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Introduction
In the early years of  colonization  skin bleaching practices of indigenous women were related to white male colonizers: ‘According to sixteenth century journals the Indian women of Santo Domingo  subjected themselves to painful treatment with vegetable mixtures  in order to bleach their skins, so as to be more attractive in the eyes of the conquistadores’ (Hoetink 1971: 182) .’  Today chemical bleaching of  the skin to obtain a lighter complexion is a world wide phenomenon (Hall 1995; Amamoo 1993). The use of skin bleaching cosmetics, mostly based on the chemical hydroquinone, seems to be especially popular in societies with colored people. It has been reported that these cosmetics may have undesired side effects in particular skin disorders, the most dramatic of which are vitiligo like depigmentation (whitening of the skin) and exogenous ochronosis
 (Menke et al 2001). 

Skin bleaching is a cosmetic and/ or medical procedure. However, it can also be regarded a sociological and psychological phenomenon  of being dark-skinned with the deep feeling of inferiority and the desire to be light-skinned or white. Aime Cesaire, a poet of the French speaking Caribbean, assessed the problem of race and color amidst of the Caribbean decolonization: 'I am talking of millions of men who have been skillfully injected with fear, inferiority complexes, trepidation, servility, despair, abasement'   (Fanon 1967). This conceptualization of the psychology of oppressed colored people  was assessed amidst of the post-war decolonization movement and in the context of a dichotomy of the white colonizer versus the black colonized.  Although the core element in Fanon's analysis may still be valid today, the context of this article is different as the point of departure is the multicultural society, taking the case of  Suriname. This society is characterized by a large ethnic diversity: creoles (darkskinned of predominant afro-american origin in the coastal region, generally considered  to be descendants of the free slaves)
, maroons (descendants  of escaped slaves)  and indigenous people; furthermore, East Indian, Javanese and Chinese, mostly descendants of indentured immigrant workers of the 19th and 20th century; finally there are some smaller groups such as libanese, syrians, and whites.  

In this article we would like to answer the question to what extent chemical skin bleaching cosmetics (hereafter bleaching cosmetics)  are used in Suriname and whether there are differences between  the major ethnic groups. Focus is on three issues:

· the demographic and social characteristics of users of bleaching cosmetics;

·  the motives of the users and more particularly the extent to which  skin bleaching is related to perceptions of better social, cultural (somatic) and economic opportunities;

· the implications of bleaching cosmetics for the skin and the extent to which  social and psychological goals are achieved.  

1. Methods

The main findings of this study are based on a sample survey of 367 women conducted in September 1999 on chemical skin bleaching practices in Suriname. The respondents was asked  whether they use chemical skin bleaching products, for which parts of the skin, how often and how long they used these products. Furthermore, the reasons for using these cremes as well as the results  in terms of negative or positive implications were also asked.  

The population in this survey comprises  female aged 18 and higher in the predominantly urban districts of Paramaribo and Wanica where approximately 70% of the total population lives.  The sampling method was a simple random sample drawn from the sampling frame of the Electricity Company. Table 1 gives an overview of the respondents by ethnicity
, which is considered an important independent variable in the survey.   The procentual distribution by ethnicity resembles more or less the national composition of the population, with the Creole, East Indian and Javanese being the major ethnic groups. The ’mixed’
 consists of  colored people who claim to be of two or more ethnic descents. The category 'other' comprises among others  maroons, indigenous people, chinese and libanese.

TABLE 1 ETHNICITY OF RESPONDENTS 

	Ethnicity
	Absolute 
	percent

	Creole
	114
	31.1%

	East Indian
	114
	31.0%

	Javanese
	71
	19.4%

	Mixed
	56
	15.3%

	Other
	13
	3.2%

	Total
	367
	100.0%


Chi-Square 17.18804   DF=2       Probability =.00019
Based on the results of the 1999 survey, persons were identified with negative implications of using chemical skin bleaching cosmetics. In 2001 some case studies were conducted to obtain a deeper understanding of the socio-psychological background and the perceptions of these persons.

