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The feminist politics of choice: Lipstick as a marketplace icon 

 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

 
Lipstick has been a dominant beauty practice across cultures and throughout history. 

Once deemed a sign of Satan, a potential health risk, and even an illegal product, lipstick has 
experienced centuries of controversy to secure its status as a marketplace icon – albeit a 
polarising one. Liberating to some; limiting to others. How have such tensions shaped lipstick’s 
cultural meanings? By examining lipstick’s gendered history, we highlight how lipstick reflects 
contested feminist politics of choice – regarded as playful and deliberately chosen as well as 
fostering appearance-based expectations based on idealised feminine beauty. We highlight 
how lipstick gives rise to tensions between empowerment and oppression across three main 
themes: self-expression and choice, privilege and choice, and morality and choice. We 
conclude that for lipstick to be pleasurable and freely chosen, it must first be decoupled from 
patriarchal standards of ideal feminine beauty for women. 
 
KEYWORDS: choice feminism, feminine beauty, lipstick, cosmetics, makeup  
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Every day, many women spend a significant amount of time applying cosmetics, with 
nearly 7 in 10 women applying makeup to their lips (Mintel 2019). In turn, this has sustained a 
multibillion-dollar industry, with the global lipstick market expected to reach $13.4 billion by 
2024 (P&S Market Research 2019). Similar to other beauty-related marketplace icons, such as 
high heels (Parmentier 2016) and shapewear (Zanette and Scaraboto 2019), lipstick is a 
polarising marketplace icon that is simultaneously associated with both women’s autonomy 
and oppression. Central to this tension is the concept of choice. As Murphy (2015, 17) notes, 
‘a woman’s choice is, without a doubt, a central tenet of feminist discourse’. Yet, choice has 
become an increasingly thorny subject for feminist scholars: some privilege the free exercise of 
individual choice, whilst others consider how viewing any individual choice as liberating and 
politically acceptable can obscure the systematic inequalities and patriarchal norms that shape 
and constrain our choices, as well as downplay the need for collective action (Kiraly and Tyler 
2015; Thwaites 2017). 

Beauty products and practices are a common focus of this debate in feminist theory, 
with lipstick being particularly symbolic. For some, the choice to engage in beauty practices is 
the legacy of feminism and emblematic of women’s independence (Lehrman 1997; Walter 
1999). Indeed, scholars point to the centrality of women in the development of the cosmetics 
industry (Peiss 1998) and even position cosmetics as a powerful tool in gender-equitable 
poverty reduction (Dolan and Scott 2009). Lipstick is named as a pleasurable form of 
adornment and self-expression that is often maligned, especially in feminist circles (Scott 
2005). Versions of third wave feminism that promoted ‘girlie culture’ considered the reclaiming 
of feminine symbols like lipstick to be playful and deliberately chosen (Baumgardner and 
Richards 2004). Colloquially referred to as ‘lipstick feminism’, this form of feminism displays 
femininity whilst aware of its patriarchal roots, emphasising that femininity is a positive trait 
that can be celebrated, such as through one’s self-expression with makeup and fashion 
(Schuster 2017).  

Conversely, lipstick as a harmful beauty practice has been subject to a long history of 
feminist analysis. The wearing of lipstick is conceived as a patriarchal bargain (Kandiyoti 1988), 
whereby a woman conforms to gender-based rules in order to gain benefit or power from the 
system. Such a perspective acknowledges that beauty occupies a central role in women’s lives 
(Bartky 1990) due to the importance placed on women’s physical appearance and the impetus 
to conform to unattainable and forever shifting ideals. In turn, this means that beauty work for 
women is never complete and thus functions as a political weapon against women’s 
advancement (Wolf 1990) Lipstick and beauty culture are thus seen as oppressive and 
disciplinary, fuelling scrutiny on women’s bodies and the alienation of women from their own 
bodies (Dworkin 1974). Lipstick, a beauty product that has historical links to prostitution 
(Schaffer 2007), is called out as consuming women’s time, energy, money and emotional space 
– in addition to the health threats its chemicals pose (Jeffreys 2005). The performance of 
gender through lipstick usage is a lifelong effort, tied to the maintenance of an attractive and 
respectable appearance (Hurd Clarke and Bundon 2009). Lipstick is thus connected to the 
production and maintenance of inequality for women and is regarded as a form of oppression 
as opposed to an individual choice (Bartky 1990; Dworkin 1974; Jeffreys 2005). This is due to 
the gendered standards that foster expectations for women to comply with beauty standards, 
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in turn shaping and constraining women’s choices and agency (Baker 2010; Gill 2007; 
McRobbie 2007; 2009; Stuart and Donaghue 2012).  

