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LISSAH JOHNSON 

You're listening to the Beauty Plus Justice podcast where we talk with folks from a variety of fields about 

what it will take to create a more clean and equitable future of beauty for everyone. These 

conversations are led by Doctor Tamara James Todd, a trailblazer at Harvard TH Chan School of Public 

Health, and head of the Environmental Reproductive Justice Lab. And I’m your host, Lisa Johnson, a PhD 

candidate at Harvard Chan.  

Hey listeners, thanks for tuning into our very first episode. Today we'll be diving into some history and 

cultural context, specifically around Black hair, told by one of the leading scholars in this space. 

LORI THARPS 

We become enlightened when we share information because intersectionality is real because when you 

bring forward the minds and brains of people of diverse backgrounds, you become better, faster 

problem solvers. 

LISSAH JOHNSON 

That was Lori Tharps, our featured guest for today. She's a talented author and storyteller whose work 

focuses on race, identity, diversity, and culture. She is perhaps best known for the book she coauthored 

with Ayana Byrd called Hair Story: Untangling the Roots of Black Hair in America and today on the 

podcast will be sharing some of her personal history and experience around Black hair and what led her 

to this work. She also has a lot of wisdom for us about the way forward for the beauty justice 

movement. Now let's get the conversation started. 

TAMARRA JAMES-TODD  

All right, so thank you again Lori for coming and joining us today. Really excited to have you here and I 

would love for you to take a moment out to self-introduce and let folks know I mean so many of us 

already know you and your work but would love to hear how you describe yourself in your own work. 

LORI THARPS 

Sure, well thank you for having me. It's very much a pleasure, my pleasure to be here. So, my name is 

Lori Tharps and I identify as a storyteller, an author, and an educator. And I guess you could say I 

consider myself like a creative activist because everything that I do with my work is done in the spirit of 

helping the world do better with issues of race and identity, and justice around the identity of our fellow 

humans. 

TAMARRA JAMES-TODD 

I love that creative activism. I would love to hear more about your story, like kind of what led you to this 

work you know, looking at the intersection of race and culture and being able to kind of share these 

stories with us? 
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LORI THARPS 

Uhm, it's funny because I have a podcast called my American Melting Pot. And I was looking for a clever 

way to identify myself in an intro that would explain who I am, and I came up with this title. It's totally 

cheesy, but it fits and that is, I mean, I called myself a diversity diva in the introduction of my podcast. 

TAMARRA JAMES-TODD 

Love it. 

LORI THARPS 

 And I always knew that I wanted to be a writer. That was clear from like the time I was eight years old, 

and writer meant novelists, journalists, I mean it, it means all those things today, but really, I just knew 

that I had to work with the written word, but I didn't know exactly what it would look like. The other 

thing that I knew for sure when I was, you know, from the very young age was that I wanted to be a 

mother and you know, from the time I can remember, I played with dolls and in my play, I had 22 

adopted children. 

TAMARRA JAMES-TODD 

You were organized. 

LORI THARPS 

 I was like a working mother, and I say that only because these things that I knew from a very early age 

have completely come to pass and have become the central tenants of my life. But the third thing which 

I did not think was going to be so important but was also very much part of my life from the time I can 

remember was these this concept of diversity or multiculturalism. It's hard because every word that I 

use to describe what I mean is a very loaded word in American culture, and it sounds like a you know, a 

some sort of corporate cataloging of some benchmark for you know quotas or something like that. But 

essentially, I grew up in Milwaukee, WI and I lived in a neighborhood with mostly White people, so so 

my world was very much devoid of color, and yet in still because of that I was always searching for color 

in any way. So, my very first friend was like my very first real friend. We met just on the block she lived 

on the other end of my block. She was Japanese and White and so we became friends, and our mothers 

became friends. But she was my first real friend—the one who my mom would let me go to her house 

anytime and she was an only child, so her mom loved it when she would come to my house, because like 

I had a sister, and we had a lot of cousins would come over to play. And so, I was really immersed in this 

multicultural family that you know, Mom was Japanese American dad was Irish American. I found myself 

just attracted to learning about other cultures and probably again as I look back on it now it was 

probably because I just yearned to meet others who were different? Like that's all I knew was I'm 

different, right? I didn't even really know what Black meant because I didn't have a Black community or 

