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Questions posted in a south Asian ladiesô (living in Germany) Facebook group on Oct 8, 

2019: 

1. Have you or someone you know associated white skin tone with being beautiful? 

2. Any biasness in our society witnessed based on skin tones? (Job/marriage 

prospects etc.) 

Lol this has happened to me umpteen times.... we're 2 sisters, n my younger sister is super 

fair....like milky white, she's taken my moms complexion and my complexion is normal 

wheatish. I have had so many aunts and so called family friends ask my mom or me why I 

m not fair like her and give tips to improve my complexion. My MIL was here n she was 

adamant on scrubbing my 4 month old daughter face with besan and turmeric paste daily 

to improve her complexion (I have 2 kids...6 yr old son who is fair just like my mom n sis 

n now 13 month old daughter whose complexion is like me!) So my mil was super 

concerned why my daughter is not fair and how to improve her skin color and even said 

stuff like ladkiyan gori hi achhi lagti hai ωϊϋό  (MIL is mother-in-law and translation of 

Hindi words, besan is gram flour and last lineôs translation is, girls look good only when 

fair). Replied by: Anonymous from Mumbai, India.1 

1 Introduction  

There are different ideals of physical beauty in various parts of the world. The Eurocentric 

beauty ideals have remained dominant in the past century and they suggest a beautiful 

woman to have Caucasian features, light skin, slender body and straight hair. Among 

these ideals, light skin is a major parameter and a decisive factor to judge the beauty for 

the dark-skinned women around the globe. Women are exposed more to this beauty ideal 

because their outer appearance is far more closely examined in comparison to men 

(Hunter 2012: 1734). It is already two decades into the twenty-first century, but ñthe 

hegemonic ideal of the beautiful fair white woman [still] remains powerfulò (see Wade, 

2012, cited in Phoenix 2014: 98).  

Based on the above-mentioned assumption, it is mostly believed that if women are 

light-skinned, they are beautiful. One might have heard phrase like, ñShe is pretty, for a 

dark-skinned womanò inferring that the dark complexion will disqualify a woman from 

the beauty category. It infers that a womanôs dark skin complexion automatically 

disqualifies her from being beautiful (Orbe & Harris 2015: 181). Women are constantly 

bombarded with unrealistic beauty images both in electronic and print media. Such beauty 

images cause a sense of dissatisfaction in the women about their skin color. South Asian 

women, specifically the Indian women, are made aware of the significance of light skin 

from a very young age, as indicated from the real-life example mentioned above. 

 
1 The person is known but anonymously identified here due to personal reasons. The text is copied from 

her original comment on the Facebook post. The choice of her words signifies a great deal into the issue 

of skin color bias faced by dark-skinned and even wheatish (a term, derived from wheat, commonly used 

to suggest light brown skin color ) people in India. It is interesting to note how food items milk and wheat 

are used to describe the skin tone. The persistence of her mother-in-law to act against the brown skin of 

her infant daughter indicates a deep-rooted preference for light skin.   
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Itôs a common cultural practice to prefer and openly admire light skin, commonly 

known as fair skin in India. The preference for light skin in India can be attributed to 

numerous factors, such as an extensive history of being ruled predominantly by the light-

skinned people, the development of caste system, British colonialism, dissemination of 

globalism and dominant hegemony of whiteness (Nagar 2018: 5). The goal of this thesis 

is to uncover the establishment of lightness of skin color in India as a beauty ideal. The 

light skin acts as a social capital and tremendously improves the value and life 

opportunities of a womanôs life. As a result of the strong preference for light skin tone, 

dark-skinned women experience prejudicial behavior, especially in the job and marriage 

markets. This practice is fuelled by local media representations2 and result in the huge 

sales of skin-lightening products. People buy these products with a desire and hope to 

alter the shades of their skin and to gain upward social mobility. 

The first chapter deals with the definition of colorism, also known as shadism, and 

the difference between racism and colorism. The pervasive nature of colorism on a global 

scale will be discussed along with the influence of socialization. In addition, the role of 

various state institutions (in the US) regarding establishment and perpetuation of colorism 

will be briefly overviewed. Colorism has been a historical practice in the US and there is 

an extensive body of research on it which would act as a theoretical framework to 

investigate similar practices in India.  Colorism in India is different from that in the US.  

Some scholars claim that the remnant British colonial rule is the reason for Indiaôs 

obsession with the light skin, but others say that it is a centuries old traditional practice. 

Li et al (2008) found that the excessive importance attached with the white skin 

complexion is not only influenced by European ideologies but is deeply rooted with 

traditional Asian beliefs. To understand the reason for the emergence of preference for 

fairness in India, it would be important to look at the regionôs brief historical background, 

emergence of caste system and influence of British colonial rule in the second chapter.   

The light skin can be extremely priced in India and a form of social capital. The 

possession of this physical attribute could lead the light-skinned women to have higher 

privileges and social status as compared to the dark-skinned women. (Wilder & Cain, 

2011 cited in Orbe & Harris 2015: 181). The definition of social capital and its associated 

benefits in social areas such as marriage and assisted human reproduction market within 

the Indian context will be discussed.   

 
2 Representation will be extensively discussed in the fifth chapter. It will be defined and elaborated with 

reference to Hallôs idea of cultural representations.  
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If  a specific social practice is prevalent and considered an attractive attribute as per 

the social and cultural norms, then majority of the people get inclined towards it and 

desire to possess it. Similar is the case of lighter skin tone in India. The traditional setup 

of Indian society considers the girl child as a liability or a burden in comparison to the 

male child (Varma 1992: 32). She is married off with a certain amount of dowry3 (in most 

cases). If the girl is fair, then she has higher value in the marriage market, merely based 

on her physical skin color. This is evident in the matrimonial print ads and matchmaking 

websites, a selection of which will be dealt in the fourth chapter. 

Media is usually actively involved in the definition and dissemination of the 

feminine beauty ideals. The Indian movies, songs, magazine covers, advertisements and 

beauty pageants constantly spread the idea that a girl is beautiful, valued and desirable 

only if she has light skin complexion. Some fairness cream ads propagate the idea that 

using the advertised product, men will be instantly attracted towards the light-skinned 

women. Indian movies mostly cast lighter-skinned female actors. The roles assigned are 

based on some stereotypical notions, such as if a character belongs to lower caste or class, 

it has to have darker skin. Some popular songs revolve around appreciation of fair skin 

tone of the beloved. The Indian media thus plays a significant role to spread colorism. 

Some selected media representations will be dissected in detail in the fifth chapter.  

Fair skin as a beauty ideal is constantly fed to the Indian public through heavy 

advertisement campaigns. There are numerous skin lightening products in the Indian 

market, designed separately both for men and women, but the sales of female products is 

far more as compared to men. The industry for such products is constantly booming in 

India and the future projections of sales of such products are alarming  

The women get inclined to purchase the skin-lightening products due to their 

appealing advertising strategies. They subconsciously conform to the societal pressures. 

They apply the products with the hope to attain the desired lighter shades of skin. Indian 

women are hence more prone to colorism in comparison to men due to the gender 

stratification4 present in the Indian society. The sales of such products continue to 

increase on yearly basis solidifying the continuous preference of fair skin. India thus acts 

 
3 Money and/or property that, in some societies, a wife or her family must pay to her husband when they 

get married (Online Oxford Dictionary) Link: 

<https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/dowry?q=dowry> (01.14.2020). 
4 Gender stratification refers to the hierarchical distribution of social and economic resources according to 

gender (Andersen & Taylor 2008: 315). 

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/dowry?q=dowry
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like a magnet both for local and international cosmetic companies to manufacture and sell 

their wide range of skin-lightening products. This will be dealt in the sixth chapter.  

India is the second most populous country in the world. Its growing economy 

resulted in the emergence of the affluent middle class. The desire to groom oneself and 

look fairer is evident from the high sales of fairness products in the Indian consumer 

market. The long-held cultural practices of colorism still dominate the Indian society. 

Some local small-scale initiatives and organizations are also actively involved to raise 

their voice against the long-held skin color discrimination and create mass awareness 

against such practices. Some online campaigns also prompt people to stand against 

colorism and be comfortable in oneôs own skin. These aspects along with some other 

impressive efforts will be highlighted in the seventh chapter. 
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2 Colorism ï Theoretical Framework  

The term colorism was coined by Alice Walker, an American author, in the year 1982. 

She defined it as ñthe prejudicial or preferential treatment of same-race people based 

solely on their colorò (cited in Coleman 2013: 201). The people within a racial community 

treat each other differently based on the shades of their skin. It is significant to 

differentiate colorism from racism. There is some similarity between the two terms, but 

they are two different social constructs. Racism is ñthe belief that some race or races are 

superior or inferior to others (é) considered an intergroup phenomenon in that it involves 

a social comparison between two or more racial groupsò whereas colorism is ñmore of an 

intragroup phenomenon (é) biases towards certain variations (e.g., lighter skin) within 

racial groups rather than between themò (Harvey et al. 2014: 201). Colorism is thus a 

social practice in which people treat others differently based on their skin color. 

Colorism witnessed in the US would be discussed here. The reason for selecting the 

United States is because colorism has been predominantly researched in the US by 

numerous scholars. The research also credits its roots to the unique historical 

development of African slavery. It presents a great insight into an ongoing practice of 

colorism and the areas of social life that have been deeply affected by it over the time. It 

will be later compared with the situation in India if there are any similarities and/or 

differences between the two countries.  

Hunter presents her definition of racism in the United States of America as ñthe 

U.S. system of prejudice, discrimination, and institutional power that privileges whites 

and oppresses various people of colorò. She defines race as a ñsocial constructionò rather 

than ña biological, inherent identityò (2002: 175). According to her, colorism ñprivileges 

the lighter skinned over the darker-skinned people within a community of colorò (ibid. 

176). She believes that the two processes are related to one another. Hunter points out the 

social construction aspect of race because it is not something given by nature such as the 

skin color. Skin color is a biological trait given to an individual by nature. The hierarchical 

division of color within a racial community due to which certain individuals are privileged 

results in colorism. 

According to Hunter, colorism is ñbuilt on a foundation of institutional racism and 

White privilege.5 Systems of racial discrimination operate on at least two levels: race and 

 
5 White privilege is the unearned advantages and benefits that accrue to White folks by virtue of a system 

normed on the experiences, values, and perceptions of their group. White privilege automatically confers 

dominance to one group, while subordinating groups of color in a descending relational hierarchy: it owes 

its existence to White supremacy (Sue 2003: 137).  
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skin colorò (2012: 1734). The skin color becomes the cause of discrimination and 

denigration. This discrimination is witnessed by all the people of color but its intensity 

and frequency might vary based on the shade of skin color, social class and gender and 

the country in which one lives. As in case of the US, the population is predominantly 

white with numerous communities of color, but the African Americans face colorism 

much more as compared to others, for instance ñdark-skinned African Americans earn 

less money, on average, than do light-skinned African Americans, although both earn less 

than Whitesò (ibid). This is a clear indicator of racial hierarchies functioning purely based 

on skin tone. It is also significant to note here that the skin color and race play significant 

roles to determine the life opportunities.   

The skin color hierarchies within African Americans dates back to the institutional 

slavery. This slavery began around 400 years ago when first enslaved Africans arrived in 

North America which at that time was owned by the British (Matiluko: 2019). The 

plantations in the newly discovered land required ña vast army of cheap and preferably 

docile laborers inured to the heat of the tropics (é) the manpower reservoir of sub-

Saharan Africaò were transported to the United States (Duignan & Gann 1984: 8).  

The slave owners divided those enslaved Africans based on their skin color to 

minimize the chances of revolt. The white plantation owners typically assigned the 

laborious outside chores to the dark-skinned slaves. They were believed to successfully 

complete the physically challenging work. The light-skinned were given easy domestic 

work required in and/or around the house. This division suggests that the lighter-skinned 

Africans secured esteemed positions requiring less physical labor in comparison to their 

dark-skinned fellows (Knight 2013: 547). The division results in fixed color hierarchies. 

The light-skinned were superior to their darker-skinned counterparts. The closer a person 

was to the Whiteness standard, the better the opportunities in life he/she had. The trend 

continued for centuries after the discovery of America.  

The virtual racial hierarchy placed the white people at the topmost position, the 

light- and brown-skinned carried the middle position whereas the dark-skinned were to 

be located at the bottom. The twentieth century witnessed things such as the brown paper 

bag test6 which led to the exclusion from jobs and specific activities if one was darker 

 
6 The brown paper bag is believed to signify acceptance and inclusion (if one is lighter than the brown 

bag) é brown paper bag test is traditionally used by African Americans in a variety of settings and with 

great frequency. Throughout the twentieth century, references to paper bag parties, paper bag churches, 

brown bag clubs, or brown bag social circles have resulted in a proscribed language of exclusion and 

exclusiveness (Kerr 2006: xiv). 
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than the brown bag (Matiluko: 2019). Although the system of enslavement has formally 

ended, but colorism is still pervasive in the US, particularly among the African American 

community. Research evidence suggests that the light-skinned African American 

communities hold advantageous position in areas such as income, criminal justice 

sentencing, education, marriage and housing (Hunter 2012: 1734).  

 As mentioned above, colorism prevalent in the US is witnessed in numerous fields. 

The US job market, for instance, demonstrates ñthe difference in pay rates between 

darker-skinned and lighter-skinned men mirrors the differences in pay between whites 

and blacksò (Greenidge 2019). Studies have suggested its presence in the marriage market 

too where ñdark-skinned women are less likely to be married than lighter-skinned 

womenò. The incidents and records in the education department suggest that a dark-

skinned girl has three times higher chance of suspension from school than her lighter-

skinned friends. The department of justice is also affected by it because studies have 

proved that ñdarker-skinned women are given longer prison sentences than their lighter-

skinned counterpartsò (ibid).  

Some courts in the US had treated African American women ñmore harshlyò in 

comparison to the white women (Agozino, 1997; Bickle & Peterson, 1991, cited in 

Morash 2006: 207). Similarly, the black female drug offenders were charged more by the 

prosecutors compared to their white counterparts (Crawford, 2000, cited in ibid). One 

point is to be noted in this regard that in some areas ñblack women pay even higher race 

and gender penalty than black menò (ibid). This signifies that in a society where white 

supremacy is dominant, the black women, when found guilty of a crime, unfortunately 

face the severest punishment. The point to be noted is that ñthe race-driven severity was 

greater for black women than black menò (Crawford, 2000, cited in ibid). In normal 

circumstances, the African American women not only face colorism on day-to-day basis 

but are also in disadvantaged position due to their sexuality. At the same time, they 

encounter far more societal pressure to conform to the dominant ideals of beauty in 

comparison to men. 

The colorism faced by communities of color present in the US is different from that 

in India. It can be due to the difference in cultural and historical backgrounds. The 

research evidence regarding colorism in India is scarce. Colorism is pervasive in India 

and factors such as caste, social class and gender are the reasons behind it. Some scholars 

have found that online matrimonial sites highlight the preference for light-skinned brides 

which will be discussed in the fourth chapter. Some high-profile professions such as 
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white-collar jobs, movie and aviation industry generally tend to prefer people light skin. 

A local Indian newspaper reported about the training of around 100 tribal girls to be cabin 

crew and airhostesses in Maharashtra (an Indian state), but they were denied jobs due to 

their darker skin color. Only 8 of them were hired as ground staff (Khalid 2013).  

India faces not only colorism but also racism. The racial discrimination in the 

country surfaced recently when certain violent incidents against the African students had 

put India under global spotlight. There are around sixty thousand Africans from various 

nationalities living in India. They are either pursuing higher education or earning a living. 

For a long time, Africans have been stereotyped as ñdrug-peddlers and pimpsò and are 

ñrepeatedly subject to ridicule, insults and attacksò in India (Madan 2019). There have 

been reports of racial attacks on African students in the past as well. Five Nigerian 

students were brutally attacked in Noida (a city located 25 kilometres from New Delhi) 

due to a misconception which views ñAfricans being cannibalsò (ibid). Such 

misconceptions and hateful treatments towards a racial community, primarily based on 

their physical appearance, is an open act of racism.  

2.1 A Global Phenomenon  

Many sociological and anthropological researches have confirmed colorism not to be 

limited to a specific race or country, rather is a global phenomenon. As discussed above, 

the skin color discrimination against dark-skinned people in the United States has been 

well-documented. There seems to be a relationship between a personôs skin tone and 

his/her socioeconomic conditions (Hunter 2005, Sheriff 2001; Telles 2004, cited in Glenn 

2012: 167). 

Colorism witnessed outside the US is not specifically with reference to white 

privilege, but with relation to class and color differences. European colonialism can be a 

significant contributor to colorism in those parts of the world which were historically 

colonised by European settlers. It is however believed to predate European colonialism 

in numerous Asian countries. In such cases, the working classes labored outside in the 

sun and got darker skin in comparison to the aristocrats who remained indoors and had 

comparatively lighter skin. As a result of this ñdark skin was associated with the lower 

classes and light skin with the aristocratsò (Knight 2013: 547). 

In the present times, colorism is encountered almost in every community of color 

around the globe. Asia, the Arab world, Africa, and Latin America all tend to be deeply 

affected by it (Knight 2013: 548). Brazil is home to a large population from African 
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descent and there the individuals with lighter skin complexion have better chances of 

social mobility. Light skin is considered a symbol of power, wealth and higher social 

status in Latin American countries like Brazil and Mexico (ibid). Many studies have 

restricted the area of examination to the African American or Mexican communities in 

the US, but there is also a ñgrowing evidence for an overwhelming preference for fair 

skin over dark skin in Asian countriesò (Nagar 2018: 2).   

Light skin is still preferred and most important factor in the construction of feminine 

beauty in many Asian cultures (Baumann, 2008; Krishen, LaTour, & Alishah, 2014; Li, 

Min, Bel, Kimura, & Hahl, 2008, cited in Nagar 2018: 2). Colorism is not only witnessed 

within Asia, but also in the Asian diasporic communities residing in the Western world. 

Some scholars argue that in the pursuit to look lighter, Asian women do not imitate white 

racially, rather they try to conform to the dominant feminine beauty ideals.  

Rahman has thoroughly examined skin toneôs role among the Indian migrant 

community in the New Jersey. She found out that ñthe politics and implications of skin 

color in Indian community and among black Americans are extraordinarily similar, and 

the strict juxtaposition of black and white works well in understanding the implications 

of skin color and the definition of beautyò (cited in Banks 2015: 8). This suggests that 

American Eurocentric beauty ideals have also deeply impacted the women of color from 

other migrant communities.  

Various other studies, such as, Sarita Sahayôs and Nivan Prianôs (1997) research 

about the South Asian Canadian female studentsô desire to have light skin. The authors 

found that the women who were dark-skinned or sharply differed from ñthe cultural White 

idealò were the ones who desired most to have lighter skin (ibid. 9). It is however 

important to note that colorism in India and among the Indian diasporas in various parts 

of the world is different from the colorism developed in the US. In the context of the US, 

it has to do with exercise of power as a result of White supremacy and the debate of White 

vs Black. In Indiaôs case, it is the local people who desire lighter skin and get involved in 

preferential behaviour due to color of the skin. This has turned into a cultural practice and 

can be witnessed virtually everywhere. 

2.2 A Socializing Practice 

Human beings are taught different social norms and values on various levels, individual, 

social and/or institutional. The people around a person play a significant role in this 

regard. Colorism, like many other ways of thinking, continues through the practice of 
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socialization.7 A childôs first interaction with the world is through the family which plays 

a significant role to form the thinking patterns and adoption of cultural values. Children 

learn about various social constructs from their family members, peers and teachers etc. 

When colorism is rampant in a society, the children, from a very young age, are led to 

believe that lighter or whiter is better. To attach positive connotations to a skin color is 

problematic as it ignores other personality traits that a person possesses. The thinking 

patterns get cemented through media representations when they spread fixed definitions 

of beauty and portray them in the form of images (Charles, 2003; Keith & Herring, 1991; 

Kerr, 2005; Sahay & Piran, 1997; Timmons, 2007, cited in Orbe & Harris 2015: 175).  

There is a growing evidence of colorism based on adult behaviors and preferences 

as discussed above. Most of the research evidence gathered so far focuses on grown-up 

segment of the society. Scholarly research on the ways in which colorism impacts young 

adolescents or children is scarce. One thing is however probable that colorism could 

initiate within the family or circle of relatives. Preference for lighter skin tone in India 

could be shaped by the messages circulating within the families stating that dark skin is 

unattractive (Hill, 2002: Maddox & Gray, 2002; Wilder & Cain, 2011, cited in Banks et 

al. 2016: 263).  

Such topics of discussion in the family, such as light skin color is beautiful and/or 

dark skin is synonymous to ugly and unattractive, can have deep mental impressions on 

childrenôs minds and they grow up staunchly believing them. Alongside the human 

influential roles, the children in India observe colorism, though on subconscious level, 

from popular cultural practices such as viewing the fairness productsô ads, looking at the 

mega billboards, watching movies and listening songs.  

Colorism in India might start from the moment a child comes into the world. 

Relatives get curious to see the new arrival in the family. It is a common custom to 

compare the babyôs skin color with the siblings (Abraham 2017). If there is a stark 

difference in the skin tone among children to the same parents, it becomes a triggering 

point. In case the color of the skin is not discussed within the immediate family, far off 

relatives and/or even neighbors could comment blatantly on the skin color. If it is a girl 

child, the situation worsens because ñparents and grandparents often comment on dark 

 
7 Socialization is the process by which individuals learn to behave in socially approved ways, to follow 

cultural customs and values and social norms and roles. It is thus integral to the process of social control 

(Palmer & Humphrey 1990: 17). 
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skin as a misfortune, disadvantage, and disabilityò (Jha, M. 2016: 67). It is the same 

situation presented in the form of a real-life example at the beginning of this thesis. 

Different age groups are affected by colorism in India. It can begin even earlier to 

childôs birth, for instance when the decision of choosing a donated egg, in case the couples 

are unable to conceive naturally, lies in the hands of parents to-be. This point will be 

briefly discussed in the fourth chapter. The pattern is cyclical in nature as it begins from 

conception of a child and continues at the various stages of life. 

The continuous exposure to a world which constantly prefers lightness of skin and 

degrades the darkness can have detrimental effects on the psychological well-being of an 

individual. It can lead to the development of low self-esteem, lack of confidence and 

dissatisfaction with oneôs body image and skin color. Sardar mentions about this with 

specific reference to ña black manôsò position in a predominantly ñwhite worldò in his 

foreword to Fanonôs book Black Skin, White Masks: ñWhen the black man comes into 

contact with the white world he goes through an experience of sensitization. His ego 

collapses. His self-esteem evaporates. He ceases to be a self-motivated personò (2008: 

xiii).   

