauty and sensdality and reaffirm previously established racialized feminine ‘types.’ As
these ideas of race and sexuality continue to inform-popular discourse,__me‘mbers of '_
dominating races, gender.s and 'sexhél practices seek to make themselveé'over inithe“
image of the Other. As ﬁooks says, the).'/’ can “leave behind white _‘i-n'nqcenqe’_rand enter
-~ the Wor/ld of ‘experience.””

”l;his incliﬁation towards non-white bodies and aesthetics is often seen as |
rhulticu]turally. motivated — as.transgressing a whjte supremacist past and‘embfacing
‘ethnic beauty.” And hooks tells us, for marginalized groups this emphasis on non;white
- bodies and cultures holds a promise of reébgnition'and reconciliation. However, and
hooks emphasizes this point: white dominancé is only fur‘ther defined through an
exploration of otherness. Group cultures and the bodies of individuals.b.ecq'm;e no.‘thing
more than “alternative playgrounds” for whit¢s to explore the power play bletween lack
and excl:ess. The commodification of identity decontextualizes, individualizes,

_depoliticizes, and privatizes the histories and experiences of marginalized groups 'a.nd

-
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individuals. Noi only are they ahistorical and apolitical, but they are up for sale to anyone'
who has enough money And like booty pop panties or eye makeup, they become
~ somethmg that-one (the liberal mdnvxdual subject) can simply put on and take off at will =

rather than histones that are tied to and mscribed on our bodies.
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4: Focus Groups - EN

'l chose to use focus'grc.mps, for this pfoje;:t to gain insight into how a sﬁbset of

“young adults think about thése iss'u‘es. I alsé want to examine ihc.,pefvésiv-eﬁes's of -
niain,strgarp beaﬁty messageé in tfx__e lives of feal'people. The groﬁps were meant to tell me
ithing's ébout what phyéical 'f-eatl‘ire's'are preferred and in what contexts, and how women
are charaﬁterized according to their race and racialized features. It ié 'imp'orlantﬂ‘to im}olvc
coritemporary subjects in this res.ea.rchA because the opinions of in'div/i.duéls: often differ-
- from the’ narrative found in mass medi_a.‘ I sou'ght to describe the cuxlr.(_ant beauty standards
of real people — not just historical b‘r‘e:ccd‘cr'lts or hegemonic norms. Participants exprcéséd
opinions on beauty that differed both from my own perspectives and those found in
'_’m'ainstream‘med‘illa, opening up the diversity of perceptions of race and beéuty in.a current
cdn’text. | o

- My overarching qﬁestion waé:'ﬁow do the dominant paradigm.s-of race and
beauty trahslaté into our personal preférences and associations? To'get-alt tﬁis,'the focus
groupg Were structured around the folld}ying more specific qﬁéstions: % |
(1) What do real people ﬁnd attractive? What are the dominanfconceptions of beéuty?
How do indiv_i‘(-i‘iiaAls’ personal standards.'and ideals matc-h that or-deviate from i..t?
(2')» How is beauty racialized?'Whicﬁ features are associated with racial diffefence?:How
dlo';thér.e‘lemerits' (clothing, pose, props) ;:ont;ibute to a racialized imag‘e‘?' '
(35 How are bodies characterized? What can be read frpm a picture ab01.1t a woman’s:
lifeétyle-and.pgrsonality? How is -this characterization conveyed, a_nd w}_le‘n is _it‘-

1
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associated witﬁ race, femininity and sgxual_it_y? Does this constituté a ‘typing’ of beauty_,
as previoﬁs scholars describe? . |

Scholarship in cultural stﬁciies, feimini‘st‘ studie's’, and ethﬁic.stﬁdies argues that
\{Qhen it c.:omes to beauty, sexuality‘énd femininity, whiteness is equated with mor_ali'ty,
pur\ity and innocence, while blackﬁess,ol_r'Othérness is essentialized as hypersexual and B
immoral. With the discussion groups I aimed to .iﬁvestigate the prevalence of thesé ideas
and othgr.'coﬁtrollirfg-imagés;Vsuch as the mammy/jezebel and gci:sha'/dragon lady
diéhotom@és, in people’s everyday (_:on_sc‘iousn:es's.lDo individuals'associate différent
‘types’ of ‘beauty or modes of femihinity with-different physicai ‘-tybes’?

( , : .

} also u'sed these focus groups to gauge popular conceptions of mixed-race
'identity.- In interrogating the idea that_ “fﬁixed people” are monolithically attractive, it has
bcen necessary to ask, whic}_z mixed peoplez; When popular discourse talks about “mixed
peoplé,” how is this being deﬁn_ed? Is it‘.a cé_x’tain combination of racial identitieé? Or are
mixed people typed as looking a ce"rtairi ;i/ay?f Answering these quéstions wili betti;.r
allow me to placé the “mixed people” of public fantasy within discourse about'beauty and

race.

Process

_ ;\In the early stages of this p’rbject, as I prepared my materials for the discussion

s

groups, I talked to some friends and fam'ily,’ members about my ideas, questions, and
materials. These preliminary conversations gave me some insights. as to how these

images are understood particularly by younger women. These ‘conversations also helped‘

| shépe the format for fﬁe focus groups and -gu.ided my line of inquiry durihg'the project.
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FdlloWiﬁg these discussions, I standardized the format of the ch;s.tic')ns and organized
forfnél focus groﬁps,that conformed to MécaIester.College% Social Sciences Iﬁstitutional
Revievsv/.Bdérd guidelines. |
A total of four focus groups wcrie conducted over the course of a month. Each
- group had three ':to four participants of é;hnica]ly. similar backgrounds. Most groups wexle
-' also socid-économically hdn‘nogeneoué by coiﬁcidénce. All panicipanis were s/tlnlden_ts' in.
their freshman, sobhomore or juniorAyeér ét Mécalester College at thé time of the focus.
~ groups: The peoplé_in each group were préviéusly_friends vyith ez;éh other; and mosf ) 7
' .knew the interviewer. A total of eight women and six men partic\ipaied: Here, participénts ;
are given pseudonyms to prdtect theiAr_»idéntitieé. These names were either chosen-vby the | .
. participants or generated at random on fakename'generatorfcoﬁ;. '
AF or each group participants ﬁllé_d out‘ a brief survey listihg their age, gender,
| sexu?l drientation; socioeconomic status, race and nationality, along with an open-ended
space for o'tﬁer pertinent information. This information was collected under the
' "assumption that individuals’ respoﬁéés vto certain‘images and questions would vary.ba_ised :
on their'.personal idéﬁtities. Some of thése connections are ’discussed_furthef in the- |
“results” section.

- They We;é then asked to,discﬁss the meanings of various te.rms..cAorr.:monly uéed to
describe attractiveness. Martha Bahté and Lc‘>is' Banner describe the historical
cétegorization of women (and people» in lgénefal) into ‘typeé’ based on race, g?ndér

.,éxpres.s.ion, physical appear’zindg ahd pers_onali'ty. While this categor_izatibn was very
éxplic‘it a cén.tury agd, I séught to locate it iﬂ éontemporary' discoursejoﬁ béa;Uty. Wq"rds.

r
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. like “pfet;y,” ‘fcuté,” “hot,” and A‘.‘se_xy,” each have distinct me'ani_ngs undéf the umbr_ella
of attraétivéness, but may not ﬁeari th’e. same thing for everyone. I‘aslged what each of
five fermé mea?it for them, and they_.also shared other terms in their léxicons. '

There was also a series of questiqns trying to get a_t the issue. of "‘whi'é:hA mixed
- people.” I asked which spepiﬁc mfxtures c;)me to mind.when they think of “mixed
N\ peépl'e.” I followed up with a questio;x of 'what image comes-to r‘ni_hd_- w_h_én théy think ofa
mixéd perSoh- (specifically a- woman). thén ihquire,d directly about tfle .beliet'“ that- mixed
people are the most beautiful: had pariicipant§ heard it before? Where had they heard it,

 or from who? What specific mixed people did they think was referred to when talking

{

about beauty?
The main part of the discussion groups consisted of questions based on a series of A
pictures that were shown. The pictures used come from various popular beauty /

’magazings publishéd in 2011 such as Allure, Vogue and Glaniour, and inchide both
| adveniéements'and magazine a-x.'ticle\:s‘:o.r spreads. As I showed the group series of 3-5
photos, 'I- ﬁsked 'qilestionvs based on cabh set: |
HovIv do these pictures confofm to mainstream standards »o-f feminine beauty?
What are these pictures tellingilus dbqut what kznds of faces or bodies are attractive?
(How) Do these pictures fit in your own per&onal beauty st-a.ndards?- SO
Wh}'(;h of the bea;dy terms (discus%éd éarlier) would you use to describe each woman?

I then asked individually of each picture, what race do you perceive this woman to be?

How can you tell, or what makes you think that?

-
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47 (1) “How to”
| The ﬁrsf group of pi'cturc?s was si* pictures, all-from articles oﬁ “how to” do haix.' .
or how to dress. The first three all show a woman and a man, and highlight the woman’s

"~ hair, as'.this ié the focus of the magazine feafure. The ﬁfst woman is ék;own in profile. We .
see hér torso and héad in the photo. She touches the man’s face. Her eyes ax;e closedor
almost "closed, and she wears a low bun Yvith a lace headband. The second womaﬁfs entire
body is iﬁ view, as she stands with the man in a lounge sett'iné.' She sports a low pdnyfail i
with bushy blonde hair and an outfit tha_t reveals most of her leg and éhoﬁlder. She and
the man havevfull-body contact, his‘hand is on or near her butt, and hlS head sits next to - -
her neck, which is tilted back. The third woman faces away from the carﬁera- so-that we
or;ly see her back. She has a long, blonde braid and a red dréss, which the man appears to
be ﬁnzipping, with his hand on her lower back and thumb in the zipper. | .

The fourth pictufe also emphésizés hair, as the text _tclls women, ‘V‘ALots o:fNatural‘
Texture.” Thé woman is shown froni the shoulders up. Her body faces fhe right but her -

_ face is turned in the direction of the camera. We see her right shouldér,i her face, and her
curl}; hair, which takes up most of the frame outside of her face.‘

The last two pictures are foc'u»sed'around fashion and the dresses that the models
are wearing. These show the mo'del’s éntifé body and have nothing but a blank wall in the
background. The first is a floor-length Baby-blue dress with shouldér strap:s, a slim wéist,
and ﬂa'red.bottpm. The model poses away ‘frolm the camera with her érms.wrapped

' ~ around ﬁer waist. She turns her head slightly back over her right shoulder to gaze i‘n_to the

* space to the right of us. Her-blonde hair is aned or curled into an up-do. The last mod.el “
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.looks strdight at the camera, thiough her head is tilted slightly to the side. Her body faces

us, and both hands are on her hibs. Her hair is slicked back so that we car_mét see what it

. looks like.

(2) Bodies
The second set of pictures all accompanied longer articles. 'They all show the

woiman’s entire body across two pages, and each of the women is posed, alone; each in a :

_different setting or backdrop. The first, which came with an article about flats and a

Zimbabwean model, shows the woman in qﬁestion seated in a cha_ir, with her foot on a
second chair to display her shoe. ’Shc.: wéats a hof pink fomi-ﬁttin"g dress, and her st‘raight,
black hair is tied back in a low ponytail. Sh.é leans back in her chair and stares directly at
the camera, resting her arms one on the table and the other on her e_levated leg.

-_Inlthe second picture we see a wor‘nan. l.ying.on her back on a fock with waves
crashing around her. Her pale biue dress appeafs, wet. The iow neckline of the dress
expose much of her chest and shouldéts, .whil'é the sheer material and ﬁos‘itioning of the
skirt reVéal her legs. She is poséd with her right arm over her forehéaq and one leg bent at
the knee. Her head is turﬁcd away from the camera and her eyes are closed.

The third woman in this section lies on her stomach on a dark-colored sheet. We

see her in profile, from her thighs to her head. Her torso is lifted off the bed sli ghtly and

her head turned up, looking at something directly in front of her. Her elbows rest on the

bed! and her hands are near her mouth, so that her thumb touches her tooth. She has black

hair that is semi-obscured by the darkness, a sweatshirt top, and nude-colored bottoms

\\
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th;at;‘do. nof ‘c0\A/_e~r her bottom. Her foremost ihigh comes do'Wn over the side_'of the bed -

and the kg’ iS'bént at the knee. Tt;é text reads, “You’d look e\:ven better naked.”
(3) Fashion . - |

Tﬁe next-éection has five phvotosAsimilar in composition to t};e first, but_ with
brighter lighting: The pictures are from _fnagﬁzine spreads that shchas'e fashion -trends

- and clothes. Thé first picture shéws a WOman and a man against a white background. We
see both of their bodies (knee to head) but _ih’e man’s face is cut off. Théy. both appear to
be jumping. The wbman’s skirt comes. hail_fWay déwn her thigh, and thé Shirt cove?s hér
‘entire torso, shoqldérs and ams.‘ﬁér hair is étraight or wavy, brown, and j.u'st paét .

