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Abstract: 

This essay criticizes both hard, protectionist critiques, that women who display their bodies 

seductively are somehow “asking for” male attentions, as well as the naïve “capitalist feminist” 

defense, that if a woman wants to exploit her body on the internet for money, pleasure, or 

whatever, the fact that the resulting images are noxious from another feminist’s perspective is 

simply none of that feminist’s business. The position taken here is that what is needed is neither 

less freedom for women to express how they feel beautiful, nor simply ever-more intense and 

explicit versions of already objectified models of beauty, but rather and most urgently more 

room for forms of expression that problematize, comment on, and ultimately expand beyond that 

model.  

 

Introduction 

When I scroll through the Instagram pages of Kylie Jenner, the youngest Kardashian, and “a 

woman of superlatives” (Cusumano 2018), it would seem as if the #metoo movement—or any 

feminist movement of the last century that rejects the sexual objectification and consumption of 

the female body—had never occurred. With monikers like “lovestruck lip trio” or “you’re so 

money baby,” Kylie Jenner’s cosmetic line sold to the beauty giant Coty for 1.2 billion dollars, 

even if her actual net worth has been the subject of hot-under-the-collar discussion (Berg & 

Peterson Withorn 2020). But what gets lost in the buzz around the dollar values of a beauty 

icon’s company is how that wealth, vast by any reasonable measure, is ultimately generated by 

and hence depends on an implicit prescription of how a female face should look and how it could 

be enhanced according to cultural standards. More than the cosmetic products themselves, which 

are in chemical terms largely interchangeable with other products, what is at stake here is an 
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entire social media universe under the brand “Kylie Jenner,” which is itself camouflaged as 

“lived experience,” and something to “follow,” “like,” or the like.   

 Naturally, as may be already clear even to “Kylie virgins” from the monikers above, 

much of this lived experience is explicitly staged as bodies that should be desired, and desired by 

cis-hetero males specifically. Which leads us to the crux of the problem of the beautiful body in 

the age of #metoo: the current ethos, that women’s bodies are women’s bodies and ANYTHING 

women do with them is only for women to decide, does not seamlessly overlap with a critical 

feminist gaze that understands the degree to which how women learn to want to show their 

bodies already is informed by male standards of desire and hence already objectified. Hence 

#metoo activism comes starkly into contrast with the more uncompromising views of legal 

scholar and anti-porn activist Katherine MacKinnon, for whom the very display of women’s 

bodies for male consumption itself represents a kind of rape. Against this hard-hitting critique, 

the naïve “capitalist feminist” defense would say that if a Kardashian wants to exploit her body 

on the internet for money, pleasure, or whatever, the fact that the resulting images are noxious 

from another feminist’s perspective is simply none of that feminist’s business, and that such a 

line of reasoning comes dangerously close to victim blaming, in that it threatens to link women’s 

choices to their effects on men’s desires—as in, by dressing that way she was “asking for it.” 

In what follows I stake a position that in some ways sublates and transcends each of these 

positions. For it is my contention that the very standards of self-expression that #metoo 

supposedly supports and makes room for are in a sense already subject to a kind of “internal 

harassment.” Sadly, in some cases the logic of #metoo holds strong similarities to the nature of 

abuse itself, in that men’s sexual harassment and rape of women can at times turn their victims 

into even more vulnerable people who, just like in a therapy situation, have to defend and expose 
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and retrigger themselves by coming out in context of the #metoo movement. They may even 

have to think themselves as objects of their abusers in order to defend themselves and reveal the 

truth about what happened to them. In other words, far from arguing that #metoo is failing to be 

“realistic” about the effect on men’s desires, my critique is that #metoo in some cases already 

implicitly incorporates men’s desires in the very modes of dress and being that women are 

“liberated” to adopt and express. Of course the Jenners and Kardashians can reveal what they 

want, and of course women can do the same and more, and all without ever being told they are 

“guilty” of inciting or inviting harassment! The problem is that this obvious critique doesn’t go 

far enough—because the implicit limitations of the beauty ideal many women enjoy adhering to 

is already the enactment of hetero-cis-male fantasy. Hence what is needed is neither less 

freedom for women to express how they feel beautiful, nor simply ever-more intense and explicit 

versions of already objectified models of beauty, but rather and most urgently more room for 

forms of expression that problematize, comment on, and ultimately expand beyond that model.  

