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A worker holds a dog at a rescue shelter in Jakarta. Visitors mingle with dogs at a rescue shelter in Jakarta. — AFP photos

When Chandana Hiran was a child,
strangers would urge her to light-
en her skin. Today the Indian stu-

dent is leading a campaign against whiten-
ing creams as global anti-racism protests
highlight the obsession with fair complex-
ions for many in Asia. The campaign
achieved its first victory when cosmetics
giant Unilever dropped the word “fair”
from its popular Fair & Lovely skin-light-
ening cream. L’Oreal and Johnson &
Johnson announced similar initiatives.
“They have been thriving on selling insecu-
rities to women,” 22-year-old Hiran, who
launched an online petition against Fair &
Lovely, told AFP. “The narrative is that if
you are dark-skinned, you cannot achieve
anything in life. So being a dark-skinned
girl I’ve always felt that maybe... I need to
be fair. If I’m not, then maybe I don’t
deserve those things.”

Multinationals have long profited from
sales of whitening creams, facewash and
even vaginal bleaching lotions, by advertis-
ing the message that beauty, success and
love are only for pale-skinned people.
Unilever made $500 million from Fair &
Lovely sales in India last year, according to
Bloomberg. Now, after mounting outrage
sparked by the Black Lives Matter protests
in Western cities, companies like Unilever
say they “want to lead the celebration of a
more diverse portrayal of beauty”. But
campaigners warn their fight has just
begun and that, without greater efforts to
counter entrenched bias against darker
skin, the rebranding remains superficial.

Bias from birth 
Colourism -  prejudice against darker

skin tones-in India is pervasive. While
British colonialism helped fuel colourism,
the bias is deeply rooted in India’s ancient

caste hierarchies, experts say. “The
assumption is the higher castes are fairer
than the lower castes,” sociologist Suparna
Kar of Bangalore’s Christ University told
AFP. As a result, many associate pale skin
with wealth and beauty-a prejudice bol-
stered by Bollywood films which rarely
make darker-complexioned women the
star and frequently portray successful city-
dwellers as fair-skinned. Actress
Tannishtha Chatterjee, long vocal about
colourism, told AFP: “When I have been
cast in urban roles, a make-up artist would
come and tell me that it’s an ‘upmarket’
role, so ‘should I make the skin tone two
shades lighter?’”

The bias begins at birth, said Kavitha
Emmanuel, who visits schools promoting
her “Dark is Beautiful” campaign launched
in 2009. “You’ll hear, ‘She’s a girl and she’s

dark, oh my god, who is going to marry
her? We have to ... make her look fair.
Don’t let her out in the sun, don’t let her
play sport’.” The prejudice shows up in
school textbooks, she said, with a dark-
skinned person used to denote “ugliness”.
Many Indian women start using whitening
products as children. Seema, a 29-year-old
domestic worker in New Delhi, has used
Fair & Lovely since she was 14. Most of her
female relatives use it-including her 12-
year-old daughter.

“When I look at the fairness-cream
commercials it looks like a good product...
they show that when people become fairer,
they get jobs, they get proposals for mar-
riage,” she told AFP. Indeed, newspaper
adverts for arranged marriages regularly
call for brides with “milky white” complex-
ions. The obsession is also widespread in

Southeast Asia. “Having a whiter skin is
seen as... part of what is euphemistically
called (a) ‘pleasing personality’,” University
of the Philippines’ medical anthropologist
Gideon Lasco said.

Profit and prejudice
Such prejudices have exposed genera-

tions to self-loathing and low self-esteem,
experts say. On top of the psychological
damage, the products pose significant
health risks. Some contain hazardous levels
of mercury, which can cause kidney dam-
age, skin ailments and psychosis, the World
Health Organization warns. In Indonesia,
the pursuit of “white skin” has led to the
sale of toxic, unregulated products,
prompting a government crackdown. But
activists say it will take time to alter such
ingrained biases, especially when the sec-
tor is so profitable. The skin-lightening
industry is one of the world’s fastest-grow-
ing beauty segments, and is forecast to be
worth $31.2 billion by 2024, according to
the WHO.

In India, a nation of 1.3 billion people,
whitening products make up about half the
skincare market. “There’s no letting society
off the hook here,” activist Kavita Krishnan
told AFP. Nevertheless, “corporate compa-
nies, commercial interests cannot simply
use social bias as an alibi”, she added. But
change is coming, said campaigner
Emmanuel, who believes future generations
will see the world-and themselves-differ-
ently. Her recent visit to a school ended
with a lighter-skinned student apologizing
to classmates for bullying them over their
darker complexions, Emmanuel said. “For
me, that was a moment... I realise it is hav-
ing an impact.”— AFP 

Photo shows packages of Unilever ‘Fair and Lovely’ skin-lightening creams on the count-
er of a shop in New Delhi. — AFP 

Indonesian doctor Susana Somali and her
staff cut tightly-bound plastic ropes off
dozens of whimpering dogs rescued from

the butcher’s block after being sold or aban-
doned during the coronavirus pandemic.
Somali’s sprawling Jakarta complex, home to
about 1,400 canines, has become a refuge for
at-risk animals as cash-strapped owners sell
them into the Southeast Asian nation’s con-
troversial dog meat trade.

