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infants, one white, one Black, and one who is a racial-ethp;, . . : ; iy
between the white and Black infants. Across each of the infyy, t: ; mln(.)n“ty Wlt%} skin Col(_)rmg In
has $35,000, the Black child has $4,000, and the child with yp.. fheir “valug”—the white child
white and Black infants says $10,000. e skin coloring in between the
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YEARNING FOR LIGHTNESS

Transnational Circuits in the Marketing and
Consumption of Skin Lighteners

EVELYN NAKANO GLENN

When sociologists study culture, we often distinguish between the material

and nonmaterial aspects of culture. For example, material aspects of culture
: include religious artifacts, dress, dance and music forms, beauty styles, and
4 other objects. Nonmaterial aspects of culture are things like belief systems,
ideas, values, and social norms. One aspect of material culture that has
received a lot of attention recently in the United States is the beauty culture.
Much of this research focus has been on how women are harmed by the
dominant beauty ideal in terms of eating disorders, cosmetic surgery, and
expensive consumption of clothing and makeup. What scholarship cur-
rently demonstrates is that this gender inequality is also classed and raced:
Women of different social classes and racial-ethnic groups are adversely
impacted. In the selection excerpted below, Evelyn Nakano Glenn, a profes-
sor of women’s studies and ethnic studies at the University of California at
Berkeley, examines how the racial and gender stereotypes of the dominant
U.S. culture influences global standards of beauty. Specifically, Glenn exam-
ines the skin lightening products that are marketed to women around the
world who are trying to alter their appearance in order to look more
Caucasian and conform to the racialized beauty norms of Western culture.

ith the breakdown of traditional racial categories in many areas of
: the world, colorism, by which I mean the preference for and privi-
1 leging of lighter skin and discrimination against those with darker
skin, remains a persisting frontier of intergroup and intragroup relations in
the twenty-first century. Sociologists and anthropologists have documented
discrimination against darker-skinned persons and correlations between
skin tone and socioeconomic status and achievement in Brazil and the
United States (Hunter 2005; Sheriff 2001; Telles 2004). Other researchers have
Tevealed that people’s judgments about other people are literally colored by
‘ in tone, so that darker-skinned individuals are viewed as less intelligent,
trustworthy, and attractive than their lighter-skinned counterparts (Herring,
.'. eith, and Horton 2003; Hunter 2005; Maddox 2004).
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One way of conceptualizing skin color, then, is as a form of symbolic capi-
tal that affects, if not determines, one’s life chances. The relation between skin
color and judgments about attractiveness affect women most acutely, since
women’s worth is judged heavily on the basis of appearance. For example, men
who have wealth, education, and other forms of human capital are considered
“good catches,” while women who are physically attractive may be considered
desirable despite the lack of other capital. Although skin tone is usually seen as
a form of fixed or unchangeable capital, in fact, men and women may attempt
to acquire light-skinned privilege. Sometimes this search takes the form of seek-
ing light-skinned marital partners to raise one’s status and to achieve intergen-
erational mobility by increasing the likelihood of having light-skinned children.
Often, especially for women, this search takes the form of using cosmetics or
other treatments to change the appearance of one’s skin to make it look lighter.

This article focuses on the practice of skin lightening, the marketing of
skin lighteners in various societies around the world, and the multinational
corporations that are involved in the global skin-lightening trade. An analy-
sis of this complex topic calls for a multilevel approach. First, we need to
place the production, marketing, and consumption of skin lighteners into a
global political-economic context. I ask, How is skin lightening interwoven
into the world economic system and its transnational circuits of products,
capital, culture, and people? Second, we need to examine the mediating
entities and processes by which skin lighteners reach specific national/
ethnjc/racial/class consumers. I ask, What are the media and messages, cul-
tural themes and symbols, used to create the desire for skin-lightening prod-
ucts among particular groups? Finally, we need to examine the meaning and
significance of skin color for consumers of skin lighteners. I ask, How do con-
sumers learn about, test, and compare skin-lightening products, and what do
they seek to achieve through their use?

The issue of skin lightening may seem trivial at first glance. However, it
is my contention that a close examination of the global circuits of skin light-
ening provides a unique lens through which to view the workings of the
Western-dominated global system as it simultaneously promulgates a

“white is right” ideology while also promoting the desire for and con-
sumption of Western culture and products.

