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B eauty

For the Greeks, beauty was a virtue: a kind of excellence. Per-

sons then were assumed to be what we now have to call — lamely,
enviously — whole persons. If it did occur to the Greeks to distin-
guish between a Person’s “inside” and “outside,” they still expected
that inner beauty would be matched by beauty of the other kind.
The well-born young Athenians who gathered around Socrates found
it quite paradoxical® that their hero was so intelligent, so brave, so
honorable, so seductive — and so ugly. One of Socrates’ main peda-
gogical acts was to be ugly — and teach those innocent, no doubt
splendid-looking disciples of his how full of paradoxes life really
was.

They may have resisted Socrates’ lesson. We do not. Several
thousand years later, we are more wary of the enchantments of
beauty. We not only split off — with the greatest facility — the “in-
side” (character, intellect)from the “outside” (looks) ; but we are ac-
tually surprised when someone who is beautiful is also intelligent,
talented, good.

It was principally the influence of Christianity that deprived
beauty of the central place it had in classical ideals of human excel-
lence. By limiting excellence (virtues in Latin) to meoral virtue on-
ly, Christianity set beauty adrift — as an alienated, arbitrary, super-
ficial enchantment. And beauty has continued to lose prestige. For

close to two centuries it has become a convention to attribute beauty
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to only one of the two sexes: the sex which, however Fair, is al-
ways Second. Associating beauty with women has put beauty even
further on the defensive, morally.

A beautiful woman, we say in English. But a handsome man.
“Handsome "is the masculine equivalent of — and refusal of — a com-
pliment which has accumulated certain demeaning overtones, by be-
ing reserved for women only. That one can call a man “beautiful "in
French and in Italian suggests that Catholic countries — unlike those
countries shaped by the Protestant version of Christianity — still re-
tain some vestiges of the pagan admiration for beauty. But the dif-
ference, if one exists, is of degree only. In every modern country
that is Christian or post-Christian, women are the beautiful sex — to
the detriment of the notion of beauty as well as of women.

To be called beautiful is thought to name something essential to
women’ s character and concerns. (In contrast to men — whose
essence is to be strong, or effective, or competent. ) It does not take
someone in the throes of advanced feminist awareness to perceive
that the way women are taught to be involved with beauty encour-
ages narcissitsm, reinforces dependence and immaturity. Everybody
(women and 'men ) knows that. For it is “everybody”, a whole so-
ciety, that has identified being feminine with caring about how one
looks. (In contrast to being masculine — which is identified with car-
ing about what one is and does and only secondarily, if at all, about
how one looks. ) Given these stereotypes, it is no wonder that beau-
ty enjoys, at best, a rather mixed reputation. |

It 1s not, of course, the desire to be beautiful that is wrong but
the obligation to be —or to try. What is accepted by most women as
a flattering idealization of their sex is a way of making women feel

inferior to what they actually are — or normally grow to be. For the
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ideal of beauty is administered as a form of self-oppression. Women
are taught to see their bodies in parts, and to evaluate each part sep-
arately. Breasts, feet, hips, waistline, neck, eyes, nose, complex-
ion, hair, and so on — each in tum is submitted to an anxious, fret-
ful, often despairing scrutiny. Even if some pass muster, some will
always be found wanting. Nothing less than perfection will do.

In men, good looks is a whole, something taken in at a glance.
It does not need to be confirmed by giving measurements of different
regions of the body, nobody encourages a man to dissect his appear-
ance, feature by feature. As for perfection, that is considered trivial
— almost unmanly. Indeed, in the ideally good-looking man a small
imperfection or blemish is considered positively desirable. According
to one movie critic (a woman) who is a declared Robert Redford
fan, it is having that cluster of skin-colored moles on one cheek that
saves Redford from being merely a “pretty face.” Think of the de-
preciation of women — as well as of beauty — that is implied in that
judgment.

“The privileges of beauty are immense, said Cocteau. To be
sure, beauty is a form of power. And deservedly so. What is
lamentable is that it is the only form of power that most women are
encouraged to seck. This power is always conceived in relation to
men; it is not the power to do but the power to attract. It is a pow-
er that negates itself. For this power is not one that can be chosen
freely — at least, not by women — or renounced without social cen-
sure.

To preen, for a woman, can never be just pleasure. It is also a
duty. It is her work. If a woman does real work — and even if she
has clambered up to a leading position in politics, law, medicine,
business, or whatever — she is always under pressure to confess that
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she still works at being attractive. But in so far as she is keeping up
as one of the Fair Sex, she brings under suspicion her very capacity
to be objective, professional, authoritative, thoughtful. Damned if
they do — women are. And damned if they don’t.