2. Survey results and discussion

The survey shows that 18% of the female aged 18 and higher have used or still use bleaching cosmetics. Most respondents had purchased the cosmetics in a supermarket or drugstore, without medical prescription. Fair and Lovely has the highest frequency and is used  by half of these women. Ambi ranks second by 20%,  and Symba third by 10%. The percentage using traditional bleaching products (‘oso dresi’), such as hardi, a ginger type root, is neglectible (1%).

Which are the parts of the skin for which the chemicals are used? The vast majority of the users (93%) applies the cosmetics on the face. The other skin parts (legs , arms) are of no or less importance.
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STATUS

MOTIVES

PRODUCT

PERIOD

IMPLICATIONS

1

East Indian

single

25

Student

dark spots

fair and lovely

3 months

negative

2

Creole

single

22

Unemployed

1 pimple

Simba

2 weeks ?

excess of pigment

3

Creole

single

21

Student

dark spots

ambi

1 week

negative

lemon a3 cream

1 week

negative

bezoyl peroxide 5%

positive

4

East Indian

single

18

Student

dark spots & 

Vicco turmeric

2 days

negative

fair face

fair and lovely

1 week

negative

ponds

5 months

5

East Indian

married

38

Employed

fair face

Ambi

> 12 months

no desired results

whitening

6

Javanese

married

54

Housewife

whitening

fair and lovely

12 months

inferiority complex

7

East Indian

married

42

Nurse

uneven color

medical prescription

5 years

ochronosis

Fair face

with hydroquinone

8

East Indian

Single

47

administr.

dark spots

medical prescription

12 months

ochronosis

clerk

due to razor

with hydroquinone


2.1 Demographic and socio-economic influences

Age

The use of bleaching cosmetics increases with the younger ages: 35% of those below the age of 26 is user; 17% of those aged between 25 and 40 and only 10% of  those older than 40. The relationship is statistical significant (figure 1).

Ethnicity

Of the various ethnic group, East Indian stand out by the highest proportion of persons using chemical skin bleaching cosmetics. Of this ethnic group 32% are users,  while of the other major ethnic groups (Creole and Javanese) less than 10% seems to be a user. The differences between East Indian and  the other major groups are statistically significant (figure 2 Chi-Square=23.67781  DF =1   Probability = .00000). 
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So far we found  two statistically significant relationships: Age by  using bleaching cosmetics and Ethnicity by using bleaching cosmetics. The question is whether there is an indirect ‘causal’ relationship between Ethnicity and using bleaching cosmetics. Therefore we need to examine the relationship for each of the two ethnic categories, East Indian versus the remaining ethnic groups by introducing Age as a test variable. In other words, we need to find out whether the relationship between Ethnicity and using bleaching cosmetics goes via the intervening variable Age.

The findings applicable to East Indian differ from the remaining ethnic groups (figure 3).  For East Indian a strong statistically significant relationship was found with age. 
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However, for the remaining ethnic groups no statistically significant relationship was found (Chi-Square .22130  df= 2  Probability= .89525).  In other words, the originally found relationship between Ethnicity and using bleaching cosmetics, after introducing Age as an intervening variable, dissapears for the remaining ethnic groups, but becomes much stronger for the East Indian. This is expressed by the fact that  61.4% of the East Indian below 26 years uses bleaching cosmetics, while  of the remaining ethnic groups only  13.1% of the under 26 aged use bleaching cosmetics.

Marital status 

There is no statistically significant relationship between the using bleaching cosmetics and Marital status of the whole group. Neither does analysis of the subgroup of  East Indian women result in a statistically significant relationship. However,  there is a higher percentage of skin bleaching among married female: of the total sample 23% of the married female use using bleaching cosmetics as against 13% of those not married;  the same pattern is found for the  East Indian women, showing 35% of the married and 27% of not married female using using bleaching cosmetics.  A distinction of East Indian women by religious affiliation into muslim and hindu did not  show statistically significant differences.   More in-depth research is needed with  focus on ethnic differences in the perceptions of marital status, relationships between partners, and aesthetic norms. 
Income and Education

There is no statistically significant relationship between using bleaching cosmetics and Income. However, among women without an income the percentage of users of bleaching cosmetics is higher (21.4%) versus 14.2% among earners of middle income (less than Sfl 200000 in 1999) and 9% among higher income earners of over Sfl 200000 per month. 

