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It is a wide known fact that many Asian countries still hold a 
preference for lighter skin and carry the belief that fair skin is 
the epitome of beauty. When walking into any Asian drugstore, it 
is normal to be bombarded with cosmetics that typically contain 
some form of whitening properties. This culture of favouring 
white skin affects even my home country Malaysia. A report made 
in Malaysia concluded that three-quarters of Malaysian men 
thought their partners would be more attractive if they had lighter 
skin complexion, a beauty standard they call the ‘Eurasian’ or the 
‘Pan-Asian look’ (Pe, 2016). Aside from beauty, lighter skin also 
carries several associations with wealth alongside one’s social 
hierarchy and the power dynamics at play between the different 
races in Malaysia. 

This bias is even embedded in the Chinese language where the 
word 

美
白

translates in English to whitening. However, when we 
break down the meaning behind the two individual 
characters which make up this word, there is a slight 
indicator of how problematic this can be. 
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Therefore, with the way the language is structured, the 
meanings behind words such as these seep into our 
subconscious and condition us into believing that in order to 
be considered beautiful, one would have to fit into this mold of 
looking white. 

On the other hand, it is also important to note the polarity of 
language when distinguishing concepts such as light or dark. 
In the Chinese language, there are no words to describe the 
words ‘light’ and ‘dark’ within the context of skin colour.

The first character, 

Whereas the second 
character, 

translates to the colour 
white. 

translates to the word 
beauty or beautiful. 

白

美



If you have fair skin, 
you’d be white. 

  白

Moreover, to describe someone’s skin as 
getting lighter or darker, you would simply 

use the words 

which directly translate to turning white 
or turning black. 

变 黑
变 白

And if your skin was 
dark, you’d be black. 

黑`



The fact that there are only two colours that can be used to describe 
skin tone conveys the message that the culture does not recognise 
the various different skin colours that exist within the community. 
Therefore, encouraging a bias towards a specific shade and 
subconsciously causing others to box people into categories of 
‘good’ or ‘bad’ based on the colour of their skin. 

However, the influence of language is merely the root of skin 
whitening culture in Asia and there are many other factors which 
play into shaping people’s bias. Therefore, I aim to examine the 
various reasons behind people’s insecurities about skin colour 
and how skin whitening is a temporary fix to one’s self worth with 
possible permanent effects. In order to do so, I will look into the 
societal pressures and how any happiness caused by notions of 
fairer skin is unsustainable and short-lived. 

I will also look into the different alternative methods of whitening 
that people undergo in order to achieve their desired complexion. This 
will include looking into the medical side of whitening by identifying 
various chemicals used in whitening products and practices. From 
there, I aim to analyse the dangers of these substances and their 
long term effects on the human body. Furthermore, I will be looking 
into the rise in popularity of pseudoscience such as home remedies 
and the promise of miracle cures which will explore the capitalist 
aspect of skin whitening culture.

Additionally, it is impossible to ignore the impact tanning has in 
contrast to skin whitening. Although the two processes may be 
polar opposites, they both hold similar correlations and share the 
aspect of altering one’s original colour. However, whitening can 
easily be seen as the more severe and extreme end of the spectrum. 
Whilst tanning is the additive process of introducing more melanin 
to one’s skin, whitening is the complete opposite in the sense that 
it is stripping away a part of one’s DNA and original identity. Hence, I 



will cover the phenomenon of tanning in the Western world to show 
the juxtaposition against skin whitening. Thus, this report aims to 
explore the intense form of self hatred that is skin whitening and 
the permanent damage it has on a person. 







The birth of skin whitening culture came about as a result of a social 
phenomenon known as colourism. Colourism is a form of prejudice 
or discrimination in which people are treated differently based on 
the social meanings attached to skin colour (Jones, 2000). Many 
often mistaken colourism to be the same thing as racism and 
although on the surface they may seem strikingly similar, the two 
have an impact on the community differently while still going hand 
in hand. While racism infers to feelings of discrimination towards 
a race outside our own, colourism can potentially come about as a 
result of unjust prejudicial treatment towards those outside as well 
as within our own community. Colourism can also be considered a 
side effect of racism and as a result, victims of colourism will often 
attempt to disassociate themselves from their own race by altering 
the colour of their skin. However, it is still important to mention 
the role racism plays within the context and relation of skin colour, 
which I will be exploring later on. 

Colourism conditions a very intense level of self hatred whereby 
those affected feel the need to wash away a part of their natural 
identity in order to fit into a preconceived standard. And although 
colourism can affect just about anyone of any skin tone, it typically 
affects those who are from racial groups generalised for having 
darker skin. Fair skin is still viewed as the ideal complexion for 
many dark skinned communities due to the associations attached 
to it. In several parts of Asia, fair skin was an indicator of wealth 
and nobility during the ancient dynastic times. It was largely due 
to the implications behind a fairer complexion entailing the luxury 
and financial privilege of staying indoors and avoiding work. This 
was as opposed to servants or farmers who had no choice but to 
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spend hours under the scorching sun performing manual labour 
(Pe, 2016). Therefore, fairer skin began to hold associations with the 
aristocracy, notions of superiority, and financial power whilst darker 
skin was tied to hard labour and the working class. 

