
The Training of Beauty 

 

How the Eye Was Schooled to Rank 

Before a child ever speaks the word pretty, before they point to a face in a picture book and name 

what belongs there, the training has already begun. It does not arrive in lectures. It arrives in the 

quiet rhythm of exposure - the poster taped above the bed, the faces glowing on the screen, the 

way a camera drinks the light off one complexion and lets another fall into shadow. It arrives in 

the small word classic attached to one set of features and the small word ethnic attached to 

another. A stranger slows on the sidewalk at the sight of a billboard. A hiring manager reaches, 

without a flicker of thought, for the résumé that looks familiar. None of these moments 

announces itself as a verdict. They come dressed as reflex - the unthinking certainty that this is 

lovely, that is not, this belongs inside the frame, that belongs outside it. 

This is where the lie learned to breathe. 

Before the lie could organize a world, it had to organize a gaze. And before it could organize a 

gaze, it had to school one - patiently, invisibly, one image at a time, until seeing itself became an 

act of ranking. 

The Prejudice of the Standard 

In the dominant culture, beauty never called itself European. It called itself human. The face that 

looked a certain way was simply the face - and every other face was measured as a departure 



from it. The standard was not argued into place. It was installed, quietly, through the institutions 

that taught a whole civilization what to find lovely. 

Look at how those institutions worked, and the machinery becomes plain. The portrait gallery 

hung European nobility in gilded frames along its central corridors, while the peoples of the 

colonized world were displayed behind glass in the ethnographic wing - one hall a shrine to 

individual dignity, the other a cabinet of types. The distinction was architectural. To be painted 

was to be a person; to be catalogued was to be a specimen. A museum could hold both practices 

at once and call the whole building culture. 

The camera carried the same hierarchy in its very chemistry. Richard Dyer, in White: Essays on 

Race and Culture, traces how photographic technology was calibrated around pale skin as its 

default subject. Film stock, studio lighting, the standard exposure - all of it was engineered to 

render white complexions with nuance and warmth. For decades, the reference cards that 

technicians used to balance color in a photograph pictured a white woman; the industry called 

her “Shirley,” and she set the norm against which every other skin was corrected. Black skin, 

under that same equipment, went flat or vanished into shadow. This was not a failure of the 

machine. It was the machine working exactly as designed. The photograph of the white face was 

portraiture. The photograph of the Black face was a problem of exposure. 

bell hooks names the stakes of this directly in Black Looks: Race and Representation. The 

politics of the image, she insists, are never merely about pictures - they are about who gets to be 

seen as fully human. Her concept of the oppositional gaze, the refusal of the historically watched 

to remain mere spectacle and their insistence on the right to look back, runs like a current 

beneath this entire collection. But before the refusal can rise, the training must be understood on 

its own terms. 

That training worked as much through absence as through insult. Whiteness held its power 

precisely by going unmarked - the norm that never had to name itself, because everything else 

was busy being different. Consider the fashion industry across the twentieth century. For decades 

a model who did not fit the pale, slender ideal was, quite literally, unemployable in the major 

magazines. When Black models finally broke the surface - Donyale Luna photographed for 

Vogue in the mid-1960s, Beverly Johnson on the cover of American Vogue in 1974 - they were 

received as astonishments, celebrated for their rarity rather than recognized as proof that the 

standard had been arbitrary all along. Backstage, the training was physical and specific. Lighting 

crews treated darker skin as a technical difficulty. Makeup kits arrived stocked in a narrow band 

of pale shades, so a Black model often brought her own foundation because the industry had not 

thought to make hers. The hierarchy was not an idea floating above the work. It was in the 

palette, in the bulb, in the exposure setting - decided before the lens ever found a face. 

The Management of Difference 



Exclusion alone was never enough. The lie's aesthetic order also learned a subtler art: it let the 

other in, but only as ornament - the exotic admitted as controlled spectacle, included precisely so 

its inclusion could confirm its rank. 

Kobena Mercer, in Welcome to the Jungle: New Positions in Black Cultural Studies, offers the 

sharpest account of how this works. Aesthetic hierarchies rarely operate through crude rejection. 

They operate through management - the careful admission of difference on terms that flatter the 

dominant eye while still holding the other at arm’s length. The Black model in the editorial 

spread, the “tribal” print sent down a runway, the mask lifted from a shrine and mounted on a 

white gallery wall - all were welcomed into the frame, but always as deviation made beautiful. 

They were lovely insofar as they were strange, interesting insofar as they were not quite the 

norm. The gaze did not need to slam the door. It needed only to consume the visitor as a 

curiosity. 