: shoulde‘:-r-lle.n':gth, Sﬁé looks airect]y at the camera and smiles sligh_tl'y: The "s'ec'ond picture
is "a"heédshot with"simi_lar’ hair to the first. The womgn-hold's a cupcake to the camera and |
a scoop of froSting on her finger. Sﬁe'wearé a blue and white"diagongl striped blazer, hair \
vdvoWn;' and dark eye makeup. Her blue)green eyes stare into th/e camera énd her lips aré -
i)arel'y parted and sii_ghtly turned up at tb'e.'s’i'des.

The third worﬁar; sits on thé floor against a white béckground. Her body facéé
Sideway‘s .but her head is turned towards us. Her légs are in th;; gir, as_if rg_stihg against a
wall that is o’ff—camcra, and she le;ans. bac_k .s'i_ightly, giving the im_jnéession of another wall |
at her bacl;. Because of the frﬁm_é, we see her whole body at a closer disté}nce than other
full-bédy shots. Her nearer hand éits on her hi_p, while thé other arm is in the air, triceps

- resting on a knee. She wears an éc!ectic mix of brightly colored clothing. Her hair is

s .uni'estra‘ined, curly, and black. She looks directlvy at ihe camera, unsmiling, but not




Younge 72

stréight-faéed. The text overlayingithe picture reads “fashion: What to we':'ar' now for'your
| -st&_le, your body, your budget.” . |

'i‘he fourth pilcture h‘ajs a stone wall as backdrop. T_he'wom'é;stands facing the
camera, hér he‘ad .obscured by shadowé. Her s;raight hair comes doWn to her chest. She
__l_éans one hand on the wall behind her and the other on her hip. Her skirt:ié slit diagonally
up, revealiné the inner thigh Of one-. leg, ahd her shirt unbuétone%i to show some ;:hest; She
looks out qf thé shadows straight ét the camera. The last picture in this secfion is set by °
the sea. "I‘he céption reads “Paradisé Lost”: clear blue sky; a white building with stucco -
roof, and alow St;)'ne Iwall. ;fhe won;xan Walks.hand in hand with a mantShé is dressed'in
a_iérée sun hat, fitted black'halter' top; and ifedﬂoral-patteméd tiered skirt. She looks
v.aWay into the distance to the ﬁg’ht. of thc carﬁera, lips open, eyes‘,'daf.kened by makeup,
~-and golden-tipﬁed, chest-legigth hair blbwing i; the wind. |
(4) Faces > |

: 'Tﬁe' final group of pictures cOﬁtéins five ads for makeup. These ali focus on

women’s faces; while advertising foundation, \face cream, eyeliner or masc_ara. .The first
photo shows two women side by sxdc It i;‘. a'blac/k and white close-up on their fac;es.
Their bodies"are ahgled towards eaéh other, and their féces-angled mc;re in the direction
of the camera so that we see each of the'lir shoulders.and jawlines, and one side of their
féces is slightly obscured. Both gaze into'the camera lens, the comers; of 'thc'ir mouths
turned'up slightly. Because of the é:bntrgst that their bodies provide eacﬁ othef, _We can
see that the woman on the left has dafkér skin than the other, and the one on thé_ right has

\

Lo
- lighter eyes.
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lhe second image shows ;‘ worr-larl'aga_inst a white background frerl'l her shoulders
up. Her body is angled away from the camera so that her left she_ulder is closest l'o.ue, and -
-her face turrled upwards as she gazes into space above and to the right of the camera. Her
‘hair is straight or wavy, and falls dlrectly behmd her head. Her hps are closedand -
straight. The third woman’s face ﬁlls thc shot completely, with shadows at theedges of
the pxctu_re that create a sharp contrast yvlth her skin. Her blue eyes and dark e_ye mgkeup )
have a similar cenlrast. She does not smile keeps her. mouth c]deed, arllil loéks difeetly '
into the camera. |
| The foulth picture has a w_allpap'er‘pattem in the backgrolmd. We see'the

'. \yoman’s Chest,A shoulders and head, ae well as a hand that hblds_;tlle:producl in quesllon

‘between two fingers. Her body faces the camera,_ but her head is ahgled down and to our

‘ riéht,— se that we see one side of her face-'mucll clearer_. Her eyes rrlcel th‘e camere lene,

: end-hermouth is unsmiling, lips't.og;ethe:r. The final picture is a‘elose-'up of a. woman’s
face, so cloée. that we see only her eyes; nose, and part of her meuth. Her head is angled
slighlly.down and to the left, so that hel left cheek is prominent and her right eyeis
 partially eut off the side"of:the page. She wears no fvisi_ble ma_keup, aﬁ;l gazes into the .

camera witl; her lips slightly paﬂed‘.. :

Resulis

" In analyzing the results from these focus groups, I do not seek to quantify
© responses or percentages, but rather pursue a qualitative underét_anding of how." .
" respondents made sense of these images. The small sample size and nature of the study

makes it irripossible to generalize the data beyond the individuals with whom I s}ioke.
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Reséonses rﬂight have been entirely different with different iméges or with a different set
of pedplé. Thergfbre, I am not concerned With percentages or éua_ntitative ya_luéé, becatise -
these resﬁlts represent the opinions of individuals, not populations.
1. Beauty terms
. o sy

Participants’ resbons;s on the subject of beau;y terms varied, aithough a few
‘trends stuck out. Some peoplé cfeated a scale of attractiveness, with ‘cute’ on the bottom, ’
,-;Hot’_in the middle,‘énd ‘sexy’ at the top, while ‘beautiful’ was off the scale entirely.
. Others made.each.term its own scale,‘és*sociating each with differeﬁt' modes of |
Aat.t\ra'cti\'/eness. For example, multiple barficiban'ts said ‘hot’ and ‘sexy’ have a physicality
tq’ther.n, whilel‘cute’ and ‘pretty’ are more about personality. Often thié view also tied.
the difference between ‘cute’ and ‘hot’.to the ievel of attachment or fa_xniliarity. Mike, for
exz_imple,Adeﬁned ‘hot’ as a first irﬁ;;reslsion, judgment, while ‘cute’ was based on |
personality. In this paradigm, each rhAode'was take.n to exisg in separate yet inters\ecting
fra;neWofks. Someone couid, for example, be ‘sexy’ without bein'g ‘pretty” or ‘cute;’.of
som‘e(;ne could be all three if they pléy their cards right.

‘Cutef was consistently defined as a .diminutive comment, asSociate;_i with
'c.:.h_ildren, inﬁoéence, and an immatur_-e rﬁodé of attractiveness. In scales of attréctiven;ss,
it \.Nas always placed on a lower level tﬁan.‘sexy;’ and other times stobd alone as'a
comment reserved for childr’eﬁ or Womlen who-are attractive, butido' not insbiré a
particuiar physical attraction. In this way, it can become a somewhat ge;ieric cbmplime.nt? 3
.as one participapf noted. Interestingly? “cute’ was also regularly ass9ciated with a .

pcrso’hality judgment. For someone to-be ‘cute’ for many participants meant that they
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. have a nice personality, or what t_hey: do is. cﬁte, ra{h_er than What.jhéy loék' liké.'.Also

- interestingly, one participant commented on her tendency to use ‘cute’ to describe men,
while she uses other Words like ‘beautifuif anci' “pretty’ for women. I "c‘ob Havé noticed thatl
hetero women tend to use ‘cute’ to describe men more than anyone e_lse. |

‘i’retty’ was spoken of-briéﬂy, and defined:as similar to ‘cute;" Itis eithefnon-
physical or only déals with the .fa'ce (a§ opposed to other words that describe the_ body).'it :
is definitely not sexual, and as a friend noted in preliminary discussions, it is “non-

‘ threatening” — implying that other modéslike sexiness or beauty do have a threatening
_a_spect..Joe'u'sgd"‘ pretty’ as a generic résponse t6 attractiveness thaf doesn’t definitively -
fit any other descriptors. Othél;s said “pretty’ can be an objeciivejudgment of physical
attractiveness. Women will often call each other ‘pretty,” for examplé, without implying

-personal attraction. The term ‘attractive’ Was said fo serve a similar purpose in remaining
ébjective and/or including the non-pﬁysiéal in tﬁe assessment. |

‘Hot’ was often defined in opp'ositi'c;nj to ‘cute’ and ‘pretty.” While ‘cute"has more
to do with personality, ‘hot’ _waé a ﬂfst-'impr'ession judgmént based solely on the body~A
few participants equated ‘hot” and ‘sexy,f | although most made a distinction between the
two. |

.f.Sexy’ was generally aésociatedi with sex appeal and physicality, yct'some
participants (particularly straight men)'deﬁn’ed it as'an all-encorﬁpassing comgl_iment that
includes a p'erson’s style and attitude as well as her body. Similarly, multiple gro'u.ps |

.suggested the word “fine” as an alternate descriptor of attractiveness. “Fine”’ was
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'geherally deﬁnéd gis ;cx cbmbinétfon of the .beSt- factors. Alicia described ‘fine’ aé a | ‘
. person’s “entire presence,” wﬁi'le.;sexy’ for her was merely physical.

‘Beau.tiful,’ too, was sorhetﬁmes described as all encompéssing - “the.ultimate -
compliment,” indicating that someone i‘s both cute and sexy at once, and/or that they are
éttraétiQe both in physical ways aﬁd in how they carry themselves. Some deﬁned.
‘beautiful’ similafly to.‘cute’ and fprevtty,’ ass_Ociating it with character rather than body.
Sometimes ‘beautiful’ can simply be “a more _matu;e way t‘o say cute.” Other times it is
much moté than .that, Wendy noted that_ M‘iranda Kerr, a Victoria’s Secret model, is
Abfe‘autiful despite her di'splays of sexual{ty. This and other opinions se‘ejned to express a
certain dignity as requisite for fbeauty.’ The viewer must have respect for awoma.m if .sh"e'
is to be ‘beautiful.’ This plays int’o the maturity aésociated With-‘beautifﬁl’ and tile |
“élegance” of bgaring that’participanfs described in ‘beautiful’ women. This opinion was
reflected largély in responses from ;)ther female participants, although men too expressed

~aneed to reépcct a woman for helf to be beéutiful. | |
- Certain participants s,afd that ‘beautiful’ as a describtor is outdated. They don’t

i A e 1
use it regularly, and see it as “cheesy,” forced or clichéd, like a line from a movie. Yetat

the same time, others saw it as a more authentic compliment than objectifying descriptors
like ‘hot.’
The other addition to the list of beauty terms that was brought up in multiple

groups was the use of non-verbal sound to signal taste. “Sometimes there are no words.”
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So p'articipants use sounds like “mmm” or “damn™®, varying pitch, length and allophones

to encode distinct meanings about the type and intensity of attraction.