Furthermore, countries such as India who are heavily influenced by 
the strict caste system, tend to have a social structure that places 
more judgement based on skin colour. This is mainly due to how 
people of colour in positions of prominence and authority tend to 
be of a lighter complexion. Meanwhile, those with darker skin are 
pegged lower in the socioeconomic hierarchy (Jones, 2000). This 
sense of elitism within the culture of glorifying fairer skin causes 
many Asians to start viewing fair skin as the main standard of 
beauty. There is even the added belief that fairer skin is likely to 
increase one’s chances of marital prospects, employment, level of 
income, as well as status within society (Pe, 2016). Meanwhile, those 
with darker skin are associated with being rowdy, unrefined and in 
the case of the caste system – untouchable.  





Even though this preference for fairer skin is more prominent in 
Asia, the Western world previously carried this mindset as well. 
During the eighteenth century, Western culture shared the same 
standard of beauty as Asia whereby fairer skin was more desirable. 
This is evident from ephemera that provides us with more insight 



into methods used by Victorian women to achieve fair complexions. 
The most common are advertisements of toilet soaps or creams 
which contained whitening properties to beautify the complexion 
by removing any discolouration including suntans. 





According to Alexis Karl (a perfumer and lecturer who has researched 
Victorian cosmetics extensively) all this was in response to Victorian 
England’s trend of pallor where upper class white women chased 
after even whiter skin to make their skin more translucent (Zarrelli, 
2015). This conveyed the same symbol of privilege as in the case 
of Asian women where white skin meant the luxury of avoiding 
laborious work under the sun. 

Darker skin in many Asian countries still continues to be frowned 
upon to this day because of its associations to the lower class and 
people’s fear of being perceived as poor. Therefore, causing many 
of those with darker skin to result to skin whitening to gain more 
acceptance from both within and outside of their community. It 
is interesting to see how this mindset has shifted for the Western 
world whereby pale translucent skin is no longer the most desirable 
complexion and people are instead opting for a more tanned look. 
Unfortunately, the obsession towards achieving porcelain-like skin 
remains the same in Asia. Therefore, we need to examine how the 
cultural shift in behaviour towards fair skin is influenced by the 
events of social phenomena.









DECLARATIONS 
OF WEALTH
Since our skin is our largest organ and makes up the entire surface 
area of our body, it is obviously the most noticeable trait about us 
and often the first thing that people tend to take notice of. From 
there, others are able to make assumptions of your social standing 
depending on the colour of your skin due to stigmas attached to 
dark skin. Therefore, because of the association of work with the 
colour of our skin, people have been using their complexion as a 
subtle way of flaunting their wealth within society. 

The Western world initially followed the same way of thinking 
as Asia where fairer skin was popular within the upper classes, 
hinting at a noble life of leisure spent indoors. However this trend 
for whiteness came to an end after the industrial revolution. The 
consequence of this being that the urbanisation of Britain by the 
19th century had the working classes working in cramped dark 
settings such as mines and factories where there was no contact 
with any sunlight (Wilkinson, 2012). Many Westerners began to 
aspire for the opportunity to travel overseas for holidays in order to 
escape the dreariness of the post war depression and the country’s 
austerity measures. 

By the 1960s, commercial air travel became available to the masses 
and tanning began to be considered chic due to how only the wealthy 
were able to afford to travel to exotic destinations for holidays and 
often brought back a tan as a souvenir from their travels. On top of 
that, it was also around the same time colour film was introduced 
which brought about a higher consciousness towards skin tone and 



the ability to further flaunt one’s tan through this form of visual 
documentation (Wilkinson, 2012). Many Westerners even started 
to compare their suntans with one another almost as a way of 
competing to see who was wealthier through the severity of their 
tans. 

During the 70’s there came about the introduction of sunless 
tanning and a surge in popularity for such methods to artificially 
darken one’s skin. This was more catered towards the middle and 
working class who did not have this same level of wealth to travel 
outside of their own country. These methods include the introduction 
of sun beds as well as fake tan products. Supplements were also 
introduced to the market such as melanin pills and injections. 
Melanin is a pigment produced by our skin which causes it to have 
colour. By taking these supplements, they help to further increase 
the pigmentation in one’s skin. Darker skin which contains more 
melanin and acts as a ‘natural umbrella’, is known to protects us 
from harmful radiation and reduce the risk of developing skin cancer. 
However, artificial tanning proved to show the complete opposite. 
Reports surfaced showing that rates of malignant melanoma had 
more than quadrupled and is now the most common form of cancer 
among those aged 15-34. The World Health Organisation even found 
that people who have been using tanning devices before thirty are 
75% more likely to develop melanoma (Wilkinson, 2012).

