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Engaging the Text, and the Suggestions for Sustained Writing that follow
each selection in this chapter. Another good way to learn the skills of def-
inition is to read each of the essays in this chapter twice. On your first pass,
simply make sure you understand each selection thoroughly and accu-
rately. The second time around, ask yousself how you might define the
term being explained, whether you agree with the author’s perception, or
if you can add information to make the definition even more credible. The
method described above might require more time than you had planned
to spend on this chapter, but it is the kind of mental exercise that will
strengthen your analytical muscles and help you use definition as a pow-
erful tool whenever you need to explain complex ideas.

Women'’s Beauty: Put Down or
Power Source?

Susan Sontag

‘Susan Sontag (1933-2004) took her B.A. at the University of Chicago and her M.A. at
" Radcliffe College. She also studied at Oxford University. She was an accomplished novelist,
[fitm director, and writer of screesplays. Through her essays, which have been published in
nagazines and jowrnals across the country, Sontag esiablished a reputation as a crific of
niodern culture. She will probably be best remembered, however, for her contribution to the
theory of aesthetics. In her best-knowit work, Against Interpretation (1966), Sontag enun-
ciates a theory of art based wpon a reliance on the senses and not on the intellect, Her place
“of authority in the contemporary world of art criticism was confirmed when, in 1976, she
. published On Photography. Her novels include The Benefactor (1964} and Death Kit
(1967). Sontag’s nonfiction—Trip to Hanoi (1969), Styles of Radical Will (1969), Vudu
~Urbano (1985}, and AIDS and Its Metaphors (1989)—demonstrate her ability to address
current social and political vealities with the same incisiveness that she approaches questions
“of art, In “Women's Beauty,” which she first published in Vogue in 1975, Sontag provides

“lis with a feminist interpretation of the uses and misuses of "beauty” throughout history.

' Inr “Women's Beauty” Sontag traces the sources of traditional notions of physical
beauty and then explains their role in “the oppression of women.” An essay important for
jts acsthetic and political implications, “Women's Beauty” also serves as a model for those

 twho would question a variety of accepted moral, ethical, and social standards.

Jlor the Greeks, beauty was a virtue: A kind of excellence. Persons then were
“assumed to be what we now have to call—lamely, enviously—uwhole persons.
I it did oceur to the Greeks to distinguish between a person’s “inside” and
outside,” the ted that inner beauty would be matched by beauty
‘the well-born young-Athenians who gathered around
niadoxical that their hero was so intelligent, so brave,
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