Skin Lightening and Global Capital

Skin lightening has long been practiced in many parts of the world. Women
concocted their own treatments or purchased products from self-styled
beauty experts offering special creams, soaps, or lotions, which were either
ineffective sham products or else effective but containing highly toxic materi-
als such as mercury or lead. From the perspective of the supposedly enlight-
ened present, skin lightening might be viewed as a form of vanity or a mis-
guided and dangerous relic of the past.

However, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the search for light
_skin. free of imnerfectinne cuich ac funllan ~od an. 1 TSRS
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accelerated, and the market for skin-lightening products has mushroomed in
all parts of the world. The production and marketing of products that offer
the prospect of lighter, brighter, whiter skin has become a multibillion-dollar
global industry. Skin lightening has been incorporated into transnational
flows of capital, goods, people, and culture. It is implicated in both the for-
mal global economy and various informal economies. It is integrated into
both legal and extralegal transnational circuits of goods. Certain large multi-
national corporations have become major players, spending vast sums on re-
search and development and on advertising and marketing to reach both
mass and specialized markets. Simultaneously, actors in informal or under-
ground economies, including smugglers, transnational migrants, and petty
traders, are finding unprecedented opportunities in producing, transporting,
and selling unregulated lightening products.

One reason for this complex multifaceted structure is that the market for
skin lighteners, although global in scope, is also highly decentralized and
segmented along socioeconomic, age, national, ethnic, racial, and cultural
lines. Whether the manufacturers are multibillion-dollar corporations or
small entrepreneurs, they make separate product lines and use distinct mar-
keting strategies to reach specific segments of consumers. Ethnic companies
and entrepreneurs may be best positioned to draw on local cultural themes,
but large multinationals can draw on local experts to tailor advertising im-
ages and messages to appeal to particular audiences.

The Internet has become a major tool/highway/ engine for the global-
ized, segmented, lightening market. It is the site where all of the players in
the global lightening market meet. Large multinationals, small local firms,
individual entrepreneurs, skin doctors, direct sales merchants, and even
eBay sellers use the Internet to disseminate the ideal of light skin and to
advertise and sell their products. Consumers go on the Internet to do research
on products and shop. Some also participate in Internet message boards and
forums to seek advice and to discuss, debate, and rate skin lighteners. There
are many such forums, often as part of transnational ethnic Web sites. For
example, IndiaParenting.com and sukh-dukh.com, designed for South Asians
in India and other parts of the world, have chat rooms on skin care and light-
ening, and Rexinteractive.com, a Filipino site, and Candymag.com, a site
Sponsored by a magazine for Filipina teens, have extensive forums on skin
lightening. The discussions on these forums provide a window through
Wwhich to view the meaning of skin color to consumers, their desires and anx-
leties, doubts and aspirations. The Internet is thus an important site from
which one can gain a multilevel perspective on skin lightening.

Consumer Groups and Market Niches

Africa and African Diaspora

In Southern Africa, colorism is just one of the negative inheritances of

European colonialism. The ideoloev of white sunremacy that Euranaan
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lack of civilization, unrestrained sexuality, pollutiﬁon, and dirt. The associa-
tion of Blackness with dirt can be seen in a 1930 French advertising poster
for Dirtoff. The poster shows a drawing of a dark African man washing his
hands, which have become white, as he declares, “Le Savon Dirtoff me
blanchit!” The soap was designed not for use by Africans but, as the poster
notes, pour mécaniciens, automobilistes, et ménageres—French auto mechanics
and housewives. Such images showing Black people “dramatically losing
their pigmentation as a result of the cleansing process,” were common in
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century soap advertisements, accord-
ing to art historian Jean Michel Massing (1995:180).