This sort of unnatural alteration of skin colour in the West also 
happens to be a direct parallel of the extreme methods of whitening 
in Asia. Some of the artificial whitening methods in Asia such as 
chemical peels, consumption of ingestible whiteners, IV treatments 
and injections of glutathione, have all been known to strip the skin 
of its melanin and to some extreme cases, thin the outer layer of 
our skin. Moreover, the same practice of comparing skin tones with 
one another is carried out in the Asian community as well but the 
difference being that it is meant to shame those who are darker 











rather than to boast about one’s 
own fair complexion. 

This aspect of flaunting an aspired 
skin colour through artificial means 
feeds into a very capitalist aspect 
of the culture. At the end of the 
day, the two processes, regardless 
of it being whitening or tanning, 
ultimately accomplish the same 
thing. They both pressure people 
into sacrificing their finances, 
health, and sense of self in order to 
upkeep a false persona. And despite 
the severity of both phenomenons 
leading to consequences as severe 
as skin cancer, tanning is to a 
certain extent somewhat reversible 
whilst the process of whitening is 
permanent. 









BODY IMAGE, MEDIA 
AND PATRIARCHY
Issues with body image have traditionally been associated with 
women through the influence of media. This is even embedded in 
young adult magazines where teenage girls who are just entering 
this transitional stage of their lives are being sold an idealised image 
of what they are supposed to look like. By doing so, it emotionally 
manipulates their readers into feeling incomplete and that there is 
a constant need for them to attain whatever is being sold. In the 
case of most magazines and other forms of mainstream media, this 
image is usually a woman with smooth white skin who is smiling 
confidently without a care in the world. In one hand, she holds a 
product that promises to change your life and people’s perception 
of you. And that product more often than not contains some element 
of skin whitening. 

In Malaysia, the skin whitening culture is so normalised to the point 
where you can easily spot billboard advertisements for whitening 
products when driving along the highways in and out of the city. 
And while most whitening products are not typically assigned to 
a particular gender, it is worthy to note how a majority of these 
advertisements exclusively feature female models. However, 
nowadays men are beginning to be more concerned about personal 
grooming and body image too, which brings about the introduction 
of male whitening products by brands such as Nivea. Nonetheless, 
the number of whitening products catered to men still pales in 
comparison to those targeted at a female audience.  



The pressures of achieving an idealised standard of beauty has 
always been more strongly placed upon women (Loeto, 2014). 
Therefore it comes as no surprise that the pressure of needing 
to attain fairer skin is more strongly imposed on women rather 
than it is with men. Many advertisements for whitening have even 
been known to subtly threaten women by saying that they will not 
be able to find love unless they are able to achieve this desirable 
fair complexion. By doing so, it sends a demeaning message that 
a woman’s worth is merely defined by her desire through the male 
gaze. We can even see an example of this from the  calendar soap 
advertisement below which features a fair skinned woman swooning 
and being embraced by a man, while a dark skinned peasant woman 
just stands from afar staring longingly. It even further implies 
the message that women who are fairer are automatically more 
confident and carefree while women with dark skin are often sad, 
gloomy, and lacking in confidence. 

Therefore highlighting the role that patriarchy plays within the 
influence of body image. The patriarchy strives to exercise control by 
defining what beauty is through controlling the mobility of women, 
exerting violence, and the construction of social norms (Loeto, 
2014). All of which hold an impact on a woman’s lived experiences. 
Women are conditioned from a young age into learning that their 
bodies should be used to attract others. This is evident from the way 
women’s magazines consistently feature heavily eroticised images 
of women alongside a never ending series of self-help articles 
(Berlatsky, 2013). Alex Bilmes, the editor of Esquire UK, has even 
previously quoted that Esquire magazine provides pictures of girls 
in the same ornamental manner the magazine does with images of 
cars. He then makes the claim that women’s magazines do the same 
thing (Berlatsky, 2013). Although Bilmes’ tone is filled with bigotry 
and his statement is no more than an excuse to point fingers, one 
cannot deny that there is an inkling of truth in his words. 











EPITHETS
Going back to the intervention of language 
within a culture, language has the power to 
alter the mindset of a community towards 
marginalised groups such as women. Such 
is the case through the use of epithets 
which send a misogynistic message about 
the ways we should view women. Many of 
the epithets we use to describe women tend 
to have an association with beauty through 
complexion. Phrases such as ‘English Rose’, 
‘Candle Princess’, or ‘Porcelain Doll’ are all 
names that have been placed upon women 
to box them into meeting the standards 
of a fairer complexion. Thus, making it a 
clear indicator of how patriarchy plays a big 
influence on whitening culture and beauty 
standards. 

The term ‘Candle Princess’ itself can be 
the most interesting one to take note of. 
The phrase is originally a Malay nickname 
known as ‘Puteri Lilin’ and originates from 
an ancient Malay folktale. It is used to 
describe someone who cannot stand being 
in the sun for too long because just like a 
candle, they would melt from the heat. The 
term nowadays is however mainly used to 
refer to women who avoid the sun like the 
plague, in fear of getting darker (Choo, 2017).