Here are two examples extracted from personal experiences which shed light on 

some memories tarnished with colorism. The examples suggest that the social exposure 

and contact with others do have strong impact on a personôs life. A young lady personally 

witnessed the bias and shares her painful experiences. Pooja Kannan, 27 years old girl 

living in Mumbai, has light brown complexion. She used various products to whiten her 

skin over a period of four years. In her growing-up years, she recalls ñher elder aunts 

would shake their heads in disappointment over her complexion (é) [and] her 

classmatesô comments made her feel insecure.ò Society kept reminding her about the skin 

tone even at the artistic front. She says, ñThe prettier, skinnier and fairer girls are 

positioned at the front of the stageò in dance performance held in her school (Abraham 

2017). The juxtaposition of fair with being pretty is clear because the two terms are used 

interchangeably in India. Kannanôs story is like the stories of millions of other brown/dark 

girls who grow up in India.  

Another example is of Muna who recalls her childhood when the judgements and 

comments made by others against her skin color jolted her immensely on the emotional 

front. Even her family members joked about her skin color, one such joke was ñthe 

electricity went out in the hospital when my mother was about to deliver me, and thatôs 

how I got my dark colourò (Beatty 2018). She recalls when her schoolteacher asked her 
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ñwith a smirk, Are you from Africa?ò Such mocking comments and jokes can have 

extremely negative impact on a child. The child begins to develop hatred towards its skin 

color and loathe it. In her teenage, she was pressured to take measures ranging from 

ñhomemade ï turmeric, curd, gram ï to store-bought, many cosmetic productsò as 

conscious efforts to lighter the shade of her skin. she heard talks about the concerns in 

finding a suitable partner. When her father declined her proposal, a relative bluntly told 

him, ñHow can you decline? What does your daughter possess that makes you think she 

could get a better proposal? Have you not seen her? She is dark!ò (ibid).  

One can easily see the similarity in the recurrent patterns of the two examples. 

Women overwhelmingly face skin color bias on day-to-day basis. Girls are made aware 

of their skin color from a very young age. Stepping into the teenage they are pressurized, 

either by family or by media representations, to make efforts to lighten their skin color.  

It is believed that the skin-lightening products or the home-made emulsifiers have the 

potential to do such wonder. The burden to conform to this beauty ideal is massive and 

girls like Pooja and Muna easily succumb to it. As a result, they desperately act to alter it 

with the use of whatever means possible. The girls are primarily judged based on the way 

they look.  

The language associated with skin color and how people perceive it, be it in the 

form of personal communications (as seen above in the quotations from the life incidents 

of both the ladies)  or selection of words in media advertising (which will be dissected in 

the fifth chapter), creates ña collective stock of knowledge that is shared and maintained 

by many members of [a given] communityò (Wilder 2015: 70). The entire society thus 

tends to conform to the normative practice. 

2.3 Institutionalization of Colorism  

Light skin privilege has been institutionalized by state powers and is backed by mega 

stakeholders. It carries a structural and systemic pattern. Various institutions such as 

governmental, religious, educational, judicial are involved in propagating colorism. 

These large institutions hold the power to manipulate and influence the lives of common 

masses. Due to the effective institutionalization of colorism, the overall living standards 

of people having either of the two main skin tones (light and dark) are significantly 

different. The light-skinned women had the opportunity to live in good neighborhoods 

and acquire higher education in comparison to their darker-skinned counterparts.  
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Globalized modernity and advancement in technology has probably intensified the 

institutionalization8 of colorism (Jha & Adelman 2009: 66). The definition of 

institutionalization shows making certain norms in a society which are meant to regulate 

the behaviors of people/organizations. Institutionalization of colorism demonstrates a 

pattern in which the racial hierarchies were first defined, established and then practiced 

over a period of time. As a result, they were strictly followed as social norms and 

eventually became an integral part of human psyche.  

The institutionalization of colorism can lead to social injustice,9 due to which 

different people get different life opportunities based on the color of their skin. The 

society categorizes people into various sections. In the case of racial hierarchies, the 

white-skinned people occupying the topmost position are usually the ones that are most 

privileged and are considered superior. The same effect trickled down to the lower levels. 

The lower the level a person occupies in a racial hierarchy, the lesser the opportunities & 

privileges. 

Various institutions are involved in the practice, among them the most prominent 

is the showbiz industry. A researcher explored colorism of Blacks in ads and editorial 

photographs during the years 1989 to 1994 and discovered that the African Americans 

used in the ads had lighter skin and more Eurocentric features in comparison to the 

editorial photos (Keenan 1996, cited in Harrison et al. 2008: 52). Ebony, a magazine 

centred on African Americans glorified the African American women with Eurocentric 

features (such as thinner lips, slender noses, straighter hair, lighter skin) over those who 

had Afrocentric features (like full lips, wide noses, kinky hair, darker skin) (Leslie 1995 

cited in ibid.).  

In the year 2014, nearly 80 percent models to walk on the ramp at New York 

Fashion Week were white which confirms lesser skin color diversity in the world of 

fashion. Similarly, the catwalks are the high fashion glossy magazines which are 

ñperilously, predominantly whiteò (Morgan 2014). According to a Fashion Spot report, 

out of total 611 covers of 44 fashion publications, only 119 models of color appeared, 

 
8 The process of institutionalization is the organization of a socially prescribed system of differentiated 

behavior oriented to the solution of certain problems inherent in a major area of social life. The 

organization of such systems of behavior involves the creation and definition of norms to regulate the 

major units of social behavior and organization, criteria according to which the flow of resources is 

regulated between such units, and sanctions to ensure that such norms are upheld. (Eisenstadt 1964: 235-

236). 
9 Social injustice is the denial or violation of economic, sociocultural, political, civil, or human rights of 

specific populations or groups in the society based on the perception of their inferiority by those with 

more power or influence (Levy & Sidel 2006: 6). 
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fashion magazines such as Harperôs Bazaar and Vogue in many countries (such as the 

UK, Netherlands, Russia, Ukraine) did not feature models of color till 2014 (ibid).  

There is a growing demand for transparent fashion industry which celebrates and 

promotes skin color diversity, but some high street and luxury fashion brands have come 

under scrutiny in the recent years for their racial discrimination. In the year 2018, H&M 

was slammed by public for advertising a boyôs hoodie (worn by a dark boy model) 

carrying a slogan ñCoolest Monkey in the Jungleò. The Swedish firm then had to 

withdraw the hoodies from the stock and apologize for their advertising. 

More recently, Gucci introduced its polo neck jumper ñfeaturing a cut-out around 

the mouth outlined with thick red lips that was labelled Blackfaceò (Blanchard 2019). The 

company came out with an apology on Twitter stating, ñWe are fully committed to 

increasing diversity throughout our organisation and turning this incident into powerful 

learning moment for the Gucci team and beyondò (ibid). Mistakes like these, stated by 

the companies as unconscious mistakes, carry important notions related to the skin color, 

the ways in which they are perceived and how the racial communities react towards them. 

The light and dark skins have been socially constructed with numerous connotations over 

the years.  

As far as Hollywood is concerned, it has a long legacy of colorism. Movies made 

in Hollywood have been following set patterns of representations from the middle of the 

twentieth century. Over the years, the black actresses who had fair skin and straight hair 

were more prevalent and they were given positive attention in comparisons to black 

actresses with dark skin and curly hair. The roles assigned to darker-skinned women were 

those of servants or were meant to be behind the light-skinned actresses in a frame. When 

a movie required interracial cast, the leading roles were mostly performed by the light-

skinned actresses. It was assumed that ñmainstreamò cinema going audience would not 

accept if this pattern of casting was not followed. The dark-skinned women had far more 

trouble in finding and eventually getting meaty roles in movies in comparison to white 

female actors (Squires 2009: 109). 

The Indian movie industry, known as Bollywood, is also notorious to showcase the 

portrayal of the ñblack/white dichotomyò. Some Indian movies in the past had scenes 

loaded with racist connotations such as hiring bulky African women to create senseless 

comedy scenes or casting young African men to portray goons on the streets. Such scenes 

are similar to the portrayal of African American men (in the American media) being often 

associated with violence and danger. Such media portrayals ñequate dark skin with crime, 
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violence, lack of intelligence, and povertyò (Bell et al. 2016: 146). There is similarity 

between the media portrayals of Africans in both India and the United States. 

There are some Bollywood movies which have colorism undertones. In the recent 

decades, many movies were made on successful lives of Indians residing in foreign 

countries, mostly referred as NRIs (Non-residential Indians). The roles of their successful 

lives in countries such the US, Australia or the UK showcased them to be in alignment 

with the ñwhiteò side of the skin (Beeman & Narayan 2011: 171). In a movie titled Kal 

Ho Naa Ho, the leading Indian couple is shown to have a child in the last scene. Their 

child has ñwhite skin, light brown to blond hair, and light eyes. She also speaks English 

without an Indian accent é [which gives] the message that white is alrightò (ibid. 169-

170). This is a glimpse of colorism in a Bollywood movie. Such scenes not only 

perpetuate the ideals of light skin in close proximity to the standard, but also washes off 

a culturally significant trait such as accent of oneôs native language. Other instances of 

colorism projected in Bollywood movies and song representations will be discussed later 

in detail. 
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3    India ï A Brief Historical Background 

India is a conglomeration of numerous races, castes, languages and religions. This 

diversity is an indication of a rich anthropological history. Some might wonder if the 

current Indian population was always indigenous to the land or ñpart of a messier, inter-

connected global story of human migrationsò (Subramaniam 2019: 148). Tony Joseph, an 

Indian author, claims ñfour major migrations, namely First Indians, Harrapans, Aryans 

and others form the major chunk of the Indian populationò.10 These migrations resulted 

in a huge diversity of skin color and facial features of people currently residing in the 

different regions of India. 

Some Indian historians claim the lack of evidence of color prejudice during the 

various migrations, hence making its origin obscure. No written records ñin the ancient 

Vedic text or religious scriptures (é) suggest a favoring of lighter over darker skinò (Vaid 

2009: 148). The conflicts between the invading immigrants and the native populations 

were not rooted in color, rather control over territories, cattle and wealth. Some of the 

idols and paintings of Hindu gods, such as Kali Mata (literally translated as black mother) 

suggest the lack of skin color discrimination in Ancient India. She is the goddess of power 

and strength and has black skin (see figure 1). Other examples backing this idea are of 

Lord Ram and Draupadi. Both were dark-skinned (Mishra 2015: 729-730). 

The Aryan Migration around 3000 BCE led to great social, lingual and religious 

changes in India. It is believed that Indian society developed its caste system, religious 

scriptures and folklore after the invasion of Aryans. Numerous other migrations followed 

in the region in the centuries to follow. The most notable among them were the ñPersians 

500 BCE, Greeks 150 BCE, Arab traders in 712 CE, Portuguese in 1498 CE é the British 

in 1610ò (Subramaniam 2019: 149).  

The Aryans had Indo-European background. Their facial features and skin tone 

made them look different from the local inhabitants. The Muslims invaded India in 712 

CE and ruled for approximately three centuries. There is no description of prejudice based 

on skin color during both these time frames. The striking fact, however, is the lighter skin 

tone of the ruling class. First the Aryans and later the Muslim traders had fairer skin tone 

in comparison to most of the local inhabitants (Mishra 2015: 730-731). This could be a 

case of mere coincidence.  

 
10 Information from YouTube video ñSensitivity Over Aryan Migration Due To 2 Misconceptions, Says 

óEarly Indiansô Author | The Quintò. Video link:  <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ORylLlh0lpo> 

(11.21.2019). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ORylLlh0lpo
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Before being an independent country, the region was ruled by the British from 1610 

till 1947 which means India stayed a British colony for more than three centuries. During 

this time, the issue of skin color bias surfaced frequently in the social and political life. 

Being the fairest of all, the British rulers ñclaimed themselves to be of ñsuperiorò and 

ñintelligentò race; consequently, they were born to rule the ñinferiorò and ñblack 

colouredò Indians who were more akin to crude animals than humansò (ibid. 731). 

This historical narrative, although claimed to be an orientalist version, signifies the 

dominance of light-skinned people over the dark ones throughout the Indian history. 

However, it is the Aryan migration and the British colonial rule which are of prime 

significance with reference to the present-day colorism in India. These two will be briefly 

discussed in the following sections. 

3.1 The Aryan Migration  

The Aryan Migration Theory, though highly contested, is believed to have greatest impact 

in shaping the language, religious mythology and caste system of India. According to the 

prevalent narrative, ñthe Indian subcontinent was peopled by Dravidians and other 

aboriginal groups and tribes. The first migration, (é) came from the northwest of India 

as Aryans invaded India around 3000-1000 BCE (é) The Aryans were light-skinned 

people, the Dravidians dark-skinnedò (Subramaniam 2019: 148-149). It is believed that 

Aryans brought Sanskrit language which belongs to Indo-European languages.  

The Aryans were supposed to be stronger in build and thus conquered the 

indigenous Dravidians. Following their conquest, the society was segregated into castes. 

The priests, being in the upper caste, were thought to be descendants of Aryans and lower 

castes as the descendants of Dravidians (Norwood & Foreman 2014: 11). Due to this 

belief, the upper caste Indians consider themselves the most noble and are privileged. As 

far as the skin complexion is concerned, it cannot be generalised that all the people 

belonging to the upper caste would be fair-skinned and vice versa. This has been 

discussed by Glenn as ñthe variation in skin tone within caste makes it hard to correlate 

light skin color with high casteò (2012: 174).  

3.2 The Development of Caste System 

The Indian caste system is a strongly ingrained occupational hierarchy that separates 

people based on their skin color. The term for caste in Hindi is verna meaning ñcolorò. 

This system is a segregation of racial groups that directs the people with whom to interact 

and with whom not to interact. It consists of predominantly five groups based on the skin 
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color and social occupations. The caste is assigned by birth. A person born to certain caste 

thus remains lifelong in it and cannot change it.  

The white Brahmins (intellectuals and priests) are the most valued and ranked in 

the top-most position, second are the red Kshatriyas (warriors and rulers), yellow 

Vaishyas (merchants and traders) hold the third position in the social hierarchy, the fourth 

are the brown Shudras (servants and manual workers) and the fifth are the black Dalits 

(also known as untouchables/outcastes, their job is to process animal and human waste). 

(Parameswaran & Cardoza, 2009, cited in Orbe & Harris 2015: 173). 

Some academics have noted that the lower caste Shudras and Dalits are the darkest 

skinned people in India. They usually earn their living by doing manual labor outside in 

the sun and mostly do not have enough financial resources to take care of their skin. Such 

laborers develop darker skin due to the constant exposure to sunlight. This process then 

passes through generations and makes the skin permanently dark. In the Indian context, 

skin color is also related to ñfinancial and social status of a personò so the lower caste 

people earn less and are more exposed to sun (Mishra 2015: 737). 

Scholars have particularly pointed out in the past few decades that Indian caste 

system ñpromotes the hierarchy of skin color, since lighter skin is more likely to be seen 

in higher caste members, Brahmins, with darker skin viewed as being of a lower caste 

(Ambedkar [1948] 1969; Beteille 1981, 1992; Sen 2001, cited in Jha & Adelman 2009: 

68). This might lead to the problems of caste identification with reference to skin color. 

If one belongs to a higher caste, one must have light skin. If that is not the case, then a 

dark-skinned person born in upper caste would have to struggle and justify that he/she 

belongs to the higher caste.  

Despite the skin tone variations within castes, the people have preconceived 

assumptions that the higher caste persons must possess lighter skin tone, or else their caste 

is doubtful. Owing to the association of light skin with upper caste and darker with the 

lower, skin-color becomes a marker for the social position of an individual in the Indian 

society (Nagar 2018: 5). 

The correlation between caste and color have a historical record, as mentioned 

above, but it can also be related to the regional correlation. Most people residing in 

northern India, such as Jammu and Kashmir and other northern states, are predominantly 

fair irrespective of their castes. This can be due to the colder climatic conditions. The 

central and southern states in India have hot temperatures so the inhabitants tend to have 

darker skin tones. Due to these evident changes in the skin shades of northern and 
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southern regions of India, the people residing in the north boast that they are the 

descendants of the Aryans whereas those living in south are believed to be belonging to 

the Dravidians.  

The light skin associated with upper castes is heavily ingrained in the ñpsychology 

of the people (é) that it has given rise to several proverbs which identify upper castes 

with a light skin and lower caste with a darker skin. Among these proverbs are the 

following onesò (provided by Beteille 1968, 174, cited in Alleyne 2002: 65):  

1. ñA dark Brahmin, a fair Chuhra, a woman with a beard ï these three are contrary 

to natureò  

2. ñTrust not a dark Brahmin or a fair Holeyaò  

3. ñDo not cross a river with a black Brahmin or a fair Chamar.ò 

Chuhra, Holeya and Chamar ï all are lower castes in India. It is astonishing to see the 

frequent recurrence of the word ñdark/black Brahminò in all these proverbs. This indicates 

the deeply rooted trust issues of the skin color fixation with reference to the different 

castes. The interesting fact is that anything out of this fixed proposition is accompanied 

with mistrust and against nature. As mentioned above, it is the mistrust which a dark-

skinned person born into an uppermost caste Brahmin family would have to justify both 

his/her caste and color at various stages of life.   

3.3 The British Rule 

The Britishers remained in the Indian region for more than three hundred years and the 

rule by the British crown in the region was officially called British Raj. During the British 

colonial rule, the landmass combined mainly three countries namely India, Pakistan and 

Bangladesh. Prior to the independence, it was known as the Indian subcontinent. The 

population native to the region was not only physically different from the Britishers but 

also owned a diversified lingual and cultural heritage. The colonial administrators made 

attempts to understand this diversity and tried to justify their rule in the region.  

British colonialism had a strong impact in the region. The image of the ódark nativeô 

was constructed as being ñbarbaric, savage, primitive, exotic, passive, unruly and 

incapable of self-determinationò. Such negative image constructions were accompanied 

by the efforts to exclude ñIndian citizens from full participation in structure of powerò 

(Parameswaran & Cardoza, 2009, p. 223, cited in Orbe & Harris 2015:172). The natives 

were excluded from the esteemed political and social positions, hence limiting them to 

do menial jobs in their own land. 
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According to Glenn, the British observers ñviewed the English as representing the 

highest culture and embodying the optimum physical typeò (2009: 176). Based on these 

assumptions, they drew invidious comparisons between the lighter- and darker-skinned 

groups in India. On the one hand, the lighter-skinned groups were given highly positive 

traits such as being more intelligent and martial (for males) and being more attractive and 

beautiful (for females). On the other hand, the dark-skinned groups were attributed with 

the negative traits, such as lacking intelligence and beauty (ibid). These excessively 

positive attributes associated with light skin got deeply ingrained in the Indian psyche. 

There are several accounts which state that the British administrative officers in 

India made conscious decisions to hire the lighter-skinned natives for higher and 

prestigious jobs. Skin tone discrimination was evident when the British Empire made 

light-skinned Indian their allies due to their higher socio-economic standing and provided 

them extra advantages in comparison to the dark ones (Mishra 2015: 731). The important 

point to note is that the higher administrative posts were filled only by the British 

individuals and the Indians were recruited for low-rank positions.  This situation has so 

eerily similarities with the job allotments during slavery in the US.  

The decision to hire natives for lower jobs was accompanied by restriction of local 

inhabitants from free social movement. Some restaurants, clubs and educational 

institutions had the display boards at the entrance stating, ñIndians and dogs not allowedò 

(ibid). This ideology was reinforced with other evident segregation measures as well, like 

the East India Company Fort St. George settlement as named as the ñWhite Townò and 

their Indian settlement as the ñBlack Town.ò Churchillôs remarks, ñI hate Indians, they 

are a beastly people with a beastly religionò, give a glimpse of his hatred towards this 

nation. The practice of superiority was also evident in some of the British literary works 

written during the time, an example of which is Kiplingôs quote from The Undertakers, 

ñEnglish men were uniquely fitted to rule lesser breed without the lawò (ibid. 732). 

Prior to the British rule, the Indian society was already divided on the basis of 

various cultures, religions and languages. During the colonial era, it was further 

segregated based on skin color. The Britishers reinforced the skin color discrimination. 

This shaped a common Indianôs association of white skin with power, ruling class, 

desirability and with beauty. The positive traits were attached to the light skin 

complexion. Contrary to that, the darker shades of skin were associated with barbarism, 

primitivism and ugliness.  
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The subsequent waves of light-skinned invaders changed the perceptions of local 

population. In the most recent case, the British invaders ñleft natives feeling inferiorò 

(McPhate, 2005, cited in Malik 2007, 12). This led to decades of subliminal conditioning, 

hence putting the dark-skinned locals in a bad light. An interesting fact worth mentioning 

is the Hindi term for British/western person is gora which literally means ñlight-skinned 

manò. Its feminine equivalent gori (light-skinned woman) is frequently used in Hindi 

songs. The etymological development and use of the word gori will be discussed in the 

next chapter. 
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4 Fair Skin Tone as a Social Capital 

The lightness of skin has been set as a social standard of beauty over the centuries in 

various parts of the world. Some scholars have termed light skin as a social capital. Before 

moving to the definition of social capital, it is important to understand the meaning of 

capital. In the broader sense of economics, capital can be defined as ña resource available 

for a person or an organization and used for maximizing profitsò (Svendsen & Svendsen 

2004: 17). Capital is a kind of currency that could help one to be on higher position in 

society and it generates gains for an individual or organization. Capital can also generate 

unequal distribution of resources and result in the differences among various social 

groups. There are numerous forms of capital, such as cultural, social, economic and 

symbolic capital. These different forms of capital have been elaborated by Bourdieu in 

his 1986 article The forms of capital (ibid. 16).  

Social and symbolic capital are overlapping concepts. Bourdieu defines social 

capital as ñthe sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a 

group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognitionò meaning that all the resources 

increase over a period of time when a person/group is part of long-lasting network 

(DiGioia 2018: 177). He defines symbolic capital as ña coveted resource, as it allows 

individuals the ability to consecrate people, places, and objects as aesthetically legitimate, 

thereby permitting those that have it to be legitimized, making their view and appearances 

more validò (ibid). For Bourdieu, symbolic capital is a resource desired by many people, 

carries the prestige a person has which validates their appearances and views for others.  

In the context of colorism, social capital can be defined as the ñbenefits reaped by 

lighter-skinned individuals (é) [These individuals] are held in higher esteem within and 

outside the community and in society and are given certain societal privileges and benefits 

because of the racial hierarchies ingrained in our social psycheò (Charles, 2003; Flores & 

Telles, 2012; Hughes & Hertel, 1990; Jha & Adelman, 2009; Njeri, 1988; Verma, 2010, 

cited in Orbe & Harris 2015:181). 

