
Seeing Beauty Sensing Race In Transnational
Indonesia Southeast Asia
When we think of Southeast Asia, it's hard to ignore the captivating beauty that
the region offers. With its breathtaking landscapes and diverse cultures, this part
of the world has become a hub for tourists from all over the globe. In particular,
Indonesia, with its rich history and natural wonders, has gained significant
attention in recent years.

But beneath the surface of this exotic paradise lies a complex issue that often
goes unnoticed - the perception of beauty and its connection to race in
transnational Indonesia.

Indonesia, as an archipelago, is home to more than 300 ethnic groups. This
diversity is often celebrated as a treasure that showcases the country's cultural
richness. However, it has also given rise to a disheartening reality - the
prominence of colorism and racial biases within the society.
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The Influence of Colonialism

The roots of colorism in Indonesia can be traced back to its colonial history when
European powers entered the region and introduced a hierarchical system based
on race. This system resulted in a skewed perspective on beauty, favoring lighter-
skinned individuals and perpetuating the idea that fair skin is superior.

Today, the impact of colonialism can still be felt in the country's beauty standards,
where a fair complexion is often seen as the ideal. This perception is cemented in
the media, fashion industry, and even job opportunities, creating a biased system
that privileges those with lighter skin.

The Commercialization of Beauty

As globalization takes center stage in Indonesia's development, the
commercialization of beauty has further exacerbated these racial biases. Global
beauty standards, dominated by Western ideals, have seeped into the local
market, influencing the perception of beauty among the population.

Advertisements and beauty products endorse the idea that fair skin equals
success, reinforcing the belief that one's worth is determined by their physical
appearance. This commercialization not only perpetuates colorism but also
excludes those who do not fit the conventional beauty standards, leading to a
sense of inadequacy and low self-esteem among individuals who do not conform.

The Rise of Beauty Influencers

With the rise of social media, beauty influencers have become powerful catalysts
in shaping beauty standards in Indonesia and Southeast Asia. These influencers,
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often endorsing whitening products, gain a massive following and influence the
mindset of young individuals.

The rise of these influencers has both positive and negative consequences. While
they promote self-expression and encourage creativity in the beauty industry,
their influence on perpetuating colorism cannot be ignored. The continuous
portrayal of fair skin as the epitome of beauty contributes to the marginalization of
darker-skinned individuals and reinforces the existing biases.

A Call for Change

The growing awareness of these racial biases has ignited conversations about
the need for change. Individuals are recognizing the importance of embracing
diversity and challenging the traditional beauty standards that have plagued
Indonesian society for generations.

Efforts are being made to create a more inclusive and accepting beauty industry.
Beauty brands are expanding their product ranges to cater to a wider range of
skin tones, and campaigns are being launched to celebrate the beauty of all
ethnicities. Furthermore, educational initiatives are being implemented to address
the harmful effects of colorism and promote self-love and acceptance.

Celebrating Diversity

Transnational Indonesia and Southeast Asia as a whole have a unique
opportunity to redefine beauty standards and celebrate the diverse range of
ethnicities and cultures within the region. By acknowledging the intrinsic value of
all individuals, regardless of their skin color, we can create a society that
celebrates diversity and fosters inclusivity.



As we move forward, it is crucial to recognize that beauty is not confined to one
specific standard. It is an ever-evolving concept that should embrace and
appreciate the unique attributes of each individual. By doing so, we can hope to
break free from the chains of colorism and build a more equitable society where
beauty knows no bounds.
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In Indonesia, light skin color has been desirable throughout recorded history.
Seeing Beauty, Sensing Race explores Indonesia’s changing beauty ideals and
traces them to a number of influences: first to ninth-century India and some of the
oldest surviving Indonesian literary works; then, a thousand years later, to the
impact of Dutch colonialism and the wartime occupation of Japan; and finally, in
the post-colonial period, to the popularity of American culture. The book shows
how the transnational circulation of people, images, and ideas have shaped and
shifted discourses and hierarchies of race, gender, skin color, and beauty in
Indonesia. The author employs “affect” theories and feminist cultural studies as a
lens through which to analyze a vast range of materials, including the Old
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Javanese epic poem Ramayana, archival materials, magazine advertisements,
commercial products, and numerous interviews with Indonesian women.

The book offers a rich repertoire of analytical and theoretical tools that allow
readers to rethink issues of race and gender in a global context and understand
how feelings and emotions--Western constructs as well as Indian, Javanese, and
Indonesian notions such as rasa and malu—contribute to and are constitutive of
transnational and gendered processes of racialization. Saraswati argues that it is
how emotions come to be attached to certain objects and how they circulate that
shape the “emotionscape” of white beauty in Indonesia. Her ground-breaking
work is a nuanced theoretical exploration of the ways in which representations of
beauty and the emotions they embody travel geographically and help shape
attitudes and beliefs toward race and gender in a transnational world.
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