Some historians and anthropologists have argued that precolonial
African conceptions of female beauty favored women with light brown, yel-
low, or reddish tints. If so, the racial hierarchies established in areas colo-
nized by Europeans cemented and generalized the privilege attached to light
skin (Burke 1996; Ribane 2006:12). In both South Africa and Rhodesia /
Zimbabwe, an intermediate category of those considered to be racially mixed
was classified as “coloured” and subjected to fewer legislative restrictions
than those classified as “native.” Assignment to the coloured category was
based on ill-defined criteria, and on arrival in urban areas, people found
themselves classified as native or coloured on the basis of skin tone and other
phenotypic characteristics. Indians arriving in Rhodesia from Goa, for exam-
ple, were variously classified as “Portuguese Mulatto” or coloured. The mul-
tiplication of discriminatory laws targeting natives led to a growing number
of Blacks claiming to be coloured in both societies (Muzondidya 2005:23-24).

The use of skin lighteners has a long history in Southern Africa, which is
described by Lynn Thomas and which I will not recount here (in press). Rather,
['will discuss the current picture, which shows both a rise in the consumption
of skin-lightening products and concerted efforts to curtail the trade of such
products. Despite bans on the importation of skin lighteners, the widespread
use of these products currently constitutes a serious health issue in Southern
Africa because the products often contain mercury, corticosteroids, or high
doses of hydroquinone. Mercury of course is highly toxic, and sustained expo-
sure can lead to neurological damage and kidney disease. Hydroquinone
(originally an industrial chemical) is effective in su i i uc-
tion, but exposure to the sun—hard to avoid in Africa—damages skin that has
been treated. Furthermore, in dark-skinned people, long-term hydroquinone
use can lead to ochronosis, a disfiguring condition involving gray and blue-
black discoloration of the skin (Mahe, Ly, and Dangou 2003). The overuse of
topical steroids can lead to contact eczema, bacterial and fungal infection,
Cushing’s syndrome, and skin atrophy (Margulies n.d.; Ntambwe 2004). . . .

As a result of the serious health effects, medical researchers have con-
ducted interview studies to determine how prevalent the practice of skin
lightening is among African women. They estimate that 25 percent of women
in Bamaki, Mali; 35 percent in Pretoria, South Africa; and 52 percent in Dakar,
Senegal, use skin lighteners, as do an astonishing 77 percent of women
traders in Lagos, Nigeria (Adebajo 2002; del Guidice and Yves 2002; Mahe,
Ly, and Dangou 2003; Malangu and Ogubanjo 2006).
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There have been local and transnational campaigns to stop the manu
facture of products containing mercury in the EU and efforts to inform Africa;
consumers of the dangers of their use and to foster the idea of Black pride
Governments in South Africa, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, and Kenya have banne
the import and sale of mercury and hydroquinone products, but they continu
to be smuggled in from other African nations (Dooley 2001; Thomas 2004).

Despite these efforts, the use of skin lighteners has been increasing amony
modernized and cosmopolitan African women. A South African newspape
reported that whereas in the 1970s, typical skin lightener users in South Afric:
were rural and poor, currently, it is upwardly mobile Black women, those witl
technical diplomas or university degrees and well-paid jobs, who are driving
the market in skin lighteners, A recent study by Mictert Marketing Researct
found that 1 in 13 upwardly mobile Black women aged 25 to 35 used skin light
eners. It is possible that this is an underestimation, since there is some shamx
attached to admitting to using skin lighteners (Ntshingila 2005).

These upwardly mobile women turn to expensive imported product:
from India and Europe rather than cheaper, locally made products. They alsc
g0 to doctors to get prescriptions for imported lighteners containing corti
costeroids, which are intended for short-term use to treat blemishes. They
continue using them for long periods beyond the prescribed duration, thus
risking damage (Ntshingila 2005). This recent rise in the use of skin lighten:
ers cannot be seen as simply a legacy of colonialism but rather is a conse-
quence of the penetration of multinational capital and Western consumer
culture. The practice therefore is likely to continue to increase as the influ-
ence of these forces grows.

African America

Color consciousness in the African American community has generally been
viewed as a legacy of slavery, under which mulattos, the offspring of white
men and slave women, were accorded better treatment than “pure” Africans.
While slave owners considered dark-skinned Africans suited to fieldwork,
lighter-skinned mulattos were thought to be more intelligent and better
suited for indoor work as servants and artisans. Mulattos were also more
likely to receive at least rudimentary education and to be manumitted. They
went on to form the nucleus of many nineteenth-century free Black commu-
nities. After the Civil War, light-skinned mulattos tried to distance them-
selves from their darker-skinned brothers and sisters, forming exclusive civic
and cultural organizations, fraternities, sororities, schools, and universities
(Russell, Wilson, and Hall 1992:24-40). According to Audrey Elisa Kerr, com-
mon folklore in the African American community holds that elite African
Americans used a “paper bag” test to screen guests at social events and to de-
termine eligibility for membership in their organizations: anyone whose skin
was darker than the color of the bag was excluded. Although perhaps apoc-
ryphal, the widespread acceptance of the story as historical fact is significant.