As mentioned earlier, the societies tend to be virtually divided into racial hierarchies 

which lead to social inequality. The lighter the skin color of an individual, the higher the 

life chances and privileges and vice versa. The light skin color thus brings a set of 

advantages that a person receives merely by virtue of a biologically received trait rather 

than personal struggle. Certain scholarly studies backing this idea were discussed in the 
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second chapter. People of color would naturally be inclined towards lightening their skin 

to get access to the privileged positions in society.  

The above-mentioned detail complies to Fanonôs concept of epidermalization. He 

talks about it specifically with reference to the black person. According to him, it is the 

process in which ñrecognizing his supposed inequality, the black person attempts to 

conform and tries to become white. This is done in an effort to prove his worth to the very 

force that labels him as less than humanò (Kassab 2017: 209). The burden faced by the 

people of color due to the hegemony of Eurocentric world is counteracted by mimicking 

and following the footsteps of the white master to become either equal or even superior 

to the master (ibid). 

The black person emulates the white person in order to carry the privileged position 

in society held by the white person. This might be done by transforming the color of the 

skin. The promise to change the skin from black to white through skin-lightening products 

results into a sure-shot enhancement in the social capital. It has turned into a multi-billion-

dollar industry in the present age of consumerism. The various types of skin-lightening 

products and procedures will be dealt in detail in the sixth chapter. 

The social capital can depend on factors, such as education, skin color and income. 

The higher a person weighs on these parameters, the more value he/she possesses. 

Research has proved that light skin can provide access to numerous benefits in life. Even 

if  a woman does not have other valuable qualities such as education or a good job, but 

has light skin color, she tends to have higher value in the marriage market as compared 

to her dark-skinned counterparts. The lighter skin thus carries higher social value. The 

people have higher chances for a good match if they possess this physical attribute (ibid).  

Contrary to that, Schwartzmanôs survey (2007) conducted in Brazil showed that 

certain social behaviors are deeply ingrained in the thinking patterns. They strongly 

influence the lives and personal decisions of many people in a given society. His survey 

revealed that ñnon-White parents with more education were more likely to marry Whites 

than non-Whitesò (ibid). This suggests that lightness of skin is a trait which is difficult to 

change naturally, but acquisition of education could enhance the marriage market value 

and then eventually lead to a suitable light-skinned match. This is also a case of exchange 

of capitals. If a man owns economic capital, he can select mate based on his personal 

choice. 

This trend of a rich man marrying a light-skinned woman can be seen in different 

parts of the world, for instance, 27-year-old Elsa also confirms this trend. She believes 
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that skin color hierarchies are very disturbing because ñbeing lighter shows you belong 

to a different place on the social ladder. All the rich, successful black African men marry 

either a white or a very light-skinned girl because they too grew up thinking that the 

lighter is the most prettyò (Olumide 2016: 312). This verifies that the pressure to look 

pretty and light-skinned lies primarily on women.  

The light skin tone is preferred in almost all sections of Indian society (Béteille 

1967, cited in Ayyar and Khandare 2013: 88). Fair skin as a social capital earns a person 

not only ñadmiration and adulationò but also prestige in the community (Rege 2006, cited 

in ibid). The light-skinned people are admired, and they own higher position in 

comparison to the dark-skinned. Although light skin is desired both by men and women, 

but women face more pressure to be accepted and eligible, specifically in the marriage 

market. It will be discussed in the third section of this chapter.  

Glenn terms the lightness of skin as a ñform of symbolic capitalò which could 

hugely affect, if not determine, a personôs life chances (Glenn 2008: 167). It plays a 

significant role in judging particularly womenôs worth because they are heavily judged 

based on their physical appearance in comparison to men. Men who have other forms of 

human capital, such as wealth and education could be considered ñgood catchesò and 

these qualities compensate for their dark skin. Women who lack other capital but are held 

physically desirable when they have lighter complexion (ibid). That is the reason why the 

rich and well-settled men, even with dark skin, could easily get light-skinned life partners 

because they have economic capital. This would eventually be used to ñraise oneôs status 

and to achieve intergenerational mobility by increasing the likelihood of having light-

skinned childrenò (ibid. 167-168).  

Glennôs symbolic capital is also related to Bourdieuôs model of structure and 

habitus in which he maintains that ñthe body is a bearer of social value, and of classò in 

the contemporary society (Howson 2013: 123). He also argues that the consumption 

pattern of various products reflects the choices of social groups. According to him, habitus 

is ñthe collective culture into which people are ingrainedò (ibid). Habitus is thus a set of 

distinctive activities and schemes of classifications which create social division. The 

social value is displayed through a personôs habitus. Wilder calls everyday colorism as 

color habitus, as evident from the name, it is derived from Bourdieuôs concept of habitus. 

Wilder defines color habitus as ñsocially constructed ideas, expectations, emotions, and 

beliefs pertaining to skin toneò (2015: 70). Skin tone thus becomes a medium to which 

set of emotions and expectations get attached.  
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As far as India is concerned, people develop the preference for light skin due to 

their habitus, the common cultural practices that put high value on lightness of skin. This 

consequently develops their choices of consumption of different products and services. 

Owing to this reason, the sales and use of skin-lightening products is widespread in India. 

By buying these products, the people attempt to change the social value of their bodies 

(Howson 2013: 123).  

The common cultural practices have made colorism as a natural phenomenon which 

in fact is a social construct, is practiced and encountered on daily basis by a large segment 

of Indian society. The practice is so rampant that it has also surfaces in the classification 

of egg donors. The eggs donated by fairer women are higher in monetary value as 

compared to those obtained from dark-skinned women. The pattern appears to complete 

a full  cycle. It starts prior to birth and continues to be a lifelong practice. This will be 

dealt in the second part of this chapter. Before going into the details of the egg donation 

and surrogacy practices in India, it would be crucial to see how light skin is held 

synonymous to beauty and other positive connotations over the time. 

4.1 Whiteness ï A Symbol of Cleanliness and Beauty  

The dichotomy of whiteness/blackness is interesting with reference to the historical 

development of their meanings. According to Fanon, whiteness is a symbol of ñJustice, 

Truth, Virginityò along with other excessively positive connotations like being civilized, 

human and modern (Sardar 2008: xiii).  Whereas, Blackness is its diametrical opposite 

and as per collective unconsciousness it means ñugliness, sin, darkness, immoralityò 

(ibid).  

There are over 134 synonyms of whiteness which mostly carry positive 

connotations in Rogetôs Thesaurus. Whereas, the same thesaurus provides 120 synonyms 

for blackness and not a single word carries positive meanings. This leads to the conclusion 

that whiteness is generally desired, highly preferred and if ñone is white, as one is rich, 

as one is beautiful, as one is intelligentò (ibid). In addition, light skin is generally 

considered superior and dark skin is inferior. 

The fixation of meaning relationships of Blackness and Whiteness are problematic 

and inextricable. One cannot separate the assertion that White is goodness and Black 

implicates badness. Fanon provides great insight into the realm which asserts Whiteness 

to goodness and Blackness to badness in these words: 

In Europe, the black man is the symbol of Evil é The torturer is the black man, Satan is 

black, one talks of shadow, when one is dirty one is black ï whether one is thinking of 
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physical dirtiness or of moral dirtiness. It would be astonishing, if the trouble were taken 

to bring them all together, to see the vast number of expressions that make the black man 

the equivalent of sin. In Europe, whether concretely or symbolically, the black man stands 

for the bad side of the character é Blackness, darkness, shadow, shades, night, the 

labyrinths of the earth, abysmal depths, blacken someoneôs reputation; and, on the other 

side, the bright look of innocence, the white dove of peace, magical, heavenly light. A 

magnificent blond child ï how much peace there is in that phrase, how much joy, and above 

all how much hope! There is no comparison with a magnificent black child: literally, such 

a thing is unwonted. (2008: 145-146). 

The use of language and word selection are a clear indication of the pain Fanon felt being 

a black man himself. Though he talks exclusively about the treatment of ñthe black manò 

in Europe, but due to European hegemony and colonialism, the associations of both the 

notions have dispersed on a global level. He had deeply observed and pointed out the 

excessively positive connotations attached with Whiteness.  

The association of Blackness with dirk and uncleanliness is not a twentieth century 

idea rather it dates even further back. One example of which is a late nineteenth century 

Pears soap ad in which the black baby is being washed and changes to white. The tagline 

of the soap stated, ñMatchless for the Complexionò. The ad employed ñracist 

identifications ï most obviously, the association of blackness with dirt ï that reinforce 

white supremacy, and visually encoding race hierarchies through the vertical ordering of 

high and lowò (Merish 2000: 232). It suggested that dark skin is form of dirtiness and 

highly undesirable. It must be wiped off to uncover a whiter, cleaner skin.  

The development of the meanings attached to the White/Black dichotomy, as 

mentioned above, follows an identical path in Hindi too. Hindi is one of the official 

languages of India. It is interesting how some world languages tend to follow identical 

paths and associate white color with mostly good meanings and the black color with the 

negative ones. Words like black market (translated as kala bazar), black magic (kala 

jadoo) and black sheep (kali bhedh) have been literally translated in Hindi as they are in 

English. It would be interesting to see how certain terms in one language influence or 

generate their translations in other languages. The etymology of certain Hindi words will 

be discussed below to see how fair skin is synonymous to beautiful in the language.  

Hindi has specific words for addressing the women based on their skin color, for 

instance ñGourangi (which literally translated, means óthe one who has the coloring of a 

white cowô) or Gori, which means fair complexion/skin toneò (Jha & Adelman 2009: 68). 

The later however does not just mean lightness of skin, it also implies that if a girl is gori, 

she is fair in complexion and also beautiful. This automatically infers that a woman is 

excluded from the frame of beauty if her complexion is dark. Indian popular media 
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representations in various movies and songs have used this term as an essential 

component of womanhood. Some of these representations will be discussed in fifth 

chapter. Cinema is an extremely popular medium in India and it has a huge impact on the 

consciousness of Indian public (Mishra 2002; Vasudevan 2000, cited in ibid).  

For an Indian woman to be beautiful, desirable and valued, light skin tone is a 

topmost decisive parameter. Lighter skin is synonymous with feminine beauty and 

attraction, as seen in the case of two frequently used Hindi words mentioned above. In 

addition, it is also associated with ñsocio-economic and social structures indicative of 

hierarchy, are attributed to cultural commodification. In India, fair skin is often 

considered a social marker of aristocratic heritage and classò (Jha B. 2016: 8). It has 

already been noted that the caste system also plays an instrumental role in this regard. 

The desire to attain light skin is then understood and justified because it assures a person 

to have an upward class mobility, not the change in caste. The caste system is rigid due 

to which a person cannot change it even when highly aspired. 

To conclude, the lightness of skin a social value that ñaffect[s] perceptions of a 

womanôs beauty, it also affects her marital prospects, job prospects, social status and 

earning potentialò (Li et al. 2008: 444). This clearly suggests the dominance of preference 

for light skin throughout India. Some personally narrated incidents and newspaper reports 

confirm these aspects of social inequality. 

4.2 The Classification of Egg Donors and Surrogacy Practices  

India has emerged as a well-known and extremely affordable market for assisted 

reproduction via sperm, egg donations and surrogacy. This has resulted in numerous 

medical centers in various cosmopolitans. Childless couples flock to India to fulfil their 

desire to have children, among them are not only Indians but also couples from different 

corners of the world. The egg donation and surrogacy has gained momentum and 

popularity among the lower-income groups due to its monetary worth. 

The eggs are collected from women belonging to a range of different ethnic 

backgrounds. The donated eggs are then classified based on several factors, such as race, 

class, social status and skin color (Deomampo 2016: 108). These segregating parameters 

signify a widespread cultural notion that is also practiced by Indian doctors who ñrely on 

kinship models that privilege whitenessò (ibid. 105). A study conducted in India in the 

year 2012 by a womenôs health charity found out that ñchildless couples often insisted on 

and paid more for surrogates who were beautiful and fairò (Abraham 2017). The 
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juxtaposition appears yet again, if one is fair, then one is beautiful. The higher value of 

eggs from the light-skinned donors suggests the desire to have fair looking offspring.  

The classification of eggs also determines the monetary compensation given to the 

egg donors. The doctor interviewed by Ms. Deomampo named as Dr. Guha categorizes 

the donors broadly into two categories, the ñDiva donorsò and the ñregular donorsò 

(Deomampo 2016:  106). The details of regular donors were usually ñnot very educated, 

gorgeous or beautifulò. They were engaged in domestic work or were housewives, carried 

traditional Indian clothing and their skin tones were ñdarkò or ñdark wheatishò. On the 

contrary, ñall the diva donors were fair-skinned with lighter colored eyes and taller-than-

average height and they shared a range of profile characteristics including personality 

traits, profession, and educationò (ibid. 107-108).  

The lower-class women bodies are considered ideal for surrogacy due to their 

submissive nature, whereas upper-class women are rarely recruited for it. It signifies the 

labor burden mostly carried by the lower-income group. This is like the global economic 

market situation where most of the burden lies on the poorer segment of society. The 

donated eggs are available from both the groups but with varying price. The eggs 

extracted from the higher status women provide highly desirable genetic material (ibid. 

108). Not only do the fair-skinned donors get higher prices for their eggs but they are also 

sold expensively. Such hierarchical egg divisions also mirror the unequal and prejudicial 

social behavior towards different social classes and skin color groups. 

Based on the above discussion, most doctors involved in the assisted reproduction 

practices tend to have classified files/databases based on fair and dark-skinned donors. 

They sanction the culturally prevalent practice of preference of lighter skin. This results 

in the higher social value of the fair looking women due to which they get egg donation 

compensation of around 2000 $, whereas the usual donors get around 630 $. The one third 

difference in the prices elucidates the value placed on the color. The lighter skin color of 

the egg donors almost ñalways overlapped with education, class and beautyò (Anmeling 

2011, cited in ibid. 110).   

4.3   Matrimonial Websites and Advertisements 

Light and dark skin color extends to certain advantages and disadvantages respectively, 

most evidently in the institution of marriage. Women having dark skin face limited 

proposal options and the trend is similar across various castes. The reason for this is the 

less value attached to the dark skin. Anita Pandey (2004) explained ñDarker individuals 
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ï particularly girls ï usually have a harder time attracting ñsuitable proposalsò and are 

often discriminated against é In fact, families sometimes demand a higher dowry if the 

girl is kali (the Hindi term for a ñblackò or dark female)ò (cited in Dhillon-Jamerson 2019: 

122). The skin color thus functions as a standard of beauty and the society measures the 

value of a female with reference to her skin complexion. If she lacks the desired skin tone, 

then that must be compensated with other valuable entities such as cash, gold and/or 

household items in the form of dowry.  

Most of the marriages in India are arranged and the future life partners are selected 

by parents and/or close relatives. Currently, there are several matrimonial websites and 

newspaper advertisements catering to the high demand of matchmaking. Internet 

technology has eased the process of traditional matchmaking and the matrimonial 

websites assist their members to create profiles, fill in the personal details and offer 

potential suitable partners matching with the information provided. Nowhere is the skin 

color discrimination so evident as it is in the matrimonial ads/sites.  

The mate seeking can depend on different criteria: such as caste, region, social class 

and religion etc. Speaking of matrimonial sites, the members have to make profiles and 

provide personal details, but ñbeyond allowing people to browse profiles, build 

preferences, and órefineô dream mate selection, these sites allow for excluding candidates 

on the basis of skin color. Drop-down menus for ócomplexionô prompt users to choose 

the skin tone of their preferred matesò (Jha & Adelman 2009: 71). Such specific options 

provide an automatic system to skip ñsomeone described as ñduskyò (é) in favour of one 

who is of a ñfairò complexionò (Abraham 2017).  

Shaadi.com (literally marriage.com) is one of the leading matrimonial websites in 

India. It asks the users to create profile and select options for a list of questions (about 

region, religion, language and personal/physical details) to narrow the search and find 

best suitable matches. One question is about ñskin toneò selection as indicated in the 

figure 2a. The screen shot shows the four options which are ñvery fairò, ñfairò, ñtanò and 

ñdarkò. All the options are also indicated with color shades, the fourth ñdarkò option is 

by no means dark, rather light brown. This indirectly hints that slight skin tan is 

considered dark skin complexion in this part of the globe. This complicates the matter 

and implies that a person with light brown/wheatish complexion is dark, a real-life 

example of the similar case was seen in the introduction. One must choose an option to 

indicate the skin color of the applicant. Similarly, there is also description option in which 

the profile holder can mention the qualities desirable in the future partner.  
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The option to select the ñskin toneò in a matrimonial website is intriguing. It is an 

indicator of the sheer preference that the Indian society and culture lays on the skin 

complexion. The appalling factor, however, is the provision of only four options to choose 

from, whereas the original skin tone shades are far diversified than them. The options are 

too narrow to represent the actual skin color diversity present in India (see figure 2b).11 

Jha & Adelman conducted a research based on four Indian matrimonial websites in 

the year 2009. They analyzed profiles and preferences of 200 bride and grooms and coded 

200 success story wedding pictures displayed on the websites. They were amazed to find 

out ñtechnology-abetted intensification of colorismò in the selected matrimonial websites 

(2009: 65). The analytical results demonstrated a greater number of males to be involved 

in stating their preference for lighter skin color with words like beautiful and lovely for 

their future brides in comparison to females. Second most significant finding from this 

research was the non-existence of dark-skinned brides in the success stories section. This 

illustrates an evident involvement of matrimonial websites to visually invalidate the dark-

skinned female members (ibid).  

The physical determinant of light skin tone can also be easily and repeatedly 

witnessed in the matrimonial ads printed in the national/local newspapers. Such ads 

provide ña great insight into the one constant attribute needed in a potential partner ï fair 

skinò (Mishra 2015: 738). It is no more a practice done behind closed doors. Matrimonial 

ads depict a ñpatriarchal view of women with emphasis on skin tone and desired education 

of a potential mateò (Malik 2007, 15). Two examples of this trend can be read in the 

following ads from a match making site. 

ñExample 1: I am a TV journalist and working in no. 1 news channel of India. I want to 

be the most dynamic and popular news anchor of India. I want to earn a lot of money in my 

life through my occupation. My wife must be very fair and beautiful, who can understand 

and respect my feelings. 

Example 2: I am good and docile in nature. I am basically from very good and well settled 

Family with sufficing growth. I got three elder sisters and they got married and one elder 

brother. I am a software professional and getting exceptional package. Basically I am 

looking for a Girl who looks Fair and beautiful and educated in her professionalò (India 

Abroad, 2007 ibid). 

The descriptions mentioned above indicate high demand of ñfair and beautifulò brides. 

To be accepted and desirable in the marriage market, a woman must have light skin. Its 

importance can be identified with the position of the adjective fair because it precedes the 

 
11 A still image (at 3:18) taken from the video titled ñFairness Epidemic: Color Discrimination in India | 

Kishor Bharadwaj | TEDxDeerfieldò from YouTube (2017). Video link: 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6l6Vu2YxipY> (08.15.2019). 
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educational qualifications or personality traits of a woman (ibid. 16). The utmost 

importance placed on the skin tone and mentioning it prior to the educational attainment 

in matrimonial ads is known and practiced throughout India. This suggests that more 

importance is given to a naturally bestowed trait that a person has no control over rather 

than the hard-earned professional qualification. To highlight this issue and advise the 

public to avoid indulging in this practice, Times of India, a media group placed a notice 

in 2017 mentioning ñto emphasise a daughterós profession and educational qualifications 

ahead of whether she was fairò (Abraham 2017).  

Interestingly the same proposition can be witnessed in a newspaper matrimonial 

adsô copy provided in the third figure.12 This figure however includes ads for both men 

and women and the stress for having a ñfairò life partner laid on both the genders. The 

desire for fair looking brides and/or even grooms is thus extensively evident in the 

marriage market. The regular occurrence and use of the word ñfairò in these matrimonial 

ads are proofs of light skin as an important social capital. Due to the acquisition of this 

capital, oneôs value in the marriage market increases exponentially.  

A study of matrimonial adverts in two leading English language Indian newspapers 

illustrated the transition of desired attributes in the brides. Bahuguna (2004) noted that 

during the 1960s, talent (like singing) was emphasised more than physical attributes. In 

the 1970s English-speaking (i.e. convent-educated), smart, working and physically 

beautiful women were sought.  In the 1980s, physical beauty traits were given more 

importance than other talents. By the 1990s, the boom in the local media channels resulted 

in the images of an idealized feminine body. Due to the media representations, ñwhiteness 

and a fair-skinned complexion became a form of social capital for females in attracting 

malesò (cited in Jha & Adelman 2009: 70). This illustrates a clear transition from the 

academic and personal artistic skills to the mere physical appearance constituting skin 

color to be of utmost importance. 

4.4 The Relationship between Female Body and Appearance 

As mentioned earlier, the female bodies are heavily judged on their physical appearance 

in comparison to male bodies. There is an intricate and problematic relationship between 

a female body and its appearance. Women in India tend to face different types of criticism 

or judgements are passed either by neighbors or relatives based on numerous beauty 

 
12 A still image (at 6:46) taken from the video titled ñFairness Epidemic: Color Discrimination in India | 

Kishor Bharadwaj | TEDxDeerfieldò from YouTube (2017). Video link: 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6l6Vu2YxipY> (08.15.2019). 
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ideals, be it skin color, body shape or type of hair. It makes women feel that they do not 

fully own their bodies rather their control lies in othersô hands. This practice is not just 

restricted to India rather can also be witnessed in other parts of the world. 

The women, from an early age, are made to think that their bodies are not solely 

theirs, but also ñthe propertyò of people around them (Feldman 2018). It then translates 

into a culture which does not allow the women to take ownership of their bodies and have 

its complete control. The reasons behind this might be womenôs lack of financial 

independence. When they live with their parents, they are considered as burdens due to 

the practice of dowry. Once married, they are hugely dependent on their husbands. The 

female bodies are thus constantly in othersô possession.  

They are also exposed to public scrutiny, ridiculed and mostly judged by others 

when they do not fit into the ideal feminine body image. This could lead the young girl 

unconsciously feeling ashamed of herself and would hesitate to happily embrace her 

body. One often hears comments like ñYou would look better if you did thisò. The young 

women studying in various universities across India have witnessed such comments about 

their bodies at some point in their lives. The insecurities related to female body can be 

generated due to family pressure and worsened through media images (ibid). 

India still has the traditional marriage institution and skin color is an important 

component in the selection of potential spouse as already proved through various 

examples and research evidence mentioned in the section above. Another important factor 

however is the overall physical appearance of woman. She is perceived based on a 

criterion of acceptance from the male point of view. If the man (potential husband) and 

his family would want her in their lives or not (ibid). The feminine body and its physical 

appearance must be good enough to be approved for marriage.  
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5 Representation in Indian Media 

Representation has occupied a significant place in cultural studies. For that reason, it is 

crucial to understand what representation stands for. It intricately connects language with 

culture. In simpler terms, ñRepresentation means using language to say something 

meaningful about, or to represent, the world meaningfully, to other peopleò (Hall 1997: 

15). This, according to Hall, is an over-simplified meaning of a complex term. 