Picasso and the European modernists who followed him make the pattern unmistakable. They 

drew deeply on African sculpture, praising its abstraction and force, hanging its influence in the 

most celebrated canvases of the century - while dismissing as primitive the very cultures whose 

hands had carved the forms. The mask became art in the salons of Paris. The carver remained a 

subject of anthropology. This was not a contradiction the age failed to notice. It was the design. 

The order could admire the object while refusing the mind that conceived it; it could hold the 

form and drop the person. 

Sylvia Wynter’s larger project gives this its deepest frame. She traces how the colonial encounter 

rewired the very terms of what counts as human, rational, and beautiful - so that the aesthetic 

was never a separate, innocent province of taste but a frontier of the same manufacture. When a 

culture seizes the power to define beauty, it seizes something greater than a preference. It decides 

what will be desired, what will be pursued, what will be received as worthy of love. Control of 

the image is, in the end, control of longing itself. That was the lie’s most intimate victory: not 

that it ranked beauty, but that it defined what could count as beauty at all. 

The Internalization of the Standard 

A hierarchy held in galleries and magazines would be a lighter thing to carry. This one did not 

stay outside. It reached inward, past the eye and into the mirror, until the standard was no longer 

something a person saw but something they became - the measure they woke to each morning 

and turned upon their own face. 

Toni Morrison gives this its truest testimony. The Bluest Eye tells of a Black girl who prays for 

blue eyes, because the world around her has taught, in a thousand small lessons, that beauty has a 

color and the color is not hers. Morrison does not offer us a statistic. She offers a life - the exact 

moment a child sets her reflection beside the image on the screen and finds herself wanting. The 

wound is not abstract. It is a fracture in the mirror, and the mirror is the self. 



Kenneth and Mamie Clark gave that fracture its documentary evidence. In their doll experiments 

of the 1940s, Black children shown a white doll and a Black doll were asked which was nice, 

which was good, which they would rather be. Again and again, they reached for the white doll 

and pressed the ugliness onto the Black one. The studies were later cited in Brown v. Board of 

Education as proof that segregation inflicted measurable harm - and it did. But they revealed a 

harm deeper than the separation of schoolrooms. They revealed the separation of a child from 

herself, the rejection of a part of her own reflection before she had the words to know what she 

was doing. 

Shirley Anne Tate, in Black Beauty: Aesthetics, Stylization, Politics, carries the story into the 

present and refuses to let it become a museum piece. The internalized image is not a settled 

matter of history. It is an ongoing negotiation, enacted daily in the most ordinary decisions - the 

shape of a nose apologized for, the hair pulled straight when it was never meant to be smoothed, 

the skin bargained with. Here the industries pressed hardest and most personally. The hot comb 

and the chemical relaxer, the shelves of skin-lightening creams, the salon lesson that some 

textures were “unmanageable” and needed taming - these were not neutral tools of grooming. 

They were a curriculum written on the body, a daily tuition paid to a standard that had never 

intended to admit the one who paid it. 

For the organizer, the advocate, the person who simply lives inside such a body, none of this is 

theory. It is the hesitation before speaking in a room, learned from years of being told that 

authority does not sound like you. It is the quiet grief of seeking approval from a gaze that was 

engineered never to grant it. The cost was never vanity. The cost was a severed relation to the 

self. 

Ma’at and the Older Mirror 

And here, beneath the ranked standard, an older truth stirs - one that was never for sale. 

Where the lie made loveliness a ladder, the moral order of Ma’at understood beauty as balance: 

the rightness of a thing standing in true relation, not its rank against another. In the vision of 

Ma’at, truth and justice are not separate from beauty but its very foundation. A thing is beautiful 

not because it matches an external measure but because it rests in harmony with the whole. Seen 

from this ground, an aesthetic built on exclusion was never order at all. It was disorder, taught to 

please. 

Communal selfhood adds the second stroke. No face is lovely or unworthy in isolation, because 

no person exists in isolation. Mogobe Ramose, drawing the Nguni and broader Bantu tradition 

into African Philosophy Through Ubuntu, gives us the truth in its plainest form: umuntu 

ngumuntu ngabantu - a person is a person through other persons. Turned toward the image, this 

dissolves the whole premise of the ranking. The beauty of a face is not its obedience to an 

abstract ideal but its belonging within a web that sees it, names it, holds it. The lie sat each 



person down alone before a glass that reflected only the dominant face and told them to compare. 

The older wisdom answers that no one was ever meant to sit before that mirror alone. 

Kwame Gyekye, in An Essay on African Philosophical Thought, gives the Akan account its edge. 

Personhood is constituted within community, not read off the surface of the skin. Where the lie 

asked, does this face conform?, Gyekye teaches us to ask a different question entirely: does this 

face belong? And belonging is not decided at the mirror. It is decided in the web that holds the 

one who stands there. 