Mostly acting on tip-offs, Somali and her
team hit the streets looking for stray dogs
and butcher shops where more and more
doomed animals are spending their last days
howling in cramped cages. Somali-who jug-
gles a day job testing COVID-19 samples at
a local hospital-started the shelter in an
upscale Jakarta neighborhood more than a
decade ago.

Back then, she rescued one or two dogs
from a butcher each week. But that number
has soared to as many as 20 in recent months
as strays are snatched off the streets for their
meat. The 55-year-old mother of two negoti-
ates with often unfriendly butchers, some-
times paying them cash or supplying other
meat to secure the animals’ release. “The real
battle isn’t rescuing them from butchers,
although that is always scary. The challenge
is taking care of these dogs during the pan-
demic,” Somali said.

‘Tears in her eyes’ 
Somali and about 30 staff at Pejaten

Animal Shelter are struggling to care for a
huge number of animals as donations plunge
in the midst of the COVID-19 outbreak. The
money is crucial to help cover upwards of
$29,000 in monthly expenses, including
employee salaries and the daily cost of half a
ton of meat for the animals. Myriad breeds,
including huskies, pit bulls, and German
shepherds, roam the 5,000 square meter
shelter, which Somali started in 2009. She
started confronting butchers after seeing a
video of a pregnant dog about to be slaugh-
tered. “Someone posted images of this cry-
ing dog on social media and I saw the tears
in her eyes,” she said.

“That’s when I became aware of the
butchers.” Somali and her team rescued
dozens of puppies bound for a local Korean
eatery this month, but they don’t always
make it in time. “I tried to reach the area but
was told that the dog had already been
(killed),” she said of one recent dash to a
butcher’s shop. “It was a minute too late.”

Animal welfare groups estimate as many as
one million dogs are killed annually across
Indonesia, with more than 100 restaurants in
Jakarta alone serving their meat, according
to government figures.

Dog is often a culinary speciality among
Indonesia’s non-Muslim minority groups. The
animals are considered unclean in Islam and
rarely kept as pets in Muslim-majority coun-
tries. Indonesia is relatively relaxed by com-
parison, but working at the shelter can still be
tricky for Muslim volunteers like Ria
Rosalina. “Many people have asked me why I
take care of dogs but also wear hijab,” she

said, referring to the religious head-covering
worn by many Indonesian women. “But I
don’t care. I just tell them that dogs were
created by God, just like humans.”

Snatched and killed 
The plight of Indonesia’s dogs isn’t limited

to the megacity capital. Animal welfare
organisation Four Paws has warned that
thousands of strays in Bali were at risk of
starving or being snatched by dog meat
traders, as a plunge in tourism hammers the
holiday island. It is also a growing problem in
other parts of Southeast Asia as traders prey
on owners facing hard economic times, said
Katherine Polak, a veterinarian with Four
Paws. “Animals are at a very heightened risk,”
she said. “Some low-income people might be
tempted to sell their pets.” For years, activists
have called on the government to halt
Indonesia’s dog meat market-a goal shared
by Somali. “Ending the dog meat trade may
sound like a dream but everything starts from
a dream,” the shelter owner said. “I’ll always
keep fighting.” —  AFP 

A dog’s life: Scientists
find new formula 
for canine age

Awell-known “rule of paw” holds
that you can tell how old your
pooch is in human terms by multi-

plying its age in years by seven. But in
fact, the real ratio changes over time, the
US National Institutes of Health (NIH)
said Thursday, following a study of bio-
logical changes to dogs’ genomes over
the course of their lives. Dogs, humans
and in fact all mammals experience the
same developmental timeline: birth, infan-
cy, youth, puberty, adulthood and death.
Scientists have identified chemical marks
on the DNA that correspond to these dif-
ferent stages, an area of study called epi-
genetics. The field is well established for
humans, and some commercial companies
let you send in a DNA sample to deter-
mine your biological age by reading your

“epigenetic clock.” Molecules called
methyl groups attach themselves to a par-
ticular region of the DNA, switching them
to the “off” position and ushering in the
next stage of life. Trey Ideker of the
University of San Diego, who was the
senior author of the study published in
Cell Systems, likened these patterns to
wrinkles on the genome. “I tend to think
of it very much like when you look at
someone’s face and guess their age based
on their wrinkles, gray hair, and other fea-
tures,” he said. “These are just similar
kinds of features on the molecular level.”

Ideker and colleagues studied the
methylation patterns on 104 Labrador
retrievers, who ranged in age from a few
weeks old to 16 years. These were then
compared to the methylation patterns in
humans. The scientists were able to devise
a more complex formula that better
matches the canine-human life stages-but
you’ll need a scientific calculator to figure
it out.—AFP

Indonesian doctor Susana Somali sits with
dogs at her rescue shelter in Jakarta. US actress Amber Heard (left) leaves on the

fourth day of the libel trial by her former hus-
band US actor Johnny Depp against News
Group Newspapers (NGN), at the High Court
in London. — AFP 