Furthermore, the nature of the word choices used in such epithets 
is inherently objectifying. By comparing women to objects such as 
roses, porcelain pieces or candles, it describes women as being 
fragile decorative objects to be admired by others with a constant 
need for protection. It plays into the trope of the idle and dormant 
woman who relies on others to serve her. The trend of pallor during 
Victorian times feeds into this idealised patriarchal value. Victorian 
women had the ritual of applying poisonous chemicals onto their 
skin such as arsenic, ammonia, and lead to whiten their complexion. 
These women would regularly paint their faces in white powder and 
even include drawn on blue veins to make their skin appear more 
translucent. 

The appeal of a woman to be physically fragile along with the great 
need to be sheltered sends the anti-work narrative that women 
should not be exposed to socialisation or outdoor activity. This 
teaches women from an early age to objectify themselves and to see 
their bodies purely as a means of attracting male attention due to 
heteronormative expectations. Hence, creating a catch 22 whereby 
women are trapped in the culture of skin whitening through social 
enforcements that influence them to feel inferior about themselves. 









EFFECTS OF 
COLONIALISM

The Western world’s 
penchant for glorifying 
fair skin is predominantly 
derived from a long history 
of European imperialism. 
Europe has a well-known 
history of condemning 
races with naturally darker 
skin, and this mentality 
persists today. This can be 
seen from the imperialist-
style advertisements 
for soap, such as the 
infamous Pears’ Soap 
advertisements. This one 
in particular depicts a 
white boy using the soap 
as part of a cleansing ritual 
on a black boy, achieving a 
lighter and ‘more desirable’ 
complexion. 





Such advertisements broadcasted racist images into popular 
culture, reinforcing a stereotype of associating fairer skin with 
cleanliness. This notion of hygiene reflects the message of social 
class and status, whilst the soap symbolises a distinction between 
the civilised and uncivilised (Vernon, 2012). These advertisements 
often over exaggerated the darkness of African people and soap 
became the poster child of defining white skin as ‘civilised’ and 
dark-skinned people needing to undergo a ‘civilisation’ process to 
be accepted by society (Vernon, 2012), thus perpetuating a sense of 
inferiority in those who did not fit the societal archetype. 

Furthermore, due to the rise of colonialism on a global scale, this 
aspect of Western culture was also relayed to the rest of the world. 
During colonial times, fair-skinned Europeans were usually the 
ones in power and owned most of the wealth over those that they 
were colonising. Therefore, when Malaysia underwent colonialism 
and was under British rule, many Malaysians began to emulate 
the ideals and appearances of those in higher power in order to be 
considered ‘civilised’. 

Many would assume such bigoted views to have died out by now, 
but unfortunately this blatant discrimination lives on nearly three 
hundred years later. This is only exemplified by the scandalous 
television advertisement in 2016 for the Chinese detergent brand, 
Qiaobi. The advertisement features a black man wolf-whistling at a 
Chinese woman, who beckons him over. She then stuffs a packet of 
detergent in his mouth and shoves him head-first into a washing 
machine. A moment later, the woman opens the lid and a fair-
skinned Asian man pops out (Rajagopalan, Martina and Blanchard, 
2016). In spite of the large age gap between the Qiaobi detergent and 
Pears’ soap advertisement, their respective messages are identical. 
They both convey the act of stripping away an undesired skin colour 
in favour of conforming to a fairer one belonging to a more ‘superior’ 
race. The fact that this message is reflected so many years later 







on the other side of the world truly proves how far the influence of 
colonialism has spread. 







SYSTEMIC 
RACISM 
AND 
RACIAL 
PROFILING

Skin colour is seen as the main 
indicator when it comes to 
assigning people to a racial 
category (Jones, 2000). Our 
society has utilized skin colour 
to separate the lines between 
racial groups and to determine 
the relative position and 
treatment of individuals within 
such racial categories (Jones, 
2000). This creates an issue 
for communities that lack of a 
homogenous skin colour among 
its people such as Malaysia 
where the colour of people’s skin 
tone varies significantly between 
the various ethnic groups 
present. Malaysia is known for its 
three main ethnic communities 
alongside other smaller racial 
groups consisting of mixed race 
individuals. It is even difficult 
to class each of the different 
ethnicities with an ‘average’ 
complexion as those within 
these communities themselves 
tend to vary vastly in skin tone. 
This then influences systemic 
racism and racial profiling 
within a nation and in order for a 
discriminated population to gain 
social acceptance, they may have 
to undergo additional means of 
trying to fit into the society that 





they have been excluded from. One of the most recognised examples 
of this desire for social acceptance with an influence on skin colour 
can be seen from the events of racial passing in New Orleans during 
the 19th century. 

