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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

The word “beauty” has no shortage of scholarly work that’s been conducted on its 

meaning, how it should look and its history. Popular quotes have espoused the key to beauty as 

lying within the beholder, while some say that it can be found within. Beauty can take on a totally 

different meaning, depending on where a person lives in the world; however, as a former beauty 

editor working at Essence magazine in New York, I would argue that in America, the majority of 

its clarification can be found in race. Part of my daily job duties included organizing the mounds 

of beauty products that publicists would messenger over to the office in overstuffed shopping 

bags. Of course, it was great to see all the newest launches before they hit the market, but it was 

often quite disturbing when chatting with beauty editors from other publications such as 

Cosmopolitan and Vogue about the products and finding out that beauty brands weren’t sending 

over even half of the items that others got. And, if you asked a publicist why, they’d just give a 

flippant response like, “Oh, well, we just send over the products that we think will work best for 

Essence and its readers.” Of course, Essence’s top audience consists of Black women, but how 

could a person conclude, based on one’s skin color, what beauty products a person may or may 

not use? Is this just the way some beauty publicists were thinking, or is it part of a bigger issue 

within America’s beauty industry? If sending over beauty products to magazines is part of the 

larger marketing plan for brands to get noticed, then why were editors at traditionally Black 

publications such as Essence given the shorter end of the product pool stick? 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this thesis study is to take a mixed methods and Black feminist approach 
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(while honoring my role as a former beauty editor and Black woman) to find out how Black 

women are represented within the beauty advertisements of women’s fashion magazines. 

According to research firm Mintel, sales for beauty products in the United States have an 

overall estimated net worth of $445 billion (Mintel, 2017). While sales of makeup have proven to 

be lucrative for women of all races, there is a serious sales gap when it comes to shade specific 

products such as foundation. A 2017 Color Cosmetics study from Mintel reports that Black 

women have a lower usage of facial makeup than White women (Mintel, 2017). This is not 

surprising to see as, since the beginnings of America’s beauty industry, Black women have been 

consistently ignored. It wasn’t until singer Rihanna launched her signature makeup collection 

Fenty Beauty September 8, 2017 in Sephora, that beauty brands final began paying attention to 

Black women. Fenty Beauty’s cosmetics line launched with 40 shades, with 10 additional shades 

added earlier this year. The darker shades of the foundation sold out immediately upon its initial 

launch. Advertising images and social media posts for the brand showed models wearing the 

makeup ranging in shades of albino to freckled and super dark – a message Rihanna purposely 

planned. “In every product, I was like, ‘There needs to be something for a dark-skinned girl; there 

needs to be something for a really pale girl; there needs to be something in-between,” Rihanna 

said at her NYC launch event. Fenty Beauty earned $72 million in earned media value (Ruffo, 

2017) and Women’s Wear Daily released a report stating that Fenty Beauty has the most diverse 

consumer base compared to other makeup brands. 

Journalists (including myself) penned think pieced about how this product launch and 

advertisements were a long overdue callout to the beauty industry. “I hope the positive social 

media attention that Fenty Beauty has received from Black women sends a message to the rest of 

the beauty world to follow suit. It needs to give women of every skin tone the cosmetics they 
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deserve – and creates products everyone can be excited about” (Arterbery, 2017). Now, there’s 

what beauty insiders call the Fenty effect, meaning that brands are finally starting to pay attention 

to an entire consumer demographic previously ignored (i.e. Black women) and create foundation 

shades for all of our skin tones. “In the year since, both Tang and Robertson say the Fenty effect 

(i.e., the chain reaction of brands launching more inclusive shade ranges in response to Fenty’s 

fanfare) has dramatically changed their experience with shopping for foundation. CoverGirl, 

Maybelline, and Dior, to name just a few, all now carry 40 shades of foundation – MAC even has 

60” (Schallon, 2018). 

It’s a given that one of the main purposes of advertising is to sell goods and using 

attractive models within ads helps consumers find products that will help them to achieve the 

good looks portrayed in the ads (Englis et al., 1994). Physical appearance plays a dominant role 

in how people view these products. Studies show that consumer are more likely to purchase 

things that are modeled by attractive people, who “are better liked, and they are assumed to be 

more sociable, independent, and exciting, while less attractive are assumed to be deviant and are 

often stigmatized” (Englis et al., 1994). 

As a Black woman and former magazine editor, covering the beauty industry for over 10 

years, I have noticed the lack of beauty products that work adequately for our skin tones. While 

perusing top women’s fashion magazines, I have also noticed the lack of Black women featured 

within beauty advertisements and the lumping of Black women within traditionally Black 

publications such as Essence and Ebony. Is this simply because the beauty industry isn’t selling to 

us or is it because of the hegemonic Whiteness that permeates America’s beauty ideal? Could 

there be a direct connotation between the representation of Black women beauty advertisements 

and the products available to Black women? For this thesis, I examine women’s fashion 
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magazines to find out how Black women are presented within the beauty advertisements from 

2012-2018. 
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CHAPTER 2 

RELATED LITERATURE 

The Black Body 

The negative pool of thought that has consistently surrounded Black women’s bodies for 

centuries can generally be traced back to slavery. It is important to bring this up because this 

school of thought has never left America’s psyche and remnants of it can even still be found 

today. Dark skin was viewed as abhorrent and the Black female body was viewed in even lesser 

terms. 

From the arrival of the first 20 African slaves in 1619 to the shores of a British colony in 

Jamestown, Virginia, up until today, Black women in America have always had to work harder in 

order to be seen and receive the same rights as other races – especially White women. Slavery 

also permanently changed the gender roles within the African American community. Before 

slavery, women living in Africa were able to successfully combine both work and family duties 

(Collins, 2009, p. 55). Female Africans were not placed in chains and shackles like males because 

they weren’t seen as a threat. They did receive severe beatings and many were repeatedly raped 

aboard the boats by White male slave drivers and their crew. White men used rape as a way to 

exert control over the Black female body, with some forcing their slaves to serve as mistresses by 

dangling the promise of freedom and other gifts such as jewelry and dresses in front of them.  

Black female slaves could not look to White women to stop their husbands from raping 

them as it was assumed that they must be seducing the men. The enslaved Black woman could 

not look to any group of men, White or Black, to protect her against sexual exploitation. Often in 

desperation, slave women attempted to enlist the aid of White mistresses, but these attempts 

usually failed. Some mistresses responded to the distress of female slaves by persecuting and 
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tormenting them. Others encouraged the use of Black women as sex objects because it allowed 

them respite from unwanted sexual advances. Most White women regarded Black women who 

were the objects of their husbands’ sexual assaults with hostility and rage. (hooks, 2015, p. 36) 

As slaves, West African women were forced to complete much of the same work as men 

making them “economically exploited, politically powerless units of labor” (Collins, 2009, p. 56). 

Slavery also exploited the reproduction rights of Black women by requiring them to give birth to 

children specifically for their owners in order to ensure the continuation of the plantation 

business. Owners would either force their female slaves to breed with other slaves or rape them, 

and those that were barren were sold away. Female slaves that were able to reproduce abundantly 

were sold at higher prices and their children were usually sold to other plantations as soon as they 

were old enough. These forced, multiple pregnancies combined with the harsh working 

conditions of working in the fields were very hard on the bodies of Black females and led to 

multiple health problems. 