In this paper, we consider how this contested notion of choice is reflected in three 
themes related to lipstick as a marketplace icon: self-expression and choice, privilege and 
choice, and morality and choice. We analyse the evolving history of lipstick and draw upon 
illustrative examples to demonstrate tensions between oppression and empowerment within 
each theme. The tensions that emerge reflect how women’s personal consumption choices are 
politicised as they intersect with patriarchal expectations of feminine beauty. 
 
Self-expression and choice: What does lipstick convey?  
 

The wearing of lipstick is a key signifier of femininity (Brownmiller 1984). This 
symbolism has given rise to two contested positions within feminist theory. First, that lipstick is 
a pleasurable, self-chosen and skilled feminine pursuit that should be celebrated (Gimlin 
2002), with femininity signifying emancipation and empowerment (Baumgardner and Richards 
2004). Here, beauty work becomes an act of agency that enables a woman to gain control of 
her life and consciously reap rewards (Davis 1995; Dellinger and Williams 1997). Second, that 
lipstick is a normative and oppressive beauty practice that upholds the narrow feminine ideal, 
produced and regulated by the lucrative beauty industry that exists at the intersection of 
capitalism and patriarchy (Bartky 1982; Bordo 1993). Given these structural constraints, lipstick 
simply serves to reproduce the normative feminine beauty ideal. Consequently, polarised 
positions of choice as they relate to self-expression and lipstick are presented, with the 
femininised beauty practice of lipstick conveying possibilities of both oppression and 
empowerment (Lazar 2011). 
 The positioning of women’s right to feminine self-aestheticisation as an extension of a 
woman’s right to freedom and liberation is strongly associated with a discourse of 
postfeminism. Postfeminism articulates that the goals of feminism have been achieved, 
thereby distancing itself from feminist politics of the ‘past’ – instead highlighting the 
importance of personal empowerment, sexual agency, pleasure and emancipation (Gill 2007; 
McRobbie 2009; Negra and Tasker 2007). Beauty work is considered to have multiple layers of 
meaning and its users should not be portrayed as passive dupes of the patriarchy (Scott 2005). 
This is reflected in present day narratives around lipstick that suggest it is transformative – the 
ultimate power accessory to wear to meetings, a bold flourish that commands attention, 
underlines authority, and bolsters confidence – a foil to insecurity (Felder 2019a). This 
articulation of ‘power femininity’ (Lazar 2011) works to suggest that a feminine identity can be 
powerful, whereby wearing lipstick becomes an assertion of self-determination and agency 
through the expression of one’s individual desires. Power femininity is reflected in two key 
representations of wearers of lipstick – as heroic or in charge of their sexuality.  

The heroic representation of wearing lipstick – particularly red lipstick – as an act of 
agency can be traced back to the suffragettes. In fighting for women’s rights, the suffragettes 
were portrayed as mannish ‘shrieking sisters’ who failed to comply with gender norms 
(Chapman and Nuttall 2011, 253). To dispel such perceptions, the suffragettes sought to 
present a more feminine appearance, donning delicate white tea dresses with purple and 
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green accents – the colours of royalty and growth (Chapman 2015). Yet, as an act of defiance 
they also wore red lipstick – with the express intent of appalling men due to the historical 
social proscription of lipstick (Schaffer 2007). Retailers were quick to co-opt red lipstick as a 
symbol of women’s rebellion. Makeup entrepreneur Elizabeth Arden distributed tubes of her 
‘Red Door Red’ lipstick to 15,000 suffragettes as they marched in New York City 
(Biography.com 2019) and Selfridges became the first British department store to openly 
display lipstick for sale, targeting suffragettes marching in the streets (Blackman 2018). During 
World War II, makeup was used to disrupt wartime masculine codes of power (Delano 2000). 
Red lipstick, which was despised by Adolf Hitler, became a symbol of resilient femininity and 
patriotism (Goodman 1998; Yesil 2004). This was reflected in the names given to lipsticks, 
including ‘Fighting Red!’, ‘Patriot Red!’ and ‘Grenadier Red!’. Even wartime propaganda 
posters, like the iconic Rosie the Riveter image, depicted women with soft red lipstick. Lipstick 
was also used to boost morale, with the bathrooms of munitions factories in which women 
worked stocked with red lipsticks such as Elizabeth Arden’s ‘Victory Red’ to foster worker 
efficiency (see figure 1). 
 