2. What does. “mixed” mean? -
To the question, which mixed people, answers varied. Most groups’ conséhsus_' .
focused around their own identities and/or the American black/white norm. For example,

Asian American participants mentioned that when they think of “mixed people” they

might assume white/black, speciﬁc'a'lly because of the black/white binary that people

- operate under in the US. They also said that'ihey have heard pedple talk about
’ . white//;xsian' babie's or black/Aéian babies as “the cutest.” Every othér group also named
“‘miked’.’ as white/black, say.ing th'ét this is the most prevalent in their SOniexts.
Parﬁcipénts then listed types of mixeaness éccording.to their own expérier-lcg.'Eurqpean
k ~A_inérican réspo@dents listed gencrélly whifé/other. Joe, Who i.dentiﬁes_ as Na.ti.vé
Amqrican, said he-would think of Natiyg: aﬁd something else, speakiﬁg later of primarily-
. | NétiVe/wﬁite; or Native/Black. ;Latin@ respondehts mentioned Latin@/whfte, and told of |
‘having heard others .say that A'sian/;yhitc, Blaék/white, or Latin@/Asian peopl'e are
partic'ularly‘attractive. Joe .also'”emphésizedvthat it depends on the context of the
st}atement‘: if I the researcher, were fo_ say “mixéd" pérsdn,” he would probal:;ly think
.bléck/white; but if someone ffom “back home” said it, he would think Nat-ive/other.

i ., " ~When a's-ked,to describe physicélly'w},iat “‘mixed people” mightr look like,‘

participants often found it hard to pin down a specific image, simply saying that a “mixed - N

-
P

8 “Damn” may seem like a word with a definite meaning, but linguistically can take.on
completely different definitions and connotations depending on how it’s said.
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person;’ would be “ambiguous',”.Gf have a“mix of features.’."A mixed person might, as in
AWendy"‘s example, have almond eyes (a;sociated with Asianness) and blonde hair |

' (associated with whiteness). Multiple paﬁicipmts emphasized that fnixed people have
“exétic” or “rare” looks — “things yoﬁ don;t-see every day” — ahd that this is what is so.
attractivé. Overwhe]ming]y_the juxtapo'sition of features that evex;y gro.up.n;\entioned was
that generally associated with black/white rﬁixe&neSs. All listed a “medium” or “light”
~sKin tone (Jo'sh‘said “light skinned — not like a white person, but lfght’-’ or J“fair skin, not

- wvery dark a-nd' fiot very light”), along with “dark,” “curly hair.” Some responses also
involved the juxtabosition'of “light eyes” '(éitﬁei blue,_ green, or iight brown) with'gh |

otherwise non-white appearance.

3. Discussion of 'plml.os

Par'tic-:ipant-s’ responses to questions about mainstream beauty étandafds can be
taken together to describe the ideal iook'. The women in the pictures wére nearly élWays
tall 'and skinny. They had long legs, thin arms, and hourgla_ss figures. Hair was long and
shiny, usually let down, and either str;ﬁght ér .‘;big” and “thick”;'Ali_ciaA poin’ted oﬁt that’
natural hair Was.expécted for people of color. T'he'wo'men' had “flawless” or “perfect”
skiﬁ, no’bk;mishcs, and a “smooth, even skin-tone.” They had “smooth,” “polisﬁed,” ._
“syminetﬁcal” faces, with high, }def.'med cheekbones, small? straight, narrow no;es, big
eyes, 'Sig vlip‘s, ful'l. las.hes, and long, shaped, tﬁiék eyebrows.

' 'A couple of focus groups described one picture as running cou/ﬁtér to the ideal

body type. This wonrlén was portrayed as ;‘curvy” or “thick.” Al_icié, Kendra, and Wendy .

N

(Black, African American and Asian Amcriéan) argued that she did not conform to
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COhventional ideas of feminine beauty because ;s\h_e was not “unfealistically’? skinny like '
the other models. Dawn (whité) éd@mented on the same pi.cture’, saying that the woman
is “voluptuous” — ‘-‘butAin 2;1 go,od"way. N.ot jtoned perfectly but noti’fat,.,” This implies that
“voluptuous” is usually a bad thing, too similar to “fat,” wﬁile he're t.he mbdel bulls it off
i ;(By pulling it off, or making “voluptuous’-’ look good, this picturé aids in rede.ﬁ.ning '.

| hegemonic ideals. Unlike normal maihstreaxﬁ images.of beauty, this pict-ure:tells_lus thaf
“thick_” or “curvy_’"bodies are attractive. § oy 8 .

Another picture, which adVe_rtised a face makeup, similarlzl contested the beauty
portrayed m the 'rest of thé pictures. Whilé most images 'fea_ture'd completely 'smo_bth,
evenly toned skin, one woman in this picture had freckles. Participants genérally agreed.
that they '_t-'oi,md the freckles attractive, but did-niot égree on whether this wés asocially
celebraied ideal. Group 2 debated: Are the freckles é“blemi_sh”"- ““a hint of”

- i@perfection”? or are they “a comp.lim'ent’.on her already pqlishéd'face”‘é Regardless of -
: ;[hcir_ perceived attréictivenéss,’ freckles were only depicted iﬁ one out'of 19.image.é, and )
“are even more rare in beauty_r;lagazines s g wibioles Thds interesting that something so
monolithically appreciated by my vicvyers is equally monolithical’ly exgluded from
picture.s of “beautiful” women. - A - o ’ o R
| Part of a woman’s perceived attractiveness is also derived fror_n-how hex; pose (ina
: piéture) of_h_er pérsonalitly. In réspoﬁses to these questions, particibarit; also li.s_t.ed' -
chara(;teristiés .of the photographs or of the cl.'xaracters-'displasfed as representative of

‘beauty standards. The most prominent was the sexuality portrayed in the ﬁictures.

Women are placed in sometimes awkward poses, and often have a seductive “model -

7/
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. -.ljool_;” where. f_hey gaze into the distance or at‘ t_h; camera. Josh p(;inted o.ut that the women
in the‘p_iétures.are ?‘positioned in é way to érousé men” (despite th-e fact that the pictures
Comg from hétéronormative wo'_fnen’s magaiine’s). Something mentioned in every group
wés thc gkposédneés of the womeﬂ?s bodies. Many of the ;Sictures are “showing some

"skin,”' be it cleavage, lég, or lower back. I_n some, fhe “clothes hug her.curves;” in oihefs_
the clothes aré “sheer” or “see-through,” or simply not there, and inl others _t__hé positic;n
and camera anglé emphasize sensual parts of the body like butt or lower back. -

| As scholars of beauty and feminine ‘type’ suggest, parfigipants .of.ten listed non-. .
| physicél characteristics when asked to describe hc;'w a set of phot;)é fit ipto -fnainstréatﬂ

' bgéufy ideals. However, th‘e rahge of personalities that could be considered beautiful

- varied greatly. For example, withilri.tfle_sam'e grouping of pictures, one group described a

“friendly” look, a “serious” g'éze,vaf‘clumsy, hip,” “fun and playful” pers'ona, and a
“naturally'c;lassy,” “élegant” look all Wi,thin the purview of beauty ideals. Likewise, a
conventionally attractive woman coﬁld: be “determined,” “confident énd inviting,” or .
could be “vulnciarable,” as a “damsel in distress.” She could be “detefminéd,” unsmiling,
nancl “draw men in with mystéry,” or she céui_d-play a “sluppoﬂling ro!c,”\ sulzordir'xgte to
their man. 'I;hese disparate possibilities' to conform to mainstream béauty standards stem .

~ from the existence of so many ‘types’ of attractiveness,-represented ‘by t?le_tem‘)s that
have dcséribea.'Because we talk only about "‘standards of beauty;’ as an umbrella for all -

'of these types, 'a‘nd‘ not “standardé_ of cuteness” anci “standards of hotness” as repr;senting -
separate ideals, (;ur discussion of the variation within mainstream -expectati.ons of

femininity and sexuality is limited.



“Younge 81

- Many participants disagreed with the designations ascribed by the be.auty . B
‘magazines on a level of individ‘ual features, particularly the idea rhat attractive women
must be skinny. In other respects they agreed however saying that they apprecrated big
]1ps big eyes and hlgh cheekbones Most pamcrpants when asked specifically about their
opinions on the mainstream beauty. standards that they named, remained impartial.
“These things could be attractive,’,_’. they said, but they are not prerequisite to beauty.

Often, tdo,lparticipants preferred not to. judge attractiveness based on one picfuré. )
: Mik_e contested.the‘idea that you can say someone is beautiful based solely on the
physical aspects of the phdtograph. This is “shallow,-” he said, and too.much of the "
decision s “based on the picture, lighting, camera angle,” etc. For him — and other
resvponses..uechded this = personal'st'andards depend on a woman’s personality or
character. Kendra also said in t‘he,middle of rhe second set of pictures, “I feel like ’'m
stereotyping these people.” Wendy and Annie likewise expressed anprecidtion‘for a photo
because “you can see she has a life,” nnlike the fake, unnatural poses and scenes;of other .
pictures.

Just as participants listed charadter traits that fell under the mainstream standards
of beauty, they also placed these w1thm (or outside) their personal standards. And these
varled from person to person. Of the “Iook” that models give, they said that the faraway
gaze can sometimes be att'ractrve, but that some looks are “threatemng, and unattractwe. |
Someti_mes an “alluring” or “mysrerions” look can be attractive too, as Joe expressed:

“It’s a step below sexy. But you have to.find out more before you can know if she’s
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'féally sexy.” Other participants said that a model that looks “conﬁdenf,” “prévocative”
and “in control” is attractive, but ‘;cpnﬁdence in sexual prowess” is not attractive — this is
“threétening,” as Ben said. Faces without :s4miles were generally unabpreciated. |
Participants pfeferged “open” faceé _of po.ses, “friendly” looks, and women that look:
“content and happ-yv.”‘Josh cxpressed}.)referenc.e for pictures wher¢ the character had
“attitude,” “spunk,” or “her own.[distipct] style.” Overalll, that the women héve én
expression is key. Expressiohlesé fa‘lces are seen as “listless” or having no chéracter,-and
'cannqt be fully personified. Mike shggestéd, "simply smiling rr_iight just be the border line
- between cute and hot” — for him, the _diffe;ence between an obj ectifyiné gaze and a
‘beauty bésed' on pérsonhood. Other pafticipants.simply stated that a face with né
_ expressioh doesn’t “draw you in.” :  _
B_ Multiple groups broughi up the issue of poses and scenés affecting their
, 'percc;,piion of thé women'’s attracti\fgnesg._Tdtiana said, “I find these women’s faces to be
preﬁy, but the way they’re positioned and the way that they are portrayed is not
attra_ctiyef’ Pax;ticipants brought this up in the case of the “curvy” woman mentioned
earlier, who ié pictured in pfoﬁle, lying on ﬁer stomach, with “her butt in the air” and a
skin-colored outfit that leaves Hg:r léés céxﬁpjetél'y exposed. The lettering on the two-page
-. spread feads; “you wc‘>uld look bcttér r‘lak‘ed._?’ Multiple partiéipa.nt‘s',.mainly women of
co.lor, said that this woman is attfactive, but that the picture is not. Alicia said,. “she is t
closest to my-ideal, if it wasn’t fo_r‘ her position.” The"p‘ositions of othef models .<_i.rew
similar reactions, rﬁainly from other worﬁen of color. Another woman is pictured lying -

face up on a rock by the ocean, with a “sheer” or “see-through” blue dress and waves




» attractive.’
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_splashing around her. She looks nearly lifeless (Mariela said “she loc-)ks...dead’f),. énd- _

nearly ¢y¢ry gro‘up'described‘ heras a “d'gm.sél_‘-in distress.” Of this picture, Ahnie said the |

“sloppy, éiving yourself away” _lbék is unattractive. Alicia echo_ed- this sentiment iﬁ a

separate group, saying, “I disagree with _th'el ‘damsel’ look. That’s n‘o.t attractive; that’s.

annoying.” In a third gréup, Tatiana Brings up the same poinit, abp]yiné it to both t-hese,' '

pictures and- anothgr in which fthe modellhmigh-t be attractive. “Thely’.re-véx:y sexualizgd ih

a way tha‘t I do'n’.t really find attractive;."’ This r'ejec'tioﬁ of vhypersex;ifcllli.zcd beauiy reflects
; .

participants’ need for some dignity or self-fespect in a “beautiful’ woman, and shows that

there is more to attractiveness than a good body or flawless face.

The most prevalent comment on personal beauty standards was that_b'eauty should . e

be “natural.” Most participants we_ljg'frus_tr'éted with the artificiality ahg_ unrealistic nature

* of the pictures. Thé’ perfection thai the mainstream celebrates becomes too much when'it

is unreal. As one participant said, “it’s like loxfing a-wall.” One of the reasons that people

" found the woman with the freckles so attractive was that her freckles are there, rather

than being covered up by makeup, which, as Josh said, “hides something of yourself.””