Black culture to connect with, but I knew I wasn't White. So anybody else who wasn't White was 

somebody who I was really attracted to and even throughout college it was the same thing where I just 

was naturally attracted to finding out about different people and realizing, oh that Korean girl who is 

from Los Angeles also is othered in a way, and we have a lot of experiences that are similar and the way 

we grew up as the other person, and so we could bond over that. And in the meantime, I'm learning 

about her culture she’s learning well my culture and it was just something that I felt it was really cool 
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and it was very empowering and to me every experience that I had further showed me how wrong it 

seemed that mainstream society understood race relations. If at the time that I was becoming very close 

to my Korean American friend, the Rodney King riots, and the LA riots were happening and then all the 

conflicts between Koreans and inner city neighborhoods and Black people and the conflict there. And 

the only the only narrative about Blacks and Asians was one in conflict. Meanwhile, there was all these 

examples of cross-cultural mixing and I don't mean just romantic, I just mean that there were all these 

examples that I always saw in my life where people from different ethnic backgrounds were in relation 

with one another, but that was never shown in popular culture. My interest as a writer has just been 

that is to be the mouthpiece that brings the diversity stories or multicultural stories. And again, there's 

no real label for what I do that doesn't sound trite or cliched or simple, but, but that's what I try to do 

and that's why I called my blog My American Melting Pot, which melting pot has its own troubled past as 

a title, but it captures the idea of what it is I'm trying to say. Not that people should have their cultures 

erased or assimilation is the goal, but simply that we really are a nation that was born ignoring the 

negative aspects of how this nation has become a multicultural one once Europeans came to what is 

now known as the United States. There was a mixing of cultures between White Europeans, native 

peoples and Africans and then Asian and then you know newer arriving immigrants and what you have 

truly is a diversity of population that is so incredible. And this story has been told, but it's still kind of like 

under the radar of how all these different cultures have contributed and worked together, right? That's 

the thing that people like to forget is that Native American and Africans were, you know, creating 

community together. That Black men and White women were creating community together in places 

like Seneca Village in New York and and Malaga Island, which is off the coast of Maine. I mean, there's 

all these places where you had mixing of people of different ethnic backgrounds, but the common 

narrative is that segregation, we can't get along racial violence, and again, that doesn't mean that those 

things didn't happen. But there's another narrative that doesn't get told because what would it mean if 

we actually said, hey guess what, we can get along? And we can actually be very prosperous and 

productive when we work together. What would that do the world order that we know today? If it came 

to pass that this isn't actually hard, but it's actually very possible it's been done since you know 1492, so 

that's kind of my, that's how I came to this work and whether I'm talking about hair culture, whether I'm 

talking about color, whether I'm talking about food or even travel it's all within the effort to further 

illuminate this cultural diversity that actually works together. 

TAMARRA JAMES-TODD 

I mean I, I really love that and so much of the how you came to this place of really being the diversity 

diva. I love that. Uh, I I resonate with it and and you know, certainly that's much of the lens for why and 

why I'm in science is to kind of bring voice to those who don't you know, really have a voice in in the 

space that I happen to operate in. I also really heard you say, or at least what I feel like I heard you say, 

is this the importance of not having a single narrative, and so so much of your work, really highlights the 

heterogeneity, diversity, and yet the similar stories we all share. There's like always this, you know, cord 

and part of that is that that element of strength together. So, I'm just curious, is there anything that's 

been striking to you--as you've researched your books or articles, particularly those that have focused in 

on Black hair and identity, even from your podcast. 
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LORI THARPS 

 I mean I feel like I'm too old to feel shocked anymore, which sounds terrible. I mean, I'm sure there 

were times when I was shocked or very surprised. But I don't have a standout moment where I'm like, I 

never knew, but there is this this thing that surprises me over and over again, which I shouldn't be 

surprised about. And yet, when I find out about it every time, I'm like I I can't believe this and that is this 

idea that once upon a time, Black people and Spanish people, for example, worked together to 

overthrow like the British in, you know, colonial times, right. And I'm like, wait what? Black people were 

working with the Spanish, and they worked really hard to frustrate the British in North Carolina. I mean, 

there was all these examples, or you know that there were Southeast Asia and Southeast Asian Indians 

in the southwest of the United States who you know, were having relationships with Latina people, 