Representation is an essential part of the meaning making and sharing process. The 

sharing of meaning takes place between members of a culture who share a common 

language. He also claims that representation involves ñthe use of language, of signs and 

images (é) [to] represent thingsò (ibid). 

Hall mentions about two closely related systems of representation. The first system 

which he terms as ña shared system of conceptual mapò, is the one that allows the 

members belonging to a culture to correlate ñall sorts of objects, people and events (é) 

with a set of concepts or mental representationsò (ibid. 17-18). The people interpret the 

world and make meanings out of it depending on the images and concepts present in their 

heads. These concepts and images can ñstand for or órepresentô the world, enabling us to 

refer to things both inside and outside our headsò (ibid 17). When the first system of 

representation is applied to the situation in India, then it could be said that the dark-

skinned people get to know about the high value of light skin from the real-world objects, 

primarily skin-lightening products. They ultimately tend to correlate skin color with the 

application of products.   

The second system of representation ñdepends on constructing a set of 

correspondences between our conceptual map and a set of signs, arranged or organized 

into various languages which stand for or represent those conceptsò (ibid. 19). A shared 

language plays a crucial role to exchange the meanings and concepts with members 

belonging to the same culture. It is the language, be it in the form of written text, spoken 

word or image that conveys all the concepts. With reference to correlating fair skin with 

beauty, the Indian media and the local populations communicate with one another in the 

numerous languages spoken throughout India.  

Hall combines these two systems of representation by saying that ñ[t]he relation 

between óthingsô, concepts and signs lies at the heart of the production of meaning in a 

language. The process which links these three elements together is what we call 

representationôô (ibid). To conclude, the things present in the real world, their mental 

concepts and their expression through language, when combined, result in representation. 
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It is this definition of representation that will be applied in this chapter to see how Indian 

media represents the light skin to be synonymous to beauty, desirability, youthfulness, 

health and other positive connotations. 

Media plays a pivotal role to share and spread all sorts of information and 

entertainment. Print and electronic media are now accompanied by social media with 

various networking sites, changing the pace and meanings of communication all around 

the world. The virtual world of social media, an outcome of internet, has turned the globe 

into a global village. People are so closely connected and can share information and 

personal experiences in virtually no time.  

Before the advent of internet, the media comprised of electronic and print. The 

electronic media included movies and television broadcasts, whereas print media 

comprised of newspapers, magazines and posters. Media in all its forms plays a crucial 

role to dissipate all kinds of images and ideologies which are dominant in the culture. It 

also projects the common beauty ideals through movie, music and fashion industry.  

In this chapter, the role of Indian media comprising of cinema, beauty contests, 

fashion and advertising industries. will be discussed in great detail. The involvement of 

various types of media to impart implicit and explicit messages containing elements of 

colorism will be analysed. Indian media plays a major role to represent images of beauty 

and desirability in the Indian society. The role of media representations is tremendous 

regarding the portrayal of light skin as a symbol of beauty. It portrays images and videos 

conforming lighter skin tone with being beautiful, desirable and successful. The skin-

lightening productsô advertisements in the past had presented brighter career and better 

marriage prospects after the application of the products thus raising the social value of 

the user. 

The Indian public is constantly bombarded with subtle or not-so-subtle messages 

of fair complexion as a symbol of beauty and attractiveness on day-to-day basis. The 

advertising companies are actively involved to make appealing advertisements. The ads 

are played on the TV and are also displayed on the mega billboards. Due to strong 

influence of media images, the matrimonial adverts describe the high demand for fair 

brides. Examples of some matrimonial ads have been discussed in the fourth chapter. The 

motive behind such messages and the selection of words is loud and clear and the practice 

is till date deeply ingrained in the psyche. Due to the constant exposure to these messages, 

Indian society has developed ña tradition of privileging fair skin, and there is a legacy of 

skin-color discrimination [specifically] against womenò (Jha, M. 2016: 65). 
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5.1 Indian Cinema 

India, being the second most populous country and a home to multilingualism and 

multiculturalism, has ñthe largest feature film-producing country in the worldò as it 

produces 800 to 1000 movies in a year (Ganti 2004: 3). Indian movies are based on 

different genres. On the one hand, there are art movies which lack commercial appeal and 

are mostly appreciated in the international film festivals. On the other hand, a large 

segment of Indian society prefers to watch typical masala movies.13 Some movies are 

based on different social, cultural and political issues. These movies are produced not 

only in Hindi but also in 20 other regional languages, such as Tamil, Telegu and Kannada. 

Hindi movies outstrip the movies produced in other languages and has larger theatre-

going audience due to mass appeal and dominance of Hindi language.  

One of the most prominent and far-reaching showbusiness industry is Bollywood, 

a term ñderived by combining Bombay with Hollywoodò produces about 150 to 200 

movies each year. The audience of Bollywood movies is massive, around 12 million 

Indians watch a movie every day. The figures signify the ñprolific and ubiquitousò nature 

of producing and circulating images and narratives (ibid. 2-3).  

It has been propagating the valorization of fair skin by direct or subtle means for 

over a century. Throughout much of the history, the leading ladies in the movies have 

been disproportionately light skinned than most of the Indian population. For years, it has 

prized the female actors more for their appearances than their acting skills. The stories of 

some movies show that fairer characters belong to upper class/caste and the darker ones 

are usually from the lower class/caste. One striking feature of Bollywood movies is their 

colorful and vibrant dance songs. They are an essential part of the movies and some of 

the famous songs propagate colorism. All these aspects will be discussed below. 

5.1.1 Bollywoodôs Brownface Syndrome 

Bollywood has been facing brownface controversies in various movies in the recent 

times. The trend is although not new, but it has been in the limelight recurrently during 

this decade. According to the online Macmillan Dictionary, brownface is ñdark make up 

worn by a white person playing the part of a non-white personò.14 This practice has a 

historical background in Hollywood too, where the non-white characters were played by 

the white actors in the past. White actors were given dark makeup to fit into their roles. 

 
13 Masala movie of Indian cinema mix genres such as action, comedy, romance, drama etc. in one work. 
14 Link: <https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/brownface> (11.04.2019). 

https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/brownface
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The issue with Bollywood movies is that the light-skinned actor portrays a dark-skinned 

character of the same race. It is not white vs non-white, rather varying shades of skin tone 

within a racial community. Here selected characters will be mentioned along with the 

movies in which light-skinned actors played dark-skinned characters with the application 

of brown makeup. 

Before moving to the examples of brownface in Bollywood, another important 

aspect is significant and it is somehow related to this trend, that is about the differences 

in character portrayal according to the skin tone. For an actor to portray the role of a well-

educated and upper-class person, he/she must be fair-skinned. Skin color is a usual 

parameter to indicate the socio-economic status of a character in a Bollywood movie. 

Nandita Das is an established actor and director. Recalling her experience in acting over 

a decade ago, she said, ñI have even had directors and camera persons tell me that it would 

be good if I made my skin lighter as I would be more suited to play the role of educated 

upper class womanò (Dasgupta: 2019). This makes it clear that the skin shade of a 

character gives direct hint to his/her class and educational background. The lighter the 

skin of a character, the higher the class and education and vice versa.  

One the one hand, a dusky actor was asked to lighten her skin tone to fit into the 

character. On the other hand, the lighter skin actors are applied darker tones of makeup 

to fit into specific roles. Here an important question arises why not to cast the dark-

skinned actors in the roles in which they perfectly fit? The answer is simple, it has to do 

with the general trend in the movie industry that ñactors with darker skin tones do not 

enjoy the scale of popularity required to assure a commercial blockbusterôs successò 

(ibid). There is no shortage of talented actors in India, but the selection of actors based 

on their skin color as an important parameter indicates colorism. Many dark-skinned 

actors continue to struggle for years to establish their mark in the showbiz industry.   

This is done consciously and clearly signifies the higher popular demand of light-

skinned actors among the general public. It is due to this reason that the producers and 

directors do not risk their movies by casting darker-skinned actors, even if it is demand 

for certain roles. They need the presence of an established ñstarò in their movies to avoid 

financial losses. The majority of the most successful movie stars are light-skinned.  

In the recent years, Bollywood filmmakers have been experimenting with the story 

plots and many movies have already been made in the rural, small town or slum settings. 

Sometimes fair-skinned actors were ñmade up to look browner than they are, in order to 

lend authenticity to characters from the middle- to low-income classes that they playò 
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(Desai: 2019). Such divide based on the skin color reflects the differences between the 

rich and poor on the basis of skin complexion. This is based on the same assumption of 

fixation of skin color with higher/lower castes and/or social class. It was discussed in the 

second chapter.  

Some of the most prominent A-list actors to have recently donned brownface 

makeup and played underprivileged, lower class characters are Alia Bhattôs Bauria (a 

migrant laborer) in Udta Punjab (2016), Ranveer Singhôs Murad (an emerging rapper 

from Mumbai slums) in Gully Boy (2019) and Hrithik Roshanôs Anand Kumar (an 

inspirational teacher from Bihar) in Super 30 (2019). The latter two are based on real-life 

success stories. All these characters were portrayed by application of two to three shades 

darker makeup, even though there was no reference to the skin color in the scripts of these 

movies. The brownface is a go-to solution, if a character is to be portrayed as belonging 

to lower-income group.  

The most recent movie to have used brownface is Bala, its trailer was released in 

October 2019. It has the character of a brown girl who is mocked for her complexion and 

this role is played by Bhumi Pednekar who is many shades lighter than the character. Her 

images from the movie and real life are shown in the fourth figure which illustrates her 

unreal and strange look in the brown makeup. One of the promotional posters showed her 

throwing away the fairness creams to suggest a message of utmost importance especially 

for the Indian women. Although the intention was good but the movie makers failed to 

leave a mark because they did not cast a real dark-skinned lady to portray the role. If that 

would have been the case, the situation would be real and would have stronger impact on 

the audience. 

5.1.2 Song Lyrics 

Bollywood movies are differentiated from those of Hollywood due to their colorful song 

sequences. These songs have catchy tunes, dance moves and are an integral part of the 

movie plot. The female and/or male leading actors are sometimes shown lip-synching the 

lyrics and at other times, they are accompanied by many background dancers to make the 

outlook of the song more vibrant and chanty. If a Bollywood movie geek is asked to name 

some songs about admiring a light-skinned girl, at least 5 to 10 songs might instantly pop 

up in his/her mind.  

Some lyricists have been writing such lyrics since the 1960s and over the years, 

such songs have turned out great hits of their time. The songs praising a woman solely 
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based on her skin tone have gained momentum over the past decades. It is however not 

the case with all the Hindi songs. They are based on various themes; such as love, hate, 

revenge, celebration and so on. But one theme is important with reference to colorism 

and that is to praise the gori (light-skinned female) love interest of the leading actor and 

there are numerous Hindi songs containing this word in the chorus.  

In this section, three song lyrics will be assessed based on the different perspectives. 

Selected lyrics of the songs will be presented along with their loose English translations. 

The selection is made due to their blatant messages glorifying the light skin. There are 

two different time zones chosen, the first song is one of the classical hits from the 1960s 

and the other two are from the recent times. The first classical song, lyrics mentioned 

below, is from a movie released in the year 1965. It one of the most popular songs of its 

times. 

Movie: Gumnaam (1965) 

Song: Hum kale hein to kya hua dil wale 

hein 

Kahan bhag rahi hai tu? 

Kale se dar gai kya? 

Hum kale hein to kya hua dil wale hein 

Hum tere tere tere chahne wale hein 

Ye gore galaan tandana 

Ye reshmi balaan tandana 

Ye sola salaan tandana 

Ae tere khayalaan tandana 

Movie: Gumnaam (lit. Unknown) (1965) 

Song: What if I am black, I have a good 

heart 

Where are you running? 

Are you afraid of the black? 

What if I am black, I have a good heart 

I like you 

These white cheeks 

The silky hair 

These 16 years 

Oh your thoughts 

 

This song mentions about the fair complexion of the girl with gore galaan (the white 

cheeks) of the beloved. It also elaborates the anxieties of a dark young man who assures 

the girl to believe in his good-hearted personality despite his black skin. The song starts 

with two lines in which the hero asks his ladylove about the reason of her running away. 

He assumes that his dark skin has made her afraid of him. These lines belittle the dark-

skinned people. The most striking feature of this song is the stark contrast between the 

dark-skinned man and the light-skinned woman, see the fifth figure.15 

These song lyrics clearly project light skin color as a symbol of beauty and 

desirability. Such lyrics are a source to spread color biasness and are problematic in 

nature. The practice of such songs has a long-held history as seen in the first song 

mentioned above. Both the male and female actors can be seen performing such songs. 

In the song mentioned above, the male actor was appreciating the skin tone of his beloved. 

 
15 A still image (at 3:15) taken from the video titled ñHum Kaale Hai To Kya Huaò from YouTube 

(2010). Video link: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ILgrhR9rjyM> (12.22.2019). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ILgrhR9rjyM
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In other instances, the female actor would herself praise her beauty by mentioning how 

fair she is generally or could mention body parts such as her white face or wrists. 

Comparison of skin complexion with other white objects is also common, an example of 

which is given below. 

Movie: Tashan (2008) 

Song: Dil dance maare 

White white face daikh k  

Dilwa beating fast 

Sasura chance mare re 

Rose k jese pink pink humre gal gulabi 

Sky k jesan blue blue tohra nain sharabi 

Bhola chehra jese moon, kali zulfen jese 

cloud 

Ab na hor chupaya jae, dharkan ho gai 

very loud 

Movie: Tashan (2008) 

Song: Heart is dancing 

Looking at the white white face 

Heart is beating fast 

Wants to have a chance 

My cheeks are pink pink like rose 

Your drunken eyes are blue blue like sky 

Innocent face like moon, dark hair like 

cloud 

Cannot hide now, heartbeat has become 

very loud 

This song is interesting due to multiple reasons, firstly it makes frequent use of English 

words which is usually an uncommon practice in Hindi songs. Secondly the background 

dancers in this song were all white-skinned foreigners, the picture16 from the song can be 

seen in the sixth figure. A brief history of the trend will be discussed in the following 

section. In addition to that, a simile is used to compare the face of a girl with the moon. 

The common aspect between the two is undoubtedly the white color. This song again 

presents a male hero drooling over the female due to her ñwhite white faceò. It is due to 

this magnetic attraction, his heart beats fast and gets out of control. 

Comparing beauty of a woman or addressing her with the names of other physical 

objects is not an uncommon practice. It has been witnessed in various works of art and 

literature, such as addressing a woman with the pet name honey, which has now become 

a common term of endearment. In the Indian context, it is very common to compare the 

fair complexion of a lady with the moon as seen in the above-mentioned song. 

Comparisons are also made with milk (as mentioned by anonymous when she comments 

on the complexion of her sister as ñmilky whiteò in the introduction of the thesis) and 

butter. The pure and fresh buffalo butter in India has a white texture rather than the 

common yellow. Badshah uses this comparison in his recent song Pagal. He is a well-

known Indian Hip-Hop artist and has given back to back hit songs in the past few years. 

Few lines from this song are mentioned below. 

 
16 A still image (at 0:58) taken from the video titled ñDil Dance Maareò from YouTube (2011).  

Video Link: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l7wqkrtE2ZI> (12.22.2019). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l7wqkrtE2ZI
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Hip Hop Artist ï Badshah 

(Pagal ï 2019) 

Teri mummy ki jai 

Kya cheez bnai 

Dhood pe jese ai ho malai 

Chitty chitty bang bang, chitty kalai 

Teri aag laga de jese diya silai 

Tu hai sexy, baqi hein so-so 

Hip Hop Artist ï Badshah (lit. King) 

(Mad ï 2019) 

Praise be to your mom 

For creating thing like you 

Like cream on the milk 

White white bang bang, your white arm 

sets the fire like a matchstick 

You are sexy, others are so-so 

The song starts by praising belovedôs mom for creating such a beautiful girl. Then the 

comparison between her skin complexion is made with the thick cream on the top of milk. 

This too has to do with the traditional Indian dairy milk experience. When the fresh milk 

is boiled and later cooled, a thick white cream accumulates on its top. The message is 

reinforced with the repetitive use of the word chitty (literally meaning white-skinned 

woman) that further heightens the lightness of her skin color. As a result of this, the singer 

declares her to be hot and sexy in comparison to all the other girls, to them he refers as 

being ñso-soò. This song is the latest instalment in the vibrant Indian Hip-Hop scene, and 

it takes the issue of skin color discrimination to another level. Such songs reinforce the 

long-held perception that a woman has beauty, worth and desirability only and when she 

is light-skinned.   

5.1.3  Trend of Foreign Background Dancers 

Bollywood is famous for its tradition of songs with numerous background dancers, 

synchronising their dance steps to the music beats. The movie makers normally have 

expectations that ñsong sequences could be the key to box-office successò so the songs 

are an integral part of a movieôs publicity (Ganti 2017: 259). Before moving directly to 

the white-skinned foreign background dancers, it would be worthwhile to investigate a 

brief transition of this change. The trend for the selection of these dancers has drastically 

changed, specifically in the past two decades. Before the mid-1990s, the dancers were 

mostly the local working-class men and women who were selected based on their dancing 

talent. The physical attributes, such as height, skin color and body figure were not the 

parameters for their selection. They were hired by the dancersô union such as CDA (Cine 

Dancers Association) and worked at lesser wages (ibid. 261). 

Towards the end of the twentieth century, these dancers were gradually replaced by 

the upper-class, relatively fair-complexioned, young and educated entrants. They were 

referred as ñmodelsò and mostly worked in the fashion and advertising world. They 

earned four to five times more than the working-class dancers. Due to their fairer skin, 

the producers and directors preferred them for having more ñupmarketò looks. The trend 
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gained momentum over the time and upper-class models gradually replaced the low-

profile traditional dancers (ibid. 260). 

The big movie makers began to feel that the local dancers looked ñtoo third-worldò, 

they lacked physical appeal and economic value. They imagined the audiencesô response 

were the reason for these radical changes (ibid). Due to these changes, the attitudes of 

choreographers, producers and directors towards the local dancers changed too. The late 

1990s witnessed gentrification of Bollywood background dancers. The expectations 

regarding skin color and body type were emerging on the Indian movie making landscape. 

The new dancers were expected to possess characteristics such as being young, educated, 

good-looking, light-skinned and tall. 

During the turn of the twenty-first century, Bollywood went international with 

movies reaching wider audiences. Some movies were dubbed and screened in the various 

cinemas around the globe. Another evident change was in the plots of some of the highly 

successful Bollywood movies which revolved around the stories of Indians residing in 

the west. Such movies had white Euro-American background dancers because they were 

shot in the foreign locations and these dancers were the demand of the movie. By the mid-

2000s, different movies showed up white background dancers, although the movies were 

based in India and the story lines were also local.  

This trend continued and models from Australia, UK and other European countries 

were readily available for dancing at affordable rates. Different companies hired them 

with contracts and provided facilities like accommodation and travelling costs. It was a 

win-win situation for both the parties involved. The foreign dancers did not face the tough 

competition to find work like in their home countries. The popularity of these dancers 

increased due to ñstereotypes about white womenôs sexuality, specifically the sense that 

white women have different standards of modesty than Indian womenò (ibid. 263). The 

foreign dancers were comfortable to wear short and revealing clothes. This was a point 

of diversion for the local female dancers who would hesitate to wear skimpy clothes.  

The foreign background dancers can be seen in many Bollywood songs and this 

trend has been prevalent in India for the last one and a half decade. Most of the Bollywood 

songs in which the foreign dancers performed, they were seen in skin revealing clothes, 

such as crop tops, shorts as shown in the image taken from the song Dil Dance Maare 

(see figure 6). In addition to the foreign dancers, IPL (Indian Premier League) also hires 

white-skinned foreign female cheerleaders. IPL is an annual T20 cricket tournament. The 

cheerleaders from different European countries flock to India every year during the 
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tournament. Every time a male player takes a wicket, hits a boundary or the team wins a 

match, skimpily clad cheerleaders dance in support of their teams on the allotted stages.   

5.1.4 Foreign Women ï making it big in Bollywood 

There has been a notable influx of (female) foreign actors making successful careers in 

Bollywood, especially in the last decade. Bollywood insiders comment that the reason for 

their success is simple ï they have physical features such as fair skin, light eyes and are 

desirable to the Indian audience. Many of these actors claim to have struggled hard to 

climb up the showbiz ladder by learning the language and traditional dancing skills. Some 

had faced rejections in the auditions or were replaced in the movies earlier in their careers. 

There is one common feature among all the foreign actors flocking in Bollywood to make 

a mark and that is their light skin complexion. 

The foreign actors, who rose to fame and success in Bollywood, are Katrina Kaif 

(British), Sunny Leone (Canadian), Nargis Fakhri (American), Jacqueline Fernandez (Sri 

Lankan) and Nora Fatehi (Canadian with Moroccan background). It would be worthwhile 

to have a brief look at the career paths of Katrina Kaif and Nora Fatehi due to their sheer 

popularity among the Indian masses. 

Katrina Kaif is a British national and had worked as a model before landing in 

Bollywood. Her debut Bollywood movie was a box-office disaster. She faced initial 

failures and was replaced in various movies by other actors. People judged her for lack 

of Hindi proficiency, and some criticised her mediocre acting skills. She remained 

steadfast and worked laboriously for hours to improve her language and dancing skills. 

Over a span of fifteen years, she has given some of the highest grossing Hindi movies and 

many chartbuster songs. By now, she has established herself as a bankable and sought-

after movie actor.  

Nora Fatehi rose to fame in the year 2018 with her hit song Dilbar. Her dance moves 

and back to back massively popular songs made her an instant household name in 

Bollywood. The struggle behind her success remained unknown before she opened up 

about it with the newspaper Hindustan Times. She said, ñIt gets complicated when you 

donôt belong to India. There are a lot of barriers ï language, understanding the nuances 

of an Indian character and so onò (Chakraborty: 2019).  

She faced a rough patch in the initial phase of her career. She was bullied because 

she couldnôt speak Hindi properly. The agency which got her to India did not pay her Rs 

20 lakh which she had earned from different ad campaigns. She had to share her apartment 
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with 8 other girls and her passport was stolen. A casting agent said her to go back and 

that they donôt need her here. Facing all these experiences, she remained persistent and 

gradually toiled her way upwards with the limited availability of opportunities. Till date, 

she has many hit dance songs to her credit and is greatly admired for her ecstatic dance 

moves. She enjoys dancing as an art form. She is currently working on a movie as an 

actor and now wants to prove her acting mettle to the Indian audience.   