‘For him, “being able to hold y-ou'r own” without having to coriforrh is what’s really

/
L

The models would overall be perceivéd as more attractive if they had some flaws

and more variety to their looks. A friend, in a pilot stage of my research, voiced irritation

~

at the repetitivehéss of the pictures, which all conform to.t}’:le same general look. Another

Y1 have also seen this preference outside of my research, as popular music sometimes has lines
like Drake’s “Sweatpants, hair tied, chillin with no makeup on. /That’s'when you're the -
prettiest; I'hope that you don’t take it wrong:” (Drake 2009) o

\ .
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' -reasbn the freckles are so attracti\}e is that they are “different” and “réré.” They‘ make this |
. _rr.xo.de'l. stand out from. the bunch: My friends, in thinking about these; “same-look” quelé,
' postulated that a picture becomes “strikiﬁg”-whe’n she ha; features that deviaie frdm‘the
ndrm,: b-ut' that the institution of beéhty can only allow up to two déviant features béfofe a
- face or body be,c_omes ‘ugly’. | |
Certain participants Were alsb critical of the whitewashing of fnodels of céidr.
' James, a white man, pointed out 'that_cei‘_tair_; models who the gréup 'Iidéntiﬁéd as black .
had proba_lbly Had their skin lightened -at: some point in the production pfdééss: “Which is
really séd,” he said, “because if she is d;rker she would be 'evéh more beautiful.” My
| younger. friends, in preliminary discussions, noticéd Asian models tend to have white — or
' at least non-‘Asién - features, and bl_aék models have to haye white features in order td fit
“in the modeling world. And while some pérticiparits’ were critical of these standards, -
. others found it more anracfive. Dawn said that an “Asian” model in a particular p".hot.o
had _“livgvhter.eyes than Asians normally ha:vé,” and that this ma’de'.h_ér “extra pretty.”
- Whether this c;n be read as an appreciation _fdr-that rare comBi‘nation of features, or as an

‘appreciation for“white’ features is ambiguous. ) - 4 )

In using specifically defined beauty terms to describe thc‘-Womeh in the pictures,

4

the focus groups.confirmed the idea that feminine beauty comes in “types” — each

~ connected with specific physical characteristics, personality traits. It is unclear whether

the responses to this question can stand on their own as relevant information. However,




“schoolgirl” or a “little girl.” ‘Cute’ women were “clumsy,” “hip,” “fun,
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combining these ﬁndiﬁgs' with ba’rticipants’ descriptions of the models’ physical traits ' 3
and their racialization of bbdies may provide interesting resﬁlts.

Sopietimes participants chdse not to a;;ply a beauty term, or pould not apply a
bveauty term, because they did not see the person as attractive in any way. Interestingly,
mgny participants were still able to match :be_a_uty terms to women. ’fhis suggests thét
these ‘beauty-térms’ are often more about chara’cter — in terms of sexuality and fer;xininity
— than a_ctual attractiveness. Sometimes"if tﬁey didn’t neceséarily agree with a - |

designation, they might say, that she was “going for sexy” — trying to achieve this type "

_ through characterization — but not necessarily succeeding.

Participants described four of the women in the pictures as ‘cute.” These women

were otherwise described as “friendly,” “pretty,” Barbie doll-like, as having an “open

face,” and a “loose way of carrying herself.” They were “innocent” and “amateur,” like a
, y Iy [ E

RIS

playful,” and

. 2 “happy. ”

Ther'e.wa's a lot of overlap between the pictures that were called ‘c;te’ and those
that were called ‘pretty." Participan;s labeled ten of the women in the éictﬁrcs as. ‘l;retty,’
and out of these; three were also calléd ‘cﬁte,’ ei‘thér by the same groufn or by' another.
The “pretty’ type less coincided between tﬁg gfoups, as only four of the ten were labeled
‘pretty’ by twol different groups. This category to-f attractiveness also had a goqd deal of

variation in terms of what types of women were ‘pretty.’ Some participants described the
‘ _ /

women that attracted them most as pretty, while others used it as a broad, generic term

for women that they didn’t really find attractive or didn’t fit in any other category. Other .

o F N
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timeé one i)érson ih\the group wéuld d_esc.:.ri‘be a woman as ‘prett.y:";and another partic-ipént :
would disagree‘,A'saying the woman is “unattractive.” Some .gro,ups vs;ould describe as
‘pretty’ womef{ similar to those deﬁned as ‘_éute’ — friendly, open, playful, fun. Others
though, called women pretty whom they alé:o described as “powerful,” “proud,”.
“profeséionél,” and"‘maﬁue,” o'verlapping this'_category with ‘beautiful’ and ‘sexy.’

. Others connected ‘pretty’ with the “yulnerable” “damsel in distress,” whose “whole body

is exposed,” or to a “sensual,” “seductive,” “fierce,” or “determined”-look.

Physicaily, ‘pretty’ women were marked by their facial qualities.'They had

nice

EE 19 ER Y

. “flawless skin,” “shiny” faces, “high cheekbones,” “small noses;”big lips,

" hands,” and "‘a'éce_xituated eye shadow.” They are “tall and skinny;” with “long legs”and -~
“thin arms.” Their hair was “long” and either “straight” or “natural” for women of color.
It seems that the ‘pretty’ women also tended to-have “a look in their eyes” or to “gaze

¥

_away into the distance,” further emphééivzi_ng the importance of the face to the label
‘pretty.’
Participants only described four women as ‘hot,” and of these there'was no L

collusion between grdups in assigning the label. One group said a woman was ‘hot’
] ; . ) ! :

simply because of that she was wearing — “her own personal style” was ‘hot’ to them.

~/

Another group described a “ﬁerck_e, aggressive aﬁfactiveness” as ‘hot.” A third group

named two women as ‘hot.” The first, who was “trying to be hot” (but presumably not

succeeding) was ‘;_supér skinny,” “might be smiling” and “not really attractive.” The

- ) . \ -. . /. Y " 5 ¥ . >
second was also “trying too hard,” “smirking,” and was not very attractive to the
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paﬁiéipanté. A fhcme was the lack of a real smile (either a “straight face” or “smifl{),
which appeared on ‘hot” women, but which participants didn’f 'aéfually ﬁnd attracﬁve.
Pari;fcipants éalled the most womén ‘sexy,"and agreed the rfmst on this cat'égory
between grOUps.' In the wémcn that participants described as ‘sexy,’‘there were two
- general themes. Some groups; when .théy' described a ‘sexy’ woman, did s0 with tﬁé
implication of sekuality, seﬁsuality, and“sevx appeal. Otbhers had a matﬁrq elegance
implicit in theif definition-of ‘séxy.’ This second type overIapped a lot-with descriptors
‘beagtiﬁil,f while 'githér terms like hot’:and ‘pretty’ overlapped very little with ‘sexy.’
| Somé ‘sexy’ women were associated with sexuality because of their-f‘positic;ning |
'and‘clothc;s,"’ fhc way that they “show ékin;’ or specifically “a méfe Vint’i‘m.ate part of‘h.cr
skin” (in this case the lower back), their “pose” and “attitude” or “the look shfe’_S' giving .

and the way her lips are pursed.” Many of these were described either by the same group

EE 1 L 1Y

scandalous,” “sloppy, giving

 that called them: ‘sexy’ or by a diff_e£eht group as “sleazy,
[themsélves]i awéy.?’ They are seen as somewhat “artificial” (as compared to the preférréd
-'riat.ufal beauty of some), and sbmc are “intimidating” or “threatening” m their-display of |
hypersexuality. -
, The othér type of ‘sexy’ womén'wés described as “eleg?dnt,”.;‘beéutit-“ul,’.’

LY

refined,” “professional,” “powerful,” “proud,” “determined,” and “confident.” =~ ..

“mature,
Her pose is “inviting,” she may be “slightly intimidating.”” An overwhelming number-of
the women who were described as ‘sexy’ in this way also had a “gaze” that participants

noticed. This could either be into the camera or off into the distance, _and it could be

“serious” or “smiling with her eyes,” but either way, these were the pictures that = . "
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| partlcxpants noticed the gaze. ThlS type of ‘sexiness’ comc1dod more w1th the
part1c1pants attraction to the model whereas the other type of sexy oftcn turned them off.
3 _v_‘S:e:xy_ women overall'were described as having “perfect skin,” “blg_llps,"
‘sperfect legs,” an ?chourglass s'hape,’f “full iashes.” “Straight hair” was generally' a
Charocteristic mentioned, but “lots .of hair’ was also defined as sexy at other points. Body :
types varied, from “super skirirry”- or »“thin,’; to “curvy” and “volirptuous.”
| Six of the models were deterrrrined.to be ‘beautiful,’ with‘i.nter-group aéreement
on two of these cases. The ‘Beautiful" designation coincided the most with ‘sexy’ and
| ‘pretty.’ The women that panicipaots called ‘beautiful’ were the‘ones‘ ‘that" they thought‘
most highly of. ”r“hey generally corrform'ed to a “natural beaoty” which people had
previously voiced appreciation for. T he category of ‘beautiful’ that participants’
responses form isopen to a varrety of physxcal types mcludmg ‘tall ahd skinhy’; and
curvy,” “strarght slicked back” harr as well as “lots of hair.” Overall naturalness was
. pr1v1leged_, as‘well as conﬁdenee and the mature air associated ‘with the latter, more.
‘beautiful’ type of ‘sexiness.’ Truly ‘beautiful’ wome’n‘ don’t have to try; they don’t have -
to wee'ir‘ma'ke‘up or make their bodies cor_lform;,th'eyare natural, conﬁ'der_rt', and
comfortable: As Wehdy séys, “she’sjus;t_'ehiil_l"in.’,' like, ‘I do this every day.””
I l_cém'cd during this part of the diseussion that there are in fact'rnény othcr words _
.‘that my partiCipants use to descriiﬁe i)ea\rty'+ éod-th‘ese are often more descrrptive opf |
."attractiyeness:'thaﬁ those that I or they suggestod as beauty terms. These include words:
3 like'“‘gorgeous;” “stunning” and f‘str_rking.” These three were the ones that stood out as

= ~b_ei_'r1_g consistent in their use, while others were used once or not clearly defined.
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. .“Gorgeous'” was defined b:y:James» as _“classyj not n’ecessarily physical beauty or :
sex apbeal,” as well as “intimidétin_g‘ iii their beauty.” Linda added to that tiiat “gorgeous”

" 5o : :
is “sexy and-then some.” The way t}i_ai thé's"eéond group talked aboiit-these women as-
“gorgeous” -was apparent that this was the Liltimate compliment. Théy defined four
women as “gorgeous,” all of whom cariied'thg same qualities that have beeii described as
‘beautiful’ and/or ‘sexy.’ | -

“Siuming” and “striking” were used by different groups ofi)eople 'io refer to a

~ similar look. _Dawil called a photogiaph “stunning” because of the rare comb_inati()n of

" features — spec_ifiéally green eyesl(usualliy' ;is'so‘c-iated with whiteness) with olive skin and -

e _dziik hair and mékeup (all usually associated Wi_t'h' non-whiteness). In preiiminary
diséilss'ions' with friends and famiily, péople uS'e_d the word “striking” to refer similarly to
'_a' look that is beaniful but that one 'doesn’t see every day. My teenaéé friends expres_sed

: frusiratio'nl with all the models hayiiig ihe'sia;rhe look, but four_id relie.f from thi§ in -
“striking” faces that were diffe‘ii:nt because of one or two fe;tures. that did'not conform to.

the Eurocentric norm.

In asking participants about populai‘ notions of racial difference, I learned which

physical features, as well as clo'thin:g styles and props, are a'ssociated with each racialized

f

: I : : '
group, and how individual bodies are racialized under the gaze of others on a daily basis.

In addition to confirming previous asvsumptic.iris about public perceptions of race, they

-

also give us an insight into how society views and identifies mixed race or multiracial -
SN - % i

. bodiés. The answers to these questions about race can be further combined with the
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‘sexuality..

Participants most readily identified “white” models by the markers of blond hair,
blue or green eyes, and a light skin tone, described as “pale” or “white.” When prompted,

they listed more features as tellingly white, such as facial and bone structures and body

* types. Features are small. Bodies are thin and tall. Chin and face structure are undefined.

Cheeks are round. There are no high or deﬁned cheekbones. Noses are “point_y,”

“narrow”” or “prominent”. Lips are thin. Nec_ks are long and lithe. Butts are small and hips

narrow. Hair could be wavy or straigitt, and a certain color brown, especially one with

Y,

‘some blond in it or that “looks like 1t would get blnnd in the sun.” Most groups also

named freckles as a white feature.

“Black” models were also defined by skin tone — but the particular color

N

. participants rarely described, prefex_'ring to just say “skin tone.” Kendra, who identifies as

African American, recognized how media assbpiations of “dark skin” with Africans had
influenced her own perception of bodies. Hair texture associated with black women

varied, mcludmg very curly, “frlzzy or nappy” hair that is thick or “dense” as well as

sleek, shiny halr that is sllcked backl Afrlcan American partlmpants pomted out that

1
hair that was not as tightly curled, and especially in an “untamed” style,'implied that a

person was not fully black. Black and Latma partlcxpants took- notlce of the difference
between naturally stralght hair (a whlte feature) and straightened hair (associated with

black bodies). Hair color was always dark though. Blackness is also associated with full

7
{ o

{
' Only the Asian American and Lumpcan American participants mentioned shiny, slicked-
back hair as a fmluu. associated with African Americans.