Figure 1. Elizabeth Arden advertisements (1941-1942) for patriotic Victory Red lipstick.  

  
Sources: HPrints; Duke University Libraries Ad*Access 

. 
The representation of lipstick wearers as in charge of their sexuality was first made 

through associations with Hollywood ‘bad girls’ and ‘sex symbols’, such as Mae West – a 
sexually uninhibited working class woman who flaunted a raunchy streetwise style with her 
signature ‘cupie-bow’ red lipstick (Hamilton 1997). The desirability of red lipstick was further 
enhanced by the bold lips of ‘bombshell’ actresses such as Elizabeth Taylor and Marilyn 
Monroe. Hence, empowerment becomes signalled through a woman being in control of her 
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body and the pleasures of that body (Wolf 1990). The marketing of lipstick as something that a 
woman wore for her own pleasure and satisfaction was first enacted in Revlon’s Fire and Ice 
advertisement that asked of women, ‘Are you made for Fire and Ice?’, with the face of the 
brand Dorian Leigh posed confidently yet seductively, clad in a fitted, sparkling dress, with 
bright red lips and without a man in sight (see figure 2). A quiz accompanying the image asked 
its female readers questions such as ‘Do you blush when you find yourself flirting?’ and ‘Do 
you close your eyes when you are kissed?’ to determine if they were ‘naughty’ or ‘nice’. Such a 
representation sought to spark the imagination of women to explore both their demure and 
daring sides. In this way, lipstick came to symbolise something that a woman could wear to 
please herself and explore her sexuality (Tungate 2011), as a sexually autonomous, active and 
desiring subject (Gill 2003). Today, lipstick continues to be touted as a sign of empowerment 
and sexual autonomy for women. Advertorials promoting modern red lipstick suggest the 
“trick to red lipstick’s power is to ‘own’ wearing it – to find the one that’s right for you and 
know it’s the ultimate accentuator of feminine strength” (Felder 2019b, n.p.). Many lipsticks 
today are named in relation to sex and romance, such as ‘Desire’, ‘Passion’, ‘Lust’, ‘Foreplay’ 
and ‘Long Kiss’ (Merskin 2007), signalling the reclamation of women’s sexual desire and 
celebrating their sexual agency. 
 
Figure 2. Revlon’s (1952) ‘Fire and Ice’ advertisement. 

 
Source: Revlon  
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Yet, feminist critics argue that such an emancipated femininity is both reliant on and 

supported by consumer culture. Women are constrained to attain (often de-politicised) 
feminist goals through their consumption choices (Goldman 1992; Lazar 2011). Cosmetics, 
such as lipstick, are furthermore viewed as tools of patriarchal capitalism designed to gain 
women’s consent to their own oppression (Merskin 2007). The beauty industry is considered 
so opportunistic that even the resistant act of not wearing makeup is appropriated and 
reinterpreted in the form of the ‘natural look’, something still to be achieved through 
cosmetics use (Black 2004). The beauty industry conditions women to focus on and constantly 
work to change their appearance in pursuit of achieving the hegemonic feminine ideal, in turn 
driving an unhealthy preoccupation with body image (Bartky 1982; Bordo 1993; Dworkin 
1974). This reinforces both the value of physical attractiveness for women and the imperative 
that women’s bodies must be altered as their natural state is unacceptable. As Jeffreys (2005, 
114) poses, “Women may well say makeup empowers them but the interesting question is, 
what disempowers them about being without their mask?” She highlights how the political 
structures of patriarchy that reinforce such ideals and expectations foster women’s discomfort 
in being barefaced in public. Hence, in spite of the postfeminist promises of liberation through 
choice – often exercised through the marketplace – much of the traditional gender order 
remains undisturbed. Such an ‘emphasised femininity’ that reinforces the centrality of 
appearance for girls and women is thus both complicit to gender inequality and organised 
around the desires and interests of men (Connell 1987). Striving to attain the feminine ideal, 
through beauty practices such as lipstick, functions to both control women and ensure the 
maintenance of existing power relations (McRobbie 2015). 
 