- Ithas been credible to African Americans because it was consonant with their
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The preference and desire for light skin can also be detected in the long-
time practice of skin lightening. References to African American women
using powders and skin bleaches appeared in the Black press as early as the
1850s, according to historian Kathy Peiss (1998). . . .

Currently, a plethora of brands is marketed especially to African Ameri-
cans, including Black and White Cream, Nadolina (sans mercury), Ambi,
Palmer’s, DR Daggett and Remsdell (fade cream and facial brightening
cream), Swiss Whitening Pills, Ultra Glow, Skin Success, Avre (which produces
the Pallid Skin Lightening System and B-Lite Fade Cream), and Clear Essence
(which targets women of color more generally). Some of these products con-
tain hydroquinone, while others claim to use natural ingredients.

Discussions of skin lightening on African American Internet forums in-
dicate that the participants seek not white skin but “light” skin like that of
African American celebrities such as film actress Halle Berry and singer Bey-
once Knowles. Most women say they want to be two or three shades lighter
or to get rid of dark spots and freckles to even out their skin tones, something
that many skin lighteners claim to do. Some of the writers believe that Halle
Berry and other African American celebrities have achieved their lumines-
cent appearance through skin bleaching, skillful use of cosmetics, and artful
lighting. Thus, some skin-lightening products, such as the Pallid Skin Light-
ening System, purport to offer the “secret” of the stars. A Web site for Swiss
Lightening Pills claims that “for many years Hollywood has been keeping
the secret of whitening pills” and asks, rhetorically, “Have you wondered
why early childhood photos of many top celebs show a much darker skin
colour than they have now?”!

India and Indian Diaspora

As in the case of Africa, the origins of colorism in India are obscure, and the
issue of whether there was a privileging of light skin in precolonial Indian
societies is far from settled. Colonial-era and postcolonial Indian writings on the
issue may themselves have been influenced by European notions of caste, cul-
ture, and race. Many of these writings expound on a racial distinction between
lighter-skinned Aryans, who migrated into India from the North and darker-
skinned “indigenous” Dravidians of the South. The wide range of skin color
from North to South and the variation in skin tone within castes make it hard to
correlate light skin with high caste. The most direct connection between skin
color and social status could be found in the paler hue of those whose position
and wealth enabled them to spend their lives sheltered indoors, compared to
the darker hue of those who toiled outdoors in the sun (Khan 2008). . . .
Regardless of the origins of color consciousness in India, the preference for
light skin seems almost universal today, and in terms of sheer numbers, India
and Indian diasporic communities around the world constitute the largest mar-
ket for skin lighteners. The major consumers of these products in South Asian
communities are women between the ages of 16 and 35. On transnational South
Asian blog sites, women describing themselves as “dark” or “wheatish” in
color state a desire to be “fair.” Somewhat older women seek to reclaim their

Yearning for Lightness 383

youthful skin color, describing themselves as having gotten darker over time.
Younger women tend to be concerned about looking light to make a good mar-
ital match or to appear lighter for large family events, including their own wed-
dings. These women recognize the reality that light skin constitutes valuable
symbolic capital in the marriage market (Views on Article TclE)rEs

Many Indian women use traditional homemade preparations made of
plant and fruit products. On various blog sites for Indians both in South Asia
and diasporic communities in North America, the Caribbean, and the United
Kingdom, women seek advice about “natural” preparations and trade
recipes. Many commercial products are made by Indian companies and mar-
keted to Indians around the globe under such names as “fairness cream,”
“herbal bleach cream,” “whitening cream,” and “fairness cold cream.” Many
of these products claim to be based on ayurvedic medicine and contain
herbal and fruit extracts such as saffron, papaya, almonds, and lentils
(Runkle 2004).