5.2 Fairness Productsô Advertisements 

Like many other products of everyday use, skin-lightening products are also heavily 

marketed and advertised in India. The advertising of such products plays a crucial role in 

their sales and demand. Advertising17 the fairness products is not a marginal or secretive 

economic activity in India, rather ña major growth market for giant multinational 

corporations with their sophisticated means of creating and manipulating needsò (Glenn 

2012: 183). As mentioned earlier, India is home to various cultures and languages, so the 

fairness productsô advertisements are designed keeping in view the different linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds of customers.  

Unilever is especially known to promote its fairness products ñwith television and 

print ads tailored to local culturesò (ibid. 182).  Different Indian states have their local 

TV channels, roadside hoardings and newspapers that broadcast and print ads in their 

respective languages. The fairness productsô ads are thus translated to make them suitable 

according to the target cultures. In addition, some national broadcast networks, viewed 

by a large segment of society, play fairness productsô ads exclusively in Hindi.  

The companies usually hire superstars of Indian movie industries to endorse their 

products. The superstars receive hefty sums of money to use their stardom in order to 

persuade their fans to buy their endorsed products. The Indian ñ[m]odals and movie stars 

become the idealized beauty icons whose images in Indian advertisements are viewed by 

a large consumer segmentò (Jha, B. 2016: 10). Many Bollywood A-Listers including 

Priyanka Chopra (Garnier Light Ultra fairness cream), Deepika Padukone (Neutrogena 

Fine Fairness Cream), Sonam Kapoor (LôOr®al White Perfect Fairness Cream), Katrina 

Kaif (Olay Natural White fairness cream) have been associated with big brands to endorse 

their skin-lightening creams in the past (ibid). 

 
17 Hall defines it as ñSalesmanship in writing, print or pictures or spreading information by means of the 

written and printed word and the picture.ò 

Stanton says, ñAdvertising consists of all the activities in presenting to a group a non-personal, oral or 

visual, openly sponsored message regarding a product, service or ideaò (cited in Pillai 2010: 329). 
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The fairness creams in India, prior to 2014, had been advertised with a very typical 

storyline which can best be described in these words: 

A typical advertisement for a fairness cream in India begins with portrayal of the (many) 

problems of a dark-skinned person. Majority of skin-lightening cosmetics target women. 

They are likely to portray a dark-skinned woman as an underconfident and insecure person 

who is unable to secure success in life until someone suggests the use of a fairness cream 

(Sylvia, 2014). The advertisement then shows her radical transformation; not only does she 

become several shades lighter, but her entire personality undergoes drastic change. She 

emerges as a successful woman, confident, and self-assured because of her ñwhitenessò 

(cited in Nagar 2018: 1).  

Such an advertisement plot was identical for different skin-lightening products. 

Almost all the advertisements presented a marked difference not only in the skin shade 

of the user, but also indicated her newly gained success and confidence. It also showed 

the ways in which the woman finds a desirable match and/or job. Such advertisements 

had, for a long time, implied a clear message that ñfair is lovely and dark is uglyò (ibid).  

In this section, three electronic advertisements will be briefly dissected. Firstly, the 

classic ñairhostess adò of Fair & Lovely fairness cream, secondly Nivea whitening 

deodorant ad, and thirdly Garnier White Complete Fairness Facewash ad. Over the past 

three decades, many commercials of fairness creams have promised the user not only the 

acquisition of fair skin but also a desired job and/or love of life. The directors of such ads 

are of the view that these ads are a mere reflection of the real Indian society. This can be 

considered true to some extent.  

According to Glenn, skin-lightening productsô ads ñcan be seen as not simply 

responding to a pre-existing need but actually creating a need by depicting dark skin as a 

painful and depressing experienceò ((Jha, B. 2016: 10). This is in accordance to the first 

two approaches to representation by Hall. The first one being reflective which states that 

ñlanguage simply reflect[s] a meaning which already exists out there in the world of 

objectsò and the second one is intentional that claims ñlanguage express only what the 

speaker or writer or painter wants to say, his or her personally intended messageò (Hall 

1997: 15). The preference for light skin tone is already present in the Indian society. The 

fairness cream ads merely reflect this preference through various visual and print media 

platforms thus reflecting an already existing phenomenon in India. The ads however also 

convey personally intended messages which project the incentives of the manufacturers 

and advertising companies for the consumers. Over the years, such ads had conveyed a 

very loud and clear message: if a girl is not fair-skinned, she is destined to live a loveless, 

unhappy and unsuccessful life.  
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According to Hall, language and the process of making meanings out of it lie at the 

heart of culture. He takes language in the broader sense which also includes ñvisual 

images, whether produced by hand, mechanical, electronic, digital or some other means, 

when they are used to express meaningò (Hall 1997: 18). This is closely related to the 

visual images (as will be discussed in the three advertisements) as published in both the 

electronic and print media for advertising fairness products. The transformation of a sad 

and dark-skinned woman into a happier and light-skinned communicates a very clear 

message to the receiver. It directly associates the happiness and satisfaction of the woman 

with the acquisition of lighter skin. 

The cosmetic companies cash on ñthe long-held internalization of white-ideal and 

rejection of the dark-otherò (Nagar 2018: 5). Most of the skin-lightening productsô ads 

portray the light skin associating it with youth, empowerment and beauty (Rice 2014: 

249). Some companies sell their products overtly by associating dark skin with 

deformities and diseases such as melasma, hyperpigmentation and other pigmentation 

pathologies (ibid). It is true for many Indian ads that use unique medical terminologies, 

naming the technical ingredients present in the products and health benefits gained using 

them. The consumers of skin-lightening products are made to believe that fair skin is 

attainable. Through their use, one would have healthy looking and glowing skin. The 

advertisers use smart tactics to influence consumerôs psychology. The construction and 

story plots of the ads usually portray a false promise that ñskin-color is modifiableò 

whereas the reality is far-fetched (Nagar 2018: 5). 

The advertisements containing the idea of light skin being beautiful , more desirable 

and acceptable have become an important ingredient of the media representations. The 

advertising of skin-lightening products was blatant and discriminatory, but it has toned 

down due to an Indian advertisement regulatory bill passed in the year 2014 which will 

be discussed in the seventh chapter. It is due to this reason; the distinction will be made 

between the ads made prior to 2014 (the first two in the above-mentioned list) and the last 

one was released after the bill was passed. 

Till date, Fair & Lovely Fairness cream has the highest share, accounting for 80% 

in the Indian fairness productsô market (Glenn 2012: 182). The company is actively 

involved in the continuous upgradation of its skin-lightening creams. One important 

contributor for high sales of this cream is its strong advertising campaign. The company 

advertises its newly launched creams (with latest formulas, as claimed by the company) 

in all the major languages of India, invests heavily on city hoardings and printed ads in 
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the local newspapers. The cream thus pervasively reaches audience residing in various 

Indian states, in their native languages and their local media stars actively endorse it.  

In the first ad, a young, brown girlôs father ñlaments that he has no son to provide 

for him and his daughterôs salary is not high enoughò (ibid). Here a cultural practice is 

objectified that a boy child is usually preferred to a girl child in India. Being a girl, she 

could not be equal to a man for earning a sufficient livelihood. Her dark complexion is 

projected as a huge obstacle in the way of a handsome salary. Hearing her fatherôs 

thoughts, she gets extremely upset. Sitting dejected, she sees an ad in the TV which is of 

Fair & Lovely fairness cream. 

She uses the magical cream and eureka! She finds a job of an airhostess and that 

too in the British Airways, not in any Indian airlines. A shot of handsome pilot looking 

spellbound at her ñfair and lovelyò face suggests that he is interested in her. Becoming 

fairer and getting a good job makes her more confident, happy, successful and her father 

is delighted. Overall, this ad promotes colorism and is also sexist in nature. Ads like these 

give ñthe message that ófairô is not only equal to ólovelyô but also to ósuccessfulô in 

personal and professional lifeò (Jha & Adelman 2009: 69). 

The startling aspect of this ad is not the surface meaning of the story plot which are 

shown with the final results and success, but when one tries to read between the lines, it 

shows the utter shift in the girlôs cultural values. Prior to the application of the cream, the 

girl was earning less due to her dark complexion and sad attitude. At that time, she is 

shown wearing a traditional Indian dress shalwar kameez. At the same time, father is 

unhappy for not having a male child. When success, in the form of light skin, enters their 

home, the girl is projected in a completely western attire, a pink coat and a short skirt. 

The recruiting members at the airlineôs office are white and they approve her for the job 

due to her extremely close affinity with the white skin and western attire. This ad thus 

conveys problematic messages at so many levels.  

Fair & Lovely ads mostly showed darker women as being ñunhappy, suffering from 

low self-esteem, ignored by young men and denigrated by their parentsò (Glenn 2012: 

182). The women then see the ads of fairness creams or a dear friend/mother hands them 

the cream. After the successful application, the rejuvenating fair skin is unveiled on the 

screen. The result is success, marriage prospects and happiness, thus their lives turn into 

utter perfection. When their lives change into perfection, it is just due to the lightening of 

the skin tone, not due to change in the educational, class and caste backgrounds. Some 

advertisements also highlight ñthe desire for male approval thereby endorsing fair skin as 
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something essential to femininityò (Jha, B. 2016: 8-9). This is the case in the ad discussed 

above. Both the pilot and her father approve her new look.  

The packaging of such creams and the different shots in the video advertisements, 

in this case Fair & Lovely, also play a significant role to persuade the viewer to buy the 

product. Over the years, this cream had been sold with a packet cover displaying ña 

duskier woman who, in four successive stages of skin-whitening changes into a startlingly 

fair-skinned person. The metamorphosis of the womanôs complexion is accompanied 

with the simultaneous transformation in her expression from sombre to joyousò (ibid. 10). 

This transformation was projected one by one on the screen with the recommended use 

and dosage of the product. This puts across the message that the lighter the lady gets, the 

happier she is (see figure 7). The happiness barometer of an individual, as apparent from 

these advertisements, is thus judged based solely on the skin color. In other words, the 

happiness of women has nothing to do with her physical and psychological well-being.   

In the second ad, Nivea advertises its whitening deodorant. An upper-class, 

seemingly educated and fair husband and wife wish to go for a romantic candlelight 

dinner. The wife is thinking if to go with or without sleeves and then uses the Nivea 

whitening deodorant to be confident about her underarms. The feminine voiceover in the 

30 second ad repeats the words ñfairer, whiter underarmsò twice signifying the 

importance of the product and shortly tells about the special formula containing liquorice 

extracts which help to repair the underarm skin. Alongside, the repetitive use of words 

fair, white and whitening, the underarms and the whitening word on the container are 

brightened with the tint of white to create the desired and impactful effect on the viewers. 

As mentioned above, the fairness product advertisers were guided in the year 2014 

not to associate the dark skin tone with unhappiness or dissatisfaction of a person. Owing 

to the new guidelines, the advertising strategy was modified. The skin-lightening products 

are still advertised but with a new perspective. Many of these products are now advertised 

with the ñpromise to protect against the harmful and darkening ultraviolet (UV) rays of 

the sun and reduce the melanin secretion, thus leading to the emergence of fairer skin and 

more ñbeautifulò skinò (Nagar 2018: 5). This suggests that the darker tone of skin is not 

something naturally given to a person but a result of constant exposure to the harsh 

environment and sunlight. 

One such ad is of Garnier White Complete Fairness Facewash. The most startling 

aspect of this product is its intriguing name. The ad begins with a fair girl going out in 

the sun and her fairness gets badly affected by pollution and dust. Due to the severe 
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exposure, she gets tanned and uses the advertised facewash. The voiceover, after sharing 

brief details about the formula of the product, claims that ñit deep cleanses your skin to 

reveal one tone fairer skin in one wash.ò The message of this ad is discreet as the dark 

skin is credited to the environmental factors rather than natural melanin production.  

5.3 Billboard s and Magazines 

One form of product marketing and branding is to print the ads on panaflex banners or 

hoardings and get them displayed on the prominent city junctions. This trend gained 

popularity and increased in momentum specially in the past decade. Hoardings for various 

items can be seen around busy roads of India and ñstrangely most of the advertising 

billboards have white skinned foreign models ï even for traditionally Indian products like 

antique jewellery, Saries [traditional Indian garment for Hindu women] and other 

traditional clothingò (Mishra 2015: 733). 

The advertisements of famous fairness creams played in the video format on TV 

are also printed and showcased on the big hoardings and billboards. One such billboard 

ad of Fair & Lovely is shown in the figure 8. The ad contains these tag lines: ñNew Fair 

& Lovely Our Best Ever Formula for Our Best Ever Fairness Treatmentò and alongside 

the ñBeforeò and ñAfterò face image of a girl are printed. Seeing the image, one could 

analyse the use of computer graphics to slightly alter the skin shade. Such hoardings and 

billboards cost huge sums of money for displaying them on the busy city junctions and 

would boost the product sales. 

Similarly, the fairness creams ads are also printed in the Indian magazines, one such 

ad to be published is of Fairever Fairness Cream which reads as: ñNOW YOU CAN 

CHANGE THE FUTURE! Look fairer, feel more beautiful than ever, with new 

FAIREVER!... Change the way you look, and face the world with new confidence! 

Contains no bleach. Suitable for all skin typesò (Dunlop 2005: 217). These printed ads 

not only show image representations of light-skinned feminine bodies but also use the 

persuasive written language. The representation is done both with the visual images and 

the written text which talks to the reader and influences his/her mind. In the lines 

mentioned above, ófairerô skin is used synonymously to being ómore beautifulô. The name 

of the cream is also suggestive, that is, if you use óFaireverô, you will be ófairô forever. It 

also projects in clear words that the possession of lighter skin complexion would 

guarantee good future and boost the userôs confidence levels. 
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 Aishwarya Rai has long been associated as a brand ambassador with LôOr®al. One 

of her endorsement for LôOr®al White Perfect was published in a ñglossy two-page 

LôOr®al ad in the Indian womenôs magazine Feminaò that showed ñRaiôs wide-eyed face, 

exuding the luster of her global currency, serves as a soft companion to a 

hypertechnomedicalized lexicon that legitimizes the productôs tested labor of skin 

lighteningò (Parameswaran 2011: 77-78). This White Perfect, as indicated by the name 

itself, is a skin-lightening product and hiring light-skinned and green-eyed former Miss 

World and famous Bollywood actor to do the endorsement indicates the strong impact 

the product would have on Indian womenôs minds. The important point worth-mentioning 

here is that LôOr®al White Perfect Range does not merely produce a single cream, rather 

a combination of a range of different products.  

Apart from Raiôs beautiful printed image, the headlines of the product indicated it 

to be a ñDermo-expertiseò and comprising of a ñBreakthrough Melanin-Block 

Technologyò. It also included details about the step-by-step outline and claimed that the 

ingredients would ñinduce in womenôs faces with a 90 percent guarantee of effectivenessò 

(ibid. 78). The two-page length of the ad, as indicated above, shows the details with which 

the company effectively targets its potential customers. It also included ñ[m]agnified 

pictures of the dermis and epidermis augment the scientific credibility of the productôs 

claims to destroy melanin and release whiteness from the recesses of consumersô bodiesò 

(ibid). Such guaranteed promises and provision of scientific evidence to back them could 

make the readers believe in the credibility of the product. They would desire the similar 

transformation and easily be persuaded to buy the product in order to have fair looking 

skin. A mini version of the same ad is provided in the figure 9. 

5.4 Beauty Pageants 

India has a long history of conducting Miss India beauty contest. This competition started 

right after the countryôs Independence from the British rule in the year 1947. It is a well- 

known affair throughout the country and many young girls aspire to take part in it. Beauty 

contests like Miss India have recently become ñpopular viewer spectacles; they are a 

source of nationalist prideò especially when the winner gets the honour to represent their 

motherland on international platforms (Glenn 2012: 175).  Miss India beauty pageant is 

held annually and three winners are selected from the different state finalists. The finalists 

are crowned as: winner óMiss India Universeô, first runner-up óMiss India Worldô and 

second runner-up óMiss India Asia-Pacific (Pathak 2006: 31). The winners, through 
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intensive training, prepare for the international beauty pageants, also held every year, in 

their respective categories.  

Miss India is associated with bright prospects, especially in the movie, TV and 

fashion industry, so ñthis is the competition with the power to change livesò (Pandey: 

2019). It has turned into a serious business since the mid-1990s with the incorporation of 

professional teams. The participants go through weeks of intensive training sessions with 

various coaches for public speaking, poise, psychological training, fitness regimes and 

diet planning. Such dedicated efforts paid off near the end of the twentieth century when 

India produced international beauty pageantsô winners. Within a span of seven years, six 

winners were from India,18 four of which were crowned as the Miss World (in the years: 

1994, 1997, 1999, 2000) and two were chosen to be the Miss Universe (1994, 2000).   

The visual images of these Indian beauty queens were telecasted right into the 

Indian homes back in the 90s. It led to the representation of an ideal female embodied in 

ñlight-skinned, tall, westernized beautyò (Glenn 2008, cited in Jha & Adelman 2009: 69). 

This had ñan ensuing cultural impact that was to have reverberating consequences even 

todayò. They represented an ñideal Indian and globalized womanhoodò and their success 

ñgenerated a boom in beauty productsò (ibid). Many of them endorsed skin-lightening 

products as brand ambassadors that further entrenched the global ideal of light-skinned 

feminine beauty.  

Miss India pageant winners usually have doors of opportunities opened for them 

including movie offers and modelling contracts. Most famous among the winners so far 

are Aishwarya Rai, Priyanka Chopra, Lara Dutta and Sushmita Sen. After winning the 

international beauty titles, they were offered roles in Bollywood movies. Aishwarya Rai 

and Priyanka Chopra made it big in Bollywood and established themselves as bankable 

actors and were later affiliated with various brand endorsements. Priyanka Chopra has 

now become an international icon through her role in an American TV series Quantico. 

The success of these beauty queens is an indication that the winners could have lucrative 

career chances in showbiz industry.  

Many institutions have also mushroomed in India which promise to train the young 

and aspiring women for such beauty pageants. One evident fact cannot be ignored which 

is the light skin tone of many of the Miss India winners, who later became Miss World, 

like Aishwarya Rai (1994) and a recent winner Manushi Chillar (2017) (See figure 10). 

 
18 Information from a British-made documentary titled ñBitches & Beauty Queens: The Making of Miss 

Indiaò (2002). Video link: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yyeouz4L5NQ> (11/10/2019). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yyeouz4L5NQ
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Over the years, such contests in India have been accused of promoting fair skin color. It 

is usually the case that the competing members of Miss India pageant have lighter skin. 

Although their skin tones might vary from one another, but still they ñtend to be lighter 

than averageò Indian skin tone (Glenn 2012: 175). Some critics say that beauty pageants 

ñfavour a particular type of skin tone, only serve to perpetuateò the stereotype that fair 

skin is superior to darker tones (Pandey: 2019).  

In the year 2018, a book titled Priyanka Chopra: The Incredible Story of a Global 

Bollywood Star revealed a shocking comment. One of Miss India mentors Pradeep Guha 

recalled a comment made by a jury member about Priyanka Chopra, who at the time was 

one of the competitors for the Miss India. The juror said she was ñtoo darkò to represent 

the nation (Kelly 2018). This comment made headlines after the book was published. It 

was brought into the open around 18 years after her win as the Miss World 2000,  

Nina Davuluri was crowned as Miss America in the year 2013. She was the first 

Indian American to have won the title. The moment she won the pageant, there was an 

outburst of racist tweets against her skin color and heritage. Some people suggested that 

ñshe wasnôt even American, so how dare she be awarded the title of Miss America?ò 

(Tharps 2016: 121). Likewise, people claimed that she didnôt ñrepresent American 

valuesò while others were happy that the platform was finally ñCelebrating Diversity 

through Cultural Competencyò (Hafiz: 2013).  

Miss Davuluriôs win brought the topic of Indiaôs preference for light skin and how 

it is ñso important to the Indian concepts of beautyò in the mainstream (Tharps 2016: 

122). Her deep brown skin color quickly became a matter of hot discussion, like Anna 

John commented, ñWhatôs interesting is Miss America Nina Davuluri would never win 

pageants in South Asia because she is too dark to be considered beautifulò (Chaudry: 

2013). The observation points to the fact mentioned above that the beauty pageants held 

in India mostly have and promote the competitors with lighter skin tones.  

Recently Miss India contest has come under scrutiny for lacking skin color 

diversity. Times of India newspaper published a collage of 30 headshots of the state 

finalists in May 2019. The ladies were competing for Femina Miss India 2019 (see figure 

11). The image generated heavy criticism for ñtheir tame, glossy, shoulder-length hair 

and a skin tone that is virtually identical, some quipped that they all looked the sameò 

(Pandey: 2019). The pageantôs grooming expert however insisted that the photoshop team 

was directed ñnot to alter skin toneò, but the tight publication deadline and newspaper 

print might be the reason for the change in their appearance (ibid).   
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6 Consumer Culture and Skin Lightening Productsô Market   

Since the beginning of twentieth century, everyday life has been deeply ingrained with 

consumer culture19 which involves the production of different kinds of products in surplus 

amounts and encourages the people to continuously purchase and use them. The mass 

media, for instance TV ads and fashion magazines, plays a key role to persuade the 

potential consumers to buy specific products or services (Kilbourne, 1999; Ritzer, 1999, 

cited in Spade & Valentine 2011: 225). The advertising companies use smart ideas and 

tactics to hook the consumers to the ads. The overall packaging and representation of the 

advertisement push the viewers into either buying the product or virtually creating its 

need in their lives. If the persuasion is successful, then this kind of strategy is good for 

the economy and marketplace and this is how the consumer culture thrives in any given 

society (ibid). 

Consumer culture does not necessarily value the usage of the products, rather by 

the desirability they generate and the statements they make when used by the consumers 

(Howson 2013: 115). The products purchased have thus become a symbol for the 

demonstration of status and their use creates a unique image of the consumerôs self. 

Consumer culture has successfully created ña particular kind of self, which is oriented 

towards self-indulgenceò (ibid). People get inclined to buy the products which would 

ultimately complement their physical image. 

Deeply influenced by the consumer culture, the manufacture, purchase and use of 

skin-lightening products have grown with a stupendous pace on a global scale. These 

products ñoffer the prospect of lighter, brighter, whiter skin [and it] has become a multi-

billion-dollar global industryò (Glenn 2012: 168) The countries with a colonial past are 

still under huge influence of colonial legacy and Eurocentric beauty ideals which promote 

the ñinternalization of white is rightò (ibid. 183). These ideals also narrate contemporary 

trends of feminine beauty in South Asia, specifically in India. Such trends generate a huge 

demand for the consumption of skin-lightening products. India being the second most 

populous country and rich in the skin color diversity is a magnet for multinational 

companies to sell their skin-lightening products. 

 
19 Consumer culture is characterized by three distinguishing characteristics.  

1. There is typically a potential surplus of goods in post-industrial economies. 

2. Continuous consumption is critical to society and the individual; commerce and culture are 

inseparable. 