Breeding was oppressive to all fertile Black slave women. Undernourished, overworked 
women were rarely in a physical condition that would allow for safe, easy childbirth. 
Repeated pregnancies without proper care resulted in numerous miscarriages and death. 
(hooks, 2015, p. 41) 
 
When slavery ended in 1865, Black women had severely limited job options: work on a 

farm or complete domestic service in the homes of White people, both positions done during the 

centuries of slavery. 

Whiteness and Colorism 

Black women with lighter skin (i.e. someone such as myself) traditionally have an easier 

time at finding cosmetics, particularly foundation shades, that work. This is because the White 

people who have been running major beauty brands for generations (think Estee Lauder) have 
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always created products for African American women that revolve around the idea of meeting the 

ideals of White beauty standards. 

Colorism looks at the privilege light-skinned people of color have over those with darker 

skin tones in areas such as work and education. Its roots can be found within slavery. Male slaves 

with darker skin were made to work in the fields because, to White people, this skin tone meant 

that they were better suited to work there instead of within the house. The house jobs were saved 

for Blacks with lighter skin tones as they were viewed as weaker than those with darker skin 

tones. Females slaves with dark skin were also viewed as stronger and also made to work in the 

fields alongside men and forced to breed. 

On any plantation with a substantial number of female slaves, Black women performed 
the same tasks as Black men; they plowed, planted and harvested crops. On some 
plantations, Black women worked longer hours in the fields than Black men. (hooks, 
2015, p. 23) 
 
But, what about the role it plays within America’s beauty industry? Its roots run deep and 

there’s no shortage of Black women who have dedicated YouTube videos, Instagram posts and 

news articles to the lack of concern beauty executives seem to have when it comes to creating 

products that work for darker skin tones. 

The problem that I and many other women of color face on a regular basis is surviving 
that experience again and again, in an industry where makeup is predominantly default 
White. This is not a new dilemma at all, as much as it is a constant cycle of exclusion and 
expected inefficacy with occasional outliers. (Hope, 2016) 
 
Once slavery ended, Black people were left to create their own style aesthetics. With not 

much else to emulate, of course it made sense that Black women would use the same style and 

beauty techniques as the White women around them. But, in hindsight, the majority of Black 

women were only trying to assimilate as best they could into their new lives as freed women. 

During this time, known as the New Negro movement, Blacks began migrating from the Deep 
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South plantations many of them had lived on their entire lives to move to northern cities such as 

Washington, D.C. and Chicago. 

There was very little that Black female slaves working under harsh, impoverished 

conditions could do to groom themselves as many did not have time nor access to skincare 

products and services. However, this did not stop White men and women from invoking 

stereotypes to “exaggerate racial differences, dehumanize African Americans, and deny them 

social and political participation” (Peiss, 1998, p. 33). 

Black women used their own beauty rituals that consisted of head scarves to cover “kinky, 

unstyled hair or hair that suffered from patchy baldness, breakage or disease” (Patton, 2006, p. 

28). Slaves created their own hair styling tools and products such as sheep fleece carding tools to 

untangle the hair; bacon grease and butter to condition and soften the hair; cornmeal and kerosene 

to cleanse the scalp and coffee as a natural dye (Patton, 2006, p. 28). Hair was styled in relation to 

where they worked – either in the field or in the house. When working in the house around 

Whites, slaves were required to keep a “neat and tidy appearance or risk the wrath of the master, 

so men and women wore tight braids, plaits and cornrows” (Patton, 2006, p. 28). 

This aesthetic subculture encompassed folk traditions, intergenerational exchanges 
between Black women, and the survival techniques Black women used to maintain their 
appearances under the harsh conditions of enslavement. (Lindsey, 2011, p. 101) 
 
Hair straightening was not a beauty technique that Black female slaves did because not 

only did it usually signify free-person status, but it also emulated the same hair look as White 

women. However, there were plenty of light-skinned African American women who did 

straighten their hair in order to pass for White. Black people with lighter skin (i.e. those mixed 

with both Black and White and known as mulattoes) were viewed by Whites as more visually 

appealing than those with dark skin. Because of their lighter skin tones and straighter hair texture, 
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mulattoes were given jobs as house servants (instead of working in the fields with darker skinned 

Blacks) and also sometimes received special privileges such as access to material possessions. 

Some were given a formal education. 

Emulating Whiteness offered a certain amount of protection. Lighter-skinned, straighter- 
haired slaves worked inside the plantation houses performing less back-breaking labor 
than the slaves relegated to the fields. Because of this, these slaves had better access to 
clothes, education, food and the promise of freedom upon the master’s death. Thus, 
adopting many White European traits was essential to survival, e.g., free vs. slave, 
employed vs. unemployed, educated vs. uneducated, upper class vs. poor. (Patton, 2006, 
p. 28) 
 

But, no matter how White a person looked, as long as either of their parents were African 

American, they were still considered to be Black, according to the one drop rule. This law, 

originally passed by English colonists and that still exists to this day even though it’s considered 

to be unenforceable, gives any person with even a drop of Black blood the same rights as pure 

African (Russell-Cole et al., 2013, p. 17). Because of this law, many mulattoes who had light 

enough skin, passed for White in order to gain the same privileges as White people. 

Complexion, along with other Eurocentric physical features – blue, grey, or green eyes; 
straight hair texture; thin lips; and a narrow nose – has been accorded higher status both 
within and outside the African American community. Conversely, dark complexion and 
Afrocentric features – broad nose, kinky hair, full lips and brown eyes – has been 
devalued. (Glenn, 2009, p. 25) 
 

By the time slavery ended, Black people with lighter skin tones had established themselves as the 

Negro Elite, with good hair and light skin being the official keys to its membership (Lindsey, 

2011, p. 102). The brown paper bag test, meaning a person had to be as light as or lighter than a 

brown paper bag, was created and used to keep darker skinned Blacks out. 

Having White (or lighter colored) skin remained a social norm that American women of 

all races aspired to have. Early scientists who were trying to establish what exactly beauty is used 

race as a way to ascertain dominance over Blacks. By studying the heads and facial features of 
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Blacks and Whites, scientists ascertained that Blacks closely resembled primates more so than 

Whites, therefore defining beauty as something that can only apply to people of European descent 

(Cain, 2008, p. 30). 

In 1660, Robert Boyle, a scientist that would later became known as the father of 

chemistry, wrote in Of the Nature of Whiteness and Blackness that Black skin was an ugly 

deformity of normal Whiteness, with the physics of light showing that Whiteness was the 

“chiefest color” (Kendi, 2016, p. 5). In 1845, Alexander Walker wrote in his exposition, Beauty: 

Illustrated Chiefly by an Analysis of Classification of Beauty in Women: 

White, as everyone is aware, is the color which reflects the greatest number of luminous 
rays; and for that reason, it bestows the brilliance and splendor upon beautiful forms with 
which all are charmed. The climate of Africa, the cerebral structure of its inhabitants, and 
the degree of their civilization are unfavourable to the existence of beauty as to the power 
of judging and respecting it. (Cain, 2008, p. 31) 
 

Words such as these were spread all over the United States helping to establish Whiteness not 

only as a dominant beauty ideal, but also one that became synonymous with a system of racial 

power. 