Latino people, and you know were marrying and like they have their own communities and I'm like wait 

what? So that kind of thing continues to surprise me that our that our American history is so full of 

examples of cross-cultural mingling and working together and I'm, you know how many years old and 

just discovering this, because I'm looking for it. And I and I just can't imagine what would have happened 

if this was the story, we had been told from day one. If young children you know who are supposedly 

sworn enemies because of their ethnic backgrounds, actually knew that there were places where people 

that looked like them works together or lived next door to each other and helped each other. And 

shared a similar concept of similar religion or shared a similar food pathways, you know, so that 

continuously surprises me and then frustrates me and then makes me write about it because I'm saying   

why are we working like in these silos? Thinking we have to solve these problems on our own or that 

these are insults or insurmountable problems, when in fact you know just go back 20 years, 40 years, 

100 years and see that this has already been done and so in that way, which I guess I'm saying history 

repeats itself. Nothing is new. That kind of realization that just hits you over and over again. That, I guess 

is a continuous surprise to me, 'cause every time I find another one of these stories I I have to write it 

and share it and talk tell people about it. And usually, people are just as surprised as surprised as I was. 

And maybe they'll come a day when these stories, and again, it's not like they're not published. It's not 

like there aren't books telling these stories. Uhm, I I have yet to stumble on a story where nobody heard 

about it. I'm stumbling on it because it's been written somewhere, and that's how I could find it. I'm not 

an archaeologist. I'm not an anthropologist where I'm like did you guys know like I found this thing that 

nobody else has heard about? It's not like that, I'm finding books or articles, spoken oral stories. But 

regardless the the fact that there is still a need that there are still so many people who don't know. The 

stories, even hair story. For example, we wrote Hair Story 20 years ago and telling the story of our hair 

and it's it's influence on American culture and global culture. Actually, you know, I feel like, well, 

everybody knows that story now. I mean, it's kind of been out there, with documentaries and news. Oh 

no no no no no no. And the more I travel, the more the more Black people are born into the world and 

catch up like there’s still that not only is there a lack of knowledge, but there's a hunger for the 

knowledge. And when we share it and people are just so thankful and amazed because they didn't 

know. I realized until I die, I'm like you keep telling these stories because obviously obviously our world 

hasn't changed so we need to keep telling the stories. And I was just about to say not only is it not 

changed, we're kind of regressing, aren't we? In this idea that we could tell the real stories of our past 

that might upset the status quo. So so so my work is even more necessary. 
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TAMARRA JAMES-TODD 

Absolutely, we're sitting at a moment in time where there's such pushback on not only the issues 

around representation, but around the importance of example and this kind of social and historical 

process that's at play. That's really wanting to like stop, if not reverse the you know awareness, 

discussion, attention. But I also think we, despite all of that are sitting in a moment where this present 

kind of generation of young people and so on are demanding many many more of them demanding the 

truth. Wanting to understand and know not just this single narrative that they might be getting, but kind 

of the the various layers and stories that really impact that narrative. And so you know on that note. Can 

you kind of tell us more about how you and Ayana Byrd decided to write Hair Story: Untangling the 

Roots of Black Hair in America. Like what led to that, and it was written 20 years ago—how has that 

journey as far as kind of watching how that book kind of plays out you know over and over again over 

the last couple of decades.  

LORI THARPS 

Hair Story actually started out as my master's thesis in Graduate School, and really, you know, I went to 

Columbia journalism school and our thesis was supposed to be a long form article that we would 

research and write over the course of a year. And you know, the only requirement was that it was a 

topic that we knew would keep us interested for an entire year. I mean, that was the warning, you 

know, make sure you pick something that you really want to delve into and honestly, to this day I don't 

know what made me choose Black hair because in reality I have like 6 other topics that my advisor 

approved. But I was such a flake I would come up with this idea, write up a proposal, get the approval 

and then be like, yeah, I don't really want to do that. And by the time I came up with the idea of Black 

hair, my advisor was ready to kill me because I had changed my mind so many times up and I think she 

was a little irritated and she looked at my topic of Black hair and thought this is not worthy of a thesis. 