3. Objects take on significance beyond their original purpose, and all things are commodified. 

(Hovland & Wolburg 2010: 51). 
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The Indian fascination with the fair skin is an outcome of long-lasting subliminal 

conditioning through subsequent light-skinned conquerors. As mentioned in the third 

chapter, India has a long history of being conquered by fair-skinned people, first the 

Aryans, then the Mughals and at the end the British colonizers. It is the British settlers 

who actively reinforced this conditioning during their colonial rule. Like the other 

countries with the European colonial legacy, Indians also view light skin as a privilege 

and associate it with higher social status. The vigour to gain lighter skin tone using 

fairness creams however gained rapid momentum when HUL (Hindustan Unilever 

Limited) launched its first fairness cream named Fair & Lovely for the Indian public in 

the year 1978. 

The case of Fair & Lovely is intriguing in many respects. It was the first ever face 

cream introduced to the public with the agenda that its use would guarantee fairness. Prior 

to the mid-1970s, the territory for the fairness creamsô market remained untouched in the 

region. According to the company, its scientists, through years of experiments, found a 

breakthrough formula for skin-lightening. The idea of a cream which claimed to make the 

user ñfair and lovelyò was innovative for the people. Due to high demand and active 

advertising campaigns, this fairness cream sold like hotcakes.  

India witnessed staggering sales in the fairness products market in the recent times 

due to their mass appeal, specifically after the turn of the 21st century due to which ñIndia 

and Indian diasporic communities around the world constitute the largest market for skin-

lightenersò (Glenn 2012: 175). Last three decades have played a decisive role in this trend. 

Munshi mentions the figures from Saravanthi Challapalliôs article (2002) on fairness 

creams in India. According to her, the market for fairness products accounts for a 

whooping Rs. 700 crores (7 billion) and its annual growth is 10 to 15 percent (Munshi 

2010: 148). Though the figures might vary from year to year, but one fact is common that 

the Indian market for fairness products is expected to keep growing. The reasons for the 

steady growth of these products are increasing income, growing young population, strong 

influence of Bollywood stars and western beauty standards. 

With enormous growth, production and purchase of fairness products, India has 

emerged as the largest market with sales increasing by almost 18% a year (Norwood & 

Foreman 2014: 11). The figure is higher than the above-mentioned Challapalliôs article 

which suggested the increased preference for fair skin due to the growing Indian 

economy. It is estimated that the purchase and use of skin-lightening products will 

continue to rise and the market for such ñproducts is expected to be 50 billio n Rs ($716m; 
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£566m) by 2023 (Pandey: 2019). The staggering amount in the future projections hint the 

strong influence of multinational giants involved in the manufacturing of these products 

and continued celebrity endorsements. 

Prior to 1991, the Indian population had limited options (merely two brands) of cold 

creams and moisturizers. The economic liberalization in 1991 resulted in a surge in 

availability of cosmetics and skincare products (Glenn 2009: 178). Ever since, the Indian 

consumers have a wide range of skin care products to choose from local, transnational 

and international brands. With each passing year, the companies continue to launch new 

products with the so-called advanced formulas, names, taglines and packaging as 

strenuous efforts to remain in the lucrative business.  

The skin-lightening products sold in India have names such as fairness cream, 

whitening cream, herbal bleach cream, and fairness cold cream etc. Some products are 

sold claiming that they contain ñherbal and fruit extracts such as saffron, papaya, 

almonds, and lentilsò (Runkle 2004, cited in Glenn 2012: 175). This provides a close 

affinity with the home-made emulsions containing organic products. Similar is the case 

with a range of Nivea face washes recently launched in India under the tag of Milk 

Delights20 with different ingredients, such as fine gram flour, saffron, honey for different 

skin types.    

Unilever has a wide range of skin care products sold around the globe. It also owns 

the brand Dove which ñlaunched its campaign for Real Beauty in European and United 

States Marketsò (Campaign for Real Beauty, 2006, cited in Malik 2007: 17). This 

campaign rejected the beauty ideals projected in the media and conducted research about 

women perception in ten different countries. In some parts of the world, Unilever is thus 

associated with body positivity and satisfaction and in other parts it produces, rigorously 

advertises and sells skin-lightening products. This is how particular brands market their 

products and everything comes down to money that they can make out of the sales 

(Karnani, 2007, cited in ibid). 

Likewise, other international brands such as Nivea and LôOr®al are expanding, 

producing and marketing skin-lightening products in India. They find the growing market 

highly favorable for their consumption. The skin-lightening products are described as 

ódark skin productsô and are ñas popular in India as sun blocks or anti-aging creams are 

in the Westò (Bhatia, 2002, cited in Mahfooz & Mahfooz 2014: 98). The companies invest 

 
20 The information about the types and names of different facewashes is taken from Niveaôs official 

website in India. Link: <https://www.nivea.in/products/face/cleansers-and-toners> (10.26.2019). 

https://www.nivea.in/products/face/cleansers-and-toners
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massively in their manufacturing due to ñthe deregulation of imports, the increased 

development of Indian economy and the growth of the urban middle classò (Glenn 2009: 

178). These subsidiaries and promising market outlook are incentives to invest in a 

country with one sixth of the world population.  

There is a wide range of different whitening product lines manufactured by various 

brands. These products suit every pocket, ranging from mini sachets to bottles and/or 

packs with more content. The products are thus readily available to the poor segment of 

the society as well as to the affluent upper class. There are around 240 brands of skin-

lightening creams in India and 60 to 65 percent of women are believed to use them daily. 

The menôs fairness cream was introduced in the year 2005 by Emami by the name Fair 

and Handsome (an ad of which is give in figure 12). Many other brands later launched 

many other menôs fairness products. According to analysts, the Indian men now account 

for 10 percent of fairness creams sales (Olumide 2016: 98-99). 

It would be important to look at the very first fairness cream to be manufactured 

and sold in the region before moving to the sections of this chapter. The first ever cream 

to have ever been produced in India with the claim to make the skin complexion 

ñsnowlikeò was named as Afghan Snow. It was introduced in the market back in the year 

1919 by E.S. Patanwala. It was the pre-independence time when the region was colonized 

by the British. Cosmetic products were scarce during that era and were not readily 

available in the market. Even if they were available, only the upper class could afford 

them. Traditionally women relied on home-made emulsions containing ingredients such 

as gram flour, turmeric, milk and sandal wood etc. for face and skin care.  

6.1 First Fairness Creams ï For Women & Men 

One important component of consumer culture is the gender difference and its marketing 

based on which ñthe creators and distributors of goods and services can draw ideas, 

images and messagesò (Spade & Valentine 2011: 224). Gender is thus the driving force 

on which consumer culture thrives. To code the products based on gender is a common 

strategy that is specifically seen in the personal care productsô range. The advertisements 

of gender-specific products are the means to construct, frame and structure the different 

gender practices (ibid). 

Based on gender-coded advertising, the advertising companies ñtransform gender 

into commodity, and convince consumers that we can transform ourselves into more 

masculine men and more feminine women by buying particular products and servicesò 
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(ibid). The advertisements are designed in a way which promise the user with the 

acquisition of ideal masculinity and femininity. There is a wide array of beauty and 

cosmetic products that are available in the markets. The products specifically designed 

for female consumers are supposed to turn them into ñdrop-dead beautiesò (ibid).  

Similar is the case of fairness creams available in India. The three fairness productsô 

ads in India were dissected in the fifth chapter and all of them were manufactured, 

advertised and sold only to the female consumers. There are also skin-lightening products 

exclusively targeted for men which are specially manufactured, advertised and sold to 

them and their ads directly hint towards their masculine body images. Till the mid-2000s, 

the fairness creamsô market was solely restricted to the Indian women. For years, the 

companies targeted young Indian women and advertised their fairness creams with a 

promise to secure desired jobs and/or good marriage prospects. 

Of all the products that HUL manufactures, Fair & Lovely is ñplaying a decisive 

role in the companiesô personal care business with a presence in more than 30 countries 

and over 250 million consumers. HUL continues to dominate the Rs. 1,800-crore 

womenôs fairness cream market in India with an over 70 percent shareò (Pinto, 2001, 

cited in Mahfooz & Mahfooz 2014: 96). The figures illustrate the sheer success this cream 

enjoys not only in India, but in other Asian countries as well.  Fair & Lovely has thus 

become the largest skin-lightening cream in India due to being readily available not only 

in the metropolitan shopping malls but also in corner village shops. 

The companyôs official website mentions the details of the creamôs short-termed 

effectiveness in these words:  

All effective ingredients in the Fair & Lovely formulation function synergistically to 

lighten skin colour through a process that is natural, reversable and completely safe (é) 

these products target key fairness problems like expert treatments do with the targeted 

action on skin darkening, marks, sun-tan, darkness, dark circles and dullness.21 

The company also claims not to use harmful chemicals in its products and that they 

are ñcompletely safeò to use. Dermatologists at the All India Institute of Medical Sciences 

doubt the efficacy of such creams. If they do not change the skin tone after application, 

then the company keeps on making huge profits just being a hoax (Malik 2007: 18). 

Fair & Lovely brandôs success is due to its renewing marketing strategies and 

constant introduction of new products. With the innovative formulas and widespread 

market presence, it now includes ñWinter Fairness, Anti-marks, Forever Glow, Ayurvedic 

 
21 The quote is copied from Hindustan Unilever Limited official website in India. Link: 

<https://www.hul.co.in/brands/personal-care/fair-and-lovely.html> (15.11.2019). 

https://www.hul.co.in/brands/personal-care/fair-and-lovely.html


 

57 
 

Balance, Multi-vitamin (Cream and Facewash), and Spot Erase Penò (ibid. 97). The latest 

addition to the line is ñFair & Lovely Advanced Vitaminò that provides the user ñHigh 

Definition (HD) GLOWò. It thus periodically launches various creams to appeal the wider 

audience and to be consistently present in the skin-lightening productsô market. One such 

example is its ñPerfect Radianceò, the premium line introduced to compete with the 

expensive European brands. It is sharply in contrast to Fair & Lovely and is only sold in 

selected stores of major Indian cities (Glenn 2012: 182). 

From the discussion above, it can be concluded that Fair & Lovely brand enjoys an 

esteemed position in the Indian fairness productsô market. It is till date the most sold and 

used cream. Most of the Indian women have either used it or at least heard about it. Due 

to the heavy electronic and print advertisements, innovative manufacturing and market 

share, it is way ahead of its competitors.  

The reasons for this illustrious success can be numerous, for instance, it was the 

first cream to be launched specifically for the attainment of fair complexion. The up-to-

date addition to the range of products and strenuous advertisement campaign also play a 

key role. As mentioned earlier that Fair & Lovely is a product of HUL and ñUnilever is 

known for promoting its brands by being active and visible in the locales where they are 

marketedò (ibid). Fair & Lovely has been advertised both in print and TV in the local 

languages and the advertisements were tailored to fit in the target culture. This strategic 

planning and conscious efforts to promote a product in native languages showcasing 

cultural values has done wonders for the company.  

Based on the similar proposition, a private Indian firm named Emami came up with 

the idea of a fairness cream for men in the year 2005 and it was called Fair and 

Handsome. It is interesting to note that the company chose to name its cream with the 

same initial words ñFair andò, a copy of the predecessor cream for women. It was not a 

new product in the market, but an innovation and possibility that did not exist before. 

There advertisement tagline is the ñWorldôs No. 1 Fairness Cream for Menò (see also 

figure 12). Its launch in the year 2005 opened the gates of fortune for the company. 

It was a pleasant surprise for Emami to know from the market research that 30 

percent of fairness cream users were men, thus they targeted this segment. Another smart 

move by the company was to select the Bollywood super star Shah Rukh Khan (also 

known as Badshah of Bollywood (literally King of Bollywood) as their brand 

ambassador. He has been associated with the fairness cream since its inception and is still 

affiliated with the company. When the advertisements showcased him promoting the 
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cream, it gave a great boost to the sales of the product (Ramaswamy & Namakumari 

2013: 421). Top-notch celebrity endorsements are likely to be a source of stronger impact 

than the regular models. 

The company has also hired regional celebrities to endorse their fairness cream in 

other languages. This advertising strategy is also like that of Fair & Lovely. Reaching the 

grass roots is important for the higher sales and marketing of the products. The company 

also boasts of the trust of their consumers on their products even though their competitors 

have launched similar products in the market.  

The interesting fact which is worth mentioning is that both Fair & Lovely and Fair 

and Handsome were the first of their kind, the former to be manufactured solely for 

women and the later suitable for the ñtough male skinò. Emami targeted the male segment 

of the society and almost all the advertisements of the cream openly criticized men for 

using female fairness creams secretly because they claimed that men have tougher skin. 

The formula of their cream was suitable for the male skin and would make them fairer in 

four weeks. After the application of the cream, men would move confidently due to 

becoming ñhandsomeò and girls would be instantly attracted towards them. 

Fair and Handsome also launched numerous other creams and face washes under 

its brand name. According to their official website,22 now they have Advanced Fair and 

Handsome Faircell Technology, Fair and Handsome 5 Action Fairness System, Fair and 

Handsome Laser 12 Advanced Whitening, Instant Fairness Face Wash with Actifair 

Peptide, Fair and Handsome Complete Winter Solution. The startling aspect however is 

the blatant use of the word ñfairò throughout this range of products. 

The market shares of both these menôs and womenôs creams are a clear proof of 

their success and dominant presence in the market. Both are doing exceptionally  well in 

comparison to other creams launched later than them. The reasons for the strong market 

presence, as mentioned above, are their upgraded creams and strong advertisement 

campaigns.  

6.2 Range of Fairness Products 

Due to the high demand and staggering sales of skin-lightening products in India, the 

market for such products is lucrative. The future projections for the market of such 

products show astounding figures in the coming years. As the demand keeps on increasing 

 
22 All the names of various fairness creams and face washes is taken from Emamiôs official website. Link: 

<http://www.fairandhandsome.net/index.html> (10.30.2019). 

http://www.fairandhandsome.net/index.html
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every year, so the companies not only increase the supplies but also introduce innovative 

products (with enhanced formulas) to meet the consumer demands. The local and 

multinational companies do not restrict themselves to the conventional fairness face 

creams, rather continue to introduce new products and upgrade marketing and advertising 

strategies. The skin-lightening products currently available include soaps, face washes, 

oils, serums, talcum powders, deo sprays, cleansers, lotions and moisturizers. The 

marketing of these products plays a pivotal role in their sales. Among all the skin-

lightening products available in India, only two will be briefly discussed below. 

6.2.1 Fairness Soap ï FairGlow  

The soap FairGlow was launched in December 1999 by Godrej. Godrej is a homegrown 

company of personal care products in India. The introduction of this soap created a stir in 

the market for toilet soaps because it was the first of its kind. It was advertised with a 

promise to make the user fair within 15 days. The composition of this soap was advertised 

to be based on Natural Oxy-G, which according to the ad reduces dark melanin and 

provides fairness by taking bath with it (Kazmi & Batra 2008: 261).  

The mega launch and advertising played a deciding factor for the future sales of this 

product. The fairness proposition to be attached with a soap was part of a strategic 

planning because 95% of households in India use soaps. The ads were heavily aired 

during the top-rated programmes. Due to these smart strategic moves, FairGlow was able 

to grab 1% of the toilet soaps market of India. Godrej had to tackle with the credibility 

issues because soaps stay on skin only for some seconds after application, then they had 

to be washed off. The fairness creams stay on the skin once applied. The company did 

manage this issue with the clever advertising strategy which was based on the customer 

testimonials (Pillai 2010: 260). 

The company opted a unique marketing strategy for its advertisement periodically, 

it claimed to provide fairness with a money-back guarantee. This was termed as 

ñFairGlow Challengeò and it prompted the viewers to take this challenge to acquire 

spotless fair skin. Later it came up with ñGodrej FairGlow Mega Challengeò which 

claimed to make the user guaranteed two shades lighter. With the continuous presence in 

the market, good market sales and strenuous ad campaigns, the company introduced 

varieties of smells categorised as FairGlow Rose Water, FairGlow Floral Essence and 

FairGlow Lily Sensation. 
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It is eye-opening to see that a thing as basic as a soap is sold to the public with a 

promise to make the userôs skin lighter. Soap comes under the category of a necessity. 

The people have to buy it to take shower whereas other fairness products such as creams, 

face washes, lotions and body sprays are usually not under the lower-income groupsô 

reach. This clearly illustrates a strategic move by a brand to sell the idea that fairness can 

be attained by mere application of few seconds of a bath soap. 

6.2.2 Fairness Face Washes  

The skyrocketing sales of fairness creams and soaps in India led to the idea of introducing 

other skin care products with the similar proposition of ñfairnessò. Different companies, 

both national and international, then introduced various skin-lightening products, ranging 

from face washes to intimate washes (used to lighten the female genitalia) in the market. 

Some were launched to target specifically women and others were designed for men. Here 

is a list of some of the most famous brands of face washes currently sold in India. 

1. Garnier White Complete Fairness Face Wash 

2. Garnier Men Power White Double Action Face Wash 

3. Fair & Lovely Fairness Face Wash Instant Glow 

4. Fair and Handsome Instant Fairness Face Wash 

5. Olay White Radiance Advanced Whitening Foaming Face Wash 

6. Lakmé Absolute Perfect Radiance Skin Lightening Face Wash 

The names of these face washes are clearly suggestive. The vigor with which these names 

are uttered when advertised on TV intensify the impact of advertisements. The blatant use 

of words like lightening, whitening and fairness signifies the excessive preference for 

lighter skin in India. The advertisements of fairness face washes promise to remove the 

tan just with washing the face with the advertised product. A brief analysis of Garnier 

White Complete Fairness Facewash has been given in the fifth  chapter. According to the 

ad, it makes the user at least one tone lighter with just one wash. 

6.3 Other Skin L ightening Treatments 

Skin lightening is a multi-million-dollar business in India and its customers vary across 

the economic spectrum. The fairness creams, soaps and face washes are sold with the 

promise to make the skin lighter. They are easily and readily available throughout India. 

The packaging and amount of the content vary, and people buy them according to their 

financial conditions. The skin lightening products are however not just restricted to 

cosmetic creams and face washes but now include a wide range of ñinvasive procedures 
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such as skin bleaching, chemical peels, laser treatments, steroid cocktails, whitening pills 

and intravenous injectionsò (Abraham 2017). 

Based on the variety of options to choose from, the upper segment of Indian society 

has an advantage and privilege. Some of the advanced skin lightening procedures are 

done under the names of laser skin lightening, laser melanin surgery, full body skin 

brightening. The prices, efficacy and health risks associated with these procedures vary.  

In the chemical peel method, the top layer of the skin is removed. Laser treatments 

have a more aggressive approach because they break up skinôs pigmentation (ibid). In 

laser melanin surgery, for instance, the melanin cells are destroyed, then the skin 

regenerates a new epidermis with a lighter shade. The efficacy of this surgery depends on 

the depth of melanin pigment. The cost for the procedure varies depending on the clinic 

and the area. Full body lightening could cost more than $ 3000 (Olumide 2016: 690). 

The most commonly used skin lightening agent is glutathione (GSH). It can be used 

alone or in combination with other agents. It is available in the market both in the form 

of oral and intravenous formulations. Its role in the skin-lightening was discovered 

accidently when lightness of skin tone was noted as a side effect of high doses of GSH. 

This resulted in extensive studies establishing its role in melanogenesis23 and its recent 

use as a systemic skin lightening agent (ibid. 678). Currently GSH is widely sold in many 

Asian countries including India with the main aim to lighten the skin tone.  

Oral GSH is also easily available as an over-the-counter drug in India. Glutathione 

can be purchased online through shopping sites like amazon.in in the form of tablets 

(named such as Glutashine, Glow Glutathione) or capsules (sold under the names like 

Active White L-Glutathione Skin Whitener, Organo Gold L-Glutathione). The customers 

are made to buy the products with positive reviews and promising product descriptions 

about the efficacy of the products. Although the oral GSH is sold with numerous promises 

that it would reduce the skin wrinkles and dark spots, increase skin firmness and brighten 

the complexion. A single product is sold with many promises to sell it to whom it may 

concern. Reviews (see figure 13) could easily trigger a person into buying and using the 

product at least once in order to personally check its efficacy. This review says, ñBUY 

NOW FOR HEALTHY SKIN !!ò implying that the darker skin is unhealthy.  

The IV injections are believed to be more effective and show quicker results in 

comparison to the oral medication because the tablets have low bioavailability in humans. 

 
23 the production of melanin (Online Collins Dictionary). Link: 

<https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/melanogenesis> (11.12.2019). 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/melanogenesis


 

62 
 

The manufacturers of injections recommend ñthis route of administration to achieve 

desired therapeutic levels in the blood and skin rapidly to produce ñinstantò skin 

whitening resultsò (Sonthalia: 2018). The long-term efficacy and duration of the therapy 

however lacks proper research evidence and literature evaluation.  

6.4 Magical Transformation 

The skin tone can be magically transformed in the present age. There are multiple options 

available in this regard. Although skin color is such a social capital that is hard to alter by 

natural means and on permanent basis, but there are various options to choose when it 

comes to short term skin tone transformation. These options include the skin lightening 

medical procedures which are mostly expensive, some believe in the mythical magic of 

selective natural ingredients, computer software for a digital modification and the 

temporary application of make-up products made exclusively for light skin. 

Some of the female Bollywood actors allegedly have gone through skin lightening 

procedures and now evidently appear lighter than their previous skin tones. This magical 

transformation was done to upgrade their social capital and to conform to the dominant 

beauty ideals. However, none of them has publicly acknowledged to have gone through 

the skin lightening procedures. One such actor is Kajol who was among the few dusky 

actors in Bollywood to rule with many blockbuster movies back in the 90s. Her skin now 

appears many shades lighter (Mishra 2015: 734). The difference in her skin tone is evident 

(see figure 14). The general public also noted the change in her skin color and accused 

her to have done treatments to alter it, but she rubbished all the rumours and attributed 

her new complexion to the lifestyle changes and healthy diet regimes.   

Another famous actor to have allegedly gone through skin lightening is Deepika 

Padukone. Her skin tone has lightened over the years. The óDark is Beautifulô campaign, 

details of which will be discussed later in the next chapter, has already questioned her 

through a Facebook post by saying, ñWe could not help but notice this glaring change 

over the years in Deepika Padukoneôs skin toneé we would love her to be comfortable 

in her own skin!ò (Paul 2016). She has been ruling in Bollywood throughout the last 

decade due to majority of her movies being box office successes and was associated with 

Neutrogenaôs fairness cream as their brand ambassador.  