One could hardly ask for more important evidence of the dan-
gers of considering persons as split between what is “inside” and
what is “outside” than that interminable half-comic half-tragic tale,
the oppression of women. How easy it is to start off by defining
women as caretakers of their surfaces, and then to disparage them
(or find them adorable) for being “superficial . "It is a crude trap,
and it has worked for too long. But to get out of the trap requires
that women get some critical distance from that excellence and privi-
lege which is beauty, enough distance to see how much beauty itself
has been abridged in order to prop up the mythology of the “femi-
nine. There should be a way of saving beauty from women — and

for them.
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Exercises I

I . Choose the one which is closest in meaning to the underlined
word.

1. A basic assumption of physics is that all celestial objects have

gravitational fields.
a. explanation b. proposition
¢. locomotive d. expectation

2. Paralysis has deprived him of.the use of his right arm.



a. taken ... away from b. taken up
c. taken to d. taken down

3. Travel can be an excellent complement to one’s education.

a. counterpart b. supplement

c. tribute d. courtesy
4. He was an author of international prestige.

a. achievement b. prospect

¢. distinction d. reputation

5. Men can have feminine qualities, and women can have masculine

ones.
a. womanish b. manly
c. sheepish d. tender

6. The belief that the husband should “rule the roost” is an old -
fashioned stereotype.
a. standardized belief c. misunderstood idea
b. distorted conception d. established doctrine

7. Taxes are an obligation which may fall on everybody.

A. an accommodation c. a gratification
b. a duty d. a warehouse
8. The suspect’s movements were under the scrutiny of the police.
A. penetration | b. interrogation
c. examination d. research
9. This matter is too trivial to worry about.
a. futile b. petty
c. timely d. slim

10. Who first conceived the idea of filling bags with gas to make

balloons?
a. formed b. created
c. held d. accepted
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11. We want a dictionary that will be an authoritative record of

modern English.
a. reliable b. edible

c. indispensable d. commanding

I . Fill in the blank with the proper form of the given word. Make
changes where necessary.
1. flatter, flattering, flattery |
a. She thought it coulddonoharmto __ her escort a bit, at
least on his taste in wines.
b. The newspapers wrote about his performance in very
terms.
c. Don’t be deceived by her .
d. has turned his head.
2. administer, administrative, administration

a. An executive should be experienced in

b. They had the right to their own internal affairs.
c. How best to expand the factory is an problem.
d. The Red Cross aid in disaster areas.

3. assume, assumption

a. His of power was not liked by many.
b. Scientists that there is no animal life on Mars.
c. They rented the old house on the that the landlord

would paint it.
4. oppress, oppressive, Oppression
a. It is possible to organize human life without the and
exploitation of man by man.
b. The rich _ the masses by their control of the political

and judicial systems.



c. A sense of trouble ahead my spirits.

d. The occupation by foreign troops was extremely

5. suspect, suspicious, suspicion, suspect(n. )

00 N ON i &

a. They were always very about their neighbors.

b. The cashier was under of having appropriated some of

the firm’s money.

c. The is being held at police headquarters for question-
ing. |
d. He was , and accused, of selling state secrets.

8

. Match the words in Column ( I ) with the corresponding ex-

planations in column (I ).

(I) (1)

. assume a. statement which seems to be foolish or

impossible, but which has some truth in
it

. lame b. of the church that has the Pope as its
chief bishop

. paradox c. respect that results from the good reputa-
tion

. alien d. take as true before there is proof

. moral e. take away from

deprive f. that which makes something complete

. prestige g. foreign, contrary or opposed to

. masculine h. not able to walk normally because of an
injury or defect

. compliment i. of, like the male sex



10. Catholic
(I)
1. feminine
2. competent
3. perceive
4. stereotype
5. obligation
6. flatter
7. administer
8. oppression
9. scrutiny

10. perfection

(1)
1. trivial
2. cluster
3. conceive

]

g.

containing principles of right and wrong

()

become aware of

. promise, duty or condition that indicates

what action ought to be taken

. thorough and detailed examination

. control, manage, look after business af-

fairs, a household, etc.

. having ability, power, authority

fixed, formalized or standardized (and
therefore perhaps false) phrase, idea,
belief

of, like, suitable for, woman

h. excellent quality or example

1.

j-

praise too much or insincerely
the condition of being ruled unjustly or

cruelly

(o)

. feeling that something is wrong

. of very sad event, action, experience,

etc. in real life

. number of things of the same kind grow-

ing closely together
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. suspicion

. authoritative

. damned
. tragic
. complexion

. comic

10

d. condemned

e. commonplace; of small value or impor-

tance
f. form ( an idea, plan, etc ) in the mind
g. having power or right to give orders
h. causing people to laugh

i. natural color of the skin, esp. of the face