This is maybe a personal essay, but I don't see how this is—you're going to fail because your thesis was 

pretty much the majority of your grade, and it was a pass/fail, so there wasn't a lot of leeway there,  

wasn't a lot of wiggle room. All I know is that I knew I wanted to write about culture and race and I knew 

I wanted to have some personal connections for me so that I would be interested and I thought about 

the I almost feel like this was a divine notion because there was nothing significant going on with me 

and my hair when I was a 26 year old grad student in New York City, I had my hair relaxed like I had my 

whole entire life. I I never had any major problems with my hair in the sense that I kept it straight and in 

a ponytail. That was it. It never was an issue. It was never a statement piece. It was more like look hair, 

you stay on my head, I'm good that was it. And so, there were a few incidents that were interesting, like 

I was an exchange student in Morocco. So, when I was 17 and my host family, in my host family, I had 

eight sisters and they all spoke Arabic. I don't speak Arabic and so it was a very quiet and lonely 

experience at first and then one night all of the sisters and a few female cousins, came over and locked 

themselves in a room. And I didn't know what was going on because I never know what's going on 

'cause I didn't speak Arabic, but there was something happening and I peeked in the room and they 

were all giving each other relaxers, and it was like hair night at the house, and I was like--I know what's 

going on like I get this. This is not so foreign that I cannot understand what's happening it was Revlon. It 

was the same stuff we used at home. I mean it was so familiar and it was literally a turning point for me 

where I had found myself so disconnected from the family and we didn't have any way to communicate. 

After hair night, it was like all bets were off. We were all like best friends and it was like we breached 
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this wall. This divide of culture through our hair so that experience really sat with me for, it was like 10 

years later that I'm in grad school and as well as a couple of negative experiences just where people 

made fun of me. Or you know, the way I felt when I had gotten my hair cut really short when I was 

younger and people thought I was a boy and things like that where I realized that even though I, for the 

most part, ignored my hair and just kept it kind of out of the way and in the background, it still managed 

to make a significant impact in my life and I think that feeling was what made me think--what if I 

research Black hair and again to me it feels like it had to have been divine intervention because I had 

never read a book about Black hair, I had never seen hair discussed in any kind of academic way or 

historical way, mostly because there's books did not exist before Hair Story existed, so I was I was 

setting myself up clearly for a journalistic assignment. I wasn't planning on writing a book. Turned the 

thesis in, my advisor invited me to her home for tea, she was British, so having me come over for tea 

was a big thing. And the fact that she invited me to her home and not her office was also a big thing and 

what she wanted to do was apologize to me for disparaging my idea in the beginning and to tell me how 

wonderful this thesis was that she had photocopied it and sent it to a friend who was in the process of 

adopting a child, a Black child, and then she told me this had to be turned into a book.  

TAMARRA JAMES-TODD  

Wow. A one-eighty. 

LORI THARPS 

And I was like wow wow wow. I mean, I was just amazed. But I was also like overwhelmed because I was 

about to graduate, I needed a job, I had just thrown away and I had quit a very good job in PR to go to 

journalism school. So, the idea of writing a book was like telling somebody they should go ride an 

elephant in Central Park. I was like, sounds fun, but wouldn't even know where to begin so, okay. But 

then I met Ayana Byrd when we were both working at Vibe magazine like a year and a half later, and she 

had also written her undergraduate thesis on the kind of sociological implications of Black hair and 

beauty ideals for women, and the person who hired us both said to us one night it was like 3:00 o'clock 

in the morning we were there doing fact checking an issue and he wandered over and said, do you guys 

know that you both have some weird fascination with Black hair you both like written papers about it or 

something? And so we started talking and we found out that both of us had been encouraged to write a 

book about the work we had done, and from there we decided hey, even though we had never written a 

book before and neither one of us had even written like a cover story or a long feature or story and had 

it published, we said, well, let's write this book then and we kind of combined our two research 

background, our research papers and wrote a proposal, got an agent, and that's how hair story was 

born. And surprisingly, it sold rather quickly considering the year the book came out in 2001 so it's like 

2000 that it sold it. It wasn't like there was a big clamor or a big call for books about Black hair, and 

ironically, our agent had told us that we weren't the first person we weren't the first people to propose 

a book about Black hair, we were just the first persons to finish the proposal like people had had this 

idea before, it just had never been seen through to completion, so that was in 2001, and it was we were 

really proud of the book. But we say that the book was like 10 years before its time before America was 

ready to really engage with this conversation about hair and what's more in the early 2000s like in 2004, 

2005, the green movement kind of started, which launched the natural hair movement, which was huge. 