Finally, the relation between using bleaching cosmetics and  Education is not statistically significant.
2.2 Motives for using bleaching cosmetics

One should be aware that a sample survey is not an appropriate method to get a deeper understanding of the socio-psychological background, motives  and  perceptions of chemical skin bleaching users.  This method could provide a first overview of  basic characteristics and relationships within a certain population. Then, methods with more explanatory power as well as techniques that can go beyond rationalizations could be applied (case studies, focus groups) to obtain in depth insights. 

To acquire more information on the reasons an open-ended question was asked in the sample survey:

What is the reason for using bleaching cosmetics ?

The reason most mentioned is to eliminate spots (72.3%). The second most important reason is ‘to get a  fair face’(11.4%). Only one person (0.8%) said unambiguously to use bleaching cosmetics for whitening of the skin.  It is not unlikely that  the women who said to use the cosmetics for obtaining a fairer face, could  in  fact hide the deeper motives for skin whitening. The case studies and focus group reveal more on the perceptions and deeper motives, which will be dealt with further in this article. It is also possible that some of the women saying that they use bleaching cosmetics to eliminate black spots, in fact use these products to obtain a fair face.

Among East Indian the use of bleaching cosmetics for eliminating white spots is hardly mentioned (1%). However, a relatively high percentage (36%) said to use the cosmetics to eliminate black spots, compared to 15% among  non-East Indians.

2.3 Implications for users of bleaching cosmetics 

The majority (62%) of the female uses or used the chemical skin bleaching cosmetics  6 months or shorter, 14% between 6 and 12 months, while 24% uses the cosmetics longer than one year.  There are interesting differences between ethnic groups: Among East Indian the proportion that uses SBC longer than a year  is relatively high (37.2%) if compared with non-East Indian (5.6%). These differences are statistically significant.  

Almost half (43%) of the users said that the cosmetics did not help to solve their problem. Of this category 21% believed that the implications were negative. Among the negative implications are:

· Darker spots

· spots on the face (without further specification)

· irritation of the eyes

· worsening of the problem (without further specification)

As the questionnaire did not inquire in detail on the nature of the negative implications perceived it is not clear what is the precise meaning of the implications that were mentioned by the respondents without further specification. It is therefore possible that ‘spots on the face’ and ‘worsening of the problem’ could be more or less identical with ‘darker spots. It is also not specified whether a dermatologist was visited for these problems. Based on own case studies as well as other material it appears that skin bleaching practices often take place in a sphere of secrecy or even taboo.
 Therefore, it is likely that no medical doctor or dermatologist was consulted for these negative implications. It is also possible that some persons do not recognize the negative implications because they are not familiar with the (side) effects of using bleaching cosmetics.

Among East Indians a much higher proportion (70%) believes that using bleaching cosmetics solved their problem compared to 41% among non-East Indians. On the question whether the use of bleaching cosmetics had negative consequences, only 8.5% of the East Indians was affirmative compared with 39% of the non-East Indians.  The same response pattern was found on the question:

’ What were the implications of using bleaching cosmetics for the immediate social environment or the work situation?’ 

Among the non-East Indian a relatively high percentage of 28% said that the problem became worse against only 13% among the East Indian.

3. Perceptions of color and society: case studies

3.1 Methodology and preliminary results
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This section deals with the perceptions and deeper motives on color and society. In particular the positive and negative attributions of whiteness and blackness are assessed and the interconnection with perceived opportunities in social, cultural or economic life.  To this end qualitative techniques - case studies and focus group interviews - were applied. Respondents – of which most are of lower or lower-middle class status - were selected from the database of the sample survey conducted in 1999, with a preference for cases with 

negative implications of using bleaching cosmetics or with a negative perception of their somatic identity. Initially 9 persons were selected purposively according to aforementioned criteria. There was a 

non-response of 6. This means that 3 persons remained. By applying a snowball method 2 other friends of the respondents were identified who used bleaching cosmetics with the purpose to 

improve their skin or the skin color. Finally, 3 persons with skin disorders were identified at a teach-inn of a  beauty consultant.  The 8 persons finally selected had basic characteristics as shown in table 2.