It is accomplished – in part – through a combination of elements such as worldviews, 
values, frames, repertoires, narrative and symbolic boundaries, which together serve to 
maintain racial oppression and normalize an imbalanced racial hierarchy. (Withers, 2017, 
p. 1) 
 
Despite the fact that there weren’t a lot of beauty products currently on the market for 

women to purchase during this time, they were still able to create their own homemade 

concoctions. White women began using White powder mixtures composed of ground-up starch, 

rice or chalk on their faces to preserve and exacerbate their Whiteness. Tan skin was highly 

frowned upon as this usually was a key signifier of poverty. 

Skin Whiteners quickly became the most popular beauty product of the nineteenth 

century, with lead-based Whitening lotions and powders being used all over the face and body in 
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order to lighten the skin. For White women, pale skin tones not only signified high societal 

rankings, but it was also equated with personal qualities of goodness, purity, innocence, and 

candor. 

A beautiful White face reflected an unstained heart, and the skin’s translucence was no 
longer valued solely for its physical beauty: it was valorized as evidence of moral 
rectitude that allowed a women’s inner light to shine for any observer. (Cain, 2008, p. 31) 
 

Beginnings of the Black Beauty Industry 

White women weren’t the only ones using skin products to lighten their skin tones. After 

slavery, White (or light) skin remained the social norm that many Black women aspired to have. 

American Negro women of the nineteenth century were known to sometimes rub lye 
directly on their skin. Others applied harsh acidic products made for removing dirt and 
grime from floors and walls. It was not unheard of for a mother to try lightening a dark 
daughter by dunking her every day in a tub of bleach. None of these methods worked, and 
all of them smelled, burned or permanently damaged the skin. (Russell-Cole et al., 2013, 
p. 70) 
 

Realizing the popularity of these skin Whiteners among African American women, White beauty 

manufacturers began marketing skincare products that promised to permanently Whiten Black 

skin. 

Dark skin was not viewed as attractive or modern within certain elite circles in 
Washington and within the U.S. more broadly. Consequently, the racially-specific 
enterprise of African American skincare that emerged post-Emancipation honed in on a 
racial-social-class- color-gender hierarchy that devalued dark skin and that further 
solidified the primacy of physical Whiteness. (Lindsey, 2011, p. 102) 
 

In addition, the products being sold to Black people by these White-owned companies “stood 

accused of selling fake or hazardous preparations that ruined the skin and even led to death” 

(Peiss, 1998, p. 211). 

Newspaper advertisements in Black publications peddling skin bleaching products were 
used, declaring “lighter skin as both ‘American’ and ‘modern beauty ideals’ within their 
advertisements. (Lindsey, 2011, p. 102) 
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These advertisements ran in all of the top African American newspapers from the late 1800s and 

into the early 1900s. One of the more famous ads were the ones by a White entrepreneur named 

Dr. Fred Palmer who proclaimed in newspaper advertisements “Proof that dark skin can be made 

lighter. Why be content with dark skin and sallow skin, marred with blotches and blemishes? 

Make yourself beautiful, happy and contented...Now, it’s easy for every woman to be beautiful” 

(Phillips, 2004, p. 8). Another example of a Dr. Palmer advertisement for his Skin Whitener 

(Figure 1) features a smiling light-skinned African American woman and copy that promises your 

skin to “come alive” and a “happy, more youthful you.” 

Figure 1: 1967 Dr. Palmer advertisement. 
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Mainstream women’s fashion magazines have a history of completely leaving out Black 

women and promoting lighter skin tones of Black people within beauty advertisements, beginning 

in the 1950s with a “hierarchy of skin color” (Hazell and Clarke, p. 6).  

The media are a widely circulated resource that not only provide readers with information 
but also perpetuate societal beliefs, which are dominated by an ideology of White 
supremacy concerning race and gender. Ads in particular, although seemingly harmless, 
have great power in distributing societal messages concerning race and gender to the 
population and thus in this way shape people’s perceptions and understandings of people 
of particular genders and races. (Hazell and Clarke, 2008, p. 18) 
 

The shopping habits of African American consumers have been studied extensively since the 

1960s, with research establishing a more positive response to advertisements that feature Black 

models versus those with White models (Ragoonan, Shrestha, Smith, 2005, p. 65). Although 

advertisement spending is significantly lower for Black media (in 1998 only $870 million of $160 

billion were spent targeting African Americans (Ragoonan, Shrestha, Smith, 2005, p. 67)), Black 

magazines typically fare better when it comes to eschewing White beauty ideals and being more 

inclusive of Black women within its overall advertisements. A content analysis conducted by 

Leslie (1995) of Black people in Ebony from 1957 to 1989 found that Black people adhering to 

White beauty standards decreased (Hazell and Clarke, 2008, p. 8). 

Despite the proliferation of Black models within Black magazines, striving for Whiteness 

became the primary ideal for all African American women and is cemented into the foundations 

of America’s beauty industry. Black skin was viewed as unclean and diseased by the general 

White population and it wasn’t long before Blacks even began selling and encouraging the use of 

bleaching creams since lighter skin was seen as a vehicle for social mobility. 

Among the culture industries that achieved prominence in Black urban communities, the 
beauty industry emerged as a site, arbitrated by White cultural hegemony. This industry 
could not escape the racism and sexism that pervaded the New Negro era. White beauty 
ideals and trends within the U.S. beauty culture played integral roles in the formation and 
growth of a nationalized, Black beauty culture. (Lindsey, 2009, p. 99) 
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The modern beauty industry as we know it didn’t emerge until the second half of the 19th 

century thanks to major developments such as the photo (photography) and industrialization 

(Wolf, 2002, p. 12). Rising incomes, which allowed for more discretionary income, as well as 

shift in values is what helped to modernize America’s beauty industry. 

In Western societies, most people smelled bad until the middle of the nineteenth century, 
due to a widespread aversion to washing with water which became prevalent during the 
outbreaks of bubonic plague in the Middle Ages. However, thereafter, personal cleanliness 
assumed the status of an indicator of moral, social, and racial superiority. Hygienic 
standards became a means of defining social hierarchy and differences, and an attribute of 
female domesticity. Regular personal washings became routine in middle-class 
households in the United States during this time. (Jones, 2008, p. 127) 
 

Aside from the influx of skin Whiteners that flooded America’s budding beauty industry, 

there also came the (mostly female) entrepreneurs who created some of the world’s biggest 

beauty companies. These include: Helena “Madame” Rubinstein, the first cosmetic manufacturer 

to have her product sold in a department store; Florence Nightingale Graham (i.e. Elizabeth 

Arden), the first to use premium packaging for her products; Josephine Esther Mentzer (i.e. Estee 

Lauder) who was the first to create story lines for her products which resulted in high sales. 

However, none of these top beauty entrepreneurs created products for or marketed to African 

American women in the early days of their businesses. While Black women did use them, 

advertisements were specifically catered to upscale White women and products such as 

foundations and other color cosmetics were created only for pale, super light skin tones. 

Out of this (literal) Whitewashing of Black women came the formation of the Black 

beauty industry. The first key player was Annie Turnbo Malone who created the Wonderful Hair 

Grower in 1900. She also created the PORO system, a skin and hair treatment for Black women 

that she hoped would uplift Black women’s self-esteem in light of the prevailing Whiteness that 

dominated society. 
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With few public health services for Blacks in the United States, Ms. Malone believed 
along with many race leaders of that time, that cleanliness and good health practices 
raised the status of Black women period, but especially in the White public sphere that 
deemed Black bodies as filthy and threatening. (Phillips, 2004, p. 7) 
 

From this, Malone was able to create a major manufacturing hair product firm and beauty college 

for Black women. Malone, who travelled the South recruiting other Black women to sell the 

PORO system, “incorporated African concepts as the foundation of her company to reframe 

African women’s view of themselves” and did not encourage the use of bleaching or skin 

lightening products (Phillips, 2004, p. 8). 