 

Selfies or Belfies 

         

Kylie Jenner’s style of self-presentation, for instance on her personalized Instagram 

account—merged universe with several of her kyliejennercosmetics accounts—has been 

replicated by beauty icons and influencers around the world, who strive to present a similar look 

and narrative in connection with their own sense of self. Such female beauty icons/influencers, 

such as Lisa Weinberger from Austria or Jenny Frankhauser from Greece/Germany, appear with 

dark straight hair while foregrounding their bottoms in what have come to be known as “belfies,” 

while positioning themselves in a “natural setting.” As if answering a “call” from behind, and 
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giving us a glimpse of their “belfie,” they turn their heads toward the camera-eye, responding to 

the call of an invisible interlocutor that in an Althusserian reading could be called the 

“interpellator of beauty” (Althusser 1971). In this reading, the “ideological apparatus of 

Instagram” inscribes an act of submission to the eye of the beholder and anyone who looks at the 

picture, and thus the moment of beauty becomes the moment of objectification, just as in 

Althusser’s original essay the moment of subjectification is the moment at which one answers to 

the call of authority, and hence is subjected to it. Indeed, in these images, the female Instagram 

subject seems to be saying: “take me!”; Kylie Jenner’s dream-like look seems to be saying, “I 

want you”; Lisa Weinberger’s pose says “I am unaware”; and Jenny Frankenberger seems to be 

saying, “come on, I dare you!” What is remarkable here is not only that all three influencers, to 

different degrees, resemble each other’s body types and poses, but they all invite the interlocutor 

to “consume” their bodies, and buy the beauty they wear. They ask, in other words, for action.  

   

While the Althusserian model is suggestive here, Judith Butler’s complexification of it is perhaps 

more fitting. Yes, the women in the images turn to look at the viewer, and in that moment are 

interpellated as subjects, their self-assertion becomes the assertion of an objectified identity. But 

as Butler notes, referencing the Foucauldian notion of subjectification (assujetissement) the very 
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act of becoming a subject always involves “passionate attachments” to objectified models, and 

hence the (ultimately male) ideal of a perfectly autonomous subject is nothing other than the 

ahistorical patriarchal fantasy par excellence (Butler 1997, 2020). We are always built of 

multiple layers of materialized gender practices, all of which are in fact performing something 

for someone, and hence the response should not be to pretend to aim for total autonomy, but to 

reveal those practices for what they are in the hopes of liberating an ever-widening variety of 

competing bodily modes. 

As Tania Modleski points out, “our ways of thinking and feeling about mass culture are 

intricately bound up with notions of the feminine” (Modleski 1986: 38). One of the outcomes of 

this imbrication between mass culture and implicit notions and expectations of femininity is that 

even discourses and forms of expression that apparently challenge male dominance may 

simultaneously reproduce their enabling tropes. She thus notes that, while discourses that suggest 

a perception of feminine power within mass culture can be “seductive,” they may also merely 

“masquerade as theories of liberation” (Modleski 1986: 52).  

 

Self-expression of Self-ploitation 

This brings me to the exact point where this difficult argument is headed: are these women 

influencers using their beauty to sell their bodies, to sell products, to sell themselves, or are they 

simply “doing a job”? And if they are simply doing a job, what harm could it be? To answer this 

delicate question of “self-ploitation” I now turn to the excellent recent documentary film, The 

Disappearance of my Mother (2019), by the Italian director Beniamino Barrese, which tells the 

life story of his mother, Benedetta, an iconic fashion model in Milan of the 1960s. But at the 
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same time as being a fashion model and exploited by the gaze of beauty consumption, Benedetta 

was also a radical feminist. In the documentary she tells the viewer over and over again how in 

her career as a model she rebelled against the idea that people were consuming her image and her 

body. In response she separated herself from her body image, making every effort to 

communicate that what people were looking at was not her. The film examines the contradictory 

relationship that the model Benedetta has with her own body, a body she claims is merely a shell 

of an “inside” or a “person” who will never be revealed in any photograph. At the same time as 

she rejects the cult of beauty and refuses to be interpellated by beauty, she lives the business and 

exposes herself over and over again. It almost seems as if she undergoes a kind of auto-

harassment. It also becomes clear through Benedetta’s life-story that beauty cults are a form of 

addiction, or at least enhance already addictive behavior. In her later years, Benedetta returns on 

the runway to show her face, but not her self, one more time. Here are some of the contradictory 

but ever so revealing quotes that accompany this her last dance with beauty culture:     

La bellezza non è un merito. Ma per niente. [Beauty is no merit. Not at all.] 