With economic liberalization in 1991, the number of products available
on the Indian market, including cosmetics and skin care products, has mush-
roomed. Whereas prior to 1991, Indian consumers had the choice of two
brands of cold cream and moisturizers, today, they have scores of products
from which to select. With deregulation of imports, the rise of the Indian
economy, and growth of the urban middle class, multinational companies
see India as a prime target for expansion, especially in the area of personal
care products. The multinationals, through regional subsidiaries, have de-
veloped many whitening product lines in various price ranges that target
markets ranging from rural villagers to white-collar urban dwellers and
affluent professionals and managers (Runkle 2005).

Southeast Asia: The Philippines

Because of its history as a colonial dependency first of Spain and then of the
United States, the Philippines has been particularly affected by Western ide-
ology and culture, both of which valorize whiteness. Moreover, frequent
intermarriage among indigenous populations, Spanish colonists, and
Chinese settlers has resulted in a substantially mestizo population that
ranges widely on the skin color spectrum. The business and political elites
have tended to be disproportionately light skinned with visible Hispanic
and/or Chinese appearance. In the contemporary period, economic inte-
gration has led to the collapse of traditional means of livelihood, resulting in
large-scale emigration by both working-class and middle-class Filipinos to
seek better-paying jobs in the Middle East, Asia, Europe, and North America.
An estimated 10 million Filipinos were working abroad as of 2004, with more
than a million departing each year. Because of the demand for domestic
workers, nannies, and care workers in the global North, women make up
more than half of those working abroad (Tabbada 2006): 4

Perhaps not surprising, interest in skin lightening seems to be huge
and growing in the Philippines, especially among younger urban women.

Synovate, a market research firm, reported that in 2004, 50 percent of
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respondents in the Philippines reported currently using skin lightener
(Synovate 2004). Young Filipinas participate in several Internet sites seeking
advice on lightening products. They seek not only to lighten their skin over-
all but also to deal with dark underarms, elbows, and knees. Judging by their
entries in Internet discussion sites, many teens are quite obsessed with finding
“the secret” to lighter skin and have purchased and tried scores of different
brands of creams and pills. They are disappointed to find that these products
may have some temporary effects but do not lead to permanent change. They
discuss products made in the Philippines but are most interested in products
made by large European and American multinational cosmetic firms and
Japanese and Korean companies. Clearly, these young Filipinas associate
light skin with modernity and social mobility. Interesting to note, the young
Filipinas do not refer to Americans or Europeans as having the most desir-
able skin color. They are more apt to look to Japanese and Koreans or to
Spanish- or Chinese-appearing (and light-skinned) Filipina celebrities, such
Michelle Reis, Sharon Kuneta, or Claudine Baretto, as their ideals.?

The notion that Japanese and Korean women represent ideal Asian
beauty has fostered a brisk market in skin lighteners that are formulated by
Korean and Japanese companies. Asian White Skin and its sister company
Yumei Misei, headquartered in Korea, sell Japanese and Korean skin care
products in the Philippines both in retail outlets and online. Products include
Asianwhiteskin Underarm Whitening Kit, Japanese Whitening Cream
Enzyme Q-10, Japan Whitening Fruit Cream, Kang Tian Sheep Placenta
Whitening Capsules, and Kyusoku Bhaku Lightening Pills (see
http: // yumeimise.com /store /index).

East Asia: Japan, China, and Korea

East Asian societies have historically idealized light or even white skin for
women. Intage (2001), a market research firm in Japan, puts it, “Japan has
long idolized ivory-like skin that is ‘like a boiled egg'—soft, white and
smooth on the surface.” Indeed, prior to the Meiji Period (starting in the
1860s), men and women of the higher classes wore white-lead powder
makeup (along with blackened teeth and shaved eyebrows). With modern-
ization, according to Mikiko Ashikari, men completely abandoned makeup,
but middle- and upper-class women continued to wear traditional white-
lead powder when dressed in formal kimonos for ceremonial occasions, such
as marriages, and adopted light-colored modern face powder to wear with
Western clothes. Ashikari finds through observations of 777 women at sev-
eral sites in Osaka during 19961997 that 97.4 percent of women in public
wore wbat she calls “white face,” that is, makeup that “makes their faces
look whiter than they really are” (2003:3).