Ms. Malone wanted Black women to understand that their skin conditions, 
impoverishment, and problems revealed the effects of captivity and racism rather than 
any personal failings or any idea of being unattractive. (Phillips, 2004, p. 8) 
 
The next major Black beauty entrepreneur was Sarah Breedlove Walker (i.e. Madame 

C.J. Walker). She began in the early 1900s by selling Turnbo’s products before eventually 

branching off to create her own hair-care business. Walker created a factory, salons, and beauty 

schools while also travelling the U.S. and hiring Black women to use and sell her products. 

While she did encourage Black women to love their darker skin tones and natural hair textures, 

she is best known for the invention of the hot comb, an iron comb that heats up on a stove top to 

straighten Black women’s hair, that is still used today. This procedure, known as pressing the 

hair, allowed Black women to easily emulate the hairstyle of White women which caused some 

to criticize the process and compare it to the use of skin lightening products. 

The promise of cultural acceptance, education and good paying jobs (i.e. all things that 

very few Blacks had been able to achieve in their lifetimes due to slavery) proved to be too much 

of an allure, and Black women continued doing everything possible to emulate White beauty 

ideals. This included lightening the skin and straightening the hair. Black women did not have as 

many cosmetic options to choose from as White women. One of the earliest known cosmetic 
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companies that created makeup for Black woman, Valmor Products, Co., actually came from a 

Hungarian named Morton Neumann. He grew up in Chicago and was well aware of how 

American beauty companies ignored the cosmetics needs of Black women. One of his most 

popular products was the Sweet Georgia Brown face powder and it came in shade names such as 

tantalizing brown, aristocratic brown, suntan, and teezum red. Advertisements for the face 

powder (see Figure n2) “promised a lighter appearance in 10 seconds and pointed out that 

powder is specially made to give tan and dark complexions the BRIGHTER attractive beauty that 

everybody admires” (Nittle, 2018). 

Figure 2: Sweet Georgia Brown face powder ad (https://copyranter.blogspot.com/2010/08/retro-
racist-ad-of-week.html). 
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It would not be until the 1960s that more mainstream beauty brands such as Maybelline 

(Figure 3) and Avon that would begin specifically marketing more of their products to Black 

women. One of the best ways to reach this consumer was through magazine advertisements. 

Figure 3: Maybelline ad from Ebony, June 1963 
(https://www.pinterest.com/pin/208080445255419490/?lp=true ). 

Beauty Advertisement Beginnings 

A term originally penned by author and self-proclaimed feminist, Naomi Wolf, in her 

book The Beauty Myth, Wolf claims that beauty actually has nothing to do with women and, 

instead, everything to do with men’s institutions and power. 

“Beauty” is a currency system like the gold standard. Like any economy, it is determined 
by politics, and in the modern age in the West it is the last, best belief system that keeps 
male dominance intact. (Wolf, 2002, p. 12) 
 

Wolf says that the development of technologies and mass production (i.e. photographs), the 

breakdown of families, and the introduction of the middle class along with the factory system (i.e. 

http://www.pinterest.com/pin/208080445255419490/?lp=true
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industrialization) is what helped to pave the way for modern version of the beauty myth (Wolf, 

2002). Women’s fashion magazines came along soon after. This helped institutions further 

cement today’s beauty ideals, starting with advertisements. As women in America became more 

literate and educated through colleges such as Vassar and Radcliffe in the 1860s and 1870s, “the 

mass production of beauty images aimed at women was perfected, and The Queen and Harper’s 

Bazaar were established. The rise in women’s magazines was brought about by large investments 

of capital combined with literacy and purchasing power of lower-middle and working-class 

women: The democratization of beauty had begun” (Wolf, 2002, p. 62). 

Using feminine beauty to sell beauty products to consumers is an old technique and it is 

well-noted within the scholarly world that physical appearance most certainly plays a pivotal role 

in this. 

Since the pioneering work of Dion, Berscheid and Walster (1972) that empirically 
demonstrated the ‘what is beautiful is good’ halo effect in perception, social psychologists 
have been aware of what laypeople have long known: physical appearance matters. 
(Englis et al., 1994, p. 50) 
 

Due to the negative images and connotations that have followed Black women since first landing 

in America as slaves, it’s not surprising to see that African American specific publications such as 

Ebony were the first to feature positive beauty advertisements with Black females. From the 

overwhelming underrepresentation of Blacks in ads to only using Blacks with lighter skin 

(Watson et al., 2010), and the comparison of physical characteristics of Blacks in advertisements 

to Blacks in the general population (Kennan, 1996), much research has been conducted to 

establish the overall racism inherent within the advertising industry. There is also plenty of 

research that documents how women of color are represented in mainstream women’s magazines 

and how these counter-stereotypical portrayals weaken stereotypes (Covert &   Dixon, 2008, p. 

233). However, updated scholarly research is severely lacking in the area of how Black women 
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are represented (or misrepresented) within the beauty advertisements of today’s popular women’s 

fashion magazines. 

A (Black) Feminist Notion 

According to Janet Saltzman Chafetz, there are three elements of feminism:  

(1) a (not necessarily exclusive) focus on the inequities, strains and contradictions 
inherent in gender arrangements; (2) an assumption that gender relations are not 
immutable but rather changeable social creations; and (3) a normative commitment that 
societies should develop equitable gender arrangements. (Chafetz, 1999, p. 4) 
 

Post-feminists have declared the body to be a woman’s primary source of power with surveillance 

by others (including both men and women) being its top watcher. “Surveillance of women’s 

bodies constitutes perhaps the largest type of media content across all genres and media forms” 

(Gill, 2007, p. 149). While much has been written in regards to feminist thoughts surrounding the 

portrayal of women’s bodies within both fashion and beauty advertisements of women’s 

magazines, (i.e. the sexual posing, ageism, and extensive photoshopping of women’s bodies) 

Black women are usually excluded from these conversations and White women are used as 

examples to showcase the topics mentioned. History has shown that feminists within North 

America tend to leave out races of women (especially Black women) as it pertains to theory and 

scholarship (Nicholson, 1989, p.1). If the whole idea of feminism is to speak up and out about the 

rights and mis- treatment of all women, how can it be that certain ethnicities are ignored? 

Racism is so ingrained in American culture, and so entrenched among White women that 
Black females have been reluctant to admit that anything affecting the White female could 
also affect them. Indeed, many Black women have tended to see all Whites regardless of 
sex, as sharing the same objective interest, and clearly the behavior of many White women 
vis-à-vis Blacks has helped to validate this reaction. (Simons, 1979, p. 385) 
 
When the women’s suffrage movement began in America with the promise of uniting and 

fighting for the right of equality for all women, it first included Black women. In fact, it was 

former slave Sojourner Truth that singlehandedly saved the First National Convention on 
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Women’s Rights in 1850 from the “disruptive jeers of hostile men” (Davis, 1981, p. 60). 