Privilege and choice: Who can wear lipstick? 
 

Taking an intersectional approach (Crenshaw 2015) to understanding women’s beauty 
practices in relation to the marketplace provides another means of interrogating the 
oppositional choice positions associated with lipstick. In feminist theory, intersectionality 
highlights how systems of oppression intersect with multiple identities and hierarchies of social 
stratification, such as race, sexuality, and age (Carastathis 2014). This is reflected in the 
patterns of underrepresentation and misrepresentation of marginalised groups in marketing 
images, leading to a plethora of young, lean, heterosexual and light-skinned representations 
(Gopaldas and Siebert 2018). Thus, on the one hand, the question of ‘who can wear lipstick’ 
prompts consideration of how privilege has functioned against women that do not fit this 
ideal. On the other hand, over time entrepreneurs have opened up the choice of beauty 
products, such as lipstick, to these same marginalised groups, thus challenging both 
marketplace exclusion and the mandated beauty ideal. 

Lipstick has historically been associated with ideal female beauty (Merskin 2007), 
offering the promise of enhancing one’s features to reflect the feminine ideal (Bloch and 
Richins 1992). Yet, beauty ideals embrace youth and privilege whiteness (Bordo 1993; Collins 
1991; 2004; M. C. Jones and Shorter-Gooden 2003), with such idealised beauty heavily 
represented in advertising that seeks to confer such status on beauty products (Redmond 
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2003). This speaks to how lipstick has functioned as a tool of oppression, not only in terms of 
sexism, but also racism and ageism. In the production of ‘normative femininity’ (Bartky 2003), 
beauty practices like lipstick function to produce a recognisably feminine appearance that 
embodies dominant cultural ideals. This was reflected in the globalisation of the beauty 
industry between 1945 and 1980, which significantly narrowed the range of variation in beauty 
ideals (G. Jones 2008). Iconic lipstick advertisements have long reflected this white, youthful 
ideal. For example, in the late 1920s, Phantom Red lipstick boomed in popularity. 
Advertisements featured Phantom of the Opera star, Mary Philbin, as an ‘angelic child-woman’ 
promising natural, youthful looking beauty (V. Jackson and Lameris 2014, 21). Throughout the 
early to mid 20th century, lipstick advertisements for companies like Tangee, Westmores of 
Hollywood, and Max Factor, featuring white celebrities, highlighted how their lipstick shades 
perfectly complement ‘delicate’, ‘English’ complexions to maintain a ‘youthful’, ‘bright’, and 
‘young’ appearance. Such rhetoric and visual imagery reinforced prevailing feminine beauty 
ideals and propagated colourism and ageism. 

