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Abstract

This essay re-examines the global beauty culture and ideals as established by the West and continually re-
imagined worldwide through three primary lenses of race, gender, and political economy. Based on this
understanding, it then delves into how the beauty culture in Vietnam has been shaped and transformed since
the country conducted economic reforms in 1986 and has become more integrated into the global economy

today.
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* * *

“But it is worth noticing that for the people of Irian Jaya, Indonesianization may be more worrisome than
Americanization, as Japanization may be for Koreans, Indianization for Sri Lankans, Viethamization for
the Cambodians, Russianization for the people of Soviet Armenia and the Baltic Republics. Such a list of

alternative fears to Americanization could be greatly expanded, but it is not a shapeless inventory; for
polities of smaller scale, there is always a fear of cultural absorption by polities of larger scale,
especially those that are near by. One man’s imagined community (Anderson, 1983) is another man’s
political prison.” (Appadurai, 1990, 295)

1. Introduction

“Your nails say everything about you,” wrote the giant calligraphy on the wall without paying
homage to the person who said it, Tammy Taylor, an American nail professional well-established in the
nail industry since 1983. Yet, except for this English quote, one could hardly find traces of any Western
influence at this small Vietnamese nail salon in Hanoi—the staff did not speak English, the products were
not imported from the United States but instead from China and South Korea, the desks and tables were

crammed tightly to each other to conserve space, and the service cost the equivalent of two bowls of udon
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in Japan. Needless to say, as someone who had been away from home for a year, | had fallen far behind on
the local beauty trends.

As | marveled silently at the meticulous way in which the twentysomething manicurist fixed my
nails, |1 became engulfed in questions about the global beauty regimes and their far-reaching influence in
small emerging economies such as Vietnam. | thought about my late mother who had grown up poor and
never thought of painting her nails, let alone having someone else paint them, and about how all of this has
changed in just one generation. As Vietnam’s economy soared through the 1990s and continues to keep the
growth momentum today, luxury high-rises and shopping malls have mushroomed across the country,
imported goods have become more favorable, and the service industry has expanded accordingly to meet
the demand of nearly 100 million people. The standardization of nail salons among many other beauty
services in Vietnam over the past decade leads me to ask whether this is the beginning of cultural
homogenization by globalization or a simple case of progress.

With this idea in mind, this essay reviews the global beauty culture, based upon which it then
dissects the changes—their extent and drivers—in beauty ideals in Vietnam. The period of study is after
Vietnam reformed its economy in 1986 and became increasingly integrated in the global economy in recent
decades. The beauty culture has inspired a rich literature in sociology for it encompasses not just the way
individuals claim and modify their bodies but also the way corporates and nations take hold of the symbols
of progress and modernity (Jafar and Casanova, 2013).

2. Global beauty: established and re-imagined

Given that beauty itself evokes a sense of abstraction and transience, it is worth pondering about
the geographical attribute of beauty: whether there exists a kind of global, transnational beauty or simply a
host of local variations to the dominated Western beauty practices. It is undeniable that colonialism,
capitalism, and globalization have altogether shaped and reproduced beauty cultures in different societies
(Jha, 2016, Balogun and Hoang, 2013, Lee, 2012). On the one hand, globalization and technological
progress have made many beauty practices, e.g. hair dying, hair extension, cosmetic surgeries, etc., popular
across continents; on the other hand, these practices are not one and the same everywhere, such that their
motivations or representations can be vastly different depending on the local contexts. Jafar and Casanova
(2013) point out a noteworthy example in which female genital cosmetic surgery is seen as a practice
popular in demand and with positive reception whereas female genital cutting or mutilation, which shares
a similar description and outcome, is outlawed and deemed barbaric. Such discrepancy, which highlights
the need to understand global as well as local power relations, brings attention to the constructivist nature
of social phenomena, particularly beauty practices. This section briefly traces the constructions of beauty

through three dominant and intertwining perspectives of race, gender, and political economy.



