Leah Newell
New York City College of Technology
BUF 4700
11/11/24
Dr. Sutton
Modernity

Modernity has long shaped cultural ideals, with the beauty industry reflecting these
changes. In the early 20th century, modernity was linked to visibility, self-presentation, and
emerging standards of success. Today, this concept has evolved to include values like inclusivity,
sustainability, and technological advancement. This paper explores how the beauty industry has
adapted its understanding of “modernity,” using visibility and representation to reflect societal
shifts. The following will examine how modernity in beauty has changed from the early 20th

century to today.

In the 1900s, “being modern” meant embracing progress and independence, particularly
for women. Physical appearance became a central aspect of public visibility and professional
success, as a person’s looks were increasingly tied to their social standing. Actress Edith Nelson
advised that “attention to personal appearance is nowadays essential if you expect to succeed in
life. You must ‘LOOK YOUR BEST”’ at all times” (Haiken, E., p. 94). This underscores the early
20th century’s emphasis on appearance as a means of upward mobility, especially for women

entering public and professional spaces.

The beauty industry capitalized on this demand for visibility, with Hollywood stars

becoming role models for beauty standards. Max Factor, for example, originally created makeup



for film stars but made these products available to the public, allowing women to replicate the
glamorous looks of their favorite actresses. In a society filled with new choices for self-
expression, individuals were still uncertain about how to navigate their options. As
Hermannsdottir notes, “In a modern society, life is not a predetermined path with limited options
based on location, family or gender: it is full of possibilities, but the individual is given little
guidance on what is the best option.” (Hermannsdottir, M. B., 2011). This created an opportunity
for the beauty industry to guide consumers on self-presentation, encouraging conformity to

certain beauty standards as markers of success.

As the article Consumer Culture and the Inferiority Complex states, “During the 1920s
and 1930s, increasing numbers of Americans came to believe that looks were crucial to social
and economic success, as well as to mental health” (Haiken, E., p. 95). The “flapper” aesthetic of
the 1920s became emblematic of modernity, as women embraced shorter hairstyles, makeup, and
freedom of expression. This look represented a rejection of Victorian norms and embodied the
spirit of liberation and visibility that defined the modern woman. The beauty industry played a

major role in promoting this new ideal, positioning visibility as crucial to social success.

Today’s beauty industry has expanded its definition of modernity, with a focus on
inclusivity, sustainability, and individuality. Rihanna’s Fenty Beauty, for example, launched with
40 foundation shades, offering products for a diverse range of skin tones. This approach
challenges historical limitations and sets a new standard of beauty that is inclusive and
representative of all consumers. Modern beauty now prioritizes diversity, ensuring that
individuals of all races, ethnicities, and backgrounds see themselves represented in beauty
products. This inclusivity reflects today’s belief that beauty should be for everyone, breaking

away from traditional, narrow standards.



Sustainability has also become a key aspect of modern beauty. Many beauty brands, like
Biossance and Aveda, now emphasize cruelty-free, eco-friendly production, responding to
consumers who value environmental responsibility. This shift reflects a growing awareness that
beauty choices can have global consequences, and consumers are increasingly choosing products
that align with their ethical values. Today’s beauty standards have moved away from mass
production to favor products that are environmentally conscious and promote long-term
sustainability. Thus, modern beauty emphasizes responsibility alongside self-expression,

integrating sustainability into its ideals.

Technology plays an important role in the current beauty landscape, offering more
personalized products and experiences. Brands such as Function of Beauty use artificial
intelligence to create custom products tailored to each consumer’s unique needs. This focus on
personalization marks a shift in modernity, where beauty is less about conforming to a single
standard and more about meeting individual needs. With technology allowing for customized
beauty solutions, consumers today are encouraged to craft their own beauty identities, tailored to
their personal preferences. This personalized approach further highlights how modern beauty

embraces individuality and choice, moving away from mass-produced standards.

Modernity has been defined by visibility across both early and contemporary beauty
standards, but the emphasis has shifted over time. Early 20th-century ideals of beauty were
driven by conformity to Hollywood standards, where individuals sought to look alike and adhere
to a narrow definition of beauty. Today, modernity values uniqueness, individuality, and
inclusivity, which are reflected in the broader range of beauty products available. While early
beauty trends standardized the ideal image, the current beauty industry encourages self-
expression through personalized solutions, which reflect the desire for individuality. Edith

Nelson’s advice to “LOOK YOUR BEST?” still resonates, but the interpretation has expanded to



include diverse expressions of beauty, allowing for more fluid and inclusive definitions of

SUCCESS.

The definition of “modernity” in the beauty industry has evolved from a focus on
conformity and visibility in the early 20th century to the inclusivity and individuality that
characterize modern beauty today. While self-presentation remains a central theme, today’s
beauty culture encourages diversity and personal expression, reflecting a more expansive
understanding of what it means to be modern. The shift from early standards of uniformity to
current ideals of diversity and sustainability highlights the beauty industry’s adaptation to
changing societal values. Today’s beauty industry continues to shape and reflect modernity,
offering products that cater to a wide range of identities and ethical values. The beauty industry’s
evolving definition of modernity mirrors society’s broader shifts toward inclusion, technology,

and environmental consciousness.
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