The marketing of lipstick as representing and for white women meant that access to 
cosmetic products was historically difficult for women of colour. For example, in the Jim Crow-
era United States, where segregation was the norm, black women could not walk up to 
cosmetics counters at large department stores; rather, they were limited to purchasing beauty 
products through direct selling or mail-order advertisements (Nittle 2018). The first makeup 
company that targeted black women, Overton-Hygienic, was created in 1898 by African-
American entrepreneur Anthony Overton. Overton also created one of the first physical stores 
for women of colour to shop for cosmetics (Baldwin 2003). However, his trademark ‘high-
brown’ face powder contained skin-lightening elements, thus adhering to the privileging of 
white skin (Keith and Monroe 2016). Another skin lightening powder called Valmor’s Sweet 
Georgia Brown was created in 1926 by a white entrepreneur who hired two black artists, 
Charles Dawson and Jay Jackson, to design advertisements for the product. The artists aimed 
to ’depict African Americans with dignity’ rather than ‘racial caricatures with funhouse facial 
features’ (Nittle 2018). They created pop-art illustrations of ethnically ambiguous women 
wearing bright red lipstick (see figure 3). Red lipstick was thus coupled with skin lightening 
powder in advertisements targeting women of colour in the segregationist era (Walker 2007). 
In this way, red lipstick became a means to emulate the feminine ideals of beauty in white 
consumer culture and was positioned as a pathway toward respectability, mirroring the politics 
of ‘proper’ comportment among African-American consumers to manage racial stigma 
(Crockett 2017).  
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Figure 3. Red lipstick featured in advertisement for Valmor’s Sweet Georgia Brown Face 
Powder. 

 
Source: Swarthmore College Libraries Conjure Americana Collection 
 
 
 Though cosmetics became more accessible to women of colour in the marketplace, 
these choices were fraught. Marketplace offerings for women of colour continued to lag until 
black owned brands like Fashion Fair hit the market in the 1970s followed by brands like Black 
Opal and IMAN Cosmetics in the 1990s. These entrepreneurial efforts by African-American 
women not only built their economic self-sufficiency but also challenged beauty standards 
anchored in whiteness that had historically excluded women of colour from the marketplace 
(Peiss 1998; Walker 2007). For instance, in the beauty industry, ‘flesh tone’ defaults to white or 
light skinned flesh (Hunter 2013; Tate 2017) and perceptions of ‘nude lipstick’ are embedded 
in structural systems of racial inequality (Burns 2017). Black women report struggling to find 
‘nude’ or ‘natural’ lipstick colours to complement their complexions among market offerings 
from mainstream mass-marketed and luxury brands (Mintel 2018); however, the market is 
slowly changing. Barbadian singer/celebrity Rihanna’s Fenty Beauty brand is credited with 
disrupting the modern beauty industry by designing more racially inclusive lip colours to 
complement an array of skin tones. Additionally, the line has been promoted by a diverse and 
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inclusive range of women (Miranda 2017). Mented, which is short for pigmented, was founded 
by KJ Miller and Amanda E. Johnson, two African-American women who were both frustrated 
with the inability to find nude lipstick (Rogers and Mills 2017). Mented launched with six nude 
and neutral lipsticks designed for deeper skin tones—as the co-founders note, “the basis of a 
clean beauty look is a nude lipstick, which we just couldn’t find anywhere—we don’t all have 
pink lips” (Mented Cosmetics 2017). Lipstick acts as an extension of multiracial consumer 
identity in the marketplace (Harrison, Thomas, and Cross 2015) as these market-based 
opportunities to embrace a various beauty looks support women of colour in challenging 
normative beauty standards (e.g., natural hair movement; Ndichu and Upadhyaya 2019). 
Similar to other industries in which consumers face marketplace marginalisation (e.g. 
fatshionistas; Scaraboto and Fischer 2013), mainstream marketers are slow to offer acceptable 
diverse lipstick products and market change is increasingly a result of upstarts created by 
women of colour. Such representation and choice is critical for women of colour and 
multiracial consumers who have been historically stereotyped, tokenised and ignored by 
mainstream beauty brands (Harrison, Thomas, and Cross 2015) and reflects a history of 
women’s black-owned beauty businesses stimulating social change (Gill 2010; Harvey 2005). 