Racial passing is an instance where a person is able to pass as 
being from an ethnicity outside their own based on appearance 
(Ginsberg, 1996). This is done by hiding or omitting one’s original 
cultural background in order to increase social acceptance or to 
cope with racial stigma. In some cases, it may even lead to receiving 
additional privileges and rewards from adopting a new cultural 
identity (Ginsberg, 1996). Such was the case for the black community 
in New Orleans during the 1890s through the introduction of racial 
segregation through a series of Jim Crow Laws (Johnson, 2000). 
These laws were put in place to separate the white community 
from African Americans. For many light-skinned African Americans, 
passing to be considered a part of the white community was 
considered a survival tool in order to gain basic human rights such 
as education and employment. Such rights would have been denied 
had they been recognised as a person of colour. 

Unfortunately, this sort of racial profiling continues to exist on the 
shores of Malaysia where certain races are deemed more superior 
and are granted more privileges over others. Malaysia’s racial 
profiling can be most commonly seen among the country’s home 
rental practice where the social phenomenon of passing is still 
relevant. The housing scene in Malaysia is known for its bias and 
racial prejudice whereby it is completely acceptable for landlords to 
refuse rental of their property to certain ethnicities or to even state 
in their advertisements that they are only interested in renting to a 
‘preferred race’. Most of the time, landlords are looking for tenants of 
a specific race and it is their prerogative to refuse a tenant if they do 
not meet the race specifications. This issue not only affects working 
individuals but even university and college students as well. An 



online search for rooms-for-rent in a student area in Kuala Lumpur 
showed that 16 of the 25 advertisements on the first page included a 
racial preference (Durai, 2015). Some advertisements even outright 
bar people of certain religions or races. The main reasoning behind 
such racial bias and profiling is that these landlords may have faced 
bad experiences in the past from certain racial groups (Durai, 2015). 

This sort of racial profiling recently made news in Malaysia whereby 
a mixed race man of Indian and Chinese parentage was denied the 
right to rent a property whose advertisement stated it was only 
available to Chinese male tenants. The twenty four year old, Divyang 
Hong, who in spite of being Chinese by heritage and name and fully 
conversing with the landlord in Mandarin, was still not deemed 
‘Chinese’ enough (Azman, 2018). As Hong mentioned when taking 
to Twitter to voice his frustrations, "A preference based on racial 
consideration is inherently racist. Even by explaining my position 
and eligibility and the fact that I am Chinese by heritage, name, AND 
it’s stamped on my identification card, I wasn’t ‘Chinese’ enough 
because I don’t look Chinese". This is on account of Hong having a 
complexion that may often be perceived as darker than the average 
Chinese person. 

Due to Malaysia’s many different racial groups and their varying skin 
tones, many people tend to make associations with a specific race 
based entirely from the observation of skin colour. Concluding that 
a person of a certain ethnic background must look a specific way in 
order to be considered a full and complete part of that culture. This 
sort of profiling boxes people into racial categories that can greatly 
hinder them. In the case for those such as Hong, the colour of one’s 
skin can even determine a lack of basic human rights. Sometimes 
people may even feel that the colour of their own skin compromises 
their personal safety. In an anonymous survey that I previously 
conducted (Wong, 21 April 2017), one participant voiced that she was 
naturally born with a darker complexion and is often mistaken for 





being Malay despite having Chinese heritage. She goes on to say how 
her slightly darker complexion makes her feel uneasy at times when 
being in public as passersby on occasion feel the need to school her 
on behaving like a proper Muslim. 

Therefore, it makes sense as to why there would still be a common 
practice of racial passing in Malaysia. Particularly when the 
Malaysian society still functions heavily on stereotypes and 
systemic racism. Many commit to racial passing in hopes of gaining 
more acceptance in society and to some extent earning additional 
privileges based on ethnicity. Such examples include the ‘Bumiputra’ 
privilege grants. The term ‘bumiputra’ is one used to describe Malay 
citizens and other indigenous people of Malaysia. The Bumiputera 
privilege grants give special rights to the Malays and indigenous 
people such as being offered housing discounts, scholarships, and 
even employment privileges. However, in the process of trying to 
gain acceptance and privileges by emulating traits of a race outside 
of our own, it can cost the price of losing cultural ties and the sense 
of one’s authentic self.







THE 
QUANTIFICATION 
OF SKIN COLOUR

As previously mentioned, the range of human skin tones can vary 
quite drastically. Even when looking solely within the context 
of Malaysia, there is already the lack of a homogenous skin tone 
due to the country’s diverse cultural and racial backgrounds. The 
colour in our skin is determined by melanin, which makes up its 
base colour and darkness (Staughton, 2016). There are two forms of 
melanin called eumelanin and pheomelanin. Eumelanin comes in 
primarily brown and black hues, while pheomelanin appears as red 
and yellow hues (Staughton, 2016). They each determine the skin to 
be either cool-toned or warm-toned. 

With such a large variety of skin colours, there have been various 
methods used to keep track of the different skin tones that we 
humans possess. The method that we find ourselves most familiar 
with is the skin colour chart. This is a chart that allows us to 
distinguish the various natural skin tones by arranging them in 
specific orders, such as light to dark or cool to warm, as well as 
assigning each shade with a figure that determines its position on 
the skin colour chart. The most widespread instance we see this 
applied to is for matching skin tones to makeup products such as 
foundation. 