Discourses of beauty have never been detached from racial politics (Craig, 2006, Jafar and
Casanova, 2013). White skin, a stereotypical feature of the Western, or more specifically Caucasian, genetic
makeup, is widely regarded as attractive and beautiful across cultures, whereas brown skin, tied to the non-
Western Other, is seen as undesirable and ugly (Torigoe, 2012, Picton, 2013, Li, Min, and Belk, 2008,
Hunter, 2005, Craig, 2006, Ashikari, 2005). The valuing of whiteness, built on this binary perception of
white as beautiful and non-white as otherwise, perpetuates the “racial hierarchies of bodies in postcolonial
societies” (Jafar and Casanova, 2013, xix). At the same time, because these constructions of beauty are
racialized, they necessarily reflect the contexts in which they arise. For instance, the Pan-Asian beauty ideal
of white skin tone is not merely a pursuit of European whiteness but is a distinctive blend of Asian and
European facial features (Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh, 2019). Another line of studies even points out that
racism and colorism, though inherently linked, are not exactly the same. The obsession with light skin in
the Philippines, as Rondilla (2009) argues, is not merely about a pursuit of whiteness or purity but also
about a desire to emulate the “Asian beauty ideal” which consists of porcelain white skin, straight black
hair, and almond eyes. This desire is rooted in several factors ranging from the colonization of the
Philippines by Spain, the United States, and Japan, the marginal position of the Philippines in the Asian
region, to its role as a major labor exporter and the continual exposure to Western media (Rondilla, 2009).
The organic growth of an appreciation for white or light skin, a move almost independent of the black-
white dynamics of race, is also seen in East and South Asia (Vaid, 2009). In particular, having a light
complexion among Indians is highly valued and not necessarily an issue of racism because it carries
significant symbolic capital in marriage negotiations, many of which take place under the arranged form
(\Vaid, 2009, Dhillon-Jamerson, 2019). The consumption of whitening cosmetics in Japan is similarly not
about a craving of an Western value or an expression of traditional Japanese female beauty; it is an act
aimed at presenting the Japanese form of whiteness, and thus, symbolizes Japanese identity at large
(Ashikari, 2005). As can be seen, discussions of race in beauty culture are inevitably tangled in talks about
skin tones politics and colorism. Yet, they do highlight the diversified ways—whether that be a country’s
history, societal hierarchy, or nationalism—through which the local beauty cultures are shaped. The
ultimate origin of our values of beauty and the beauty standards, as Bergen (2013) reflects on the differences
in skin tone and body hair between Americans and Cambodians, may be after all not all that clear for no
force can singlehandedly leave such an influence.

Just as race is a popular lens through which beauty ideals are analyzed, gender and feminist theories
also provide a fertile ground for scholars in the field. The body, according to Michel Foucault and feminist
scholars, is a site of direct social control (Bordo, 1989, Brook, 1999). Beauty standards exist to regulate the
bodies and lives of women, evidenced by the numerous beauty pageant contests around the world (Jha,
2016). As such, the construction of the female body in different societies has been of critical interest to

3



scholars, with case studies zooming on the intersectionality of race and beauty among young female
adolescents in Ecuador (De Casanova, 2004), the perception of body image among women of African
descent (Ofosu, Lafreniere, and Senn, 1998), the ways women assert power through resisting and
accommodating mainstream female hair norms in the United States (Weitz, 2001), the shaping of girls’
bodies in Finnish schools (Harjunen, 2002), or the representation of women’s bodies in Nigeria and
Vietnam (Balogun and Hoang, 2013), to name a few. The common approach in many of these studies is to
break down the power struggles between men and women, to examine the dieting and cosmetic surgery as
well as the increasingly significant role of the media and socio-political movements in shaping the
discourses on female bodies and femininity. A textual analysis of three makeover programs in the United
States calls attention to the commodification of the female body and the continually changing images of
acceptable beauty against which women are measured and judged (Gallagher and Pecot-Hebert, 2007).
Global beauty standards, from a gender perspective, appear largely unchanged over centuries, even though
women have gained power in the workplace and at home. Many beauty ideals regarding the shape of their
body, their weight, the length of their hair, the amount of body hair permitted, etc. remain ludicrous to
uphold for women, who today are still subject to the male gaze and a host of societal expectations.