~ Younge -90

" categories of ‘beauty terms’ to discern racialization of ‘types’ of beauty, femininity and

S
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lips, bigger»eyes, a wide nose, and high .cheekbohes. There are also broad shouldersanda -
curvy body. | - ‘

Participants described “.Asian” features with a general cohviction, focﬁsing
mainly on the Stereoty,pical “almond eye;’ shépé and epicanthic folci. Mike also
mentioned thét the distinctive Asian _characteristicé ‘were eyes-and,hair — although hair-
hever came up in discussion és a _distinguiéhing feature. As far as most pért‘icipémts wéfc
cohcerned, there was one clearly Asian woman in the slide sh.ovs}_. Asian'Arﬁerican
participants found Asian features in many more of the models however, and a few ﬁeop]e '
applied Asi;clﬁness to one other médel bécau_ée of her eye shape. Accor_ding to my |
participants, Asians are petité, and-have small faces and features. They generally have
pale skin, altilough a mixed-Asian person might not. There isa “small,” “flat” hose,
' e_ither»a “thinner face” or a “round face,” “think lips,” and a “smaller moutﬁ.” dhe ’
participant dscribed “porcelain skin” and a delicacy to the models’ apbeafance. Eyes are
“almond shaped” and less déep in their sockets, eyebrows are thin. My Asian Ameri»can

»!1 which-involves lots of

.' participants told me about the “médem look of ‘Asian people,
makeu'p and crazy hair colors. The partiéipan.té said that this was ‘pértially' tryingA to
conform to Eurbcentric beauty standards, .but also was simply an effort to be unique or
“exotic-looking.” |

Native American, as a type or category, did not exist or register. Aside from the

one Native participant, no one mentioned features associated with Nativeness or

perceived Native American heritage in any of the models. He did provide some features

" Some Asian Americans also do this
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aésociated with Native bodies, suc.:h‘as Eigh or defined cheekbones and a strong
' .chin/jawline. Hc also deﬁned‘somé traits as belonging to specific nations. Navaho bcople,
: 'fo.r example, have full cheeks, both “upper and lower,” while Inuit peéplé have the samé
" epicanthic foldb'as is associated with Asians. |
The categories that hold'Latinél', Middlé Eastern and bi- /multiracial bodiés are

‘more ambiguous. They often o/ye_rlapped in people’s perceptforis, e;nd which one a group

chose varied based on their personai contexts'?. These categories were usually
, charécter{zéd by pHysical contradictitms . a fcothi_nation of diffe.rently racialized feature_; :

¢ o

that cause ambiguity. This may be seen in a “very big eyes and very sméll nose,” dr in
“light skin” and “te~xtu'red haii'.”'Ski;i color is described as “tan” or “darker” than otfler '.
wﬁite people, or as “light” and “fair” but not like a white person. Placement in one of
these categories was often based rhqre-on distinguishing the body -froha either whiienesé
or black"neés; Often participants listed réasons why the modelj could not be >white (or fully
white) — such as defined jaw and cheekbones, curvy bodies, full lips, big eyes, or kinky
hair. This emphasis on hon-White_nesS was framed by the injtiél assumptiqn (probably ‘
because of skin tone) that the'rhodel was'w\hite.' Likewisé; w’ith médels that are ve‘ry
clearly not 'vvhi-tc because of their skin ton‘e,-partici.pants felt compelledl to prove their
non"-blackness, and thereby proxl'e:thc.:ir‘mixedness or Latinidad. The discours.'e around

th@vse categorieé therefore largely focused around a white/Other.binéry. “Stronger” facial

features, a “big butt” and “thick” and “high arching” eyebrows, then, along with other

r

2 Asian American respondents only mentioned “Hispanic” as a possibility once, while Latinas
brought it up frequently.
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features already listed, _comé to r;apresent ali non-whiteness, rgther than aﬁy one ethnic
: heritagé.
SpeciﬁcAto'bo_dies perceived_ as “Latina” “Hispanic” and “Mexican,” participants '
| listed a “curyy” figure, “sunkissed” skin tone, “full 1ips,"’ brown or“‘sunbleached;’ hair, i
and some combination of the “poi(ity” white nose and the “wide” black/Asian no'sle._ |
Those read as “Middle Eastern” were also characterized by' ambiguity and mahy of the
same-features as Latinas. One thing that stood out was the shapé of thé nose, \;/hich is “a
little bigger on tije bottom part.” There was afso the high, defined cheekbones, the “light”
: : -
skin- tone, dark eyes and siraight? black or brown hair (although this could be curly as
well). | |
Bi- or multiracial blaék people were differentiated from ‘monoracial’ black
people by tvhe'ir hair 'texturé, skin toﬁé, and European face struéture. Mixed people -werlé
said to have “looser” curls or hair that is more ‘;wavy” and less “curly” or “nappy.” Yet-at
the same lirine it is thick, dark and curly. This disti‘nction was also often made based on
personal 'éoritexi. In preliminary conversations with friends and family, I found th;it two
friends who both identified as biracial (black/white) disagreed on‘thc féce of one m_odel'—
Woman 0b claixhing she was “j_ust_black” and Woman Oc saying she was “mixed” s ®
~ because fhe model’s skin tone was sim;lau.r to Woman Ob’s fathér,‘iyﬁo’ was “just black,”
but also to Woman 0Oc’s own skin fone, who was “mixed.”
Pértiéipants also called some women “mixed” withouf implying thét they were
‘black. Some paﬁicipants talked similarly about seeing both Asian and European features .

; L
-in a woman’s picture, and therefore thinking she is mixed. One participant told me that a

o
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mo.delA must be mixed becau'se he s‘aw\“é littie bit of everything in her” meanin/g that he
could locate hefitage from all over the globe in her face.

On the topic of skin tone, barticipa’nts made some inte’rés_ting distiﬁctiohs. They :
- differentiated between “light-skinned in-a mixed way” and “in a black Qvéy”_ or “olive”
skin and “A%rican American bléck:skin.” Given the history of race mixihg and présen(_:e
of Euroéeén herifage in most 'Biacl'c Ame_riéan liﬁeages, this distihctién is probabiy‘ not
quantifiable. However, it is important to note that skin tone lies in people’s racial_ |
paradigms_ és a concrete, percéptiblé diffe;ence between a ‘mixed’ black American and a
‘monoracial’ black American. T‘flie last distinction that people make in skin tone is tﬁat
E betWéen a fake tanand a regl tan, or a natural skin tone. Multiple groups debated the
réality'of the coloré' in the pictures they saw; trying to decide what color the womanfs
skin was in aﬁd out of shadows, whether the picture had been lighte_ned or darkénqd, and
- w.hethe'rA t_he “sunkisséd” color was a “can tan”-dr “real.” James pointed out that
magazines and-advertisers geﬁe‘:rallyl ﬁy to lighten darker-skinned people and'dérkén
“pale” skinned people. They are looki.hg for a Happy medium in téms of skin toﬁe. |

This awareness of the alteration of bodily features in the pictures extended to
other areas as Well, 'speciﬁcalfy thét of hair.v AII of the groups at some ppint réised thé |
point fhat a model’s hair was p;fobably not real — whether they were Qayihg it was a
“pief:e” or that her curls were formed by an ifqn'rather than nature. A few times thé .
texture of a- models’ hair seemed ﬁot t§ matcﬁ the rest of their racial désignation._’l‘his
- iricongruity was usually justiﬁed by saying thai the hair was probably fake or cor:1§truc£ed.

As with one picture which participants believed to be white because of her pale skin and
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blue eyes, but who had “very b'ig_lips,” Aone— participant stated, “you ean tell that she’shad
work \done'on her lips,” assuring us that big lips could only be_long to white women if |
they are purehased . .

Partrcrpants also drstmgurshed heavily between countnes, .regrons and parts of the
diaspora when naming race. They ms_rsted on the difference between whr_te énd
“European” as we_ll as between Southern»_E.uropean“such as “Spanish” and “[talian” and
- Eastern European, They differentiated ‘be_tween a particular model being black Ameriean;
-“African,” or “Afro-Hispanic,’; asserting differences in these physical appearances. Joe
talked about different Native American nattlons.(While others presn_mably did not have the
: knowledge to speak to that). And'the Asian American participants noted the differences |
between body ty.pes a'cross the eontinent-of Asia. |

Partrcrpants rioticed that the clothes, props and setting of the. photograph oﬁen
influenced their readmgs of the women Lmda ‘was adamant that a certain model posed in
an open whrte button down shirt i m a tropical setting looked Italran in the picture, but that
w1thout these clothes the model would probably look Arabrc or Jewish. Woman Ob was
hesitant, but suggested that a pale blue color worn by two of the models identified as
white,.was“a white color” — or a color the}t white women wear. erewrse, the other scene
shot at the seasidé probably 'inﬂuenced partlcipants’ judgmentlon the woman’s race
becéusc. of the sett"ing. However, it is hard'to tell what other costumes, props and scenes
influenced parti\cipents’ perceptlons,-_ and in what way,s.

| Often when I asked participants_ what went'into their perception of the models"

. race, they replied along the lines of “it’sljusta feeling” or “she looks like someone 1
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k;adw Who,is Cuban.” I saw this in n;y preliminary discussions Witﬂ friends and fémily
who.identiﬁéd a woman as blac-k.l or biracial based on their own fqmilies. fhese answers
’ did not hc;lp me figure out the e~>_(act rules by which bodies are raciaiized, but they are true
to many people"s éxperiences, and they are a; part of the process of r'a.cialization of
individuals. |
A ) ' \\

Scholars such as Loig Banner and_Martha Banta imply that fe'fn'i.nin_e ‘types’
conespoqd with racial ‘types,’ matching a chaste, moral beauty with whiteness, anda =
‘ bas¢ hypersexuality with blackness.'in my f(~)cus. groups, the most noticeable c'orrelatio'h'
between models’ races aniitheir portrayéd characters came up in the second set of
.pi-ctures,‘which all depicted a woman’s _cnti_re body, in a reclined (sitting or.laying)
position. Despite being compgsitionally similar, the di-fferences.betweén these photos
were striking. Thé first of the women was identified by all'groups as black (and by some
~ as African rather than black A_merican.);l the second éveryone saw as white; _éh_d the third
was émbiguous — either mixedl, Latina or Middle Eastern; Participanté agreea that all of .
these women were in sexual -posit.i_qns, but each was portrayed in a véi'y different way.
~ James pointed'out that

“For me these three ir.nages_ all éay something about conceptioﬁs of face and
bea;ny because the white git;l is just this skinny little thing who’s just glmos; |
like built like a little bby. Like there’s just nothin’ to her. And. the real dérk giri :

is toned and fit and powerful. And the mixed race"girl is just curvy.” |
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‘And sure énoﬁgh, other participa'nfs i.n his group and in thé other three all descfibed the
white wom'a'r; as a “damsel in dis_iress,” “helpless,” and “vulnerable,” while the_.black ~
woman wés “p;)wefful,” “conﬁdcnt,” “détermined,” and “classy.’.’fCharaéferi_iétions .Of .
the third'woman. varied, as some didn’t épéreciate her sexualized positiZ)n gnd ekpoged |
body, but others found héf confident and “beautiful.”” My high school'-'agé. friends were :
also quick to noticé this dichotomy between a type of “frail beauty’ usually exémpliﬁéd

in white-looking models and a “strong beauty” found more in blaék;lOOking models.

_Anothe} interesting ju_xtaposition that one group made was between two women

“who pose together in a black and white picture. The two women are conventionally

N ' K

' 'attracti've in a lot of the same »\i'ayé, and look very similar, despite bei'r'lg r’aciél_ized

~

 differently?. This group said that the “black” and/or “mixed” woman, who had a

“pronounced nose” and “high cheekbones,” was-““sexy,” while the “white” woman, who

had a “pointy nose” and “round che'eké” Was.a “girl next door” type of figure. While no

‘ other/g’foups‘bosed the women in this way, it is still an interesting juxtaposition of

"character.