On the other hand, PANTONE have also produced a series of 110 
skin tone shades, with each colour being identified by a unique 
number that represents both the tone and undertone of the colour 
(PANTONE, n.d.). In 2012, the colour company then teamed up with 
makeup retailer Sephora to offer a beauty service called the Skin 
IQ Test, which captures a person’s exact skin tone and matches it 
with a combination of numbers and letters from an existing ‘shade 
library’. From there, customers are able to find products that are the 
best ‘scientific’ match for their complexions (Milnes, 2016). Boots 
in the UK also offer a similar service in collaboration with their 
makeup brand No. 7, but their library of skin tones is nowhere as 
diverse as Sephora’s. However, an interesting thing to note is the 
lack of such tests outside of the Western world. It was a surprise 
for me when I visited the Sephora stores in Malaysia and found that 
this test was not available in any of their Asian outlets. This in itself 
speaks volumes about the lack of awareness about diverse skin 
complexions alongside the demand for more diverse products in 
Asia. It shows how the West is more accommodating in finding the 
right fit for someone’s natural skin tone, whereas in Asia it implies 
notions of altering one’s own skin to match existing products on the 
market. 





Another interesting way skin tone has been documented can be seen 
from Angelica Dass’ photography series, Humanæ. Dass created a 
chromatic inventory based on a series of portraits of people from 
diverse backgrounds and with an array of different skin tones. 
From there, she then matched each person’s skin tone with an 
appropriate PANTONE shade. Dass recognises the project as infinite 
and unfinished but claims that after shooting 2,500 portraits, she 
has come closer than any other person to cataloguing how far the 
spectrum of human skin extends (CNN Style, 2016). Humanæ also 
acts as a subversion of genetic codes by keeping each subject’s 
nationality and country of origin anonymous. Hence, it moves away 
from racial hierarchy by diluting the false preeminence of some 
races over others based on skin colour or social condition (CNN 
Style, 2016).



This, however, is the complete opposite from the Von Luschan’s 
chromatic scale (VLS), whose sole purpose was to establish 
racial classifications of populations according to skin colour. The 
VLS is a piece of equipment consisting of 36 opaque glass tiles 
which are compared a patch of the subject’s skin that ideally 
has not been exposed to sunlight, such as under the arm. This 
process of quantification, which contributed to race studies and 
anthropometry, was used extensively throughout the first half of 
the 20th century. However, it was considered problematic, even by 
its practitioners, because of its inconsistency. In many instances, 
different investigators would give different readings of the same 
person. This also raises concerns towards racial profiling based 
on skin tone. Furthermore, using the VLS to delegate an average 
skin tone to races with varying skin tones can be classed as an 
inadequate way of representing everyone from that ethnic group. As 
such, the VLS was largely abandoned by the early 1950s. 

However, it is still common to see such racial stereotypes based 
on skin colour. An example can be seen from this skin tone chart 
from Fairfax Cryobank’s website. Not only does this chart provide a 
highly inaccurate skin tone range to the respective cultural groups 
– its structure and design can be slightly problematic as well. This 
is in reference to the questionable language used to distinguish the 
different racial groups, such as how Africans are classed as ‘Black’ 
while Caucasians do not have their racial identity reduced to a 
single colour in this same manner. Additionally, the arrangement 
of lightest to darkest from top to bottom also implies hints of racial 
superiority and creates a hierarchy for different ethnicities based 
on the preferment of fairer skin.  

The Fairfax Cryobank skin chart further hints at a slightly more 
sinister aspect of skin whitening culture. Having the option to 
choose a sperm donor based on a skin colour preference plays into 







the topic of eugenics and genetic mutation. Altering the genetic 
makeup of one’s future child for aesthetic purposes strongly plays 
into notions of designing an ‘Aryan’ aesthetic. The wave of influence 
from Korean Pop Idol culture today also helps to influence a desire 
for the Aryan aesthetic for many Asian communities. This culture 
has created a light-skinned physique that is adored by both sexes, 
and their blend of lighthearted pop and innocence has lead to their 
images being plastered onto everything and being spread across the 
rest of Asia. Therefore, due to the competitive nature of most Asian 
societies and the social stigma attached to darker skin, this form 





of eugenics can be seen as a way for parents to create an identity 
for their children to be born with in order to succeed in a biased and 
skin colour obsessed society. 









SCIENCE AND 
PSEUDOSCIENCE
Aside from the psychological damage skin whitening culture has 
on a person’s mental wellbeing, there are also negative side effects 
that compromise physical health. During the seventeenth and 
eighteenth century, many were oblivious of the hazardous nature 
of most chemicals in cosmetic products. This is evident from 
ephemera such as this leaflet stating that with ‘small quantities 
of arsenic’ the soap helps to nourish the skin, whiten one’s hands, 
and improve complexion. It also ironically guarantees the product to 
be harmless and suitable for even the most sensitive of skin types 
when in reality this could not be further from the truth.