Of all the women attending the gathering, she alone was able to answer aggressively the 
male supremacist arguments of the boisterous provocateurs. Possessing an undeniable 
charisma and powerful oratorical abilities, Sojourner Truth tore down the claims that 
female weakness was incompatible with suffrage – and she did this with irrefutable logic. 
In repeating her question ‘Ain’t I a woman?’ no less than four times, she exposed the 
class bias and racism of the new women’s movement. (Davis, 1981, pp. 61-63) 
 

But, when it seemed as if Black men would receive the right to vote before White women, 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, one of the top leaders of the women’s suffrage movement in America, 

spoke out against Black and created a distinct line of demarcation in what many consider to be 

the beginnings of Western feminism. In a letter to the editor of the New York Standard in 1865, 

Stanton wrote: 

The representative women of the nation have done their uttermost for the last thirty years 
to secure freedom for the negro; and as long as he was lowest in the scale of being, we 
were willing to press his claims; but now, as the celestial gate to civil rights is slowly 
moving on its hinges, its becomes a serious question whether we had better stand aside 
and see ‘Sambo’ walk into the kingdom first. (Davis, 1981, p. 70) 
 
Consistent objectification of the Black female body has led to the creation or roles that not 

only works to keep a wall of separation between other female races in America, but also ensures 

that White women remain the ideal form of feminine beauty in America. 

The elevation of White womanhood to that nonthreatening space of ornamental 
powerlessness, the ‘pedestal,’ completed the structure of southern patriarchal racism and 
intensified interracial antagonism between women. (Caraway, 1991, p. 77) 
 

The objectifying roles that encompass the lives of Black women were first outlined by Black 

feminist scholar Patricia Hill-Collins, who references them as controlling images. 

The dominant ideology of the slave era fostered the creation of several interrelated, 

socially constructed controlling images of Black womanhood, each reflecting the dominant 

group’s interest in maintaining Black women’s subordination. Moreover, since Black and White 
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women were both important to slavery’s continuation, controlling images of Black womanhood 

also functioned to mask societal relations that affected all women (Collins, 20009, p. 79). 

Several stereotypes of Black women emerged from this thought. They include: 

• The domesticated Mammy (i.e. the woman who cooked and cared for children) 
justifies the reason Black women are content to serve within poorly paid domestic 
service roles and is also “the public face that Whites expect Black women to assume 
for them” (Collins, 2009, p. 81). 

• The Matriarch, which as the opposite of the Mammy, represents that bad mother, 
meaning the inability of Black women to adequately complete their traditional 
womanly roles at home which contributes to societal problems in Black civil society 
(Collins, 2009, p. 83). 

• The Welfare Mother image ties directly to the breeder role that Black women 
encompassed during slavery. Depicting Black women as poor, working class mothers 
who utilize social welfare benefits, she is labeled as lazy with too many children and 
no male figure in the home to assist her. 

• The Welfare Queen, a depiction of those who don’t work and receive state benefits, 
these images portray Black women as worthless and making no impactful 
contributions to America’s capitalist society. 

• The Jezebel image harkens to the sexually aggressive label that White men and 
women used back in the slavery days to excuse the sexual assaults placed upon Black 
women daily. 

Black women have tried (unsuccessfully) to remove themselves from these images, but social 

institutions such as the government and the news media make it difficult to do. If these are all of 

the images that people in America associate Black women with, it is no surprise to see that beauty 

corporations would not be doing more to create adequate products and more positive advertising 

images showcasing Black women of all skin tones. According to Beauty, Inc.’s Diversity in 

Beauty report that examined racial diversity within upper management at the top 10 beauty 

companies, there are no women of color at the number 1 beauty brand L’Oreal; number 5 beauty 

brand Coty, Inc.; number 7 beauty brand LVMH Moet Hennessy Louis Vuitton; number 8 beauty 

brand Beiersdorf; and number 10 beauty brand L Brands (Fine, 2019, p. 46). 
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While it is certainly discerning to see that there is such a serious lack of female 

representation within the world’s top 10 beauty companies, it does explain why it has been so 

hard for Black women to get away from being represented in such as negative manner within 

beauty advertisements. 

Research Questions 

Research questions for this study are: 

• How are Black women portrayed in beauty advertisements of mainstream women’s 
fashion magazines in comparison with White women? 

• How are light-skinned women used more prevalently in beauty advertisements in 
comparison with dark-skinned women? 

• How are Black women portrayed in the beauty advertisements in magazines marketed 
specifically to them compared with magazines marketing to a general audience? 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Sampling Procedures 

Four magazines in total marketed towards women in the United States were reviewed for 

this study. Two magazines created specifically for and marketed to African Americans were used 

for this analysis – one for Black women (i.e. Essence) and the other for both Black men and 

women (i.e. Ebony). Essence is a monthly publication owned by Essence Communications with a 

circulation of 1,050,000 and a readership of 8.5 million (Essence Communications, 2019). Ebony 

is a bi-monthly publication owned by African American private equity firm ClearView Group 

that reaches 11 million readers (Ebony, 2019). One high fashion magazine marketed to a higher 

clientele of women, the American edition of Vogue, was chosen. Vogue, owned by CondeNast, is 

a monthly magazine that reaches 10.8 million readers (Vogue, 2019). Cosmopolitan, a monthly 

magazine owned by Hearst that has a high-reach for women in the U.S. (18 million) was also 

chosen (Cosmopolitan, 2019). 

Overall, only magazines directly marketed to women within the United States were used. 

No magazines marketed towards males were used as they usually feature beauty advertisements 

that are geared more towards men’s grooming products and not those predominantly used by 

females. 

The following years of the September issues for each of these magazines were analyzed: 

• Essence: 2012, 2016, 2018

• Ebony: 2016, 2017, 2018

• Vogue: 2012, 2016, 2018

• Cosmopolitan: 2012, 2016, 2018
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September issues of these magazines were used instead of other months because, historically, this 

month traditionally sells the most advertisements. In the fashion and beauty world, 

September is seen as the end of one season (summer) and the start of another (fall). Fall is 

usually the season that children start school again (hence back-to-school shopping) and when 

adults rev back up from the slower months of summer work schedules. September also marked 

the start of a new fashion season for designers and the retail world. Magazine publishers and 

editors are well aware of this and want to capitalize on their readers’ desire for renewal and 

transformation at this time of year – bulking up their shopping and style advice content at a time 

when they know most people are most likely to utilize it (Schiffer, 2015). The September issues 

also have a higher page count thanks to the bulk of its contents being advertisements. Although 

magazine corporations stopped publishing the number of ads included in each issues in 2015 

(Steigrad, 2018), the September issues always contains the highest amount of fashion and beauty 

issues as compared to the other months of publication during the year. 

Each of these magazines were located on the Texture application of my personal iPad. 

Launched in 2012, Texture is an electronic application owned by Next Issue Media, LLC that 

offers an unlimited amount of over 200 digital magazines for $9.99 per month (Texture, 2019). 

The app did not include the 2012 issues for Ebony and, instead, began with 2016 which is why 

coding starting with that year. A total of 12 magazines were analyzed. Every single beauty 

advertisement within each of these issues was coded, producing an average of 25 ads that were 

coded per issue. 