 

Ho sempre avuto l’impressione che nessuno m’abbia mai fotografata. Perché la mia 

faccia non è in vendita.  [I always felt that nobody ever took a photograph of me. Because 

my face is not for sale.] 

 

La mia persona non è fotografabile. [You cannot take a picture of me personally.]  
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The drama of Benedetta’s beauty that her son is laying out for us to understand and feel asks a 

simple question: who “owns” her image?  While Benedetta is deemed to sell her beauty she 

claims her selfhood to herself and says, “I am not for sale.” 

This radical claim to self-ownership can, paradoxically, come in the form of 

performances that mimic or stray close to more traditional forms of exploitation. Take the 

Austrian performance artist Valie Export, whose actions in the 1960s often relied on exposing 

her body to the male gaze and even, in her famous Touch Cinema, touch her body. In the case of 

this action Export moved through crowds and allowed participants to reach into the box she wore 

around her torso and feel her naked breasts. As Liesbeth Den Besten writes, in contrast with her 

fellow male actionists, Export “confronted passers-by in a more intimate—but no less 

intimidating—way, framing the female body as subject of violence, sexual harassment, and 

desire” (Den Besten 2016). 
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Bringing Valie Export into the discussion allows us to make a bridge from this “intimate but no 

less intimidating” use of the body to a more public realm. Whereas Benedetta’s only escape from 

being consumed is to distance herself from her image, Export actively owns that image (or feel) 

by activating it, confronting it, and yes, even making it intimidating. The clear result of Valie 

Export’s performance is that she reveals the engagement with her “public breasts” as a hetero-

cis-male fantasy. 

When we see Kylie and her followers using the tropes of seduction and self-ploitation to 

great profit, it’s hard not to raise the more fundamental and quotidian question of flirtation in an 

age where interpersonal and inter-gender roles and expectations have been complicated by the 

behaviors exposed by #metoo. As Bartlet et al. argue, the relationship between feminism and 

flirting has always been a troubled one, and has been characterized by a shifting conflict zone 

between protectionist or “sex-negative positions,” and liberationist or “sex-positive” ones 

(Bartlet et al. 2019: 3). In this light they cite Carol Vance’s observation that  
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Sexuality is simultaneously a domain of restriction, repression, and danger as well 

as a domain of exploration, pleasure, and agency. To focus only on pleasure and 

gratification ignores the patriarchal structure in which women act, yet to speak 

only of sexual violence and oppression ignores women’s experience with sexual 

agency and choice and unwittingly increases the sexual terror and despair in 

which women live. (cited in Bartlet et al. 2019: 4) 

Indeed in a now famous response to what many French citizens considered the new puritanism of 

the #metoo movement, an open letter published in Le Monde and signed by Catherine Deneuve 

stated, “We believe that the freedom to say “no” to a sexual proposition cannot exist without the 

freedom to bother (by which they mean harass, or other forms of explicit sexual propositions). 

And we consider that one must know how to respond to this freedom to bother in ways other 

than by closing ourselves off in the role of the prey” (Tribune 2018; Safranova 2018). 

 Again and again we see the debate caught up in the same paradoxical outcome, where 

feminine self-expression, sexuality, desire, seems inevitably to come into conflict with the need 

to protect women from abuse, harassment, and violence. This is the zone of conflict that 

Catherine MacKinnon’s work has targeted, as she approaches the issue from the legalistic 

framework of rights to free expression. To do this she opened up the thorny question of when 

speech can be limited because it is not “only words” but sexual harassment. As she pointed out in 