None of  the 8 cases reported an overall positive implication of using bleaching cosmetics. On the contrary 5 respondents said to have negative results, mostly in terms of  skin irritation or not  obtaining the desired effect.  The remaining 3 cases (two East Indians and 1 creole) had serious skin disorders, two appearing to be ochronosis and one had an excess of pigment (probably a beginning of ochronosis).
  Only two respondents (no. 7 and 8) used a bleaching cosmetic that was prescribed by a dermatologist or medical doctor. However, in both cases the percentage of  hydroquinone is 4%, which is high concentrate according to cosmetic standards of 2%. (Menke et al 2001). The other six respondents used  hydroquinone-based bleaching products which they bought without medical prescription in a supermarket or drugstore. The availability of these cometics is widespread in urban markets in the center of Paramaribo, where 35 brands were identified in the beginning of 2001.

The very first motives the respondents mentioned to justify the use of bleaching cosmetics are related with general and accepted beauty disorders, mostly dark spots in the face. However, a more in depth inquiry  into the  motives of some of the respondents points at the importance of perceptions of somatic norms and opportunities in  the intimate social sphere (e.g. marriage) and non-intimate sphere(such as employment and educational opportunities).

3.2 Discussion 

The case studies and focus group interviews learned that most (6) of the respondents have a negative aesthetic judgement of dark-skinned or black, and also of their own skin color.  Referring to table 2 this holds for three East Indians (table 2 no. 4,5 and 7 )  two creole female (table 2 no. 1 and 2) and one javanese (table 2 no 6). The negative attributions of blackness and positive associations of whiteness transcend the differences in ethnicity, religion and color in the society of Suriname. 

Most respondents  (6) believe that both in the society as a whole and within the different ethnic groups distinctions based on color are still prevailing, and that a dark skin color is associated with inferiority. One creole female (table 2 no. 3)  illustrated this with the common expression 'a dis blakka’ in Sranan (creole language), which is a very negative judgement of a person that is very black and which is socially not desirable. It was said that it is remarkable that mostly female makes such statements in the wider society. This might indicate that there is a specific role for female in expressing and maintaining somatic or aesthetic norms. Female express their aesthetic judgement more readily and explicitly, rather than male. 

The preference for 'light skin' or 'whitening' is also related to what is perceived to be better behavior, including better treatment of the women. One creole respondent told how this norm was handed down from the older to the younger generations in her extended family:

'Our grandmother, who was married to a German white, advised her granddaughters to marry a 'bakra' (white male) because he is supposed to respect their wives, which is not the case with creole male who generally treat their wives very bad'.

This statement is interesting in the context of  how children perceive skin bleaching practices of their parents (Neal & Wilson 1989). 

White or light skin color is associated with better social cultural or economic opportunities in the society. One East Indian respondent (no. 4), who is a student at a teacher’s college, expressed her preference for a 'light skin’ referring to her best female friend who uses Vicco turmeric from India, a famous skin bleaching cosmetic among her East Indian friends, by saying: 
'Lets be honest, if you are light skinned you will be accepted. I have experiences with teachers who discriminate dark skinned and prefer light skinned students.' And then there are the rich East Indian men who prefer light skinned women, even if they are not educated' 
This respondent unambiguously admitted that this is the reason that she  now uses chemical bleaching cosmetics for a lighter skin.  This opinion corresponds with the common conception that unmarried women searching for a partner will have a higher propensity to whiten their skin, than married women.  However, we reported before that no statistically significant relationship was found between using bleaching cosmetics and Marital status, nor for the whole group neither for the subgroup of  East Indian women, which is sociologically interesting for more in-depth research.
4. Conclusion

Previous studies on skin color and related problems after World war II in the Americas, focused on race relations during slavery, and the implications for post-slavery societies  (Hoetink 1973/ 1971).  The ethnic categories of interest were the whites, colored people (generally mulatto’s, moreno’s, or mestizo's) and the blacks. In these multicolored and multi-ethnic societies, social stratification was considered to be rooted in patterns of color or class relations. At the top were the white colonizers and those persons with the most privileges were also the ones with intimate contact with them. The economic and sociocultural processes in the intimate (sexual) sphere and in the wider society resulted in a color hierarchy, with color becoming an index of socio-economic status.  Generally speaking, the darker one is the lower one's position in the social hierarchy.
  Opportunities for upward mobility by dark-skinned or their offspring are related to acquisition of the attributes of the white somatic norm or related identities: one could acquire the cultural, social or economic attributes of ‘whiteness’, or one could move upward genetically by marrying a white. It is observed that ‘color .. is not something that can be altered in the individuals life, but is something that can be put right in the next generation’ (Hoetink 1973: 209).  