Similarly, ageism is rampant in the beauty industry, wherein lipstick is marketed as a 
pathway to a more youthful appearance. Older women engage in beauty work to combat the 
experience of physical and social invisibility in a youth obsessed culture (Hurd Clarke and 
Griffin 2008). Lipstick, in particular, plays a key role in tethering women to a youthful identity 
despite the realities of growing older. In interviews with 71-93 year old women, Hurd Clarke 
and Bundon (2009) find that putting on lipstick is an important practice in older women’s 
beauty routines to achieve a feminine and culturally ‘respectable’ appearance. Yet, the choice 
to wear lipstick is fraught with tensions between conforming to versus confronting youthful 
feminine beauty ideals. Aging women’s ‘choices are ultimately determined in a world where to 
challenge ageist stereotypes is to run the risk of further stigmatization and permanent 
invisibility’ (Hurd Clarke and Griffin 2008, 671). In more recent times, we have witnessed 
greater inclusion of women aged over 50 in beauty culture. For example, in 2017, 69-year-old 
Maye Musk was named as a CoverGirl brand ambassador for the ‘I am what I makeup’ 
campaign (Safronova 2017; see figure 4). In 2012, fashion icon Iris Apfel, aged in her 90s, 
collaborated with MAC Cosmetics to produce a line of ‘unapologetically bold’ lipsticks 
(Murrow 2012). Greater representation of older (though usually white) women, both in the 
marketing for and creation of lipstick, represents a step toward upending ageist notions of 
beauty while potentially reinforcing the body work required to remain visible and thereby 
valued in the marketplace. 
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Figure 4. CoverGirl brand ambassador Maye Musk (left) with senior vice president of 
CoverGirl, Ukonwa Ojo (center), and CoverGirl brand ambassador, Ayesha Curry (right) 

 
Source: Mike Coppola/Getty Images North America 
 

Whilst greater diversity in terms of race and age in lipstick marketing presents an 
important challenge to narrow beauty ideals, it is important to note the women chosen as the 
faces of this diversity still often conform to or reinforce mainstream standards. For example, 
Young (1999) notes that black beauty models tend to have faces and bodies that still conform 
to dominant ideals of white beauty whilst hooks (1992) and Williamson (1986) argue that 
ethnic models can be used to convey exoticism, which in turn serves to normalise and 
entrench white beauty standards. Hence, privilege in beauty culture operates by imposing 
constraints on those who do not fit the dominant ideal, historically resulting in their exclusion. 
Yet, these same dynamics open up opportunities for both economic and political resistance.  
 
Morality and choice: What rules exist for lipstick?  
 

Through a contested feminist lens of choice, lipstick can be viewed as a marker of 
morality (Beausoleil 1994; Peiss 1998; Smith 1990), which has worked to establish gendered 
norms and proscriptions that mitigate the wearing of lipstick. Historically, this reflected the 
casting of lipstick wearers as sexually immoral and the incantation of Satan (Cohen Ragas and 
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Kozlowski 1998). Today, the use of lipstick continues to be mandated through restricted 
access and dress/grooming standards that problematise an account of women freely 
exercising their individual choices by highlighting the constraints of patriarchal norms. Yet, in 
response to the (oft contradictory) rules constructed about lipstick are varied acts of 
resistance, ranging from the everyday, to the collective and the institutionalised. 

Prior to the 1920s, lipstick in the Western world was something ‘nice girls’ did not wear 
(Merskin 2007). Women refrained from wearing lipstick due to religious beliefs, ethnic cultural 
traditions and concepts of respectability (Peiss 1990). There was a strong association between 
lipstick and prostitution (e.g. ‘painted ladies’) and a belief that altering one’s face interfered 
with the handiwork of God (Pallingston 1999). Consequently, both state and church regulated 
lipstick usage and governed women’s appearances. In the late 1700s, the British Parliament 
passed a law condemning lipstick, stating that ‘women found guilty of seducing men into 
matrimony by a cosmetic means could be tried for witchcraft’ (Cohen Ragas and Kozlowski 
1998, 17). Lipstick was condemned as ‘the Devil’s candy’ due to popular beliefs it contained 
‘lifesaving’ magical powers (Schaffer 2007), with women frequently having to address their 
sinful lipstick usage at confession (Pointer 2005). This stigma of sexual immorality for lipstick 
has both historical and present-day associations. In Ancient Greece and Victorian England, red 
lip colouring was mandated for use by prostitutes to distinguish them from ‘respectable’ and 
‘virtuous’ women (Schaffer 2007). The term ‘lipstick girls’ is used around the world today as a 
term for prostituted women (Butt 2005; Siegel and Yesilgoz 2003). And lipstick continues to 
be regulated by governments. For example, in North Korea women can only choose from a 
stipulated selection of ‘appropriate’ makeup that limits the use of lipstick. Indeed, North 
Koreans do not have a word for lipstick (Lebsack 2019). In these ways, lipstick is a product that 
reproduces systematic inequalities and gendered expectations that shape and constrain both 
women’s choices and lives. 