Intage (2001) reports that skin care products, moisturizers, face masks,
and skin lighteners account for 66 percent of the cosmetics market in Japan.
A perusal of displays of Japanese cosmetics and skin care products shows
that most, even those not explicitly stated to be whitening products, carry

. _names that contain the word “white,” for example, facial masks labeled
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“Clear Turn White” or “Pure White.” In addition, numerous products are
marketed specifically as whiteners. All of the leading Japanese firms in the
cosmetics field, Shiseido, Kosa, Kanebo, and Pola, offer multiproduct skin-
whitening lines, with names such as “White Lucent” and “Whitissimo.”
Fytokem, a Canadian company that produces ingredients used in skin-
whitening products, reports that Japan’s market in skin lighteners topped
$5 billion in 1999 (Saskatchewan Business Unlimited 2005). With deregula-
tion of imports, leading multinational firms, such as L'Oreal, have also
made large inroads in the Japanese market. French products have a special
cachet (Exhibitor Info 2006).

While the Japanese market has been the largest, its growth rate is much
lower than those of Korea and China. Korea’s cosmetic market has been
growing at a 10 percent rate per year while that of China has been growing
by 20 percent. Fytokem estimates that the market for skin whiteners in
China was worth $1 billion in 2002 and was projected to grow tremen-
dously. A 2007 Nielsen global survey found that 46 percent of Chinese,
47 percent of people in Hong Kong, 46 percent of Taiwanese, 29 percent of
Koreans, and 24 percent of Japanese had used a skin lightener in the past
year. As to regular users, 30 percent of Chinese, 20 percent of Taiwanese,
18 percent of Japanese and Hong Kongers, and 8 percent of Koreans used
them weekly or daily. However, if money were no object, 52 percent of
Koreans said they would spend more on skin lightening, compared to
26 percent of Chinese, 23 percent of Hong Kongers and Taiwanese, and
21 percent of Japanese (Nielsen 2007).

Latin America: Mexico and the Mexican Diaspora

Throughout Latin America, skin tone is a major marker of status and a form
of symbolic capital, despite national ideologies of racial democracy. In
some countries, such as Brazil, where there was African chattel slavery and
extensive miscegenation, there is considerable color consciousness along
with an elaborate vocabulary to refer to varying shades of skin. In other
countries, such as Mexico, the main intermixture was between Spanish
colonists and indigenous peoples, along with an unacknowledged admix-
ture with African slaves. Mestizaje is the official national ideal. The Mexican
concept of mestizaje meant that through racial and ethnic mixture, Mexico
would gradually be peopled by a whiter “cosmic race” that surpassed its
initial ingredients. Nonetheless, skin tone, along with other phenotypical
traits, is a significant marker of social status, with lightness signifying
purity and beauty and darkness signifying contamination and ugliness
(Stepan 1991:135). The elite has remained overwhelmingly light skinned
and European appearing while rural poor are predominantly dark skinned
and Indigenous appearing.

Ethnographic studies of Mexican communities in Mexico City and
Michoacan found residents to be highly color conscious, with darker-
skinned family members likely to be ridiculed or teased. The first question -

“That a relative often poses about a newborn is about his or her color
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(Farr 2006, chap. 5; Guttman 1996:40; Martinez 2001). Thus, it should not be
a surprise that individuals pursue various strategies to attain light-skinned
identity and privileges. Migration from rural areas to the city or to the United
States has been one route to transformation from an Indian to a mestizo iden-
tity or from a mestizo to a more cosmopolitan urban identity; another
strategy has been lightening one’s family line through marriage with a
lighter-skinned partner. A third strategy has been to use lighteners to change
the appearance of one’s skin (Winders, Jones, and Higgins 2005:77-78).