There was, in truth, a mirror before the manufactured one. Long before the gallery and the 

magazine and the color card named “Shirley,” there was the family gathered in a room, the elder 

who spoke the child’s name, the aunt whose fingers parted and braided the hair, the grandmother 

who told where those features came from and whose they had been. That older mirror reflected a 

face already whole, already belonging, already loved. The training the dominant culture 

delivered was not the first training. It was an intrusion upon an older one - and the older one did 

not die. It waited, obscured but unbroken, in the hands that kept braiding and the voices that kept 

naming. 

The Eye That Learns and the Eye That Refuses 

This is where the essay turns - as the body itself was turned, at the close of the last collection, 

from the wound toward the ground. 

The training of beauty was real, and its consequences were never cosmetic. A child who learns to 

measure her face against a standard built without her carries that measurement into every room 

she will ever enter - the classroom, the workplace, the bedroom, the mirror at dawn. But the 

training was never total. Even as the galleries curated their canon and the magazines perfected 

their light, the people pictured inside the lie’s frame kept refusing its verdict. They painted 

themselves. They photographed one another. They styled and adorned and told each other, in the 

plainest daily ways, what they saw when the world declined to look. 

That refusal is the seed the rest of this collection will follow. It runs on into the stories that 

carried the rank, told to children before they could question them. It runs into the picture in the 

mirror, and the long work of unlearning the face the lie installed. It gathers, at the last, in the 

counter-image - the dignity that generations made with their own hands and never asked 

permission to hold. Those journeys belong to the essays still ahead. This one asks only the first 

and hardest thing: to name the training for what it was. A lie wrapped in the robes of taste. A 

verdict disguised as a glance. A hierarchy that learned to speak in the language of beauty 

precisely because it knew that beauty, once installed, is far harder to argue with than any law. 

The Organizer’s Reflection 



For the organizer who opens a meeting, the advocate who fights for resources, the scholar who 

writes toward a truth that keeps moving - this history is not background. It is the room itself. 

It is the person at the table who has learned to modulate their voice, so it sounds like what power 

expects authority to sound like. It is the team that has absorbed, without naming it, the aesthetic 

of respectability - a dress code not written anywhere but felt everywhere, the unspoken 

agreement that some ways of presenting belong in the frame and some do not. It is the donor 

who gravitates, without reasoning it through, toward the organization that looks the part - whose 

website, whose staff photographs, whose language have been calibrated to the same eye that 

calibrated the Shirley card and the runway casting call. 

None of this is cynicism. It is anatomy. The lie built its aesthetic order into the very texture of 

professional life, and it did its most effective work by making that order feel like good taste 

rather than old hierarchy. Recognizing the training does not immediately dissolve it - but naming 

it is the precondition of every other move. The standard that was presented as universal must first 

be seen as local. The preference that passed for instinct must first be named as policy. The norm 

that hid inside the word professional must be made to stand in the open, where it can finally be 

questioned. 

That is the organizer’s task here, as much as it is the scholar’s: to make visible the curriculum 

that has been running quietly beneath every room you have ever entered, shaping who speaks 

with ease and who hesitates, whose face the camera favors and whose it loses, whose presence 

reads as leadership and whose reads as something that needs to be explained. You cannot build a 

different room until you can see the one you are standing in. 

The Gaze and the Ground 

Begin wherever you are standing. 

The calipers measured what was not there. The chart sorted what did not exist. The scripture 

blessed what was never spoken. And the gaze - trained, patient, invisible - judged what was 

never meant to be judged. Each was a costume worn by the same lie, and each made it harder to 

see and harder to unmake than the last. The lie did not need to argue. It only needed to be 

absorbed - image by image, exposure by exposure, until it felt like perception itself. 

But the lie was a made thing. And here is what every collection in this archive returns to: what 

was made by human hands can be unmade by them. The statute that organized rank could be 

repealed. The instrument that inscribed it on the body could be retired. And the standard that 

schooled the eye to rank - the beauty-scale, the calibration card, the casting call - that too can be 

named for what it is: local, not universal; chosen, not given; a preference that dressed itself as 

nature and held that costume for as long as no one said otherwise. 

The body was never only a specimen. The face was never only an image. The truth lived in the 

web of relation the measurers had to break before they could pretend to weigh it. What they 



ranked was their own preference, handed back to them in the shape of a standard. What they 

pictured was their own desire, robed as fact. 

So, begin here. Before the mirror the lie handed you, set it down. It was never yours. Remember 

the older glass - the one held by kin and ancestor, the one that reflected a face already whole 

before the first measurement was taken. The eye still trains, still sorts, still measures in the half-

second before thought. But what was schooled can be unschooled. What was trained to rank can 

be taught, patiently and with great care, to see again. 

That work has always been underway. This collection follows it forward. 
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