Method 

This study utilizes mixed methods: a qualitative inductive method of content analysis and 

a quantitative method to count each of the beauty advertisements. Only full-page or two-page 
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beauty advertisements were used for this study. Beauty advertorials (i.e. those advertisements 

featuring beauty products along with images of editors or bloggers with words written by editors) 

were not used for this study. A focused coding procedure was used for this study. With this 

method, I was able to examine each of the beauty advertisements within the magazines, compare 

each piece of this data and then create categories to be analyzed. 

The following coding categories were used in creating a coding sheet: physical 

characteristics of the model (i.e. race, skin tone), hair texture, number of Black models, number 

of White models, and beauty advertisements without models. 

The physical characteristics of the model are important to this study because traits such as 

skin tone and hair texture help to determine the model’s race. I also used the Pantone Matching 

System. Created in 1963, the Pantone Matching System is a tool that organizes color standards 

through a proprietary numbering system and chip format (Pantone, 2019). This color formula 

system is used by editors within the magazine, fashion and printing industries to determine exact 

color. Within this system is a Pantone SkinTone Guide, which I used to test against the skin tones 

of models used with the beauty advertisements. The guide contains 110 colors that go from 

lightest (i.e. White), which is identified as 1Y01 SP to darkest (i.e. Black), which is identified as 

4R15 SP. By comparing these swatches against the foreheads of the models and with my own 

extensive background in adequately identifying African American skin tones as a Black woman 

and journalist covering the beauty industry for over 10 years, I was able to appropriately discern 

between the Black and White races of the models. 

Models who appeared to be of mixed-race heritage (i.e. Black and White) were not 

counted for this study unless I could find information online that suggested otherwise. For 

example, celebrity Halle Berry appeared in several beauty advertisements and was counted as a 
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Black woman as she has gone publicly on the record to acknowledge herself as a Black woman 

despite the fact that she has a White mother. 

The number of Black models and White models are counted within each of the beauty 

advertisements (see Table 1) because it is imperative to establish a numerical representation in 

order to find out which race is more predominant. While counting the number of Black and White 

models within the beauty advertisements, I also noted the number of ads that did not contain 

models (see Table 2) as there appeared to be an influx of these as well. 

The coding sheets were completed with information provided by each beauty 

advertisement within each issue. Intercoder reliabilities were calculated using the Kvale’s (1996) 

three-part model for judging the validity of qualitative data: validity as craftsmanship, 

communicative validity, and pragmatic validity (Biber, 2017, p. 326). 

Table 1: Number of Black and White Women Featured in Each Magazine 

Magazine Month/Year Total # 
Beauty Ads 

Total # 
White Women  

Total # 
Black Women 

Vogue 

September 2012 35 19 4 

September 2016 22 15 0 

September 2018 16 10 3 

Essence 

September 2012 22 1 21 

September 2016 22 4 15 

September 2018 18 3 11 

Ebony 

September 2016 7 0 4 

September 2017 8 1 6 

September 2018 4 0 5 

Cosmopolitan 

September 2012 60 44 6 

September 2016 59 43 8 

September 2018 27 10 7 
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Table 2: Number of Beauty Advertisements without Models 

Magazine Month/Year Total #  

Vogue 

September 2012 12 

September 2016 7 

September 2018 3 

Essence 

September 2012 0 

September 2016 3 

September 2018 4 

Ebony 

September 2016 3 

September 2017 1 

September 2018 1 

Cosmopolitan 

September 2012 10 

September 2016 8 

September 2018 10 

Data Analysis 

All of the beauty advertisements (i.e. data) were analyzed qualitatively and each coding 

category is discussed and illustrated in the following data analysis: 

Physical Characteristics of the Models 

Predictably, the majority of the models featured within Ebony and Essence were Black, 

with very little White women. Both Vogue and Cosmopolitan featured little to no Black women 

and a high number of White women. 

In the September 2012 issues, the Black women that were featured within Vogue and 

Cosmopolitan all had light complexions, with the majority of those ads belonging to actress Halle 

Berry (Figure 4) who modeled for Revlon. (Even though Berry is both Black and White, she is 

publicly recognized as a Black woman.) 
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Figure 4: Revlon ad from Vogue, September 2012. 
 

Singers Janelle Monae (for CoverGirl in the September 2012 issue of Vogue; Figure 5) 

and Beyoncé (for L’Oréal in the September 2012 issue of Cosmopolitan; Figure 6) appear to 

have lighter skin tones than usual. The September 2012 issue of Essence features Black models 

with darker skin tones; however, at least half of the 21 females used have lighter skin tones as 

well. Even though Ebony has the smallest number of beauty advertisements out of all of the 

publications looked at for this study, it features the highest amount of dark-skinned Black female 

models. This means that colorism still appears to be a dominant theory at play within beauty 

advertisements. Advertisers may want to sell beauty products to Black women who are reading 

Vogue and Cosmopolitan, but only by using those Black women who are lighter in skin tone or 

who have skin tones that can easily be manipulated to look lighter than normal. In turn, it seems 

as if advertisers will only place beauty advertisements of dark-skinned Black women within 
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Ebony and not so much in Essence, which plays off of the colorism that is also inherent within the 

African American race. 

Figure 5: CoverGirl ad from Vogue, September 
2012. 

Figure 6: L’Oréal Paris ad from Cosmopolitan, 
September 2012. 

Hair Texture 

Not surprisingly, Vogue and Cosmopolitan featured the highest amount of beauty 

advertisements with White models wearing long, straight or wavy hairstyles. Out of the six Black 

models featured within beauty ads of the September 2012 issue of Cosmopolitan, only two 

appeared to have Black, loose curly hair. Out of the 21 Black models featured within the beauty 

advertisements of the September 2012 issue of Essense, only three wore naturally curly looking 

hair. The rest had long, straight (or chin-length) hair, like the Black model seen in Figure 7. It was 

not until the 2016 issues of Ebony and Essence that more Black models appeared wearing short, 

natural looking hair; however, these looks were not featured predominantly in any of the issues 

reviewed of Vogue or Cosmopolitan. 
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Figure 7: Dark and Lovely ad from Essence, 
September 2012.  

Figure 8: Garnier ad from Cosmopolitan, 
September 2016. 

 

These findings suggest that the White beauty ideal of long, straight hair still remains a 

popular way for beauty brands to sell their haircare products. Ebony featured the most beauty 

advertisements with Black women wearing natural, textured looking hair. Surprisingly, the 

September 2016 issue of Cosmopolitan featured a Garnier advertisement for a haircare product 

that promises to stretch curls - something that is usually used by Black girls to further enhance 

kinky, textured curls. But, the model featured within the ad (Figure 8) is a light-skinned model 

with hair that looks to be naturally straight and that has been curled with an iron. This hearkens 

back to the fact that even when it comes to curls, beauty advertisers still choose to showcase 

models with light skin and loose, wavy hair instead of the traditional kinky curls that Black 

women naturally have. 

Number of Black and White Models 

Although the numbers of Black models within the issues of Vogue and Cosmopolitan 
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were extremely low, it is apparent that as the years progress, the numbers increase (see Table 1). 

For example, the September 2016 of Vogue featured no Black women within its beauty 

advertisements; however, by September 2018, there were three. Cosmopolitan seemed to have a 

rather steady number of Black women within its beauty advertisements throughout the years, but 

the numbers remain in the single digits with 8 being the highest out of 59 ads in the September 

2016 issue. 

Figure 9: L'Oreal Paris ad from Cosmopolitan, 
September 2012. 

Figure 10: Urban Decay ad from Cosmopolitan, 
September 2016.  