1993, “For fifteen years courts have shown real comprehension that what might be called speech, 

if forced into an abstract First Amendment mold, are in fact acts of inequality, hence actionable 

as discrimination” (MacKinnon 1993: 49). Where MacKinnon finds legal footing to build a 

distinction between legally protected self-expression and illegal harassment is in the question of 

the numbers of victims involved. Namely, “injury to one person is legally actionable, but the 
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same injury to thousands of people is protected speech” (McKinnon 1993: 51-52). Here it should 

be obvious that, especially in legal terms, the rights of any woman to engage tropes of self-

ploitation are as inviolate or more inviolate than those of men to use sexist language against 

women as a whole. In both cases, however, the philosophical point remains: speech is never “just 

words,” but always also action. And actions, as I argued with Althusser and Butler, are the 

building blocks of the very identities we seek to express and/or protect from harm. In this light, 

what is needed is not a discourse of prohibition, but a critical discourse that recognizes and 

reveals, without shaming, where and when acts of self-ploitation reinforce male supremacy. Also 

and perhaps even more importantly, however, we need to invite and expand those instances of 

feminine and other-gendered exploration and expression that blow up, expand on, and show us 

new and undiscovered models of beauty. 

 

Other Beauties 

 

One of the benefits of exploding the possibilities of self-expression is that, in addition to getting 

us out of the double bind of sex-positive versus sex-negative feminism, it is also helpful in 

deconstructing the kind of essentialist positions that have led prominent feminists to distance 

themselves from transgender people. Indeed, if we see not a divide between nefarious and 

liberational strategies of exposure, but a fluid spectrum of self-determinations of beauty, a trans-

woman’s choice to exhibit her body or a gender nonconforming person’s self-expression should 

be seen and embraced as positive contributions to an ever-widening sphere of models of beauty.  

 As feminist writer Laurie Penny has put it commenting on her own developing feminist 

views,  
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Today, I’m a feminist and a writer, but I no longer valorize Germaine Greer so 

blindly. For one thing, Greer is one of many feminists, some of them well-

respected, who believe transgender people are dangerous to the movement. Their 

argument is pretty simple. It boils down to the idea that trans people reinforce 

binary thinking about gender when they choose to join the other team instead of 

challenging what it means to be a man or a woman. Greer has called trans women 

a “ghastly parody” of femaleness. Greer’s comments about trans women 

exemplify the generational strife between second-wave feminists who sought to 

expand the definition of “woman” and the younger feminists who are looking for 

new gender categories altogether. This tension has been cruel to trans women, 

who have been cast as men trying to infiltrate women’s spaces. But it’s alienating 

to all corners of the LGBT community. (Pennie 2015) 

We should see in Pennie’s move something analogous to our refusal to condemn or judge any 

form of feminine expression, even while acknowledging critically the sources of the tropes, 

speech acts, and behaviors that materialize the identities we express and feel the need to protect. 

As RuPaul has famously said, echoing in popular terms Judith Butler’s philosophical insights, 

we are born naked and the rest is drag. But by saying this we are not and cannot be minimizing 

the fundamental impact of that “drag” to our very being, our very soul. Just because gender roles 

are performed, and all of them are, does not mean they aren’t written into our flesh and bones.  

 And just because gender is performed, as Butler has also emphasized, that does not mean 

it is subject to the whims of a voluntaristic ego. Our various identities are written into our flesh 

and bones like our cultures are, like our class is, like poverty and privilege are. Beauty, then, 

becomes an act of recognition and valorization. “This is beautiful because I see myself in it, and 
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because I claim it as such.” For this very reason some of the most riveting and radical statements 

of beauty I know come from artists of color like Deana Lawson, the African-American 

photographer whose work tells intimate stories of being black and poor in America. 

 

 

 

For me as a viewer and critic, the honesty of her images communicates a dignity and beauty that 

is breathtaking. At the very same time it’s essential to note that such beauty works precisely 

because it transcends the kinds of categories that trap us into neat frameworks and perpetuate our 

objectification. As the artist Kandis Williams has said, “I’m blown away by how easy it is for 

people to objectify me based on three words about how I look: tall, black, woman. I literally 

don’t even know what people are looking at when they look at me. I feel like they must be like 

blurry-eyed, goggle visions of Beyoncé to King Kong” (Burlison 2019: 17). 

In the Latin American context the Peruvian rapper Renata Flores released a single called 

Tijeras,” or “Scissors,” which became a #MeToo-era rallying cry. “My scream,” she raps, 
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“maybe if I sing it nicely, people will listen” (Turkewitz 2020). Key to understanding both her 

appeal and her political force is the fact that not only does Flores not rap in English, she doesn’t 

even rap in Spanish. Rather, her language is that of her indigenous people, of her grandmother : 

Quechua.  