Dress codes and grooming policies further moralise and regulate lipstick, functioning 
as gendered forms of social control that determine what is ‘acceptable’ and ‘appropriate’ in a 
given context. Moreover, such standards tend to reflect wider gender norms. Women are 
expected to attend to a multiplicity of dress and appearance details and are acutely aware of 
the importance attached to the decision to wear makeup and the style and amount of makeup 
chosen (Ainsworth 2014). For example, not wearing lipstick at work may be seen as a rejection 
of conventional ‘appropriate’ femininity (Merskin 2007). Dress codes and grooming policies in 
workplaces overwhelmingly require women to undertake more extensive aesthetic labour, in 
turn centring the importance of their appearance (Witz, Warhurst, and Nickson 2003). In the 
service sector, bartenders and restaurant servers can be required to adopt a highly feminised 
and sexualised appearance (Brower, Jones, and Brower 2013; Warhurst and Nickson 2009) 
that necessitates lipstick. For example, Emirates airlines requires its flight attendants to wear a 
specific shade of ‘Emirates red’ lipstick to match the brand’s red color, as mandated by the 
company’s Imaging and Grooming Department and learned through the company’s ‘skygirls’ 
training program (see figure 5; Feldman 2017). In schools, lipstick is often prohibited or 
restricted, thereby creating boundaries in relation to proper and improper femininity for girls. 
This reflects wider cultural anxieties and moral panics about girls’ sexualities and the 
importance attached to ‘good girl’ femininity (Jackson and Vares 2011). In contrast, 
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traditionally feminised leisure activities, such as dance recitals and pageants, instruct girls to 
wear lipstick to perform femininity from a young age (Oppliger 2008). In prisons, lipstick 
functions to both moralise and exploit women. In American prisons, lipstick is contraband but 
highly desired by female inmates, making it ripe to be a form of sexual exploitation by male 
prison guards. In Russia, annual ‘lipstick and lace’ beauty pageants are held in which prisoners 
are required to wear makeup, perform domestic duties and demonstrate traditional ‘passive’ 
feminine virtues (Moran, Pallot, and Piacentini 2009). These examples highlight how gendered 
standards mitigate the wearing of lipstick, that in turn work to oppress women by moralising 
and controlling their bodies. 
 
Figure 5. Emirates flight attendant practising mandated lipstick requirements.  

 
Sources: Emirates 

 
Yet, feminist scholars also highlight how lipstick has been employed to resist and 

challenge gendered norms, becoming a tool of political engagement and activism to revise 
societal rules and foster social change. These acts of resistance range from the everyday, to 
the collective to the institutionalised. Historical prohibitions against lipstick – whether legal or 
due to social stigmatisation – simply drove the beauty practice underground, with women 
devising do-it-yourself alternatives, including pressing lips into red crepe paper, licking lips 
with red ribbons and complex homemade concoctions (Cohen Ragas and Kozlowski 1998; 
Schaffer 2007). This highlights the complexity of women’s engagements in beauty practices 
and the importance of treating women as active and knowledgeable agents (Fisher and Davis 
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1993) and not cultural dupes who have had ‘the ideological wool pulled over their eyes’ (Davis 
1995, 57). For example, Dellinger and Williams’ (1997) analysis of women's use of makeup at 
work highlights how women can assert authority within institutional constraints by negotiating 
rules and transforming the meanings attached to makeup that reflect their creativity and 
pursuit of bodily pleasure. What was considered ‘acceptable’ for lipstick usage was further 
challenged by the glam rock, punk rock, goth and new romantic music subcultures that 
actively questioned and challenged gender norms. Male singers wore and experimented with 
makeup, for example the glossy and metallic lips of David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust and Robert 
Smith of The Cure’s smeared red lips, in turn challenging social conventions and the rules of 
who should wear lipstick and how it should be worn.   
 