 

Essence featured the highest number of Black women within its beauty advertisements 

(the highest being 21 from the September 2012 issue). Even though Ebony had a very low 

amount of beauty advertisements within its issues (which isn’t surprising considering that the 

brand did have some serious financial problems that eventually led to its sale in 2016), there 

appeared to be consistent amounts of Black women used within the beauty ads that did appear. 

Although studies have been completed to show that Black models don’t usually socially interact 
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with White models in magazine advertisements (Bowen and Schmid, 1997), there definitely 

appears to be an uptick in the amount of beauty ads with a good mix of both Black and White 

women beginning in 2016. These ads, which are predominantly touting foundation, make a 

striking pivot away from the usual way it is shown. For example, in the September 2012 issue of 

Cosmopolitan, the foundation ads show one model (usually White; see Figure 9). By the 

September 2016 issue of Cosmopolitan, beauty brands touting foundation show models of 

various races (usually Black, White and Asian) along with product like this one from Urban 

Decay (Figure 10). 

In the 2018 issue of Cosmopolitan, the foundation ads feature models of various races, an 

impressive looking array of makeup shades and copy that features the words “for all skin tones.” 

This seems to be a very interesting turn of events as it pertains to Black and White models being 

featured within beauty advertisements. Part of this can probably be explained by the Fenty   

effect, which means that since the mega monetary success of Fenty Beauty’s launch in 2017, 

beauty brands are finally starting to create products for more skin tones. Despite this, it is still 

very apparent from looking at publications outside of Essence and Ebony that, just like in the 

years following slavery, brands are still predominantly peddling beauty products to Black women 

that consistently showcase White beauty ideals. 

Beauty Advertisements without Models 

Even though the sole focus of this study is to see how Black women are represented 

within women’s fashion magazines, there were quite a few beauty brands that chose not to use 

models within their ads. For example, out of the 34 total beauty advertisements in the September 

2012 issue of Vogue, at least 12 of them did not feature models, a number higher than the Black 

women that were featured (see Table 2). While there have been plenty of studies completed on 
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the types of models that are used in beauty ads (from race to age, size, and stance), there doesn’t 

appear to be any theoretical explanation as to why some brands would choose to not use models. 

The most popular brand that seemed to take this stance is Clinique that, instead, puts a focus on 

its actual product, text copy that speaks to its attributes and maybe a prop like the smoke used in 

an ad that represents pollution (Figure 11). 

Figure 11: Clinique ad from Cosmopolitan, September 2018. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

Making Progress 

Unlike previous studies, my research shows that significant progress has been made in the 

way that Black women are portrayed within the beauty advertisements I surveyed for this study. 

For example, I found that each of the single page ads with Black women featured up close, sharp 

images of their faces (versus blurry or far away) and without the racist-laced copy found in years’ 

past, such as this one from Pond’s featured in the September 2018 issue of Vogue (Figure 12). 

Figure 12: Pond's ad from Vogue, September 2018. 

CoverGirl, a brand that has never traditionally been known for its inclusivity when it 

comes to the models used in its campaigns or the products sold in its cosmetic collections, ran an 

advertisement in the September 2018 issue of Vogue about its 40 new shades of foundation and 

new spokesmodels (Figure 13). Granted, this new look and stance from the 30-year-old makeup 

cosmetics brand could have a lot to do with its new owners. Coty, Inc., a beauty brand best 
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known for its racy fragrance ads, is a lot edgier than CoverGirl’s former owners, Procter & 

Gamble and this looks to be its way of updating the brand. 

Figure 13: CoverGirl ad from Vogue, September 2018. 
 

Figure 14: Neutrogena ad from Vogue, September 2018. 
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Neutrogena, a brand predominantly known for its skincare products, has even jumped into 

the inclusivity game by hiring actress Kerry Washington to not only be a new face for the brand 

(as shown in the September 2018 issue of Vogue; Figure 14), but to also help the company 

revamp its foundation collections to include more shades. The two-year process ended with the 

addition of 11 new shade additions to the brand’s Healthy Skin Liquid Makeup (as seen below in 

the ad) and 10 new shades for the Moisture Smooth Color Sticks (Rodulfo, 2016). 

 
Even though some beauty brands such as Maybelline and Secret (Figures 15 and 16) chose 

to shoot the same products with Black and White models (never together, always separate) the 

  

Figure 15: Maybelline ads, Essence December 2018 (left) and InStyle September 2018 (right). 
  

Figure 16: Secret ads from Ebony, September 2017. 
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messaging for both advertisements appeared to be the same – this product will work great for 

women of all races. 

As the years progressed within the magazines used for this study, there did appear to be 

more beauty advertisements that featured Black and White women together wearing the same 

product. This L’Oréal advertisement is from the September 2016 issue of Essence and is for a 

line of pink lipsticks the brand created and marketed to women of all skin tones (Figure 17). 

Figure 17: L’Oréal ad from Essence, September 2012. 

Just a Fad? 

The subtle movement towards including more Black models in beauty advertisements and 

pictured with women of other races than in years’ past is more than likely a direct result of        

the Fenty effect and I predict that, in future, more of these types of beauty advertisements will be 

used to peddle products. Since Rihanna has proved with the launch of her makeup collection that 

inclusivity is key, I believe that more beauty executives will happily jump onto the same 

bandwagon. I don’t believe this is because they actually care about how Black women are 

portrayed within beauty advertisements (keep in mind that these major beauty companies are still 
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being run by older White men), but because they are wanting to emulate the same financial 

success that Fenty Cosmetics has experienced. Some industry insiders, such as makeup artist to 

Black celebrities such as Naomi Campbell and Queen Latifah Sam Fine, are quick to point out 

that while beauty brands have launched cosmetics collections specifically for African American 

women in the past, they didn’t last. 

“There was Revlon, when they released ColorStyle, and also Maybelline Shades Of You – 
where are they now?” Mr. Fine said. “Makeup brands have had this relationship with 
women of color that is very trend based.” (Shapiro, 2018) 
 
Whatever the case may be in regards to why beauty executives have finally decided to not 

only create more darker pigmented foundation shades and showcase women of various races and 

skin tones within advertisements, I think that this time around, it’s not just a fad. Not just because 

of the Fenty effect, but more so because statistically speaking, beauty brands will have no choice 

but to make permanent changes to the way they create products for and advertise to Black 

women. The United States Census Bureau predicts that White Americans will fall below half of 

the population and lose their majority status by the year 2044 (Tavernise, 2018). 

While this study did not look at the business side of beauty brands, there have been 

discussions about the need for more inclusivity within their business ranks. This will not only 

ensure that Black women have more representation within beauty advertisements, but should also 

make a change in the way that women of all races and ages are represented. 

According to Women’s Wear Daily’s sister publication Beauty, Inc., there are no women 

of color working within the upper level of management at four of the top 10 global beauty 

companies: L’Oréal, Coty, Inc., LVMH Moet Hennessy Louis Vuitton, or Beiersdorf (Fine, 2019, 

p.46). This same story also reports that the Harvard Business Review has predicted that ethnically 

diverse executive teams are 33 percent more likely to outperform peers in profitability (Fine, 
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2019, p. 48). It would make sense for beauty companies to hire more women of color within their 

executive ranks to ensure that the needs of all women are being met which would, in turn, mean 

more money to be made for them as women of color spend $11 trillion as consumers (Fine, 2019, 

p. 48). 