 

Flores’ song and video are set in the Andes, and tell both her grandmother’s story and that of the 

girls in present-day rural Peru whose education requires them to spend hours walking back and 

forth just to get to school, at times subjected to abuse along the way. Flores’s response is to turn 

that experience into art, art whose verses tell not only her story and its pain, but also reflect on 

the very inability to speak and be heard that is always-already part of the violation in the first 

place. As she raps in Quechua (and some Spanish) with her rap group ft. Kayfex (2018),  

 

Manan pipas qawanchu manan imatapas [No one sees anything] 

Atinichu ruwayta, rimayta munani [I can’t speak, I want to speak] 

Qhaparispanmi, tukuy runa [with lots of noise, people] 

Manan uyarikunchu rimasqayta [no one listens to what I say] 

Qinaspa nini: qhaparisaqmi [so I say: I will shout] 

 

Icha qapariyta sumaqta takisaq [maybe I will sing my shout beautifully] 

Chaynatan uyarinqaku runakuna [and that way the people will listen] 

  Llakisqa qawani aswan nanayta [I look with sadness, with so much pain] 

Llulla runakuna [lying people] 

Manan allinta ruaspa [don’t do well] 

Ñuqanchiq quykunchik atiy ruasqayninta [we gave them power] 

Waytata rantispa? [buying flowers?] 

  

Uyariy nisqayki [listen and I will tell you] 

Uyariy nisqayki [listen and I will tell you]  

 

Manchakuychu rimayta [don’t be afraid to speak] 

Manchakuychu rimayta [don’t be afraid to speak] 

  

Mírame, ahora soy más fuerte [look at me, now I am stronger] 

Mírame, ya no tengo miedo [look at me, now I am not afraid] 
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Ahora sí, tengo esperanza [now, yes, I have hope] 

Warmikuna quñusqa kasun [women, let’s unite] 

 

 

 

 

So different from a seduction, from an invitation to consume, Flores’s act of beauty is an act of 

empowerment. It claims, demands to be seen, and to be seen in power, not in fear, not in 

possession, but “united for justice” as the banner says the women are holding. It comes as no 

surprise that the entire video does not feature any men in this rap for Quechua freedom. 

 

 

 

As the novelist Carmen María Machado has put it in a piece that came out in advance of her 

memoir, In the Dream House (2019), women’s bodies and how they are treated is a continual 

theme in her work. Themes, however, aren’t symbolic tricks that authors intentionally insert in 
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their work and then hide there to be found, she says. Rather, “I'm interested in women's bodies 

because I am a woman and I have a body, and I live in a world where women's bodies are 

devalued and treated really badly, and so it's something that's on my mind.” In other words, a 

theme like sexual abuse or the objectification of women’s bodies isn’t merely something placed 

in a larger context; it is “an idea or a question that runs like a vein through whatever the thing is. 

It invites interrogation, it invites this engagement” (Machado 2019).  

 I think it is precisely in this sense of theme that we can situate the question of the 

beautiful body in the age of #metoo. It’s not accidental. It’s not a cause or an explanation. It’s 

not something to be blamed or targeted, excused or defended. Beauty is a theme. It runs through 

the movement like a vein. It invites interrogation and engagement. Beauty is attractive, of course, 

because it is a “promise of happiness and success” (Wegenstein 2012: 64). But it’s also, more 

fundamentally, expressive of self, of difference, of those multiple, endless even, sedimentations 

of pain and experience that create the identities we then express and protect. 

 As Laurie Pennie puts it in concluding her powerful essay,  

I am a woman, politically, because that’s how people see me and that’s how the 

state treats me. And sometimes I’m also a boy. Gender is something I perform, 

when I put on my binder or paint my nails. When I walk down the street. When I 

talk to my boss. When I kiss my partner in their makeup and high heels. I don’t 

want to see a world without gender. I want to see a world where gender is not 

oppressive or enforced, where there are as many ways to express and perform and 

relate to your own identity as there are people on Earth. I want a world where 

gender is not painful but joyful. But until then, we’ve got this one. And for as 

long as we all have to navigate a gender binary that’s fundamentally broken and a 
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sex class system that seeks to break us, I’m happy to be a gender traitor. I’m a 

genderqueer woman— and a feminist. My preferred pronouns are “she” or “they.” 