And also, when we finished writing hair story, the Internet was just beginning to become a thing which 

sounds crazy to us now, but we didn't have the Internet to do any research to talk to people via emails. 
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We did everything like the old-fashioned way for hair story. So in 2013 we decided that we needed to 

update the book because we needed to incorporate the significance of both the Internet, which changed 

the way Black women could get information as well as products for their hair and created an entire new 

industry of Black hair YouTube video stars if you will and Black hair bloggers, but also the natural hair 

movement, which was again, it's like a revolution in Black hair culture that impacted mainstream society 

impacted the beauty industry massively impacted the cosmetic industry impacted the big box store 

economy massively. So, in 2014 the updated version came out where we addressed those two issues 

and honestly it wouldn't surprise me if we do a third addition because now the conversation, it's not 

that it has shifted, but the fact that the Crown Act has passed in many states, outlawing hair 

discrimination, which kind of undergirds the entirety of the history of Black hair in America, it almost 

seems that there should be a new chapter added that just that talks about legislation and hair 

discrimination. Especially now you know, as I'm out of the United States. But you know, the United 

Kingdom also has a similar law that they have passed that's out that bans hair discrimination or hair-

based discrimination. I should say. So, this journey has been incredible, and I always say that again, if 

you had told 26-year-old me that this book that I was writing that was based on my thesis would be the 

kind of cornerstone of my career, I would have laughed. I would have never thought and it's funny 

because my husband, who is a Spanish man, you know, born and raised outside of the United States 

from the very beginning. He told me this book was going to be a classic and that it was going to be my 

life's work and I was like you're funny, this is going to be a little book. Nobody gonna care, but I'm going 

to be proud of it, but it's going to disappear. Nobody gonna be talking about it. And here I am literally 20 

years later I'm still very much talking about it, and you asked how it has affected my other work. Hair 

story literally set the stage for me to one look at African American culture and in much broader and 

more complex way, but it also taught me this idea that having conversations about race, identity, and 

culture that are based around kind of pedestrian, really basic things that anybody can connect with like 

hair, like food, like family dynamics is the best way to engage a diverse population over an issue more so 

than politics, legal issues, even you know issues of education or policy but that like automatically is 

going to bring contention and tension to the air, and people are going to be divided, whereas if the 

conversation begins about hair you can have you can you can you can cover the same, you know 

information but in a different way that's less threatening and more engaging, and really, I think move 

the needle on race relations. And yeah, on race relations and justice and community that that you can't 

when you're looking at more big picture items, so having my first big book being about hair really set the 

tone for how I would approach all of my other books and projects about you know, identity and race and 

things like that. 

TAMARRA  JAMES-TODD 

I mean, I think you're spot on this idea that you know. I mean, I won't even just say the Black 

community, but certainly for this context of this book, like hair really connects these as you said that 

these subject matters that that may, particularly, you know, as a scientist, I think sometimes we you 

know can get very bogged down in our methods or whatever, but we kind of pull it back out to 

something like hair or family or you know, as you as you said, I think it's powerful. I had no idea. I should 

have known this that we share Columbia also Columbia University, also in common so you know and I 

just I'm going to take you back to like roughly the year 2000. So, I I started in 2002 as a graduate student 

at Columbia and when I came in knowing exactly what I wanted to study, I wanted to study the impact 

of hair product chemicals in Black hair care products and their impacts on women's health. Specifically 
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looking at reproductive health. And as you said, the Internet was just beginning. I mean, you know tried 

to look up the way back version of PubMed or whatever it was back then and and hardly anything, I ran 

across like a handful of articles, one of which was a study of you know, young children who as Black 

people you know that there's sometimes hair day or whatever. Like you know, we sit down and get our 

hair done, so these are these are little ones that were getting their hair done by their parents and but 

had developed breast and pubic hair and it turned out these products that were being used that were 

commercially available on the shelf, thought to be safe, contain different forms of estrogen. Once that 

usage stopped, precocious puberty ceased and I was hooked, I was hooked and yet I could not find 

anything Lori, to like really look at this. No one was really asking these questions about the impact of 

here, let alone the question of like why? Which is really the underpinnings of my work the one place 

that I could find, and I was so excited I don't even know where which bookstore I'd gone to you know, in 

in New York. But I ran across your book. And and was like someone has actually done so much of this 

work of understanding the social, historical, business, and because that was something as an 

epidemiologist, I hadn't even thought about, but just the money that's involved in this industry, right? 

Like I was, I was, very, I was struck. By this being a multibillion-dollar industry and and you know, kind of 

where do we go from here?  