There are two reasons why the conceptual framework of Hoetink is inappropriate for analysis of the color and identity problem in the 21st multi-ethnic societies of the Caribbean, such as Suriname.

First Asians (East Indians , Javanese) in addition to blacks and colored (mixed), are the main  ethnic groups in the present multi-ethnic constellation, rather than the classical white- colored- black continuum related to slavery. Second, skin color can now be altered in the individual life very easily by relatively cheap and widely available chemical bleaching cosmetics.

A recent survey (1999) of  Suriname’s multi-ethnic society clearly illustrates that in the urban and semi-urban districts, approximately one of  every 6 women aged 18 or more, uses chemical skin bleaching cosmetics and that  the use increases with the younger ages. Of the various ethnic groups, East Indian stand out by the highest proportion of using chemical skin bleaching cosmetics. The differences between the East Indian and  the remaining ethnic groups taken together (the major groups of creole, javanese and mixed) are statistically significant. 

The relationship between Ethnicity and the use of skin bleaching cosmetics goes via the intervening variable Age. For East Indian a statistically significant relationship was found with age, which is not the case  for the remaining ethnic groups.  Thus, the originally found relationship between Ethnicity and the use of skin bleaching cosmetics dissapears after introducing Age as an intervening variable. This is evident by the 61% of the East Indian below 26 years using skin bleaching cosmetics, against only  13% for the remaining ethnic groups.

East Indian also stand out by the higher percentage that uses chemical skin bleaching cosmetics longer than one year. The same holds for the larger proportion of East Indian who believe that their problems were solved and that the use of bleaching cosmetics had no negative consequences for the skin, the immediate social environment or the work situation.
Of all the users 43% said that the cosmetics did not help to solve their problem. Of this category 21% believed that the implications were negative, resulting among others in darker spots, spots on the face, and irritation of the eyes.

Case studies of female in Suriname using bleaching cosmetics learned that, according to these persons, there is a negative aesthetic judgement of dark-skinned or black in the society. The negative attributions of blackness and positive associations of whiteness prevail both in the society as a whole and within the different ethnic groups. Dark skin color is associated with inferiority, and also with less social or economic opportunities in the society. This is an important justification for some of the respondents to use skin bleaching cosmetics.

The classical study by Hoetink stressed the importance of inter-ethnic relations for a better understanding of the aesthetic norms and social stratification in multi-ethnic societies: ‘the problems of intergroup relations are serious in all multi-racial societies of America. They appear to be more serious where no socioracial continuum exists and where, consequently, the dividing lines between socioracial groups are abruptly drawn.’(Hoetink 1973: 210).  However, as regards the skin color hierarchy, the Suriname skin bleaching survey learned that the problem goes beyond the ‘intergroup relations’, and that intra-ethnic relations are as important as the inter-ethnic relations. The assumption is that even if the color continuum could be as large within a particular ethnic group as between the different ethnic groups in the society as a whole, the perception, values and norms related to skin color may differ between these groups. Here the complex issue of identity is also of importance, which was discussed at an expert meeting 'Skin Color related to the Diaspora and Rehabilitation of Colored People in multicultural Societies' 
.

At this expert meeting is was discussed that scientific and non-scientific reports from different countries in the world – such as the USA, Jamaica, India, the Philippines, sub-Saharan African countries - indicate that cosmetic skin bleaching  is a world-wide phenomenon. It is astonishing that chemical bleaching of the skin, which has become a worldwide phenomenon with negative social implications, is hardly recognized by social scientist to be a serious sociological and psychological problem. It was raised at the meeting that the problem of skin bleaching is a symptomology that stems from a more fundamental issue of identity.  Theoretically, the dominant identity is biologically and somatically defined as white, which at the same time is associated and connected with other identities at the economic, cultural, social and aesthetic level. Economically, a white skin signifies wealth and economic power, whiteness is associated with cultural attributes, social power and privileges in various fields, such as educational and employment opportunities. Finally, a white skin goes hand in hand with dominant aesthetic values and opportunities in the intimate social sphere such as marriage. Dark-skinned or colored people that are not able to achieving the dominant white biological/ somatic identity, or associated identities at the economic, cultural, social and aesthetic level could end up with an identity crisis. One possible response to deal with this crisis is the chemical bleaching of the skin. 