The magical transformation of skin color can be made possible by the traditional 

Ayurveda medical system of India. This system suggests that the skin tone can be altered 

by bringing changes in the dietary habits. It teaches expectant mothers to improve ñtheir 
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fetusôs complexion by drinking saffron-laced milk and eating oranges, fennel seeds and 

coconut piecesò (Abraham 2017). An Ayurvedic practitioner in Kolkata held a session in 

2017 for pregnant women and promised them that short and dark parents could have tall 

and fair children (ibid). Some people readily agree to spend money even if they are lulled 

by false claims and promises just in the hope that it might lead to miraculous results.  

Skin color can also be lightened with computer software and photoshop techniques. 

This is termed as whitewashing,24 the skin color of dark-skinned people is altered to make 

it lighter or rather whiter. The incidents of whitewashing, done on the glossy magazine 

covers, keep surfacing in the news time and again, especially in the US. One can find 

plenty of news reports on this topic from the past decades. One famous incident of 

whitewashing took place when Beyoncé, an internationally acclaimed pop singer, was 

featured in an advertisement for LôOr®al hair color products in the year 2008. Her ñskin 

colour was significantly lighter in the advertisement printed in Elle magazine than the 

very same one in Essence, a glossy targeted at African-American womenò (Cashmore 

2010: 145, cited in Kooijman 2017: 106). Both the magazines deliberately modified her 

skin tone to suit it according to the tastes of target readers. 

Whenever such news report surfaces in the limelight, a segment of the public raises 

voice against this practice. The questions regarding the credibility of such fashion 

magazines are raised as to how and why there was a need to alter the skin tone? Was it 

done through makeup, flashy lighting or with the computer software? Or has the celebrity 

gone through the skin lightening treatments? Such concerns can be useful ñto examine 

the roles that race and gender continue to play in the entertainment industry, and 

specifically in African-American female superstardomò (ibid. 107). Media portrays 

images based on the Black/White binary opposition but Hall argues about the ñBlackò in 

the Black Popular Culture that it ñis a contradictory space that ócan never be simplified 

or explained in terms of the simple binary oppositions that are still habitually used to map 

it outôò (Hall 1992: 26, cited in ibid). Skin color diversity does not merely depend on this 

binary opposition rather has a diverse range of shades in between.  

It has been a common practice to change the shade of skin of the dark-skinned ladies 

with the application of makeup foundation25 which doesnôt match with their skin tones. 

This can still be seen in some wedding/party makeups taking place in rural areas, towns 

or even cities in India. Such brightness makes the face look almost alien and the shades 

 
24 Whitewashing means heavy-handed photoshop skin lightening (Spaulding 2016: 130).  
25 A makeup product applied on the face to even the skin tone 
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of face and hands look entirely different from one another. The reasons behind such a 

practice is the domination of fair skin as beauty ideal and persistent desire to look fair. 

Some local beauticians believe that the dark skin should be lightened with light 

foundation (see figure 15). The image is taken from the channel of a young Indian 

YouTuber26 where the beautician applies a nearly white foundation on the clientôs face. 

YouTube has many other videos by young Indian ladies who went to beauty salons in 

their cities and faced similar situations. Though these videos were based on the famous 

trend ñI went to the worst reviewed makeup artist in Indiaò on YouTube, but some of the 

best reviewed makeup artists applied lighter shades of foundation too.  

Many Indian beauty brands are notorious for not creating diversified cosmetic 

products for dark skin tones. Lakmé is one of the oldest and most ubiquitous beauty brands 

in India and it had come under fire recently for being unconcerned about the needs of 

consumers (Mohan 2019). It had rarely more than three varieties of its foundation 

products prior to 2019. That is far too less for a country heavily rich in skin color diversity. 

Some internet-based brands, such as Nykaa, and Sugar are gaining popularity and have 

caught up with the market share for selling more inclusive makeup products. 

Many millennial ladies have grown up in a culture which propagates the message 

that fair complexion is desirable and dark skin must be corrected (ibid). Indian consumers 

generally tend to be demanding and price sensitive. The calls for more inclusive definition 

of beauty have spread across the globe and these conversations have entered in India too 

where the beauty consumers have become more vocal about their needs. The Indian 

beauty market is expected to surpass the $20 billion mark by 2025 (ibid).  

6.5 Effects of the Usage of Skin Lightening Products 

The excessive or long-term use of some skin lightening products and procedures could 

have detrimental effects on skin or the overall health. There are no strict laws in India to 

enjoin local companies to clearly mention the ingredients and their quantities used in the 

products. The multinational companies mostly comply with the international safety 

standards. Some fairness creams are believed to contain harmful substances like 

corticoids, mercury and hydroquinone. Their high quantities could be fatal (Görke 2014: 

16). The excessive exposure to these harsh chemicals results in various skin problems.  

 
26 The practice of applying lighter foundations to dusky/dark-skinned girls is confirmed through YouTube 

channel ñVlog with Afrinò in the video titled ñI WENT TO THE WORST REVIEWED MAKEUP 

ARTIST IN INDIA KOLKATA || worst reviewed makeup artist in indiaò. Video link:  

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=44RcwFSzOM8> (01.09.2020). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=44RcwFSzOM8
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The skin lightening products, both local and international, are readily available 

throughout India. Many a times, the local products lack proper inspection and strict 

controls by the authorities. They can be bought from any nearby pharmacies, shops and 

departmental stores. The least expensive and locally produced are usually those which 

contain the most harmful bleaching chemicals because they are cheap.  

The whitening creams are divided primarily into two types, one that lightens and 

the other that bleaches. It is the bleach creams which inhibit the melanin production. 

Melanin is responsible for the skin pigmentation. According to Dr. Chandri Ratan, 

melanin is the ñkey physiological defence against sun induced damages such as sunburn, 

photoaging and photocarcinogenesisò (p. 11, cited in ibid). Bleaching creams are usually 

harsh and known to lighten the skin rapidly. The lightening creams do not necessarily 

contain the chemicals but promise the user fairness with long-term use. (Bakar: 2019). If 

the natural activity of melanin is hindered or suppressed, it could lead to skin damage.  

There has been a drastic increase in the number of patients with skin diseases caused 

by skin lightening products (Dussault, 2006, cited in (Görke 2014: 16). Hydroquinone is 

prescribed by many dermatologists as an effective remedy against blemishes. The 

unmonitored use of this chemical in large doses over a long period of time might cause 

cancer.  This skin lightening agent was banned in the UK in 2001 due to its safety 

inadequacy. It was later banned in the European Union, Thailand and Japan too. It is 

surprisingly still the main bleaching ingredient to be used globally. 

The potential health risks of chemicals like hydroquinone, corticosteroids and 

mercury include ñskin turning dark or too light, thinning of the skin, visible blood vessels 

in the skin, scarring, kidney, liver or nerve damageò (Bakar: 2019). These skin problems 

and health risks indicate the severity of the problem. The production, affordable prices 

and easy access to bleaching and whitening creams have dramatically increased skin 

problems in India.  

The improper use of mixtures of steroids, antibiotics and antifungals has also 

resulted in a surge of skin diseases. The diseases are difficult to cure due to resistant bugs. 

In 2016, the dermatologistsô association published an editorial in an online journal which 

stated that ñwe are facing an onslaught of chronic and recurrent dermatophytosis [fungal 

infections] in volumes never encountered previously. Over the last three to four years, the 

frequency of such cases has increased alarminglyò (Abraham 2017). This results in a 

prolonged treatment with high medicine dosage. This epidemic, if not controlled, could 

intensify and skins of patients would stop responding to the medicines. 
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7 Is the Mindset Changing in 21st Century? 

The fair skin as a standard of feminine beauty and using it synonymous to being beautiful 

is somehow changing in India. The reason for this shift can be accredited to the strong 

influence of social movements such as body positivity27 and #unfairandlovely.28 People 

are gradually understanding that the fair skin craze, prevalent for a long time, is outright 

biased and highly problematic. Some segments of Indian society, specifically the 

educated youth, are conscious of the dreadful outcomes of fair skin discrimination. They 

are gradually voicing their opinions against it on social media platforms such as YouTube, 

Twitter and Instagram.  

The educated youth in India is aware of the ferocity and magnitude of colorism and 

the difficulty  to counter it. They are also aware that ñthe skin lightening industry is such 

a ubiquitous force to be reckoned with (é) the fight against light-skin adoration has to 

be thought of not as single battle, but as a warò (Tharps 2016: 125). The advent of internet 

and subsequent social media sites have played an instrumental role in this regard. They 

instantaneously connect a person with others. If a social campaign goes viral in one part 

of the world, people in other parts tend to follow the trend. The pattern was similar for 

the social movements mentioned above. In addition to the international movements, the 

local initiatives and campaigns such as Women of Worth and Black is Beautiful are also 

creating ripples in the vast ocean of colorism. 

7.1   Women of Worth 

Kavitha Immanuel is the founder of Indiaôs Women of Worth (abbreviated as WOW), an 

NGO based in Chennai and an advocate of womenôs issues. Her organization is actively 

involved in the empowerment of women and gender equality. The women are enlightened 

to recognize the traditional stereotypes and cultural limitations imposed by negative 

trends. One measure taken by this organization is their Dark is Beautiful campaign. 

Although it was launched in 2009 but rejuvenated and gained momentum after it was 

supported by Nandita Das in the year 2012 (Jha, B. 2016: 11). 

The campaign gained media spotlight due to the affiliation of Ms. Das as an official 

spokesperson. Her efforts were appreciated in the local and international media. She also 

appeared in certain interviews on international news channels to talk about the prevalent 

 
27 Body positivity refers to the assertion that all people deserve to have a positive body image, regardless 

of how society and popular culture view ideal shape, size, and appearance (Cherry: 2019). 
28 A new global campaign on social media against colorism - #unfairandlovely ï is challenging the 

widely-held belief in many parts of the world that fair skin is the most attractive (Pandey: 2016). 
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issue of colorism in India. Her affiliation with the organisation has given a new hope to 

the organizers. According to the official website, the organizers, their local activists and 

the women they are empowering, all were celebrating a decade of fighting colorism in 

2019.29 

The campaign challenges the trends like widespread obsession with the fair skin 

color. The association of Das, an acclaimed actor and director, has also helped to create 

mass awareness related to the on-screen myths associated with the skin complexion and 

use of skin whitening products. Das has ñbacked the campaign with a series of print 

advertisements telling every person to ñStay Unfair, Stay Beautifulò with the objective of 

empowering women by giving them confidence about their natural beautyò (Jha, B. 2016: 

11). Such initiatives openly challenge the hegemonic practices of beauty standards and at 

the same time give encouragement to women not to succumb to the social and cultural 

pressures. 

Being the ambassador, Das has urged the women to ñ[b]e yourself and be 

comfortable in your skin. Donôt let anybody rob you off your self-esteemò (Khalid 2013). 

A campaigner filed a petition on change.org back in 2013 against Emami asking them to 

take down Fair and Handsome ad. They also tried to contact Shahrukh Khan in this regard 

but did not get any reply. According to Ms. Emmanuel, ñShahrukh is a national icon and 

if he leads the change, he would be making a huge statementò (ibid). These efforts 

however proved to be futile as the ads of this menôs fairness cream are still aired on TV 

and the iconic actor continues to be their brand ambassador (see figure 12). 

7.2   The Law Passed in 2014 

The Women of Worth group took a stand and launched a campaign against certain 

discriminatory ads based on skin color. As a result, the Advertising Standards Council of 

India (abbreviated as ASCI) launched guidelines for fairness productsô advertising. In the 

set of guidelines, it was said ñno advertisement should communicate any discrimination 

or reinforce negative social stereotyping on the basis of skin colourò (Bureau: 2014). 

Prior to the introduction of these guidelines, many of skin-lightening productsô 

advertisements most of the times showed a dejected, unhappy and dark-skinned woman 

miraculously getting transformed into her lighter version though the application of 

advertised product. This transformation brought happiness in her life and the door of good 

fortune opened for her in the form of better job and/or marriage prospects.  

 
29 Link: <http://www.darkisbeautiful.in/colourism/> (11.20.2019). 

http://www.darkisbeautiful.in/colourism/
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The councilôs statement also included the following points: 

Specifically, advertising should not directly or implicitly show people with darker skin, in 

a way that is widely seen as, unattractive, unhappy, depressed or concerned. These ads 

should not portray people with darker skin in a way that is widely seen as a disadvantage 

of any kind, or inferior, or unsuccessful in any aspect of life, particularly in relation to being 

attractive to the opposite sex, matrimony, job placement, promotions and other prospects 

(ibid). 

The explicit details mentioned in the guidelines make it clear that skin complexion should 

not be associated with the unhappiness and unattractiveness of an individual in the 

advertisement. The detailed dissection of three ads, discussed in the fifth chapter, 

provided a clear proof to have followed the pattern mentioned in these guidelines. They 

were based on a systematic storyline in which a dark girl had unhappy, loveless and 

disadvantaged life. Once her complexion lightened, she became desirable for the opposite 

sex and had greater career and life opportunities. 

Apart from these points, two more aspects were also mentioned in the guidelines 

that the ñad campaigns should not associate darker or lighter skin colour with any 

particular socio-economic strata, caste, community, religion, profession or ethnicityò and 

before the usage of the advertised product, ñcompanies should ensure that expressions 

should not be negative or unhappyò (ibid). This too has been a common practice 

especially in the advertising campaigns and even on the packaging of cream (see figure 

7). 

Though the guidelines have directed the advertising companies not to explicitly 

associate any bad implications with dark skin color, but still these guidelines are not 

strictly implemented. There is change in the selection of words and the storylines of ads. 

It is not the natural skin color that the woman/man laments now in the ad, rather the 

darkening of skin is now attributed to natural phenomena such as harsh sunlight, 

pollution, poor air quality etc.  

7.3   Indian Actors Rejecting Hefty Advertisement Offers 

As noted earlier, many top-listing Indian actors have been associated with fairness cream 

advertisements over the past two decades. There are only a handful of actors who rejected 

hefty endorsement offers. One of the A-list Bollywood actor to have rejected a Rs. 2 

crores (around 282611 $) offer of a fairness cream in the year 2013 is Kangana Ranaut. 

She was asked about the reason for the rejection by a leading newspaper Hindustan Times 

in 2015, to which she answered: ñThatôs a shame! I feel extremely embarrassed that some 
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actors do this stuff. We are a country of brown people and why would we want to be pale 

and put bleach. Itôs not even healthyò.30  

These statements hold a strong and clear message. They are inspirational and were 

largely applauded by the general public. Her quotes went viral and were published in the 

major Indian newspapers. Ms. Ranaut is famous for her vocal and clear stance on certain 

social issues, this one included. The news broke out in the year 2015, however she had 

been turning down such deals every now and then prior to that time (Chatterjee: 2015).  

In the year 2019, Sai Pallavi has rejected fairness cream commercial, that too was 

of Rs 2 crores. Ms. Pallavi is a successful actor in the South Indian movie industry. She 

has worked in the Malayalam, Tamil and Telugu (different regional) movies. She believed 

that doing such an ad would send a wrong message to the young girls and women. She 

was least interested in the amount of money from the ad and said in an interview, ñthe 

standards we have are wrong. This is the Indian color. We canôt go to foreigners and ask 

them why theyôre white, and if they know that they will get cancer because of it. Thatôs 

their skin color and this is oursò (Web Desk: 2019).  

The important aspects of these two offer rejections are: first the amount of money, 

though hefty, did not appeal due to the dreadful and far-reaching impact of these ads, 

second the actors were aware of the health issues associated with the use of these creams. 

She was openly applauded for her action on the social media. Apart from them, some 

male actors have also publicly spoken against the dreadful impacts of skin lightening 

productsô advertising specifically on the younger generation in India. 

7.4   Ripples in the Ocean 

Alongside the prominent campaigns, some people have taken individual steps to fight 

against colorism. One such campaign is called #ColourMeRight. It was launched by 

Muna Beatty in the hope to provide a better future, free of any color prejudice, for her 

daughter. Her first petition was made on change.org against a famous Indian jewellery 

brand Tanishq. One of their jewellery ads had a tagline ñJewellery for ever bride in Indiaò 

but it showcased only the fair-skinned brides. Ms. Beatty, also known as ñDark Brown 

Womanò on the platform, witnessed victory when her petition gathered over a thousand 

signatures. It was successful because it received reply from the brand itself saying that 

they will try to create commercials reflecting the true diversity of India (Beatty 2018). In 

 
30 The quoted text is copied from her answer starting (at 0:01) taken from the video titled ñKangana 

Ranaut: Why I refused to endorse a fairness creamò from YouTube (2015). Video link: 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HV3gb4ZNZD0> (09.21.2019). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HV3gb4ZNZD0
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2018, she started second petition against a leading cosmetics company Lakmé. She is of 

the view that the companyôs website includes products to be used only on the fair skin.  

Such efforts and the resultant change (though on a small level) in the Indian mindset 

mentioned above is accompanied by some literary ripples in the vast ocean of colorism. 

In recent times, a poem titled A Brown Girlôs Guide to Beauty (2017) by Aranya Johar 

and a rap song Indiaôs got Colour (2019) released by Nandita Das have hit the headlines 

due to their power-packed lyrics and strongly influential message. The lines of the two 

also challenge the widely prevalent practices of feminine beautification and the general 

notion of beauty in the Indian society.  

The spoken word poetry video by Aranya Johar, who at that time was just an 18-

year-old girl, went viral and touched hearts of many viewers. It deals with the stigma of 

being dark-skinned and the idea of an ideal body image for both men and women. Here 

is a selection of some lines from her poem:31 

Since the age of 9 Iôve been slapping my face with fairness creams 

Every face wash was a slap in the face because I was a skin tone which was uglyé  

I had a voice and opinion, but they muted the sound 

Probably because I was told boys only like girls who are fair and lovelyé  

I am the color of the strong fragrant tea aunty sips while nonchalantly remarking 

ñBipasha would be prettier if she was fairò 

The color of our skin dictates our beauty and thatôs not the only thing thatôs unfair 

When we brown girls revolt against our own reflections 

Every single time an Indian magazine puts a light-skinned girl on a cover, calling her brown 

I ask my mother to get me haldi (turmeric), yellow paste over yellow paste 

Because anything is better than brown, anything is better than dark 

Only light skin with European features are considered arté  

Virtues, beliefs, opinions and decisions scale larger than his stand on a fairness scale 

Forget snow white, say hello to chocolate brown, Iôll write my own fairy tale. 

The initial two lines of Joharôs poetry sum up the very crux of this thesis. When the light 

skin is predominantly equated with beauty, it implies dark skin is synonymous to ugliness. 

The dilemma of a young girl is stated when she is constantly made aware about boys 

lik ing only light-skinned girls. The older members are targeted with the mention of an 

ñauntyò because they are the staunchest believers in the long-standing cultural norms and 

practices. For youngsters, it becomes too challenging to alter older generationsô 

perceptions and argue with them. The fashion magazinesô perpetuation of beauty ideals 

is narrated when they call a ñlight-skinned girlò as ñbrownò. The dominance of 

Eurocentric features and light color are also spread through childrenôs cartoons such as 

ñSnow Whiteò which further intensifies the skin color bias.    

 
31 Source of lyrics is her video on YouTube titled ñA Brown Girlôs Guide to Beautyò ï Aranya Johar. 

(2017). Video link: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZX5soNoPiII> (11.21.2019). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZX5soNoPiII
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As already mentioned, Nandita Das is a vocal critic about skin biasness in 

Bollywood and is also ambassador of Women of Worth campaign. She launched a rap 

song titled Indiaôs Got Colour in 2019 to bring awareness in the society. The song lyrics 

highlight all the dimensions of colorism and portray the problems faced due to it by the 

people of dark color.  

Below is the loose translation of this rap song32 carrying a heavy message for the listeners 

and preaches them to stop practicing colorism in India. 

Have seen you grinning, taunting as you sneer 

on my skin, yeah 

Mocking the color, making a joke on it, yeah 

 

A dark or fair girl is ok for dating, 

But will get married only to a fair girl, 

Listen son, I am saying it for your own good, 

Or else your kid will curse you when he grows 

up 

 If a woman is fair, then your social rank will 

increase 

Listen daughter-in-law, listen 

I want a fair child, you better listen to me 

Donôt drink tea, the child will be dark.  

He will be unknown in this world.  

Donôt go out in the sun, you will get dark. 

Grannyôs hard work will go down the drain.  

 

Have seen you grinning, taunting as you sneer 

on my skin, yeah 

Mocking the color, making a joke on it, yeah 

 

Oh no, look who has come here,  

Her color is dark, spreading darkness around. 

Will have to flash some more light. 

Makeup man will be asked to make her fair. 

Will have to work hard in photoshop as well. 

Only then will her photo be published in the 

magazine. 

The judge also said you have a lot of talent. 

But we donôt give slots to your type. 

Whatever the skill, but your skin is your loss. 

Whoever is fair here, will go to the top. 

Selecting your kind is not our taste 

Forget this show, and do something else. 

 

The lyrics of this rap song summarize the main areas of social life in which colorism can 

easily be witnessed. It starts when some people get involved in the ñgrinning, taunting, 

mockingò and joking about the darkness of skin. Such behavioral tendencies towards a 

dark skin have the power to shatter a personôs self-esteem. Color being the most important 

criterion in a potential life partner is presented with a matrimonial ad that a father circles 

in the newspaper. This conforms to the marriage ads discussed in the fourth chapter. 

Later in the song, a false belief is mentioned about linking black tea with the 

darkening of the unborn babyôs skin. It is a common perception in India that drinking 

black tea or going out in the sun would darken the skin. The children are mostly directed 

not to play in the sun to avoid tanning. Some dusky girls avoid drinking tea by choice. 

Towards the end, the song attacks the fashion and beauty industry actively engaged in 

digitally modifying the modelsô skin either through makeup, lighting or photoshop 

techniques. The song ends taking a dig at the beauty pageants and their judges.  

 
32 Slightly modified from the YouTube subtitles. Source of lyrics is the video titled ñIndiaôs Got Colourò 

(2019). Video link: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f_LlWPEvJOY>  (11.6.2019). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f_LlWPEvJOY
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8 Concluding Remarks 

Colorism is an everyday reality in India which is witnessed on day-to-day basis by dark-

skinned or even by brown colored people. It has a very systematic and cyclical pattern. It 

can start right from the inception of a fetus and can be recurrently observed at the various 

stages and different walks of life. Acting as a cultural norm, the children grow up equating 

lightness of skin with beauty. Everyday experiences and contact with others strengthen 

this belief. The media representations, such as movies, beauty contests and advertisement 

images, also tend to conform to this beauty ideal.  

The preference for light skin dates back prior to the British colonialism in India and 

is considered a long-held cultural practice. India has an extensive history of invasions 

predominantly by the light-skinned people. The Aryan migration had a crucial role to 

divide the population into caste system. The Indian caste system is an intricate system 

including many sub-castes. It separates the people based on their profession and skin 

color. The Britishers ruled the region for around three centuries and the skin color bias 

intensified during their colonial rule.  