Figure 6. The original advertisement for MAC Cosmetics’ VIVA GLAM campaign (1994) 
featuring drag queen, RuPaul 

 
Source: MAC Cosmetics 
 

Lipstick has also been used as a vehicle to further social issues and causes, in turn 
shifting ideas of what is considered ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ in relation to the product. In 1994, drag 
queen RuPaul served as the spokesperson for MAC Cosmetics’ VIVA GLAM lipstick, a product 
created to support people living with HIV/AIDS (see figure 6). As the first drag queen to land a 
major cosmetics campaign, RuPaul paved the way for mainstreaming drag culture and 
challenging the informal regulation of lipstick as a female activity. The product also made an 
important cultural statement against the larger backdrop of stigmatised and vitriolic narratives 
about HIV/AIDS, driving social change by changing the conversation from death to celebrating 
life full of glamour, humour and creativity (Benoit 2013). As Hurd Clarke and Bundon (2009, 
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212) note, “although a seemingly trivial act, wearing lipstick is a powerful example of how the 
personal is political.” Lipstick manufacturers continue to intersect political and social issues, 
recently aligning with key social movements related to gender inequality. For example, iconic 
90s brand Hard Candy attempted to trademark the #MeToo hashtag while the brand LipSlut 
sells lipstick shades ‘F*ck Kavanaugh’ and ‘F*ck Hollywood’ in the wake of recent scandals and 
allegations, donating proceeds to support women’s reproductive health and anti-sexual 
assault organisations (Boan 2018). Yet, this feminist solidarity continues to be coupled with 
messaging that asserts lipstick enables women to be more beautiful – and that this is 
something they should always be striving for. Some rules, it seems, are not meant to be 
broken.  
 
Conclusion 
 
 In his 1894 essay, A Defence of Cosmetics, humourist Max Beerbohm offered a tongue-
in-cheek claim that makeup might successfully deter women from pursuing more masculine 
endeavours, such as sports or careers (Beerbohm 1922). Yet, the beauty industry has provided 
ongoing employment opportunities for women – indeed between 1890 and 1920 it was 
almost completely woman-run (Peiss 1998) – and has spawned numerous female 
entrepreneurs including Helena Rubinstein, Elizabeth Arden, Bobbi Brown and more recently 
Kylie Jenner. Despite the crucial role of women in the beauty industry, this does not negate 
the oppressive role of feminine beauty ideals for women. In articulating how lipstick has 
continually intersected with the feminist politics of choice throughout history, we demonstrate 
lipstick’s status as a marketplace icon.  
 First, in analysing lipstick as it relates to self-expression and choice, we illustrate 
tensions between lipstick as a playful and empowering beauty practice that should be 
celebrated versus lipstick as a normative and oppressive feminine ideal rooted in patriarchal 
expectations. Second, in analysing lipstick as it relates to privilege and choice, we illustrate 
tensions between lipstick as an exclusionary practice that reinforces vitriolic standards of 
beauty (e.g., colorism, ageism) versus lipstick as a pathway toward entrepreneurial market 
change for and by those historically marginalised in the mainstream beauty industry. Third, in 
analysing lipstick as it relates to morality and choice, we illustrate tensions between lipstick as 
a beauty practice mandated by strict systematised rules of governing its access and 
application versus lipstick as an act of social and political resistance challenging gendered 
norms. 
 Given that beauty serves as a controlling and time-consuming force in many women’s 
lives, the fact some women ‘choose’ to wear lipstick does not detract from its role in 
perpetuating gendered inequalities and producing docile feminine bodies (Bartky 1990; Bordo 
1993). As Cahill (2003, 42) observes, “the empowering characteristics of beautification, 
however, are difficult and perhaps impossible to represent in a sexist context; therefore, while 
beautifying may be a positive experience for women, being viewed as a beautified object in 
current Western society is almost always opposed to women's equality and autonomy.” 
Hence, for lipstick to be pleasurable and freely chosen for women, we conclude it must first be 
decoupled from patriarchal standards of ideal feminine beauty for women.  
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