I believe we’re on our way to a better world. And you can call me Laurie. (Pennie 

2015) 

It’s hard to think of a better statement of principles around the notion of the beautiful body in the 

age of #metoo. For if beauty runs through the movement’s pain, beauty is equally the theme of 

the movement’s goal. Liberation from fear, from serving the desires of someone whose desire I 

don’t want to have anything to do with. Liberation from the need to change oneself, become 

something other than what we are.  

 As I engage in Instagram beauty influencer culture during our global pandemic, 

wondering why all the women have straightened or braided hair and it is hard to find a “wild” or 

even “Afro-hair” look among them, I receive an email with the monthly newsletter from the 

founders of the #metoo movement.  

 

Dear Friend, 

April is Sexual Assault Awareness Month and we're taking steps to understand 

what this moment means for survivors. […] We’ve created a toolkit for survivors 

to help articulate some things you might be feeling, ground you, and give you the 

tools you need to help take care of yourself while you navigate the effects of this 

pandemic. You can view the toolkit here. 

https://click.everyaction.com/k/17060418/181900686/-1174153708?nvep=ew0KICAiVGVuYW50VXJpIjogIm5ncHZhbjovL3Zhbi9FQS9FQTAwMi8xLzcxODA4IiwNCiAgIkRpc3RyaWJ1dGlvblVuaXF1ZUlkIjogIjdlYmJmOGZkLTY1N2EtZWExMS1hOTRjLTAwMTU1ZDAzYjFlOCIsDQogICJFbWFpbEFkZHJlc3MiOiAiYmVybmFAamh1LmVkdSINCn0%3D&hmac=DXbVpWfogv0a355znELxrbnZ1bE3uKG-aX0vPFeu_PM=&emci=e898d9dd-bf79-ea11-a94c-00155d03b1e8&emdi=7ebbf8fd-657a-ea11-a94c-00155d03b1e8&ceid=6392310
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We will get through this together.  

Sincerely, - Tarana, Dani, Denise, Khadijah, Luann, Rebecca, and the whole ‘me 

too.’ team 

When I click on the toolkit, I see survival tips, encouragement, and yes, the theme of beauty: 

“We all have the capacity for personal growth, healing, and change work. Choosing to 

proactively do that work in partnership with someone else is brave, bold, and beautiful.” The 

movement is persistent. It talks to me, whether I want to hear it or not. It reaches me in the 

isolation the current pandemic has foisted on us, an imprisonment battering so many women with 

even more threats of abuse then before they became enclosed, perhaps, horrifically, with their 

abusers. Even there, in that space of healing, the beautiful female body as imagined and 

fantasized in the hetero-cis-male world order, is an ever so present theme. But beauty isn’t 

defined by the male gaze, that’s the point. We need to find and liberate new models of beauty, 

not ones that trigger and retrench, but that reach out to us in our isolation, a kind of ladder from 

the darkness, leading to the self we always knew we were.  

 I want to conclude with some invigorating and colorful images from TT the artist, who is 

bringing questions of black female empowerment and black positiveness into an art practice that 

includes painting, fashion, music, and film. Her series of black pop art (@blackpopart), Hip Hop 

divas, for instance, can be read as a form of counter-interpellation striving to decolonize the 

black female body from its exploitative consumptive gaze by white supremacy. TT the artist 

recounts that she created these Hip Hop divas because she wanted to honor her own music and 

fashion icons from her upbringing, but she also wanted to give them an agency they never had: 

“during the times when pop art was developing in America, black people didn't really get 

represented in their truth as beautiful” (Interview with the author 2019).   
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Essential to this intervention is her humor. In the below painting she presents beauty icon Kim 

Kardashian with a revealing “belfie.” Similar to Kylie Jenner and her influencer-followers 

around the social media globe, Kim is presented with an inviting grin on her face, but by 

exposing her actual buttocks she is simultaneously removing any doubt about what the belfie 

pose really entails: sex. Once this truth is out, the offense isn’t that palpable. In fact, in TT’s 

hands it feels comforting.  

 

   


