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THE ENDURING LEGACY OF JET BEAUTY OF THE WEEK: MORE THAN JUST A PHOTO

For generations of African American readers, the arrival of a new issue of Jet magazine was a small
but  significant  cultural  event.  Tucked  between  stories  of  the  Civil  Rights  Movement,  political
achievements, and community news was a page that captured the imagination and pride of its
audience: the Jet Beauty Of The Week feature. This weekly showcase was far more than just a
photograph of an attractive woman. It was a powerful statement of visibility, representation, and the
celebration of Black beauty during an era when mainstream media largely ignored or marginalized
it. To understand the deep cultural resonance of the Jet Beauty Of The Week, one must look
beyond the surface and appreciate the historical context, the societal impact, and the enduring
legacy of this iconic feature.

THE BIRTH OF A CULTURAL ICON IN THE GOLDEN AGE OF PRINT

Founded in 1951 by John H. Johnson, Jet magazine was conceived as a digest-sized newsweekly that
could deliver important news to the Black community quickly and efficiently. It was a spin-off from
the more lavish,  large-format Ebony magazine.  While  Ebony focused on lifestyle,  fashion,  and
success stories, Jet was all about immediacy—covering breaking news, political developments, and
the human-interest stories that mattered most to African Americans. In this fast-paced, pocket-sized
format, the Jet Beauty Of The Week was born.

A Platform for Everyday Elegance
Unlike the high-fashion models of Vogue or Harper's Bazaar, the women featured in Jet Beauty Of
The Week  were often not professional  models.  They were college students,  nurses,  teachers,
secretaries, and military personnel. They were the girl next door, the woman in the pew at church,
the bright young professional making her way in the world. This was a deliberate and brilliant
editorial choice. It made the feature aspirational yet attainable. A young woman reading Jet in her
dorm room or at her kitchen table could see herself—or someone she knew—represented on that
page. The feature democratized beauty in a way that mainstream publications did not. It sent a clear
message: Black beauty was not a monolith; it existed in every town, on every campus, and in every
walk of life.

MORE THAN A PRETTY FACE: THE CULTURAL AND POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE

To view the Jet Beauty Of The Week as merely a soft-core pin-up or a simple piece of eye candy is
to  miss  its  profound significance.  In  the  1950s,  60s,  and  70s,  the  feature  operated  as  a  quiet  but
powerful  form  of  resistance.  The  dominant  culture  often  portrayed  Black  women  in  narrow,
stereotypical,  or  downright  derogatory  ways.  The  mammy  figure,  the  tragic  mulatto,  or  the
hypersexualized Jezebel were common tropes. Against this backdrop, the Jet Beauty Of The Week
offered  a  radical  alternative:  the  dignified,  charming,  and  wholly  human  representation  of  Black
womanhood.

Affirming Black Womanhood During the
Civil Rights Era
During the height of the Civil  Rights Movement, as Black Americans were fighting for basic human
dignity and equal protection under the law, Jet's beauty page was a weekly affirmation. It declared
that Black women were beautiful, worthy of admiration, and deserving of celebration. The feature
often included a brief biography, highlighting the woman's education, career aspirations, community
involvement, and personal interests. This was not just about physical appearance; it was about
character. The Jet Beauty Of The Week was a smart, ambitious, and engaged member of her
community.  This  framing  helped  to  counteract  harmful  stereotypes  and  provided  a  positive,
multifaceted image of Black femininity that was sorely lacking in the broader cultural landscape.

THE ICONIC POSE AND THE POWER OF THE SWIMSUIT

Readers will immediately recognize the classic Jet Beauty Of The Week aesthetic. The set was
simple and consistent: often a plain background or a simple prop like a chair or a pillar. The lighting
was  soft  and  flattering.  The  pose  was  elegant,  usually  a  three-quarter  turn  or  a  graceful  standing
position. And, most famously, the attire often included a swimsuit. While this may seem provocative
or purely commercial to modern eyes, it was a carefully considered choice at the time.