Arsenic is a natural metalloid found in the earth’s crust and is 
an extremely toxic compound that can be tolerated for a time 
when consumed in small amounts. Long haul exposure of the 
chemical can cause extremely unpleasant side effects such as 
nervous system and kidney damage, hair loss, conjunctivitis 
and growths called arsenical keratosis which torment the body 
along with pigment loss in skin known as vitiligo (Zarrelli, 2015). 
Since arsenic also becomes addictive as a person’s tolerance 
builds against it, it was used in as many forms as possible 
including edible wafers as seen from the advertisement for Dr. 
Campbell’s Complexion Wafers (Zarrelli, 2015). 







Aside from misleading advertisements, many Victorians also 
had the habit of keeping recipe books which served as a method 
of documenting the various beauty and medical household 
remedies of the time period. When visiting the Wellcome 
Collection, I was able to study some of these recipe books in 
person. The books in which I had access to previously belonged 
to figures such as Lady Ayscough, Lady Frances Catchmay, 
Bridget Hyde, Johanna Saint John, and Philip Stanhope. Inside 
each of their manuscripts, I was able to find at least one 
recipe to amend one’s skin and make it fairer. Many of these 
recipe books contain instructions on concocting bleaching 
powder for hygiene and skincare. The books also listed various 
chemical ingredients that were usually seeked for in order to 
whiten their skin. The instructions written for such remedies 
offer a unique insight into the lack of knowledge people had 
towards many of these commonly used chemicals. 

Many of the unnatural homemade preparations for skin 
whitening were plagued by caustic chemicals. Aside from 
arsenic, some other common chemicals include ammonia, 
fuller’s earth, and lead. Such chemicals, similar to arsenic, are 
not only damaging for our physical health but can even cause 
bodily addiction as a side effect of long term use. Ammonia 
being one of the two main bleaching agents is corrosive and 
eats away at the skin when applied. It can cause mild irritation 
which results in redness (IRIN, 2002). However, if it becomes 
worse, the skin can blister and burn making it red and blotchy 
before turning black. This burn is usually superficial but can 
penetrate the skin deeper if left on for too long (IRIN, 2002). 

































S.D. Powers, a beauty expert of the time who regularly wrote the 
beauty columns for Harper’s Bazaar, even suggested keeping 
the face fresh by coating it with opium overnight, followed by a 
brisk wash of ammonia in the morning. Powers even suggested 
using Taraxacum as a chemical peel which acts like a mild 
and imperceptible blister that will eventually leave a new layer 
of skin that can be considered as soft as an infant’s (Zarrelli, 
2015). Furthermore, since it was fashionable to appear sickly 
on a near death level, women would try to replicate this look 
of watery eyes and pale skin by squeezing a few drops citrus 
juice or perfume into their eyes. Sometimes they would even 
resort to belladonna drops, which lasted longer but also 
caused blindness (Zarrelli, 2015). 





Unfortunately this occurrence of finding poisonous substances 
inside cosmetics is not quite as obsolete as we would like 
to believe. Aside from drugstore cosmetics and whitening 
treatments, many people have also resorted to trying 
alternative methods such as patent medicine. Alternative 
medicine is not well regulated in Malaysia which often allows 
independent sellers to potentially slip in dangerous chemicals 
into their products undetected. 

The most well known form of nostrums in Malaysia are a type 
of traditional medicine called Jamu. The word Jamu in the 
Malay language directly translates as herbs and it comes from 
natural ingredients such as roots, tree bark, flowers, and honey 
(Post, 2019). Although it is usually recognised as medicine, 
it actually acts as more of a herbal supplement since most 
Jamu products are not typically taken to improve any illnesses 
but rather to balance the amount of vitamins and minerals in 
one’s body. The main purpose of Jamu has never been geared 
towards beauty, but due to many Malaysians’ affinity for 
pseudoscience and the appeal for miracle cures when it comes 
to beauty, local cosmetic brands have started marketing their 
products as Jamu in order to profit from this naivete. Therefore 
causing the lines between the actual purpose behind Jamu to 
be blurred. 

Moreover, many of the local companies who claim to sell 
Jamu products have also tampered with their ingredients. 
Making it no longer the pure herbal supplement that they 
market it as. Most of the time these herbs have been mixed 
with a variety of dangerous chemicals that have most likely 
been banned from Malaysia and other countries as well. 



Among the various different Jamu 
products, those marketed for 
skin whitening tend to contain 
the most dangerous chemicals in 
their ingredient list. When visiting 
some of these Jamu specific 
stores, I got to see the variety of 
whitening products available 
from ingestible whiteners such 
as tablets and beverage shakes, 
to powders and creams. The most 
common chemical to be found in 
such products was glutathione. 
Glutathione is a strong antioxidant 
with additional anti-melanogenic 
properties that recently became 
the most popular systemic skin 
lightening molecule (Sonthalia 
et al., 2018). It has also gained 
attention for its extremely popular 
and controversial method of 
administration skin lightening 
through IV therapy and other 
injectable whitening products 
(Sonthalia et al., 2018). 