In one of the few references to skin whitening in Mexico, Alan Knight
claims that it was “an ancient practice . . . reinforced by film, television, and
advertising stereotypes” (1990:100). As in Africa, consumers seeking low-cost
lighteners can easily purchase mercury-laden creams that are still manu-
factured and used in parts of Latin America (e.g., Recetas de la Farmacia-Crema
Blanqueadora, manufactured in the Dominican Republic, contains 6000 ppm
of mercury) (NYC Health Dept. 2005). The use of these products has come to
public attention because of their use by Latino immigrants in the United
States. Outbreaks of mercury poisoning have been reported in Texas, New
Mexico, Arizona, and California among immigrants who used Mexican—
manufactured creams such as Crema de Belleza-Manning. The cream is man-
ufactured in Mexico by Laboratories Vide Natural SA de CV., Tampico,
Tamaulipas, and is distributed primarily in Mexico. However, it has been
found for sale in shops and flea markets in the United States in areas located
along the U.S.-Mexican border in Arizona, California, New Mexico, and
Texas. The label lists the ingredient calomel, which is mercurous chloride (a
salt of mercury). Product samples have been found to contain 6 to 10 percent
mercury by weight (Centers for Disease Control 1996; U.S. Food and Drug
Administration 1996).

For high-end products, hydroquinone is the chemical of choice. White
Secret is one of the most visible products since it is advertised in a
30-minute, late-night television infomercial that is broadcast nationally al-
most nightly.® Jamie Winders and colleagues (2005), who analyze the com-
mercial, note that the commercial continually stresses that White Secret is
“una formula Americana.” According to Winders, Jones, and Higgins, the
American pedigree and English-language name endow White Secret with a
cosmopolitan cachet and “a first worldliness.” The infomercial follows the
daily lives of several young urban women, one of whom narrates and ex-
plains how White Secret cream forms a barrier against the darkening rays of
the sun while a sister product transforms the color of the skin itself. The in-
fomercial conjures the power of science, showing cross sections of skin cells.
By showing women applying White Secret in modern, well-lit bathrooms,
relaxing in well-appointed apartments, and protected from damaging
effects of the sun while walking around the city, the program connects skin
lightening with cleanliness, modernity, and mobility (Winders, Jones, and
Higgins 2005:80-84).

Large multinational firms are expanding the marketing of skin care
products, including skin lighteners, in Mexico and other parts of Latin
America. For example, Stiefel Laboratories, the world’s largest privately
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held pharmaceutical company, which specializes in dermatology prod-
ucts, targets Latin America for skin-lightening products. Six of its 28
wholly owned subsidiaries are located in Latin America. It offers
Clariderm, an over-the-counter hydroquinone cream and gel (2 percent),
~ in Brazil, as well as Clasifel, a prescription-strength hydroquinone cream
. (4 percent), in Mexico, Peru, Bolivia, Venezuela, and other Latin American
I countries. It also sells Claripel, a 4 percent hydroquinone cream, in the
" United States.* . ..

: Multinational Cosmetic and Pharmaceutical Firms
~ and Their Targeting Strategies

~ Although there are many small local manufacturers and merchants involved
_ in the skin-lightening game, I want to focus on the giant multinationals,
~ which are fueling the desire for light skin through their advertisement and
. marketing strategies. The accounts of the skin-lightening markets have
~ shown that the desire for lighter skin and the use of skin bleaches is acceler-
~ ating in places where modernization and the influence of Western capitalism
~ and culture are most prominent. Multinational biotechnology, cosmetic, and
. pharmaceutical corporations have coalesced through mergers and acquisi-
' tions to create and market personal care products that blur the lines between
~ cosmetics and pharmaceuticals. They have jumped into the field of skin
 lighteners and correctors, developing many product lines to advertise and
~sell in Europe, North America, South Asia, East and Southeast Asia, and the
. Middle East (Wong 2004).

: Three of the largest corporations involved in developing the skin-
4 lightening market are L’Oreal, Shiseido, and Unilever. . . .

( Unilever is known for promoting its brands by being active and visible
in the locales where they are marketed. In India, Ponds sponsors the Femina
- Miss India pageant, in which aspiring contestants are urged to “be as beauti-
- ful as you can be.” Judging by photos of past winners, being as beautiful as
~ you can be means being as light as you can be. In 2003, partly in response to
 criticism by the All India Democratic Women'’s Association of “racist” adver-
 tisement of fairness products, Hindustani Lever launched the Fair and
- Lovely Foundation, whose mission is to “encourage economic empower-
" ment of women across India” through educational and guidance programs,
 training courses, and scholarships.”