It is crucial to understand how the preference for light skin began in the world. Prior 

to modernism, light skin tone was preferred by Americans and Europeans as it was a sign 

of being wealthy and belonging to elite class. During the Renaissance, a practice was 

common throughout Europe that the ñelite women lightened their untanned skin even 

further with makeup and face powderò (DeMello 2012: 271). The trend to prefer light 

skin continued until the twentieth century. It was believed that the elite class had lighter 

skin because they could afford servants to work for them outside in the sun. 

There was however a significant shift in this pattern around the mid-twentieth 

century. Due to industrialization and change in the modern lifestyles, fewer people were 

engaging in the agricultural or outdoor work. Most of the people started working indoors 

in Europe, so the difference of skin tone among the populations belonging to different 

social classes reduced significantly.  

A French fashion designer named Coco Chanel acquired suntan during his vacation 

in the 1920s and he then ñhelped to popularize suntans among the wealthy; suntans at this 

point became a sign of status for men and women who could afford to travel to sunny or 

tropical climate for a holidayò (ibid). Till the mid-twentieth century, sun tanning33 was 

 
33 Sun tanning describes the process of human skin darkening due to exposure to ultraviolet radiation 

from the sunlight (or a tanning bed) (DeMello 2012: 271). 
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linked with an enhanced outdoor lifestyle. The Western world gradually shifted the 

preference from lighter to darker skin.  

Prior to the popularity of skin tanning, darker skin was a mirror to oneôs hard labor 

in the sun and belonging to the lower class. From the 1950s, it has turned into an 

indication of wealth and people take pride in owning tanning of their skin. For many 

Europeans skin tanning reflected their vacationing in exotic places. In addition to natural 

skin tanning, many tanning studios and solariums were established which offered the 

tanning services. It has gradually taken the form of fashionable trend and a key to healthy 

lifestyle. Although the desire to persistently look fair has ended in the Western world, but 

it still persists in India. The images of Eurocentric beauty ideals propagated through mass 

media and the long-held Indian cultural norms still retain in the psyche and continue to 

be an integral part of social ideology.  

The detailed analysis of media images, song lyrics, narrations of personal 

experiences, and winners of beauty contests prove the prejudicial preference for light 

skin. The opportunities for a person greatly enhance if  the skin color is light. Some 

scholars consider light skin as a social capital that has the ability to affect the opportunities 

in a personôs life. The Indian marriage market, matrimonial sites and newspapers ads 

printed to search the potential spouse, are the examples illustrating this practice in the 

most evident way.   

The past three decades are crucial with reference to the intensification and 

expansion of colorism. The boom of skin lightening products, their consumption and 

liberalization of media, a large part of which circulates the fairness beauty images, in the 

last decade of twentieth century has sparked colorism debate and has put India in the 

international limelight. In order to conform to the pressures of this beauty ideal, the men 

as well as women buy and use a wide range of fairness products. 

India is home to numerous local and international companies producing skin-

lightening products such as creams, face washes, soaps and body sprays etc. The Indian 

skin-lightening productsô industry is growing at a tremendous rate and is already the 

largest consumersô market in the world. The women are far more pressurized to take 

actions to lighten the shades of their skin as compared to men. The methods opted for it 

might be either skin-lightening products or expensive medical procedures. 

The women tend to be on a disadvantaged position in society due to their sexuality. 

Societies function based on the established categories and hierarchies of class, race and 

gender. In the case under discussion, India also includes caste and even physical attributes 
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such as skin color in its hierarchical division. When a person with a set of attributes 

intersects with another person, it results in unequal social standing. This inequality of 

social position is termed as intersectionality34 which plays a significant role to assign the 

person social position in the society.  

Colorism has been so rampant in the past three decades that it seems to ooze out 

almost in all walks of life. Throughout the last decade, the educated and conscious 

segment of society has been raising voice against it and making efforts to create mass 

awareness. Some steps taken in this direction were highlighted in the seventh chapter. But 

the issue at hand still dominates and deeply affects the dark-skinned segment of Indian 

society. 

There are numerous reasons behind skin color bias, one major contributing factor 

is the continuous endorsement of the skin-lightening products by some of the major 

superstars. A part of Indian population idealizes the showbiz stars and buys products just 

due to their association with their favorite artists. The estimated growth and future 

predictions of the sales of skin lightening products suggest that India still has a long way 

to go until colorism and the practice of skin lightening become obsolete.  

Skin color discrimination deeply affects the life experiences of dark-skinned people 

in India. The lighter a person is, the closer he/she is to white hence the better and more 

beautiful he/she is. Although proper research evidence to back this claim lacks in India. 

People or media rarely address the issue explicitly even though it impacts millions of lives 

at various stages. The impressions of colorism can be seen ranging from participating at 

school dance performances to winning beauty pageants, from selection of potential life 

partner to getting a high paying job. The consequences of skin color bias are evident and 

women could easily get emotional narrating their personal experiences.   

2019 marked the first year in the history when all the title holders for the top five 

beauty pageants were black women. The contestants were crowned as Miss USA, Miss 

Teen USA, Miss America, Miss World and Miss Universe. The skin color diversity, 

through a long-fought battle which still continues, is finally being celebrated in many 

parts of the world. This diversity is being celebrated in various parts of the globe, 

specifically in the US and Europe. The definitions of beauty are slowly and gradually 

changing. It is now a common trend, particularly in social and mainstream media, that 

 
34 According to Ritz, intersectionality is a theory that examines the ways the various social and culturally 

constructed categories intersect on multiple levels, manifesting themselves as inequality in society (Banks 

2012: 1263).  
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beauty comes in all colors and shapes. Lighter skin color is no longer associated with 

being beautiful  and desirable. Colorism however is still part of both reality and pop 

culture.   

As far as India is concerned, the baby steps taken in the way to combat colorism 

have surely a long way to go. It still requires time when the common masses will not 

equate fair skin with beauty. It is unclear when the Indian media images will not project 

dark skin as something that is unwanted and needs instant alteration and cleansing. Huge 

efforts will be required to make the masses understand that fair skin is not the only 

criterion to select potential spouse.  

As I sit here to write the concluding remarks of my thesis, an idea sparks in my 

mind to crosscheck the google image results for ñbeautiful women in Indiaò and as 

expected, I see predominantly the images of fair-skinned women (see figure 16). To 

conclude, India has a long way to go before it embraces itself to celebrate its rich skin 

color diversity in its true essence and to come out of the shackles of skin color 

discrimination.   
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Deutschsprachige Zusammenfassung 

Schönheit ist eine subjektive Angelegenheit; eine Person kann für eine Person schön sein 

und für die andere nicht schön. Es gibt ebenso zahlreiche Schönheitsideale auf der ganzen 

Welt. Obwohl sich die unterschiedlichen Schönheitsstandards in den verschiedenen 

Kulturen im Laufe der Zeit verändern haben, hat das Weißsein der Haut schon lange Zeit 

eine beherrschende Stelle eingenommen. Es wurde als ausschlaggebende 

Rahmenbedingung festgelegt, um zu entscheiden, ob eine Person schön ist oder nicht. Die 

vorherrschenden eurozentrischen Schönheitsideale wurden durch die Globalisierung, die 

Repräsentation in den Massenmedien und den Kolonialismus stark verbreitet. Diese 

Aspekte legen nahe, dass das Weißsein der Haut schön, hochgeschätzt und 

wünschenswert ist. Verschiedene Länder, in denen vorwiegend Menschen mit brauner 

oder dunkler Hautfarbe leben, wie beispielsweiße Südamerika, Afrika, die arabische 

Welt, oder die-asiatisch-pazifische Region, sowie Südasien, sind stark von hegemonialen 

Schönheitsidealen betroffen, insbesondere von der hellen Hautfarbe. 

Das 20. Jahrhundert ist in vielerlei Hinsicht von Bedeutung, wobei die Verbreitung 

der Massenmedien zu einer wesentlichen Veränderung führte. Niemals zuvor in der 

Geschichte war die Menschheit so vernetzt und bewusst wie heute. Die Exposition 

gegenüber westlichen Medienbildern hat im letzten Jahrhundert ebenfalls exponentiell 

zugenommen. Begleitet wurde diese Entwicklung durch die in zahlreichen Teilen der 

Welt bestehende Kolonialherrschaft. Beides sind wesentliche Faktoren, die zum Glauben 

an die Hegemonie der hellen Haut geführt haben. In historischen Erzählungen wird oft 

ein Bild des wilden, ungebildeten und dunkelhäutigen Eingeborene gezeichnet, der durch 

seinen weißhäutigen Meister unterdrückt wird. Diese Erzählungen sind voll mit 

schmerzhaften Erfahrungen. 

Indien war rund drei Jahrhunderte eine britische Kolonie und bevorzugt auch helle 

Haut. Es ist ein Land mit einer Vielfalt von Hautfarben, in dem ein heller Hautton mit 

Schönheit, hoher Kaste und Klasse verbunden wird. Wenn eine Person mit hellem 

Hautton geboren wird, wird sie als Kind von den Verwandten oft bewundert. Aufgrund 

dieser biologischen Eigenschaft ist es möglich, dass eine Person Privilegien und bessere 

Lebenschancen erhält. Die Bevorzugung heller Haut ist zwar für beide Geschlechter 

wünschenswert, aber die Frauen haben mehr Druck, sich diesem Schönheitsideal 

anzupassen, da sie in erster Linie nach ihren körperlichen Eigenschaften beurteilt werden. 

Der Wert, der dem weiblichen Körper beigemessen wird, hängt stark von der Hautfarbe 
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ab. Wenn eine Frau helle Haut hat, hat sie besonders im Berufs- und Heiratsmarkt bessere 

Chancen. 

Die gegenwärtige Faszination der Inder für die helle Haut hat einen umfangsreichen 

historischen Hintergrund, der uns sagt, wann, wie und warum diese Faszination begonnen 

hat. Es ist daher von entscheidender Bedeutung, sich kurz mit der historischen 

Entwicklung Indiens als Nation zu befassen. Indien ist eines von wenigen Länder auf der 

Welt, das reich an kultureller, rassischer, religiöser und sprachlicher Vielfalt ist. Es hat 

einen umfangreichen historischen Hintergrund, der sich über einen Zeitraum von etwa 

fünf Jahrtausenden erstreckt. 

In den verschiedenen Epochen wurde es von zahlreichen Invasoren beherrscht. Die 

bekanntesten Invasionen unter ihnen sind der Arier, der Perser, der Griechen, der Araber 

und der Briten. Die britische Kolonialherrschaft war die Letzte vor der Unabhängigkeit 

Indiens als Nation im Jahr 1947. Es war zwar die letzte Invasion, aber gleichzeitig die mit 

den stärksten Auswirkungen. Festzuhalten ist, dass alle Invasoren im Vergleich zur 

dunkelhäutigen einheimischen Bevölkerung eine helle Haut hatten. Aufgrund dieses 

komplizierten und umfangsreichen historischen Hintergrunds wurde helle Haut mit 

Macht und hohem Status verbunden. 

Da helle Haut in Indien stark bevorzugt ist, führt dies zu einer nachteiligen 

Behandlung von Personen aufgrund der Hautfarbe. Dieser Unterschied im Verhalten 

gegenüber einer Person, der ausschließlich auf ihrer Hautfarbe beruht, wird als 

Kolorismus bezeichnet und tritt innerhalb einer Rassengemeinschaft auf. Der Begriff des 

Kolorismus ist von dem Rassismus abzugrenzen, der die nachteilige Behandlung einer 

Rassengemeinschaft gegenüber einer anderen dargestellt. Im Rassismus glaubt eine 

Gemeinschaft, der anderen überlegen zu sein. Obwohl Rassismus und Kolorismus zwei 

verschiedene soziale Konstrukte sind, sind sie, insbesondere in den USA, nicht 

voneinander getrennt. 

Die Vereinigten Staaten haben einen historischen Hintergrund und die Wurzeln des 

Kolorismus lassen sich auf den vor rund vier Jahrhunderten vorherrschenden 

Menschenhandel zurückführen. Obwohl die Sklaverei in der heutigen Zeit offiziell 

abgeschafft wurde, sind ihre Spuren in Form von Kolorismus, in den USA noch immer 

zu spüren. Es gibt zahlreiche Forschungsergebnisse, die darauf hindeuten, dass 

Kolorismus in den USA weit verbreitet ist. Besonders betroffen sind davon 

afroamerikanische Frauen. Die Analyse von Daten, die von verschiedenen 

Wissenschaftlern gesammelt wurden, hat gezeigt, dass hellhäutige afroamerikanische 
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Frauen im Vergleich zu dunkelhäutigen afroamerikanischen Frauen bessere 

Lebenschancen haben. Die hellhäutigen Afroamerikanerinnen haben eine vorteilhafte 

soziale Position, da sie mit größerer Wahrscheinlichkeit eine höhere Ausbildung 

abschließen, besser bezahlte Jobs erhalten, in einer guten Nachbarschaft leben, gute 

Partner heiraten und mit geringeren Haftstrafen rechnen müssen. 

Der Kolorismus ist ein globales Phänomen und viele wissenschaftliche 

Untersuchungen belegen dies. Obwohl umfangreiche Forschungsergebnisse zum 

Kolorismus in Indien selten sind, haben einige Forschungsergebnisse jedoch bestätigt, 

dass Frauen mit hellerer Haut gute Aussichten auf Arbeit und Heirat haben. Diese 

Abschlussarbeit hat einige der wertvollen wissenschaftlichen Arbeiten und den populären 

kulturellen Gebräuchen gesammelt, die es unterstützen, dass Kolorismus in Indien weit 

verbreitet ist. Es besteht jedoch ein großer Forschungs- und Bewertungsspielraum, um 

dies weiter zu belegen. Der Druck, gut und schön auszusehen, betrifft  beide Geschlechter, 

aber die Frauen tragen meistens die Hauptlast. Frauen sind vor allem aufgrund der 

patriarchalischen Vorherrschaft und des Privilegs in der indischen Gesellschaft 

gezwungen, sich den Schönheitsidealen anzupassen. 

Glenn (2008) betrachtet das physische Attribut der hellen Haut als symbolisches 

Kapital. Aufgrund dieser Eigenschaft erhält eine Person einen höheren Wert und hat 

automatisch Zugang zu besseren Lebenschancen. Dieses Kapital könnte leicht verwendet 

werden, um soziale Mobilität und privilegierte Lebensstile zu erlangen. Dies kann 

insbesondere dann der Fall sein, wenn eine Frau mit diesem Kapital einen Mann mit 

wirtschaftlichem Kapital heiratet. Diese Art der Beziehung ist für beide Partner von 

gegenseitigem Vorteil.  

Helle Haut ist in Indien fast eine kulturelle Norm. Es wird stark in den 

Medienrepräsentationen als Symbol für Schönheit, Erwünschtheit und Erfolg präsentiert 

und beworben. Die meisten weiblichen Schauspieler haben helle Haut. Die Rollen, die 

den Schauspielern zugewiesen werden, basieren manchmal auf bestimmten Stereotypen. 

Wenn der Charakter beispielsweise einer niedrigeren Kaste/Klasse angehört, muss er/sie 

dunkelhäutig sein. Einige Schauspieler nutzen sogenanntes ĂBrownfaceñ Makeup, um in 

die Rollen zu passen. Dieses Thema ist in der jüngeren Vergangenheit zu bestimmten 

Anlässen erneut aufgetreten. 

In den letzten zwei Jahrzehnten gab es in Bollywood (indische Filmindustrie) den 

Trend, ausländische, hellhäutige Backround-Tänzerinne, welche spärlich bekleidet waren 

traditionelle Tänze tanzen zu lassen. Der Trend hat sich jedoch im Laufe der Zeit 
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verlangsamt. Gleichzeitig haben einige Schauspielerinnen mit unterschiedlicher 

Abstammung, in Bollywood, große Erfolge erzielt, und alle von ihnen haben natürlich 

eine helle Hautfarbe. Bestimmte Lieder gebrauchen häufig das Wort gori (wörtlich 

weißhäutige Frau), um die Schönheit der Geliebten zu loben. 

Die Medienpräsentationen können nicht ohne Erwähnung von Werbung 

vervollständigt werden, da hieraus die Einnahmen für die Ausführung der Unterhaltungs- 

und Nachrichtenprogramme generiert werden. Unter den zahlreichen, in den indischen 

Medien beworbenen Produkten, nehmen hautaufhellende Produkte den größten Anteil 

ein. Viele hautaufhellende Produkte werden beworben, beginnend bei Fairness-Cremes 

bis hin zu hautaufhellenden Körpersprays. Die Werbefirmen verwenden intelligente 

Techniken, entwickeln einprägsame Slogans und erzählen Handlungen mit der Fähigkeit, 

sich sofort mit den Gefühlen der Zuschauer in Verbindung zu setzen. Die Werbung für 

solche Produkte spielt eine wichtige Rolle, um den Umsatz zu steigern und Einnahmen 

zu generieren. 

Die Anzeigen für hautaufhellende Produkte zeigen meistens eine erfolglose, 

unzufriedene und traurige Person. Nach dem Auftragen des beworbenen Produktes 

kommt es zu totaler Veränderung der Haut. Die Haut wird schlagartig heller und 

zusammen mit dieser ändert sich die vorherige Grundstimmung in eine positive. 

Hautaufhellende Produkte werden sowohl in Form von Videos im Fernsehen beworben 

als auch in Magazinen und auf Werbetafeln in Großstädten. Grundaussage all dieser 

Werbemaßnahmen ist, dass man das Produkt kaufen sollte, um eine hellere Haut zu 

bekommen. Die dunkle Haut wird in den Anzeigen als unerwünscht dargestellt und muss 

dringend geändert werden, um sich in den vorherrschenden Rahmen der Schönheitsideale 

einzufügen. Wenn keine Maßnahmen ergriffen werden, ist dies eine Hürde für den Erfolg, 

das Selbstvertrauen und die Schönheit einer Person. 

Der Boom der Industrialisierung im 20. Jahrhundert brachte eine Massenproduktion 

aller Arten von Produkten mit sich, was schließlich zu einer Konsumkultur führte. Ebenso 

wurden massenhaft hautaufhellende Produkte hergestellt, wobei es sich um eine 

weltweite Multi-Milliarden-Dollar-Industrie handelt. Auch in Indien gibt es zahlreiche 

Arten von Hautaufhellungsprodukten, zum Beispiel Fairness-Cremes, Seifen, 

Gesichtsreinigungsmittel, Öle, Seren, Talkumpuder, Deosprays, Lotionen und 

Feuchtigkeitscremes. Diese Produkte sind je nach Inhalt in verschiedenen Verpackungen 

von unterschiedlichen Marken erhältlich. Man kann sogar die Einmalpackungen mit 
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Fairness-Cremes und Bleichmitteln bekommen. Die Verfügbarkeit und Preisgestaltung 

der Produkte ist kein Thema. Sie können je nach finanzieller Situation gekauft werden. 

In Indien gibt es viele lokale, transnationale und internationale Kosmetikmarken. 

Unter ihnen dominiert Hindustan Unilever den Markt mit der meistverkauften Fairness-

Creme namens Fair & Lovely. Ihr Name deutet darauf hin, dass man nur dann schön ist, 

wenn man fair (hellhäutig) ist. Es wird seit über einem halben Jahrhundert in Indien 

verkauft, und es gibt keine Inderin, die nichts von dieser Creme gehört hat. 

Wahrscheinlich ist, dass auch ein großer Prozentsatz der Inderinnen, die Creme 

mindestens einmal in ihrem Leben benutzt hat. Aufgrund des lukrativen Geschäfts mit 

Hautaufhellungsprodukten haben viele internationale Marken ihre Fairness-

Produktpalette auch in Indien eingeführt. Die internationalen Kosmetikmarken wie 

LôOr®al, Olay, Nivea und Neutrogena produzieren, bewerben und verkaufen ihre 

Produkte in aller Öffentlichkeit. 

Neben Hautaufhellungsprodukten gibt es auch andere Optionen, um den Hautton 

aufzuhellen. Es gibt medizinische Eingriffe wie Laser-Hautaufhellung, Laser-Melanin-

Operation und Ganzkörper-Hautaufhellung. Diese Methoden können nur vom 

wohlhabenden Teil der Gesellschaft in Anspruch genommen, da sie sehr teuer sind. Der 

chemische Wirkstoff Glutathion (GSH) ist in letzter Zeit für seine hautaufhellenden 

Eigenschaften bekannt geworden. Es kann in Form von Tabletten zum Einnehmen oder 

intravenösen Injektionen und Tropfen gekauft werden. Die Verwendung von 

hautaufhellenden Cremes, Bleichmitteln und Chemikalien ist nicht ungefährlich. Die 

übermäßige und häufige Anwendung dieser Produkte und Verfahren kann sich nachteilig 

auf die Gesundheit auswirken. 

Kolorismus ist in Indien allgegenwärtig. Dies kann im Allgemeinen in Form eines 

Vorurteils zur Hautfarbe, einer Veränderung der Lebensmöglichkeiten, der Bevorzugung 

von heller Haut und einer Förderung durch Medienbilder festgestellt werden. Die 

Besessenheit von Haut in Indien hat einige Menschen dazu motiviert, dagegen 

vorzugehen, um verheerende Konsequenzen für die zukünftigen Generationen zu 

vermeiden. Unter ihnen sind die Women of Worth Stiftung, die Schauspielerinnen Nandita 

Das und Kangana Ranaut erwähnenswert. Darüber hinaus gab es kleine Social-Media-

Kampagnen, die die Öffentlichkeit dazu motivierten, Ăden kolonialen Katerñ zu 

überwinden und die natürliche Hautfarbe von ganzem Herzen zu akzeptieren. Die 

geschlossenen Definitionen von Schönheit und ihre Fixierung mit hellem Hautton ändern 

sich also allmählich. 
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Appendix   

                                          

Figure 1: Kali Mata ï black goddess statue (from: www.indiamart.com) 

            

Figure 2a: A match-making website asks for skin tone (from: www.shaadi.com) 

           

Figure 2b: A projection of skin color diversity in India (from: www.youtube.com) 
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Figure 3: Matrimonial section of a newspaper (from: www.youtube.com) 

 

Figure 4: Brownface in Bollywood (from: www.thenational.ae) 

 

Figure 5: A snapshot of a song from 1960s (from: www.youtube.com) 
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Figure 6: Foreign background dancers (from: www.youtube.com) 

 

Figure 7: The fairer the girl, the happier she is (from: www.kajalmag.com) 

 

Figure 8: Hoarding of Fair & Lovely in an Indian city (from: www.tyglobalist.org) 
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Figure 9: LôOr®al White Perfect Range (from: www.pinterest.com) 

                 

Figure 10: Aishwarya Rai (1994) Manushi Chillar (2017) (from: www.pinterest.de) 

                                 

Figure 11: Miss India 2019 state finalists (from: www.indiatoday.in) 