Moreover, the lack of laws 
governing the use of glutathione 
in most countries has contributed 
to its unchecked use for skin 
lightening. It also highlights the 



way some countries weigh the skin whitening culture as a 
more severe problem over others through their restriction of 
such chemicals. This is evident to how glutathione is so readily 
available in Malaysia through various forms. Glutathione-
based dietary supplements such as tablets or beverages have 
been accorded be generally recognized as safe by the Federal 
Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act of the United States Food and 
Drug Administration (US-FDA). Meanwhile, the same products 
are also easily available over-the-counter in many Asian 
countries including Malaysia. However, glutathione injections 
have been banned by the US-FDA because of the potential risk 
that consumers may face nerve or blood vessel damage, toxic 
systemic reactions or infection from potentially unsterile 
injections. On the other hand, Malaysia’s Ministry of Health 
highly discourages people from consuming these injections, 
yet they are still available through certified doctors and 
beauticians. 

Thankfully the Malaysian government is starting to crackdown 
on this pressing matter of harmful medicine and cosmetics 
more. There have recently been several scandals where 
particular local brands such as Qu Puteh was banned for 
having traces of mercury found in its range products such 
as powders, creams, and even supplement shakes (Soh et 
al., 2018). However it still has a long way to go considering 
the way most of these local brands are able to go around the 
system and avoid being caught. An example would be how the 
company Dnars had one of its products banned but avoided 



removing said product from its shelves by merely changing 
the product name and packaging. 

The targeted demographic usually includes those who are 
young and naive as they are often willing to try anything which 
offers an inexpensive miracle cure that can only be seen as 
too good to be true. Moreover, those that typically use Jamu to 
whiten their skin do not just solely rely on the use of cosmetic 
but also consume edible supplements since it creates a double 
impact from both a skin deep level and internally. This can 
potentially double the danger of taking such nostrums as well 
especially when one is unaware of the full list of ingredients 
and what they are actually consuming. 









CONCLUSION
In reference to everything I have discussed, it is evident that 
skin whitening is more than just a fad and is the inescapable 
extension of the now-worldwide phenomenon of colourism 
(Jablonski, 2012). However, our attitudes towards skin colour 
and what we class as the ‘ideal’ complexion are ever-changing. 
This can be seen from the West’s change in attitude towards 
fair skin during the 60s and how tanned skin suddenly came 
into fashion. Choosing to adopt a particular shade for the 
sake of trends can be problematic as fashion is temporary 
whilst the consequences of altering one’s natural skin are 
permanent. In addition, skin whitening is an aggressive act of 
supposed ‘purification’ through aggression, and can therefore 
be classed as a form of self abuse. 

Additionally, I wish to bring more awareness to how our skin 
is a part of our identity and that its colour is determined 
based on genetic makeup, which is handed down through 
the hereditary process. Therefore, our skin colour also  holds 
ancestral history of the generations before us. By choosing to 
strip one’s skin of its natural pigments through the processes 
of whitening, it erases traces of oneself, alongside family ties. 

I aim to develop a program which will educate Malaysians 
about the historical context behind skin whitening culture and 
its underlying toxicity. I hope that by doing so, it takes away 
the taboo of discussing the problems within the culture and 
encourages personal acceptance of one’s natural skin tone. I 
aim to draw attention to the lived experiences of Malaysia’s 



skin whitening culture and showcase how many have been 
negatively affected by it. Bringing these untold stories and 
narratives to light, can potentially spark a change in behaviour 
against glorifying fair skin. In order to do so, I am considering 
the format of a graphic novel to convey this message. 

I intend to create a series of graphic novels detailing the 
history, medical stances, and personal anecdotes within skin 
whitening culture. Each issue will address a different audience, 
ranging from adolescent teens to the older generation. 
However, the main target audience will still be young girls 
between the ages of thirteen to sixteen as they are the ones 
who feel the most influenced by the topic at hand. This is on 
account of adolescence being a very vulnerable period of one’s 
life. These different issues will showcase the different points 
of view on the deep-rooted problems of glorifying fair skin. 
Furthermore, I strongly believe that the non-aggressive form 
of a graphic novel not only packs a soft punch, but will also 
help relay heavy information by condensing it into bite-sized 
chunks. Hopefully, this makes my message easily digestible 
for the young people comprising my main target audience. 

For the narrative of the graphic novels, I may look into the 
structure of fairy tales and revisit the persona of the Candle 
Princess as a recurring character. The whimsicality of fairy 
tales can potentially act as a metaphor for the idealised culture 
of skin whitening and its concealed dark historical context. 
Finally, I aim to self-publish these graphic novels as a popular 
item and distribute them through independent publication 
and illustration fairs within Malaysia. Completing this 
program will hopefully shine a light on the subtractive nature 



of skin whitening, which offers only temporary happiness by 
stripping away something that we are born with. At the end 
of the day, my goal is to encourage people to embrace the 
skin that they are born with rather than choose to burn out by 
achieving something which they are not. 