Navigating Respectability and Glamour
The swimsuit was a deliberate signal. It connected the feature to the broader American tradition of
beauty pageants and pin-up culture, but it did so on Black terms. The women were never portrayed
in overly suggestive or lewd poses. The aesthetic was wholesome, glamorous, and respectful—a
visual  assertion  that  a  Black  woman  in  a  swimsuit  could  be  dignified,  beautiful,  and  proud  of  her
body. This was a delicate balance. The Johnson Publishing Company was deeply committed to the
politics  of  respectability,  which emphasized presenting the best  possible image of  the race to
combat negative stereotypes. The Jet Beauty Of The Week walked this line successfully: it was
sexy enough to be exciting, but respectable enough to be welcomed into a family home. It was a

celebration of the Black female form that was neither exploitative nor prudish.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE FEATURE THROUGH THE DECADES

Like any long-running feature, the Jet Beauty Of The Week evolved with the times. In the 1950s
and 60s, the preferred hairstyle was often a pressed and curled look or a stylish wig, reflecting the
beauty  standards  of  the  era.  The  bios  emphasized  poise,  education,  and  church  affiliation.  As  the
1970s arrived and the Black Power movement gained momentum, the feature shifted. The Jet
Beauty Of The Week began to feature women with natural Afros, a powerful political and aesthetic
statement. The bios now highlighted involvement in Black studies programs, community organizing,
and a pride in African heritage.

From Afrocentric to the Supermodel Era
The 1980s brought a new wave of glamour. The women of the Jet Beauty Of The Week began to
reflect the bold fashion and makeup trends of  the decade.  Big hair,  bright colors,  and power suits
made appearances. As the 1990s arrived, the feature became more polished, and a growing number
of  the  women featured  were  aspiring  or  professional  models  who  would  go  on  to  have  significant
careers. This period blurred the line between the "girl next door" and the rising star. The feature had
become a legitimate stepping stone for women seeking careers in entertainment and fashion. It was
a national platform that could launch a career, and many aspiring models and actresses saw a
feature in Jet as a major career milestone.

THE LEGACY AND THE DIGITAL AFTERLIFE

When Jet magazine announced that it would cease its print edition in 2014 and transition to a digital-
only format, a wave of nostalgia swept through the Black community. Among the many losses, the
demise of the print Jet Beauty Of The Week  was keenly felt.  The feature, however, did not
disappear entirely. It was revived as a digital and social media feature, allowing a new generation of
women to be celebrated. The core concept—celebrating the beauty, intelligence, and ambition of
Black women—remained intact, even as the platform changed.

A Treasure Trove of History and
Inspiration
The  archives  of  Jet  Beauty  Of  The Week  are  now a  treasure  trove  for  historians,  fashion
enthusiasts,  and  cultural  critics.  They  offer  a  unique  visual  timeline  of  Black  American  style,  hair
trends, and beauty standards over six decades. You can see the evolution from the structured
elegance of the 1950s to the natural pride of the 1970s and the glamorous excess of the 1980s. For
many  Black  women,  these  pages  were  a  form  of  visual  affirmation  long  before  the  hashtags
#BlackGirlMagic and #RepresentationMatters went viral. The feature taught generations that their
beauty was worthy of a national spotlight.

THE IMPACT ON MODERN MEDIA AND REPRESENTATION

It  is  impossible  to  discuss  modern  movements  for  diversity  in  fashion  and  media  without
acknowledging the groundwork laid by Jet Beauty Of The Week.  Long before magazines like
Essence,  Vogue,  and  Vanity  Fair  made  concerted  efforts  to  feature  more  women of  color  on  their
covers, Jet was doing it every single week. The feature normalized the presentation of Black beauty
in a mass-market publication. It challenged the industry to see the value and appeal of Black women
as subjects of admiration and aspiration.

Championing Diversity Before It Was a
Trend
Today, we talk about the importance of diverse representation in media—in advertising, on runways,
and  in  film.  The  Jet  Beauty  Of  The  Week  was  doing  that  work  decades  before  it  became  a
corporate buzzword. It was a self-contained ecosystem of validation. For a young Black girl growing
up in a predominantly white neighborhood or watching mostly white television, seeing the Jet
Beauty Of The Week in her home was a crucial reminder that she was seen, valued, and beautiful.
This feature was a small but mighty force for positive self-image and cultural pride.

CONCLUSION: A WEEKLY LESSON IN SELF-WORTH

The Jet Beauty Of The Week was never just about a single photograph. It was a weekly ritual, a
cultural  institution,  and  a  powerful  symbol  of  pride.  It  offered  a  consistent,  positive,  and  dignified
representation of Black women at a time when such representation was rare and precious. From its
origins in the early 1950s to its digital resurrection today, the feature has celebrated the diversity of
Black beauty—from the girl  next  door  to  the future superstar.  It  affirmed that  every Black woman
had the potential to be a beauty of the week, a queen in her own right. The legacy of the Jet
Beauty Of The Week is not just in the thousands of photographs it published, but in the millions of
readers it inspired to see themselves as beautiful, worthy, and celebrated. It remains a cherished
chapter in the story of Black American culture, a testament to the power of media to affirm, uplift,
and reflect the beauty of a people.
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