More Work to be Done 

As it currently stands, the beauty advertisements that I surveyed for this study definitely 

represent a more positive change from the way the Black women have previously been portrayed 

in that there are more darker skin tones and natural hair textures shown within ads such as those 

picture in Figures 18 and 19. 

Figure 18: Kat Von D ad from Cosmopolitan, 
September 2016. 

Figure 19: Cantu ad from Ebony, September 
2016. 

 

Despite the progress that has been made in how Black women are portrayed within 

today’s beauty advertisements, we are still represented in significantly low numbers as compared 
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to the number of White women that are used. Out of the 12 magazines I perused beauty 

advertisements in for this thesis, there were only 94 Black women shown as compared to 159 

White women. Also, Black women are still shown in high numbers with predominantly White 

beauty ideals such as the long, wavy hair (i.e. a wig) as seen on the Black model in Figure 20. 

Figure 20: L’Oréal Paris ad from Cosmopolitan, September 2018. 
 

This means that, despite the inclusion of darker skinned Black models in these advertisements 

than in decades past, Whiteness as a hegemonic beauty ideal still remains prevalent. 

These results are in tandem with previous research by scholars who have studied 

American advertisements, from billboards to magazine advertisements, and declared them 

inherently racist. 

Shepherd and Jackson and Ervin claim that Blacks are under-represented in American 
advertisements. Humphrey and Schuman report that Blacks tend to be portrayed in 
subservient positions, and Kern-Foxworth points out that African Americans seem 
entirely absent from the advertising of certain product categories. (Keenan, 1996, p. 907) 
 

In addition, plenty of scholarly research has been completed about how Black people are 

underrepresented within the media as well as how Black women are portrayed in terms of beauty. 
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Jackson and Ervin (1991) surveyed 962 fashion magazine advertisements and found that 23 

Black women were featured within the ads and only done so from a distance. Coltrane and 

Messineo (2000) found in their analysis of television commercials that “it is White women who 

are singled out as icons of beauty” (p. 383). This prior research definitely sets the tone for my 

thesis research in establishing racism as one of the main reasons that Black women are 

traditionally excluded from the majority of beauty ads within women’s fashion magazines. 

Black women within the beauty advertisements surveyed did not appear to encompass any 

of the negative stereotypes as outlined by Collins (i.e. the Mammy, Matriarch, Welfare Mother, 

Welfare Queen, and Jezebel). This is a sign that, despite the prevalence of more White women 

within advertisements, beauty brands have predominantly moved away from showcasing Black 

women in negative stereotypes. 

Figure 21: Lancôme ad from Vogue, September 2012. 
 

Based on the tenets of Colorism, this study is an update on previous studies that tells us 

that Black women with lighter skin tones are featured more prevalently than those with darker 
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skin tones. More than half of the Black models counted for this study were light skinned and it is 

apparent from my magazine editors’ eye that, as with celebrities Janelle Monae and Beyoncé, 

some of the skin tones of the Black models used have been lightened using Photoshop (Figure 

21). This means that just as in the days of slavery, Black women with lighter skin tones are 

viewed as being more attractive when it comes to the selling of beauty products. 

It also important to note that the majority of the models with darker skin and with natural 

hair featured within the beauty advertisements were predominantly found within the issues of 

Ebony and Essence, both publications that are predominantly marketed to Black women. I did not 

find the 2018 Head and Shoulders advertisement (Figure 22) in any other publications outside of 

Essence.  

Figure 22: Head and Shoulders ad from Essence, December 2018. 
 

While it appears to be very progressive that this haircare brand has created products specifically 

for textured hair, why didn’t this ad run in Vogue or Cosmopolitan? It seems as if beauty brands 
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(even those that are marketed specifically towards Black women) want us to continuously define 

our beauty as similar to a White woman as possible. The only Black models with dark skin or 

naturally textured hair are marketed specifically towards Black women through predominantly 

Black publications such as Ebony and Essence. However, when it comes beauty advertisements 

of bigger publications such as Vogue and Cosmopolitan, the Black woman is still missing – like a 

vaguely dismissed, invisible archetype. 
 

Limitations 

For this study, I was able to use the magazines included on my Texture app located on my 

iPad, which only extended back to 2012. Originally, I planned to start my research with 1990 and 

from there look at September issues every 5 years in order to show the evolution (or lack thereof) 

of Black women being used in beauty advertisements. However, it proved very difficult to find a 

lot of these back issues than previously thought, so due to time constraints, the study was 

narrowed down to what was easily accessible via the Texture app. Also, I only looked at four 

magazines, but it would be very interesting to widen this research to include even more 

mainstream women’s fashion magazines such as Harper’s Bazaar and InStyle to see what the 

representation of Black women within its beauty advertisements looks like. 

Future Research 

Future research for the topic of how Black women are represented within beauty 

advertisements should definitely be extended to the digital realm of social media. Instagram has 

become a very popular way for women of all races to find new beauty products and brands have 

started investing more dollars in order to advertise to them on this venue. In addition to this, 

beauty brands have started created products from a social media first point of view: 

Companies have started focusing on what’s trending online from the get-go, altering both 
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their product formulations and outside packaging to better catch the scrolling eye. The 
result is an uptick in products that emphasize texture, viscosity, light and color, often with 
special effects like glitter of foam added in. (Schiffer, 2018) 
 

I certainly believe that as long as magazines exist, beauty brands will continue to create 

advertisements especially for them; however, it can’t be ignored that there are plenty, such as 

Fenty Beauty (Figure 23), that only advertise their products via social media. It would be very 

interesting to see how this measures up with magazine beauty advertisements and if Black women 

are represented differently online than in print. 

Figure 23: Fenty Beauty Instagram page. 
 

Another interesting part of how Black women are represented within beauty 

advertisements revolves solely around the topic of hair. Although I did touch a bit on how quite a 

few of the Black women within the beauty advertisements that I studied were shown with long 

hair, it was interesting to see that as time progressed, more were pictured wearing their short or 

naturally textured hairstyles. Black women and their hair is a heavily researched topic, but it 
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would be great to a study done that focuses solely on how Black women wear their hair within 

beauty advertisements. 

Just as sociologist and Black Feminist Patricia Hill-Collins broke down some of the more 

predominant stereotypes Black women experience, it would be very interesting to see an updated 

list of the beauty stereotypes that Black women experience today. While my study did not show 

any of the stereotypes that Collins outlines, I do think it’s worth noting that after perusing so 

many beauty advertisements that when it comes to Black women, there definitely could be some 

as it directly pertains to Black women and the beauty industry. 

Another future study worth mentioning is about the proliferation of beauty advertisements 

over time that don’t use models and show product only. I could not find any theoretical or 

scholarly research in regards to this topic and I wondered as I kept seeing so many throughout my 

research if it could perhaps be the future of magazine beauty advertisements, especially 

considering that beauty brands today heavily use Instagram beauty ads with a strong focus on 

product only as well. 

While completing research for this thesis, I also thought it would be interesting to see how 

Black women are represented at the store front level as well. Beauty brands also rely heavily on 

store advertisements to showcase their products and I have personally noticed more women of 

color within these ads while shopping for my own products, especially within the realm of 

foundation and other skin tone specific products. A study such as this one would be great to go 

along with one that looks at how beauty brands are using Black women within social media 

beauty advertisements. 
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