Outside of these sharp distinctions, the racialization of beauty types or the typing
of racialized bodies varied. Women who were seen as ambiguous — ranging from mixed

(of all kinds) 'to"Medit_erraneain to Middle Eastern to Latina — werl'e_Aty;-)ed either as “sexy”

— having sex appeal — or as “gorgeous,”_ﬁbeautiful,” and confident. Those women

identified as black and mixed"* we_:rhe more frcque’nﬂy labeled as having-a “powerful,” -

B Every group agreed that one woman was white and the other was cither black or mixed. ;
“"When participants guessed.a woman was black, it was consistently also suggested that she
might be mixed or biracial. ‘
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“confident” beauty. Black/mixed-looking women were also described as “pretty,” “cute,”
and occasionally “sexy.” Characterizations of the models who participants identified as
white varied the most. Some of them were called “sexy” — in the sense of having sex

R 1Y

appeal. Participants called these models’ characters “sleazy,” “fierce,” “aggressive,” and
“threatening.” Some labeled the white-looking women “hot” or “pretty” in generic ways,
and others said they were simply “unattractive.” One model was described by various
groups as “cute” and “typical,” like a “Barbie” or an “American Girl doll.” Another
white-looking model was labeled as “beautiful,” “natural,” “simple” and “gorgeous,” and
a model who may have been European or “Asian mixed” was equally “natural,” “classy”
and “elegant.” In general there were not enough visibly Asian or Native American
women in the photographs for participants to assign a type to bodies racialized in those

ways. Within categories of type such as ‘pretty,” ‘sexy’ and ‘beautiful,” there was not

enough correlation with racial categories to draw any conclusions.
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5: Debun king the Myth "

Conclusions from Focus Groups

The conv%rsat_ions from the focus groups provide numerous views on how
mixedness i§ deﬁped and mixed race bodies identified in the popular itx;agi;aation.
- Participants spoke largely of mixed_ﬁlack land white«heritage or physicai features
associated with this combination. Each individual'also used their personal/social context
to situate mix’e‘dlident_ity, with Asian Aniericans talking about black/Asian or white/Asian
mixtures, Natifze American respondent thinki.ng primarily of black/white or Native/other,
and Latin@ participants bringing up Latin@/white and Latin@/Asian.

, 'Physically, perceived mixed race bodies are identified by their ambiguity and the

juxtaposition of racialized features. Their bodies are often fragmented into parts, which ..

are then connecfe_d to race. A woman is made up of her pointy ‘whil't,e'"nbs"e,'big ‘latina”
- curves, high ‘Native’ cheekbones, almond ‘Asian’ eyés, and curly ‘black’ hai.r. These
composite parts amalgamate to form an idealized combinétion. -There. is ‘.‘a little bif.of .
A everything in her,” and in theory, or according to-the mixed beéuty myth, it is the rﬁost. .
| desirable part of each race. :A
-When describing p'ercéiVeci mixed Women’s looks, the pérticipants‘tended towards
a'white/other binary or a blaék/bthe; binary. Certain‘participant's-perccived the bléck

women in the images as mixed because of their European features, but at times they

brdu'ght up the possibility of black/Latina, black/Asian or black/Native heritage resulting

in the same features. The main distinguishing characteristics of visibly mixed bodies

/7
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were “light” or “tanned” skin tone, and dark, curly- hair — specifically looser curls than

those associated with ‘fully’ black peoplé. There was also the juxtaposition of light eyes

with an otherwise non-white appearance or big eyes and a small nose. Participants overall

privileged a black/white or white/other version of mixedness, but were not exclusive with’

this definition. The main thing they used to identify a mixed race body was the “mix of

o

~ features” — be it white features and Asian features or black féatures and Latina features. -

The responses of the focus groups alsb'prOVide insights into how we define -

beaufy and howAd(_)es the mixed race bodAy fit into these paradigms. Baséd on pariicipants’

-responses to the pictures shown, the mainstream commercial culture currently embraces.

~ “an ideal woman that is tall and skinn);, with long, thick hair. She has smooth, ﬂvawlessl
skihlax-ad a syfnmetric'al face, high, defined chegkboﬁes, small straight, narrow nose, big
'e_yes, full lips, long eyelashes; and long, shaped, thick,éyebrows; She positions herself in
‘a way to attract or arouse men, is geﬁerally scantily clad, and has a gaze, be it seductive
or wistful. The ideal woman.can have.av éange of pérsonaliti'es - whc;therishe'is friendly '
and playfu]," or serious, elegant apd detemined,'or vulnerable aild‘ weak. Each of these
;clécéptably. attractive personalities correspon;i_ fo a different ‘type’ of beauty, fem'inin.ity
. . 16
. or séxuality.
These dominant ideas of what is beéﬁtiful are in some ways surprising and in
sorﬁe ways not. The majority of previous .scholarship on race and beauty holds tﬁat
' ‘béaﬁty’ .is _an. exclusive category opég oﬁly to white woﬁlen or to t.hos'e. women of color

that approximate a European aesthetic and have European features. However, findings

from these focus'groups suggest that our current beauty ideals embrace many features

!
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that are associated with non-whitenes‘s‘ irt addition to the traditional white-associated
features As we lcarn from the d1scuss1on of racial perceptlon arld rac1al markers, the
“big,” thick hair that is to often hlghllghted in beauty magazmes correlates with black or
- Latma identity. ngh defined cheekbones are assocrated with non- whlteness in general
and espemally with Native American ancestry The big eyes, full lrps and long, thick
eyebrows empha51zed in makeup ads and.fac1al close-ups have always been linked to°
black, Latlna and Middle Eastern bodies. Furthermore, the inclusion of a “thick” or
“curvy” body in the mainstream location of a beauty magazine suggests that the
" conventional stanclards are-openiné to include black and Latina bodies that do not
'eonform to the “tall and skinny"f body,norm.: B | “
Ho'wever, when they are included, “black,” “Latina” or “Asian” features. are
always combined with tr\ziditiohal “whlte”. 'features like tall, s‘kinny' bodies, straight hair,
and small, straight noses. In preliminary discussions to the research, three young F
) 'acquairltances 'suggested that a worban could be really beautiful~'and “stunniug” if her
features deviated from the norm in some wa_y.‘But-, they agreed, any given model could :
only have a maximum of t\yo ‘deviarlt’_ (or' n'orl-standard) feature.s; Any mor.ethan tbis
would be considered un-beautiful. This paradigm ks Seiise mthe cortteXtthat people
of color must conform to Euro/Americau looks, as one of the‘ir devlant features is their
skin tone. J’I'hc:y are allowed obe more — perhaps curly hair or a thick body - but if they
don’t otherw15e fit the standard, they will be excluded from beauty. ThlS paradrgm of

A “stunnmg” beauty also pr1v1leges vrslbly mrxed race bodies, as these are most hkely to
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135 or will not

' combine the right features, where tyﬁical white:bodies- may bé too “plain
staﬁd out from all the same-looking faces: It is_iinportant té note though, that the mixed
_raée 'bo'_diesl that are 'c_elebréted he're-are most likely those that abproximate whiteness or

-A _havea fnajofity of ‘white’ featﬁres. M'ixed-r.a'ce bodies that combiﬁe black and Asian

features will not b'e: “stunningly” beautiful'becguse théy will héve too méhy-non- |
nofrhaiive feétures. |

In the. discﬁssiion'of participants’ personal beauty standards, there was a general
. rejection of the “uhréalistically skinny” ideal.;Other features like big lips, big eyés and
high 'chee‘kb'ones Were attrac;ive, théy seiid-;_ and nearly all agreed that a natural look was
l'b.etter»,tth_at'som‘e flaws were lacking in the‘rlnodels’ appearance, .and'that mbre >variety‘ in

' :the 'i-deal v‘v'ould-,be better. Many rgqundep_fs declined to objectify the wémen Based on -

one picture, or preferred to base fheir judgment Ao‘n discernable charac;ter traits or the
‘f)erceiQed personality éf the wOman.» In thié same vein, Mike hypétﬁcsi’zed that people
will be attracted to whatever is “different,” unfamiliar, or “exotic.""'-J_u_st 'like the -
participants prefer variety in the aesthetics, hé claims that people want “something y.gu .
don’t _seé every day,” and that this, in being different, will be a'ttrlaétiv'e. This is holds tru;
in the faclt that El;ropean American parjicip_apts véiced tbe stréﬁgé‘st éppréc_iatidn for non-
white features like big lips, big eyes, high -cheek'bo.nes,' big hair, and those bodies that -

they perceived as non-white in general.-The preférence for “some flaws” also fits into the

~

v

" “stunning” beauty paradigm, if we may interpret “flaws” to mean deviant or non-

conforming features. o o

¢ /

' “Plain” was used to describe one model who was also identified as white.
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i‘he des_iré for natural bea;ity ihdi;ectly supports the assumptioﬁ that mixed race
llalbdies will be more attractive than others.-More bodies that were bgrceived as mixed or
ambigubﬁs Weré labeled as.beautifu.l or talked about as ‘havingﬁhat natu;al beauty than of
any other racial category. I éxplain this thrbugh the desire for uhcorﬁmbn ju_xtapositionvs-
of (racialized) features. While'a- ‘ménoracial’ per’s.on could manipulate t'heir‘ appeéranc’e
by ﬁsing thick, cﬁrly hair extensio'r'ls,blue or.'g‘r:een color contacts, or mékeup tricks that | |
give the eyes an almond éhape and highlight' the cheekbones, these rare combinati.ons are
(supposedly) found naturally in visibly mixéd race bodies. When pe'ople.preferja natural - A
look that doesn’t use makeup or enhancements to achieve be_:auty,.but-also find these
“rare” combinations of feature; attréc_tive; visibly mixed bodies become more beaﬁtiflﬁ :
than the rest, because théy gxr_e supposed to be the only ones that can achieve bofh of these
things. This parédigm of course leaves out~tﬁé fact that the majofity of African 'Americary,-
Latina, aﬂd Nétive'pe'ople do have raciaify mixed heritage but are not identified By ‘
éociety, or by the mixed beauty rﬁyth, as‘Multiracial.

' Multipl\e times participants mentioned a desire for a “happy médium” or a body

‘that is right in the mlddle in terms of size, skm tone, or'what have you. This plays right
into the perceptions of mlxed race bodles whlch have been described as havmg a
medlum skin tone and a “mix of features.”

Part1c1pants consistently emphaSIZed the 1mportance of a woman’s pe.rsonahty or
character in her attractiveness. This was the area that varied the most in terms\qf persona.l

preference and inclusion in the mainstream standard. We learn frofn this that many

personality types can be considered attractive. However, based on participants’ grouping

;N
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. of photographs according to type (cute pretty, hot, sexy, beautlful) each of these |
performs a dlfferent type of femlmmty These types are oﬁcn subconscnously linked to
- race, class’and sexuality. . 5 ,:» .

The set of three photos that linked “strong beauty” with blackness, “frail beauty”
with whiteness, and a “conlldent, s'exy.’"'beauty with the ambiguously raced body ’snpport
. the idea that bodies are assigned a ‘type"of heauty or femininity based on how they are- |
I.racialized. But beyond these three pho—tos.wecan_not draw‘ rnuch of a conclusion. l3ec'ause

the Clear-cnt d.ivl.sion applies 'only to this one set of pictures, we cannot make any broad
" assumptions about representations and p’cr,ceptlons of racialized types. However, these

photos and the descriptions given by focus group participants do hint that the old forms

of raciallZed types described by scholars such' as Patricia Hill Collins and ‘Maxine Leeds

-~

Craig still exist, although they may-no longer be as prevalent.

There were also many class-based undertones to participants’ responses and

“analyses of beahty Woimen who were given the most admiring labels, “beautiful,” “sexy”
or “gorgeous were described as “classy,” “elegant ” and “reﬁned » On the other end of

the spectrum, when pamcrpants drd not approve of a model’s “look’ or thought the

% &6

character portrayed was overly sexual, they called her “sleazy, sloppy, or “trashy.”

These women were seen as “giving yourself away,” and Mariela emphasized that
g E d s " . . 3 |

“confidence is attractive,” but “confidence in sexual prowess is not.” This dichotomy'
between ‘hrgh class and ‘hypersexual’ reﬂects the assrgnment of sexuallty and-
femmmrty based on socio-economic status as descrlbed by Lois Banner and actually -

'seems more prevalent than the typing of race.
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Oof coufse the conclusioﬁé that can'bé made from these ffaw focus groups. a;'é :
.limited. I was not able to show any othe‘r forms of media besides-ﬁ%e magazihe features
and'advértisements, so there is no analysis of how bodies in motion are rgad differenﬁy
from pi;:tufes or h'ow. bodies ére'.‘portray.ed in different contexts. It is possible that these
same conclusions would not ije reached if the material had been chosen from differént‘
.magazines, or different media ehtifely.

