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	“Wouldn’t	they	be	surprised	when	one	day	I	woke	out	of	my	black	ugly	dream,	and	my	real	
hair,	which	was	long	and	blond,	would	take	the	place	of	the	kinky	mass	that	Momma	wouldn’t	
let	me	straighten?	.	.	.	Then	they	would	understand	why	I	had	never	picked	up	a	Southern	
accent,	or	spoke	the	common	slang,	and	why	I	had	to	be	forced	to	eat	pigs’	tails	and	snouts.	
Because	I	was	really	white	and	because	a	cruel	fairy	stepmother	.	.	.	had	turned	me	into	a	too-
big	Negro	girl,	with	nappy	black	hair.”



Eurocentric	masculi



against	themselves	and	other	women	of	color.	

Consequently,	racially	oppressive	beauty	

standards	were	upheld	by	men	and	women	of	

color	and	not	just	by	white	people.	

	 	From	the	1970s	to	the	1990s,	there	

was	minor	progress	towards	racial	inclusivity	

in	the	cosmetic	industry.	The	Black	is	Beautiful	social	movement	strove	to	expand	beauty	

ideals	and	gave	rise	to	small,	independent	companies	that	produced	makeup	for	women	of	

color.	Some	mainstream	makeup	companies	like	Covergirl	and	L’Oreal	followed	suit	and	

made	attempts	at	racial	inclusivity	with	their	makeup	products;	however,	racial	equity	was,	

and	continues	to	be,	lacking.	The	historical	development	of	beauty	standards	and	the	

continuation	of	upholding	white	beauty	standards	has	allowed	for	the	reproduction	of	

whiteness	on	an	institutional	level.	The	commercialization	of	white	beauty	has	contributed	

to	the	cultural	representation	of	women	of	color	as		“negative,	out-of-place,	or	disturbing”	

because	they	are	at	the	bottom	of	the	socially	constructed	beauty	hierarchy	(Hall,	1997,	p.	

236).	The	cosmetic	industry	contributes	to	racial	formation	that	ascribes	meaning	to	

different	bodies,	such	that	white	women	are	valued	over	black/brown	women	(Omi	&	

Winant,	1994,	p.	4).		These	racially	defined	appraisals	of	women’s	worth,	maintained	by	the	

beauty	industry,	are	definitive	forms	of	institutional	racism.	

									 Despite	increasing	criticism,	popular	makeup	brands	like	MAC,	Maybelline,	

Covergirl,	and	Bobbi	Brown	have	received	from	consumers	more	recently,	their	efforts	at	

racial	inclusion	have	b



pigments	for	women	of	color.	However,	the	proportion	of	makeup	for	white	skin	tones	

continues	to	exceed	those	produced	for	black	and	brown	skin	tones.	Of	the	20-30	shades	

put	out	in	a	foundation	line,	only	five	or	six	will	feature	darker	pigments	(Hope,	2016).		

Aside	from	the	quantitative	inequity	of	shades	available	for	women	of	color,	other	attempts	

at	racial	inclusion	in	makeup	lines	have	been	accused	of	cultural	appropriation,	tokenism,	

and	whitewashing	models	of	color.		A	pertinent	example	of	how	cultural	appropriation	

permeated	efforts	at	racial	inclusion	in	cosmetics	can	be	seen	in	MAC’s	Vibe	Tribe	makeup	

line	(Images	2	&	3,	MAC	Cosmetics,	2016).		The	

company	refuted	accusations	of	cultural	

appropriation	by	claiming	the	makeup	line	was	

created	with	music	festival	culture	in	mind;	though	

it’s	clear	in	Images	2	and	3	that	the	makeup	line	is	

not	coincidentally	reminiscent	of	Native	American	

culture	(BuzzfeedYellow,	2016).	The	advertisements	

feature	clothing	and	product	packaging	that	include		

patterns	reminiscent	of	Native	American	culture.	





these	forms	of	shallow	racial	inclusion	make	it	so	these	companies	can	remain	ignorant	of	



against	racial	inclusion	in	beauty	products	are	not	sound,	then	it	follows	that	the	reasons	

behind	racial	exclusivity	are	based	on	social	aspects.	Tiffany	Gill,	an	associate	professor	of	





									 In	summary,	the	racist	practices	that	plague	the	cosmetic	industry	today	have	clear	

ties	to	both	historical	and	modern	conceptions	of	racial	difference	that	privilege	whiteness	

and	reinforce	white	dominance.	Powerful	cosmetic	companies	want	to	protect	their	

reputations	against	allegations	of	racist	practices,	which	they	usually	try	to	remedy	with	

“easy	fixes”	that	involve	shallow	efforts	at	racial	inclusion.	The	institutional	racism	found	in	

the	cosmetic	industry	points	to	larger	issues	of	race	and	racism	in	society	at	large	that	are	

hundreds	of	years	in	the	making.	While	the	systemic	issue	of	racism	that	permeates	the	

cosmetic	industry	may	seem	discouraging,	there	are	counter-



society	based	on	“seeable”	or	“public	bodily	differences”	has	the	potential	to	lead	to	a	

society	that	does	not	profit	off	the	objectification	of	all	women	and	the	specific	oppression	

of	women	of	color	(McKittrick,	2006,	p.	46).	Conclusively,	the	racist	practices	in	the	

cosmetic	industry	cannot	be	treated	as	an	isolated	problem,	and	the	larger	context	of	race	

and	racism	in	the	United	States	has	to	be	taken	into	account	in	order	to	combat	

institutional	racism	of	all	types.		
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