LISSAH JOHNSON 

For so many people whose identity has been othered or marginalized—what is thought of as personal 

becomes political. And as Lori and Tamarra just described what is considered acceptable hair is a perfect 

example of this.  

In the next part of the conversation, Lori makes a really interesting connection between the importance 

of centering diversity and intersectionality within the beauty justice movement. So, let’s get back to the 

conversation! 

TAMARRA JAMES-TODD 

What do you think is kind of the way forward in changing our attitudes and beliefs around Black hair and 

beauty? 

LORI THARPS 

Well, it's interesting because I feel like I'm going to go back to where I started from with my diversity 

diva hat in that the reason that I like preach the gospel of diversity, I'm gonna write that—down because 

I never said that, but I'm preaching the gospel of, I'm at that age where if I don't write things down, they 

just slip out of my head, preach the gospel of diversity. Alright, so I preach the gospel of diversity, not 

because I think rainbows are pretty, or because I think there's going to be a brown race that saves us all. 

I preach the Gospel of diversity because we become enlightened when we share information, because 

intersectionality is real. Because when you bring forward the minds and brains of people of diverse 

backgrounds, you become better, faster problem solvers. That's what I mean by the gospel of diversity. I 

again, I'm not saying like, oh my God, your dinner is going to be so good you'll be spicy. Right, no, I'm 

talking about on a much, I mean, sure, your dinner might be really good, great potluck, but really, really, 

I'm talking about on a much bigger scale of how much more we could get accomplished if we worked 

together and brought our own unique backgrounds and our whole selves to the table. So that's what I 

mean and that's been proven on, you know, Wall Street, Main Street, whatever, all the streets have 
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proven that you know diverse teams are more productive and again, that productive means more 

productive problem solving. Which leads to a better bottom line if you're looking at it from a financial 

standpoint, but that can be extrapolated to you know how you have a better functioning neighborhood, 

how you have a better functioning, you know family structure. How you have a better functioning school 

system is when you you know bring forth the the best of a diverse group. So, when we talk about like 

beauty justice, I feel like beauty justice comes from this continuously intersectional approach to 

problem solving. This continuously diverse you know, bringing diverse voices to the table because we 

only recognize that there is injustice when we have these diverse voices bringing their experiences to 

the table. And I think we're seeing that in so many different ways like we're seeing beauty justice, for 

example, in your work, like on what you're doing, you know the fact that you're saying, hey, wait a 

minute, let's look at what's happening with these particular hair products targeted to these women. You 

can also look at people who were doing similar research on bleaching products, right? Like look at all of 

the research that is now being done about the chemical ingredients in bleaching creams and lightening 

creams, what's what's the physical and emotional and medical cost to, you know, buying into that 

system, there's a lot of work being done now fighting colorism and of course then you have the kind of 

tangential fights that go along with that it's not just a beauty fight, it is a health care. I mean, what 

bleaching creams do to the human body is criminal and it's very visible from day 4. I won't say day 1 

because day 1 I'm so light I'm so great but you know by day four your skin is so damaged that it's turned 

red and splotchy or whatever else. And you know, internally horrible things are happening and then you 

have a legal fight. You know against these companies that are making these products that have been 

banned in some places and not in others. So, I think the way forward is a continuation of very visible, 

maybe social media campaigns, a very visible social campaign that is really around beauty and 

recognizing that you know all shades are pretty all shades are beautiful, that kind of thing. And then 

influenced by a scientific you know or scientific or medical community getting involved and starting their 

own campaign or investigations and publicizing the damaging the evidence that these particular beauty 

products, for example what kind of damage they do to the human body, to the environment and then 

then it becomes an environmental issue, right? And then you have environmentalists complaining and 

protesting and bringing attention to what these chemicals are doing to our water supply to our air 

supply, for example, and then hopefully it gets to the business. There have been. Uhm, successful 

campaigns against certain companies. Beauty companies for their support of, for example, a product 

that creates a company that sells lightening creams. For example, you know, a boycott protest or 

something like that and then like it kind of comes full circle. And that's when you get justice. So I really 

believe that the way forward is an intersectional approach to these issues, because like my only like 

problem, but my only let's see concern about labeling something beauty justice is that people will not 

realize that it has so many facets to it. If they hear beauty justice, it's like oh you mean you can't afford 