' Unilever heavily promotes both Ponds and Fair & Lovely with television
- and print ads tailored to local cultures. In one commercial shown in India, a
~ young, dark-skinned woman'’s father laments that he has no son to provide
for him and his daughter’s salary is not high enough. The suggestion is that
~ she could neither get a better job nor marry because of her dark skin. The
- young woman then uses Fair & Lovely, becomes fairer, and lands a job as an
 airline hostess, making her father happy. A Malaysian television spot shows
a college student who is dejected because she cannot get the attention of a
classmate at the next desk. After using Pond’s lightening moisturizer, she -
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appears in class brightly lit and several shades lighter, and the boy says,
“Why didn’t I notice her before?” (BBC 2003).

Such advertisements can be seen as not simply responding to a preexisting
need but actually creating a need by depicting having dark skin as a painful
and depressing experience. Before “unveiling” their fairness, dark-skinned
women are shown as unhappy, suffering from low self-esteem, ignored by
young men, and denigrated by their parents. By using Fair & Lovely or Ponds,
a woman undergoes a transformation of not only her complexion but also her
personality and her fate. In short, dark skin becomes a burden and handicap
that can be overcome only by using the product being advertised.

Conclusion

The yearning for lightness evident in the widespread and growing use of
skin bleaching around the globe can rightfully be seen as a legacy of colo-
nialism, a manifestation of “false consciousness,” and the internalization of
“white is right” values by people of color, especially women. Thus, one
often-proposed solution to the problem is reeducation that stresses the
diversity of types of beauty and desirability and that valorizes darker skin
shades, so that lightness/whiteness is dislodged as the dominant standard.

While such efforts are needed, focusing only on individual conscious-
ness and motives distracts attention from the very powerful economic forces
.that help to create the yearning for lightness and that offer to fulfill the yearn-
ing at a steep price. The manufacturing, advertising, and selling of skin light-
ening is no longer a marginal, underground economic activity. It has become
a major growth market for giant multinational corporations with their so-
phisticated means of creating and manipulating needs.

The multinationals produce separate product lines that appeal to differ-
ent target audiences. For some lines of products, the corporations harness the
prestige of science by showing cross-sectional diagrams of skin cells and by
displaying images of doctors in white coats. Dark skin or dark spots become
a disease for which skin lighteners offer a cure. For other lines, designed to
appeal to those who respond to appeals to naturalness, corporations call up
nature by emphasizing the use of plant extracts and by displaying images of
light-skinned women against a background of blue skies and fields of flow-
ers. Dark skin becomes a veil that hides one’s natural luminescence, which
natural skin lighteners will uncover. For all products, dark skin is associated
with pain, rejection, and limited options; achieving light skin is seen as nec-
essary to being youthful, attractive, modern, and affluent—in short, to being
“all that you can be.”

ENDNOTES

! Discussions on Bright Skin Forum, Skin Lightening Board, are at http://excoboard.com/
exco/forum.php?forumid=65288. Pallid Skin Lightening system information is at
http: //www. avreskincare.com/skin/pallid/index.html. Advertisement for Swiss Whitening
Pills is at http://www.skinbleaching.net.
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2Skin whitening forums are at http://www.candymag.com/teentalk/index.php/topic,
131753.0.html and http: //www.rexinteractive.com/forum/topic.asp? TOPIC_ID=41.

3 Discussion of the ingredients in White Secret is found at http://www.vsantivirus.com/
hoax-white-secret.htm.

4] say that Stiefel targets Latin America because it markets other dermatology products, but not
skin lighteners, in the competitive Asian, Middle Eastern, African, and European countries.
Information about Stiefel products is at its corporate Web site, http: // www.stiefel.com/why /
about.aspx (accessed May 1, 2007).

5The Pond’s Femina Miss World site is http://feminamissindia.indiatimes.com/
articleshow /1375041.cms. The All India Democratic Women’s Association objects to skin
lightening and is at http://www.aidwa.org/content/issues_of_concern/women_and_
media.php. Reference to Fair & Lovely campaign is at http://www.aidwa.org/content/
issues_of_concern/women_and_media.php. “Fair & Lovely Launches Foundation to Pro-
mote Economic Empowerment of Women” (Press Release, March 11, 2003) is found at
http: //www.hll.com/mediacentre/release.asp?fl=2003/PR_HLL_031103.htm (all accessed
December 2, 2006).
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