If in fact, bodies are assigned different types of beauty based on their perceived
race and features, the idea that mixed peopie are more attractive is supported in multiple

RN

“ways. F irst,v.pérticipants expfessed:é strong preference for the .“g(;rgg:oﬁs, confident”
beéuity of the visibly mixed ra;:e m;)d;elé. This was the type of femininity that they
"respected the most and which they were most attracted to. Second, apart ‘from this view
of multiraciélity as a separate racialized category, my concept of amalgamative beauty, or
“the best of both‘worlds” appl.ies not onl‘y toa combinationpf feature’s, _buf also to a
combination of the personality tyiaéé ref)resented by those features. Visions of the mixed

race body incéfporate both the exotic sensuality associated with big hair and a curvy

- figure, and the refined morality associated with light skin and small facial-féattifes.
: - \ . » .

Mixed Race Beauty Myth |

In summary, there are many potential factor_s to which we can attribute the.
p‘crqeived beauty of mixed réce women. The old idea of physical ‘types,” as documented
by scholars such as Lois Banner, Martha Banta, and Patrici'a"‘Hill Collins, come into play

when discussing the many ways that a woman can be considered attractive. The current
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between an attractive woman being labeled as “beautiful” or “sexy,
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“commen'sense"’.'understanding ef race e.md. phenotype tells us whrch features belong to
WhiCh race. A similar and parallel tmderst_ending of beauty and looks tells us whtch A |
features correlate with which 'personality:types, femininities and sexualities. The
combination of these paradigms gives each 'body a racialiied and .‘classed'social position,
aloAngA with moral and sexual qualities eccording to its physic'al features. The ciifference
» “cute” or “hot” lies
in the viewer’s perception of her physicél/.moral- ‘type.’

As [ observed in focus groups and ‘in personal correspontience with friends,

mixed-race women’s bodies are‘often fragmented into racialized body parts. People talk

.- about attractive mixed women in parts — both, as feminist scholars have suggested, in

terms of body, parts (women are broken down into their legs, bust, hips), and in terms of

heritage. Describing a multiracial woman comes down to listing her ancestry. The

' features most readily associated with each “part’ are then ascribed to the woman’s body.

One of the most commonly eited reasons for mixed people being “the most
beautrful” is the idea that mixed-race bodies combine “the best of both worlds.” I term
this amalgamatzve beauty, after 19" ¢ century theorles of physical anthropologrsts that '

predtcted the tragedies of amalgamat_ron — arms too long for the body or a scalp too loose |

for its skull. Now we see these theories do not h_eld, but we have taken up a vision of a-

more perfect union of features. .
In racialized systems of beauty and gender, mixed race women represent a
meeting (or a mixing) of two polar ideals. In terms of both physical and moral typeé, the

apparent ‘amalgamation’ of features is what makes the “mixed race” woman attractive:
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- her body incorporates the best features and characteristics of both races — e.g. the exotic
sénsuality'associated with dark (or tarinéd) skin and a but butt, and the refined morality
_as_sociated with Iight skin, long hair, and 'smal_l'faci.al- featurés._

~

Sometjmes\this amalgarhatiori is seen as a smooth blending; a.s a‘medium' skin.
tone or 1oo>sely curled hair, but other timés théré-ié a 'sharpjuxta.positionAof feati:;rg's '
within one face or Bqdy. I call this bn_dlgamative irony. Maﬁy 'peog‘Jle have CIaimed great |
appeal in the combination of two c'ér;trasti;mg and rareiy combiped featufes A Quch as
light-cdlored eyeS and da;k slfin or h'air_.' E_véxi ir;n the case of mbnoracially white people,
.‘blu"e eyes with Black hair is considered striking and beautiful. People of mixed raciél
background have greater genetic poi.efiltial to take this a step further. These kinds qf
'x.musual combinations are perceived as beautiful precisely because they are so abnormal.
The contrast is 'unexp.ected, ‘fs‘trikihg',”. differcnt'from all the “same” faces we see
routinely, and t.her.efore beautiful. This is also known as the “You 106k_§o interesting”

-

comment.

" The simplest way that Awe can ekplain the attraction to>mi*ed raée women errh al!.
. : : - o
sides of the color line is the éxo‘tiﬁéatioh of these women by each of the rafziélized groups
“to which they belong. For example, -a 'Qomdr} who has bot_h ‘Asian and European heritage
/ % s
is different and exotic to.‘both'Asjan-/Americans and Euro/Americans. But also to both
groupﬁ, shél is not too different — if hér. bddy :we;ﬁe.completely ﬁnfamiljar it w_oﬁld no
_ldhger pe attractive. It is a combination of the familiar and the exotic that.me-lkes the

‘multiracial woman so beautiful. As King-O’Riain (2006) notes in the context of Japanese

" American béauty pageants, “mixed people are seen as more beautiful since they are more -



-‘exotic’ than either monoracial whites or monoracial Japanese Americans” (167).

Molina-Guzman (2010) also avers that “Latina, Asian, and multiracial women often

N

perform a safe yet exotic sexualized femininity because of their racial and ethnic

. i 3 f
ambiguity” (7). These views were supported by focus group findings. A few participants

I said that they fhought pieople’fouhd mixed péople more attractive because of their

“unique” looks. As Mike astutely noted in the focus group, “people want exotic things

that you don’t see every day.” To the extent that people desire to “eat-the other,” they are .

also looking for something safe — a body from which burdensome histories and identities

L~

can be _deté.cfled at the end of the day—.

Not only are mixed race people f‘eXo\t’ic,” but they are also useful in advertising,

film and other areas of commercial culture. Because “you can see the whole world in her

face,” (Beech 2001) the visibly mixed-race woman can be a figure that represents the

rr'lult'ituvdes, as Kimberley McClain DaCosta describes Tiger Woods’ med_ia' persona

(DaCosta 2006). In addition to being “unique,” the mixed race face is also one “that

‘ _everyone can idéntify with and accept” (Beech 2001).

Body work

Other scholars have suggested that m:ixed people pay greater attention to their

 looks and therefore spend more ‘time and effort on “body work” such as beautification

processes. This heightened self-consciousness is caused by the constant focus by others

on the mixed race body. Because of the ambiguity of (readably) mixed people’s bodies,

others tend to examine our features much more than what is normal for interpersonal

: o ' TR L Younge1'08
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iritéraction. Many mixed race women internalize this focus on their bodies and respona

by ppttihg in morebody work.” |
Rebeécca Chiyoko King, in the introduction to her book Pure_Be&utjs Judgi;qg
Rabe in Japanese American Bequéz Pagednts, suggests that her owh_identity és mixed
race and her ambiéﬁous pheno&pe hdve causgd_ her to focus m-or-e on hér physical
appearance — in terms of both its r.acAial aesthetic and its be’ailty. Mixed race studies
scholar Carla K Bradshaw also meption’s that racial ambiguity causes-a heightened
emphasis on physicality and corporeality. “This increased attention to physical
appearance is expressed in such labels as exotic, 'beautiful, or fascinating” (77).
g :

Fufthermo'rg, Joan Jacobs Bru}nberg (cited in Craig 2006) argued that increased
. mafketiﬁg fdyouﬁg women in the 20™ century heightened womén’s"self-’consci_’ousness

~ about their Bodies: Now, as more and more miXed race people are v:isi'ble. in Hollywood.
and advertising, mixed race women hﬁvé become more aware about their bodies as

_objects of attraction, as well as being disciplined (a la Foucault) to a certain aesthetic

\

norm. {

Simiia_rly, "Molinéquzman (2010) arguesA that Latinas phyéical and etﬁnoraciai’
ambiguity énd flexibility allow them to be defined by différent ‘types’ at different times, \
depending on the performance of body,wérk. i,beliéve the same applies to mixed-face '

' .women, -WHo'are si;'nilarl_y situated ambi'g'uouslybetwe»en the Binary of whiie
res;pet:tability and black ﬁyperSexualify. While I have do‘ne-no‘revsearch to back.this |
hy-potvhesis up, it is likely a faétor that contributes to the view that more mixed peéple are '

attractive.

L,
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“Hybrid Vigor” 5 - . e

. Since 19" Century efforts to create a racial typology, scientists have looked at

\ SR
mixed race people as a cross.between species. Then, mixed race bodies were ‘proved’ to

be degenerate, unfertile (as a mule), genetic mistakes. Now a new theory —taken from the

study of plant species—says that “hybrid” bodies are m'bre'ablc, more resilient, stronger,
smarter, and better in every way. “Hybrid vigor™ (or “heterosis” as it was initially named %

by Darwin in 1876) is the idea that “cross-bred offspring have greatér_gehetic fitness than

\ >

pure-bred offspring” (Lewis 2010). | %
* An article in Perception, a scholér,ly journal that treats issues of pérég‘eptibn =
mai'r_ll')./-flrom'a bsy'chblogical standpoint — claims that humans perceive “people of mixed
réce” té be more attractive because we are genetically programed to select the mates with :
greater,f‘genetid fitness.” Based on a Brit.ish'study of black, white and mi)-<ed-race faces,

the author seems to prove that mixed-race faces are perceived as more attractive, and

attributes this preference to hybrid vigor in mixed race bodies. Lewis says, “The results

appear to cbnﬁrrh thaf people th)se genetic 'b;cxckgrounds are'mbre &ivérse are; on
average, perg:e‘i_vedz- as more attractive than those whose backgrounds are less diverse.”
(Scieﬁcé Daily 2010)

Another art'icle.in Psychology 'T(;day states; “Eurasians may possess genetic

advantages that lead to greater health and, as a result, enhanced attra_ctivene.'s's'f’ (Adams .

. 2006). The aL’ltho'r" backs up these cla.imé with evidence from a sthdy, which showed both

Caucasian and Japanese volunteers to prefer Eurasian faces. This preference, according to

evolutionary psych'olbgists, is based on both mixed-race faces looking healthier, and -

\
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mixed-race péople being healthier, or more evolutionarily “fit.” Says Randy Thornhill of

‘the University of New Mexico, “If you hybridize two genetically diverse populations—

another way of saying you cross races—then you create more genet-ic diversity in the

offspring.” And in 2004 biologist Crai'g Robe;ts at the University of Newcastle found a

- A'direct' correlation between physical health — specifically the ability to resist infection —

and perceived physical attractiveness, which he believes “helps humans pick healthy
mates.” (Adams 2006)

While these studies may have scie_ntiﬁé validity to the ‘extent that they consider

' génetiéa_liy isoléted-populations with no previous admixtqre, this assumption privil,e.gesl a’,’
# falsé'biological ba.sis for race. The heterosis thedry does not hold in the context of U.S.
racialized popu.laiions, which have large améunts of mixed ancestry within each
_ “monoracial” 'groﬁp. This does not explairi, for example, why mixed race people with

- more ‘European’ features are favored over those with equal amounts of ‘black’ and

‘white’ features. Randa Racha Penrice, writing for black news community site The Grio,
cri_tiqués coﬁterﬁporary commercial culture’s changing trend to eml.)rz.zcg black and latina
Beauty. She notes that while “"many'o_f the attributes long identified with black women are
now in deménd by the mainstream,” these features are only accgptgd on otherwise white-

looking, traditionally beautiful bodies. It is as my young friends pointed out: a'sma'll

amount of deviation from the norm is acceptable, or even beautiful; but more than two .

- deviant features becomes too much.

If the preferred mixed-race beauty is that which favors whiteness (as we have

seen in cultural texts), and the races are far from “pure,” the heterosis theory falls apart.
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But the fact that scholars have gone to such great lengths to prove the mixed race beauty -
myth is rrot irtsig’niﬁcant. As with atl racial fantasies, if society wants to believe'
something enough, they will build proof up to protect it 'from all side‘s; In the‘next. section

- I will discuss why our society might be 4so' hent on prot/ing the‘beaut_y,‘ of mixed race

-

- people in this specific historical and social context.