your makeup and she can or something like that as opposed to the truly multifaceted impact that things 

like makeups and hair products and you know diet culture. I mean that's all comes in the realm of 

beauty justice, in my opinion, if we put all these things under one a big umbrella and we all do our part 

then we can see beauty, justice that really spreads across all of these different components of women's 

body and how they are judged and how they were used and how they are abused and how they were 

valued so yeah, that's what I think is the way forward. 
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That's really powerful. I really resonate with the point that you're making around you know how do we 

how do we recognize or know when we've kind of reached, you know, equity, like when we have, you 

know, justice has been served essentially and just understanding the importance of a multi-pronged 

approach that also recognizes the power of this kind of multiple movements happening at once that 

really speak to holistically about our bodies. We're not just our hair or just the size of our body or just 

the color of our skin we're, you know it's intersectional it’s all of these things and more and so I love 

that. I am also recognizing that we're running out of time and is there anything else you wanted to make 

sure that our listeners hear about? 

LORI THARPS 

I feel like we too often make these conversations about women when men, particularly Black men, have 

been subjected to the same damaging messaging about the inadequacy, ugliness, inappropriateness of 

our hair such that they too have changed their behaviors and grooming habits based on this false belief 

that there is something inherently wrong with their hair. These systems that taught us, and that 

reinforced the idea that we can't get ahead that we aren't appropriate for public viewing that we aren't 

attractive. That is also true for men. I just want that to be in the backs of people's minds as they're 

thinking about these issues of beauty justice, because men are also, it's not even susceptible, men are 

also reeling with and having to unpack what it means to be OK with their bodies the way they were born 

it's it's heartbreaking and it's even more heartbreaking because we just don't expect that we don't 

realize that those conversations are happening. But why wouldn't they be happening? Black men have 

Black mothers who had Black mothers who had Black fathers who were, you know, raised from the 

same White supremacist nation, right? So, and globally the colonialism that happened that taught 

people the world over that if they were too dark, they weren't worthy. Just something that we need to 

be aware of that it's not just a women's issue 

TAMARRA JAMES-TODD 

It's very powerful and in my little anecdotal story is in doing my research. I had to do focus groups and 

that very topic came up. Now almost 20 years ago where we're interviewing all of these women. And 

the question was by the men, the husbands and sons of you know, these individuals are why aren't you 

interviewing us? They want to know our stories, and you know, as the student at the time, like actually I 

mean I, I would love to know your story I would, but I you know this is about women. This is not you 

know, and not recognizing the importance of being inclusive and also just gender as a, you know, like 

more holistically, we've done a fairly terrible job of understanding, you know, the role of gender and 

playing out of you know this beauty justice, environmental exposure issue, so I appreciate that that that 

encouragement to you know not only push forward with the work that all of us are doing, but to really 

be more inclusive in that work. 

LORI THARPS 

it's just something that we need to be aware that it's not just a women's issue, so. 
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Absolutely it's not, and I am grateful that I'm starting to see the research in this area and start to take 

hold in and and others stepping up to the plate to start to look at this and its importance or relevance to 

to health broadly within the other half of our population. So, but no, you know again, I'm so grateful 

that you joined us today. Thank you so much and have a good evening and I will see you later. 

LORI THARPS 

You're welcome, thank you. 

LISSAH JOHNSON 

Lori demonstrated that speaking our truths through telling stories, especially about the things that cut 

across different communities and cultures, is an important part of healing and justice work. She also 

highlighted that diversity is crucial. This conversation raised some important questions like how do the 

limited narratives around diversity and the limited representation of different identities in mainstream 

culture impact our ability to imagine a more just and equitable future of beauty for everyone? One thing 

is clear, the path forward will require an intersectional approach, and recognition of the ways that the 

multiple social identities that we inhabit impact our experience of injustice. It's going to take folks from 

diverse disciplines and backgrounds working together to achieve inclusive and lasting beauty justice. 

Thank you all so much for tuning in to this episode of Beauty Plus Justice. We hope that Lori's words 

reminded you of the importance of your unique story and identity. Be well and join us next time as we 

dive into the cost of beauty and justice with Tamara Gilkes Borr from the Economist. This episode was 

produced and edited by Marissa Chan, Lissah Johnson and Felicia Heykoop with assistance from Ilkania 

Chowdhury-Paulino. We received funding from the Environmental Defense Fund. 

 