Further research in the multi-ethnic Surinamese society should focus therefore on the similarities and dissimilarities in the perceptions of each of the major ethnic groups on skin color, their identities and association with role models, as well as with perceived social and economic opportunities.  This is considered to be key to understand the perceptions on color and related values in the society as a whole, and the inter-ethnic relations. 
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� This is  a paradoxical effect with the bleached skin becoming darker rather than achieving  the desired whitening


� The meaning of  ‘creool’ (spanish ‘criollo’) changed overtime and is not  identical in different multicultural  societies. Originally ‘criollo’ refers to descendants of  Spanish whites or  near-whites in colonial South America . In Suriname the meaning of ‘creool’ resembles the conceptualization of  ‘Creole negroes’ by Koster  in Brazil, referring to  ‘the free negroes who had been born in the country and being of African descent, made no claim to be racially mixed’ (Hoetink 1971:33).  However, in  present Suriname many claim not to be pure African.  


� Ethnicity was measured by the respondent’s perception of  the ethnic group he/ she belongs to.


� The mixed group comprises those who subjectively perceive that they are ‘mixed’ as they do not consider themselves to be a member of  one particular and recognized ethnic group.


� Chi-Square  16.63384   df= 2   Probability = .00024


� At the time of the survey in September 1999 the exchange rate was 1 US$ = 1565 Surinamese guilders.


� Only one of the eight persons in the case studies in the next section of this article,  consulted  a medical doctor. Other research  confirms the secrecy and often denying the use of bleaching cosmetics (Menke et al 2001; Gomes & Westerhof 2000).


�  Three of the case studies are not completed and therefore the overall preliminary results are reported.


� The diagnosis of ochronosis was determined by  means of a magnifying  glas and ultra-violet rays.


� One should take into account that Hoetink makes a clear distinction between the more rigid North-West-European variant of color and race relations (the so-called somatic norm image) versus the relatively moderate Iberian  variant  with its fluid color hierarchy


� The expert meeting, organized by the COLOR Foundation, was attended by experts from the USA, Holland and Suriname, and was held on 10 March 2001 in Paramaribo, Suriname at the F.H.R. Lim A Po Institute for Social Studies.�
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FIGURE 1     PERCENTAGE  USERS OF SKIN BLEACHING COSMETICS PER AGE GROUP 
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		TABLE 2  CHARACTERISTICS OF  CASE STUDY  RESPONDENTS

		RESP		ETHNICITY		MARITAL		AGE		STATUS		SKINBLEACHING

						STATUS						MOTIVES		PRODUCT		PERIOD		IMPLICATIONS

		1		East Indian		single		25		Student		dark spots		fair and lovely		3 months		negative

		2		Creole		single		22		Unemployed		1 pimple		Simba		2 weeks ?		excess of pigment

		3		Creole		single		21		Student		dark spots		ambi		1 week		negative

														lemon a3 cream		1 week		negative

														bezoyl peroxide 5%				positive

		4		East Indian		single		18		Student		dark spots &		Vicco turmeric		2 days		negative

												fair face		fair and lovely		1 week		negative

														ponds		5 months

		5		East Indian		married		38		Employed		fair face		Ambi		> 12 months		no desired results

												whitening

		6		Javanese		married		54		Housewife		whitening		fair and lovely		12 months		inferiority complex

		7		East Indian		married		42		Nurse		uneven color		medical prescription		5 years		ochronosis

												Fair face		with hydroquinone

		8		East Indian		Single		47		administr.		dark spots		medical prescription		12 months		ochronosis

										clerk		due to razor		with hydroquinone
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FIGURE 2   PROPORTION OF ETHNIC GROUPS  USING 







SKIN BLEACHING COSMETICS 
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FIGURE 3   PERCENTAGE EAST INDIAN  AND OTHER 
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