The .\:ﬁ',\'e_d Race Messiah: Racial .;‘\sph‘;rlions and Utopian Fantasies

" . NotonlyisMixed Ree beautiful, but, as Allure tells us, it is-also the “Faice of the

' Fumre..” As sources from fashion‘magazine_s to the New York Times"have célebrated

“mixed race bodies as fascinatingly beautiful exotic and novel, the peobie'.‘Who identify as
Mixed Race are touted as a Second Commg They are the new generauon that will save
Amerrca “a step towards transcendmg race” (Saulny 201 1). Many look forward to “a
;pla.ce where America is free of blgotry, pre)udlce and programs like afﬁrmatlve action”
(Saulny 201 1) The logic goes: one day everyone will be mixed, there w111 be no more
race, and no rr:orc racism. Multiracial people (particularly those with whlte Amencan
heritage) are the ﬂoatmg srgmﬁers that mark a raceless future; and that let w_hltev_Amenca

 forget its racist_past. | | |

»Thes'e national fantasies about oost-ract:ality play out in.many areas 'from"po.litics

(see the electioo of Barack Obama, and the oubiic outcry over his choice to identify as

| black on the cerrsus) to entertainment,.as multiraCial stars and celebrities steo into the

'-hmelrght and cross over into pop stardom. They are supported by Mixed Race subjects

“ who claim ﬂu1drty and racial transcendence those that are successful desplte therr color il

\ .
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" supposedly disproving the relevance of affirmative action or need for reparations; those

that ;eject race as a defining category; thbbe for whorh identity is ethnic food, music and
c_ultural dance, not the subjection of raeielized Ibodies. Even in recent film trends, '
rﬁultiracial and racially ambiguous actors 'are.being cast as superheroes with"spe‘cial
powers that often exist solely to sat/e"us. It’s true, everyone seems to be saying','Mixe.d
peop]e are going 'tu save the world (éi_mply by e>tis'ting).

Essentially, American societybwants_ to like Mixed people. They make us feel

/

good about civil rights and inclusion, and seem to promise a brighter future. This utopian

 fantasy of non-racist (mixed race) “faces of the future” is projected onto mixed race

bodies inj’the fo_rhi of the mixed race beuuty ntyth.
Cultural studies scholars such as Martha Banta, Patricia Hill C.otlins_ahd Sarah

Banet-Weiser have written that the typical American Beauty represents nétiohal identity

ahd citizenship. As historieally the “cult of true womanhood” excluded non-white women

'ffdr‘n definitions of beauty, non-white subjects in general have been excluded from

personhood and citizenship. These ideas are further tied up with morahty, Wthh

* represented both the rights of full cm7ens and the qualities requtred to gain cmzenshtp

For women, because they could not part1c1pate fully in society except through their

: marrlages morallty came in the form of beauty Beautiful women were moral, chaste

pure, and above all white. All.others .were immoral, hypersexual, and unattractive; and

therefore excluded from the nation.
; (

. Now, however, as America’s national imaginary opens to embrace mixed race

- subjects, our definition of beauty has broadened. American beauty, like thé nation, is now
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rnulticultural;' “colorful”: a “blend of ethnicltieé” (Mead 2009) -'lil-<e'.t_he old melting pot .
' rnetaphor .but spicier. These chzlnging “beauty” ideals are merely 'symptomatic of larger
societal anx1et1es and tensxons But why now'? and why mixed race?

The mixed race population 1n the US is growmg and 50 is the non-white
population. It is projected that, based on_immigfation,and intermar}riage trendls',i by 2040
white Americans will no longer comprise the majority of the pop'ulationi It follows that
this newly multicultural America should need a new representative type, and should
celebrate a more inclusive kind Iof beauty. Bul l)vhot also follows is white racial on;<iety
over a polential loss of poWefl When whites are no longer a clear majority, how will
white supremacy bevmaintaine‘d? We see the resull‘s of these racial anxieties in
dispropdrtionate'ly.high rates of inearceratlon of rnen' of color; and in the iightenin% of
imrnigration poliey, particularly laws that l'egaljze’racial profiling. We see it in thecutting ® S
of programs like-éfﬁrmétive_'action and public welfare, and .the creali_on of scholarship
programs speciﬁeally for white men. We see it in oopular discourse around “reverse
racism,_” and the banning of ethnic stuclies programs in Arizona. It is clear that not |
everyone is celebrating multiculturalism, as neoconservative actions buckle down and
remforce the bastion of whxte suplemacy

But this is not the first time this has happened. At many points throughout hlstory,.
racial anxietics have arisen from potent1a1 challenges to white ramal dommance Early
colonists in America handled mix'ed race subjéets differently, often dependmg on thelr.

' -ovx;n demographxcs and modes of power Anxxcty about racial mobility in 18" Century

: Spamsh colonies, for example was responded to with angry resistance to mxscegenatlon
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People became obsessed with classify(ihig.'e.ach other facially, often according to
indistinguishable racialized traits and hueé. Russian settlers in the Pacific Northwest, on
_ the other hapd, reacted differéntly to race mixing. Bécause of their unique situation With
no Russian women and a shoftage of personnel, they encouraged interracial rglationships,
with the.hop'e that the offspri_n'g; would j’oin the Russian co]énial force. Creole‘s were
'élevéted “to that degrge of civilization Which will make them useful not o-rily to
themselves, But to the state."_(Ingersqll_2005, 22) This type of idéology may be similar to
‘what is happening ih the US today. o
~ Suzanne Bost highli_ght’s a similar paral[él between ﬁxixed race rebresentation in
the c'urreht era and. in the late 19™ century. Hére shie leads us to-the're_al.ization that not
muchGhas changed since then. Now, as in the 1860’s, we are experienci'ng' shifts in racial
definition. 'At both points, the nation - or'its white, native-born citizens — was
o'Verwhelmed with growing populatidns‘of immi'grants and.people of color. The racial .
anxiety of the previous era manifested itself in the form of eugéhic ﬁééﬁdo-science and
the Johnson Reed Act of 1924. In both timé peridds, anxieties 'ovef th_is change have
sﬁrrounded us withv “a rhetoric; of confusiqn, tragedy,» groundedness, and -fu_furism” (} 85). -
Both times, alo-n'g with a deep fear of losing racial dominance, came a fascination: witﬁ' .
.nl'li.xéd_race identity. “And just as nineteentﬁ-century writings onﬁlixture wcr‘_eépii_t ‘
between racist fear and enthusiasm fér anew amalgaméted Amc’riba, fhc cbhterﬁporary '
' fascination Withimula‘ttoes, mestizos, ad Creoles reflects both optimism aﬁd anxiety.” |
(191) To get at the'éross-temporal pervasiveneés of these tﬁemes} B;bst'examines

contempoféry discourses around amalgamation and those from a century ago.

BN
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A 1864 essay by David Goodman Croly stated, “the miscegénetic or mixed races
“are much superior, 'mentally,rphysically, and morally, to those pure or unmixed.” (Bost
| 2003, 194) He beheved that the brown people of the world existed to better the white
race, who are physrcally weak though 1ntellectually superior.” (Bost 2003, 194) Croly.
also stated that .the_ 1deal beauty was a mixed woman:

3% &

““rounded cheeks” with “a tint of the sun,” “pouting” lips, hair that “descend[s] in
crinkling waves. . . . the most beautiful girt in form, feature,. and every attribute of
femihiue loveliness . . . was a mulatto. . . . This was a ripe and complete'WOman,

Jpossessing the ‘best‘;elerr'\ents of two sources of parentage. Her complexion was _-
warm and dark, and golden with the heat of tropieal suns” (3 6).” (Bost 2003, 195)

As we can see-frorn'descriptions of ideal beauty in focus groups and popular cultural

products, these opmlons have come back to haunt us in a new era of racial anxiety.
Martha Banta srmrlarly 1llum1nates discourse from a century ago, at which pomt ;

essayists snd thinkers predicted that America would find her beauty in a ‘new racial mix”

—an amalgamétioh of the great Europeun nations. In a U.S. reflection of José

Vasconcelos’s Raéa Cosmica, they theorized that as immigrants,entered the Sta_tes in. :

larger numbers, “Intermixtures Will fotlow and raeia‘l lines will gradually fade” (.Ba_rtta; 4

1987, 57). American essayist Charles Chesnutt wrote in 1900 on “The Future American,”

a new racial type that combines the best parts of “the European races’ wrth Indlan and

| Black “blood” as well (Chesnutt 1996). He held that heterogeneity, rather than racial

purity, would be the secret to the perfect “American ethnic type.” This type, he claimed,  ;

‘would be mainly white blood, but would have “absorbed and assi_r'ni'lated the blood of the
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other two races” (19) While he does admit that this fusion of races would take a long
time. because of the state of race relatlons he maintains that it would happen once the:
intense“racial prejudice of this country subsxded. And some may think t_hat that time is
now. |
Scholars _'frorh Réinie.r Spencer tc Michele Elam to Danzy Senha have criticjued
the'post-racial Vlo‘gic’ of 'mult\\iracial.pride, exposing its tendency to reproduce the very
racial categories that multiracialiiy is said to subvert. By promoting the idea that “Mixed
Race” or “Multiracial” is a novel identity and emphasizing its difference from
“m,cno'racials’; —be they Black, Latino, Asi_an or white— whose ancestries are often just as = '-
diverse, we are privileging ideclogieé of race as totalizing and hiologically founded: We-
-ignore race mixing that happened in the past and take the ‘races’.- as inherently different,
- separate.and ‘pure.’ Furthermore, much discourse around rhixed race identity emphasizes
fits essential divffe.rence from cther monoracial« grcups, as in the film “Biracial.. .not black,
. .damn it,” hair prcducts like Mix“ed Chicks‘which market specifically to multiracial people
of any and all ethnicities: or the my_fiac_i of social groups, student clubs, and dafing sitcs.
targeted towards mixed race pcop_ie. This aisccufse and racial speciﬁcity'casts “Mixed '
‘Race” as its own racialized group,. and.locates it ambiguously between black and whige,v
| along with Asian cnd' Latino.
'And like Asian and Latino groups, neoliberalism has set Mixccl Race sﬁbjects -,
and particularly those with a white parent — in the contention for “honorary white” and
“model minority” statuses. Representet_ive Multira_ciality is nearly always portrayed

through fluidity; mobility and racial transcendence. We can supposedly “pass” for
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" anything, inhabit multiple soclial spaces é.t" once, and are not constrained by a totalizing"
. 1;a_ci'al idenfity.- The New Multiracial Subject represents the epitome of neoliberal
‘individualiQm aﬁd _multicult/u"ralism..v The>Mix'ed Raqe category very well may be on its
" way to being “melted down” into thé great American melting pot. Or as Eduardo Bonilla-
Silva (2006) suggests, Mixed Race may be movir;g towards z;n' honorafy white'statgs.

With the “browning” of America, h_e  avers, our racial hierarchi‘e's-will be re-,stratiﬁied to

align more with the racial system of Latin America. Whiteness will expand to m/aintain

supremacy,'in-cll.iding or excluding multiracial populations based on col'or. and the

specifics of their. ancestry. In the meantifne; blackness will remain at the bottom of a

more disjointed hi.erarchyi |

The recent inclusion and celebration of Mixed Race ident_ities’may seem to allow

for greater fluidity overall, a societal transcendence of race, or at least prove the success

of civil rights and equality. However, when we examine the terms under which mixed

~

race people have been welcomed into the charmed circle of normative citizenship, we see
that this-is not fhe éase. This apparent inclusion is at the sake of other (les§ white) people.
of c'olo.r, who are left on the bad side of a_wi_déning raéial gap. Mixed Race people, in
order to be iﬁclu_ded, must conform .to most standards of whiteness, as well as abanddning
their racial histories for the ever-mobile individualistic identity of the racially
transcendent. Th¢ addition of Mixéd Race people as nearly-white furt_her bolsters white
supremacy, ndt (')n‘ly by reifying the dominance of whiteness and forcing it upon Mixed

- Race bodies, but also by adding strength in numbers, in case there is a revolution (or to
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make sure that there isn’t one). If Mixed people can be counted as white, Whites will no
longer have to worry about becoming a racial minority in 2040.

These discourses of Mixed Race identity and neoliberal, multicultural inclusion
are very present in the beauty industry. Because the definition of feminine beauty is an
ascription of worth on female bodies, beauty ideals tend to follow social trends. The
beauty industry is a place where social anxieties about race, class and gender are
negotiated and “resolved.” And beauty is a ‘safe’ way of dealing with these issues. It
allows us to incorporate multiculturalism and diversity without actually addressing issues
of oppression and inequality. It turns histories and identities into products or costumes
that can be bought and sold, put on and taken off at will. While it is true that the imagined
mixed race body fits almost perfectly in contemporary ideals for feminine beauty, we
must also consider that America sees these bodies as physically beautiful because we
want to see them as socially beautiful. The mixed race woman is beautiful because her

face represents a new America and a national fantasy of racial redemption.
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