Beyond the discourses on race and gender in beauty culture is the inevitable role of the global and
local political economy. In studying the geopolitics of beauty in South Korea, Lee (2012) focuses on the
normalization of plastic surgery by two waves of force: consumer-popular culture and the country’s own
neoliberal policies. Here, the two industries of mass media and the beauty industry are identified as the
ultimate drivers of women’s self-image, and subsequently, their cosmetic surgery consumption (Lee, 2012).
Mass media, which includes magazines, newspapers, televisions, and movies, serves an important channel
for propagating beauty standards. According to a content analysis of more than 5,500 female models in four
top beauty and fashion magazines from 12 countries and regions, even though the overall image of beauty
was found to be relatively independent of Western influence across cultures, there is a domination of
Western models on the cover pages (Yan and Bissell, 2014). Such representations undoubtedly contribute
to perpetuating the Western-established standards of beauty and the association of Western models/faces
as high-fashion in comparison with the non-Western counterparts. Thriving off the works of mass media,
the beauty industry feeds on consumers’ craving for cosmetic products that make them look younger,
whiter, or more beautiful—as dictated by the industry itself (Jha, 2016). In this sense, beauty, health, and
media corporations all constitute important players in the fight for regulating and controlling bodies,
especially of women.

The representation of local beauty at a global level perhaps reaches its apex in the form of global
beauty pageants. Even as the viewership of several televised beauty contests today has plummeted from its
height in the mid-1960s (Fitzgerald, 2018, Maas, 2019), these shows remain widespread as they provide a
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commercial platform for the making and display of judgements of cultural value (Wilk, 1995). It is where
the configuration of the female gender as this otherness is formed and kept alive. Even more important is
how, as Parameswaran (2005) argues, understanding the mass media narratives about Indian global beauty
queens could shed light on “India’s transformation from a protected quasi-socialist economy into a
burgeoning location for the production and sale of global commodities” (421).

This section has explored the three dominant perspectives — race, gender, and political economy —
in analyzing beauty ideals across cultures. It has offered a glimpse into the voluminous research on the
constructions of beauty standards, the female bodies, and a global beauty culture, all the while highlighting
some of the causes, the key players, and their goals. With this background in mind, the next section focuses
on the presence of such elements in a specific context, Vietnam, which is a lower-middle-income country
with a thousand year of Chinese domination (111 BC to 938 AD), a hundred year of French colonialism
(1887-1954), and decades of war against American imperialism (1955-1975).

3. Vietnamese beauty standards: from traditions to modernity

Vietnam presents an appropriate case study of a postcolonial society in which its 1986 economic
reforms and subsequent liberalization policies have transformed the livelihoods of the local people as well
as their world views (Vuong, 2019, Vuong and Napier, 2015). The booming of the Vietnamese beauty
market in recent years is fueled by the rise of a middle-income class—which makes up one-third of the
population—and arguably, by a large and young population that is increasingly exposed to beauty practices
in more developed countries such as the United States, Europe, South Korea, and Japan. Similar to other
Southeast Asian nations, Vietnam is facing both the direct effect of Western media influence as well as its
trick-down effect—e.qg. the adaptations of Western-originated music videos, movies and commercials by
countries such as South Korea, Thailand, and Malaysia where the influence of American culture is stronger
(Bergen, 2013). The result is, statistically speaking, the beauty market in Vietnam, though valued at
between USD2.3 billion and USD3.7 billion a year (Vien Thong, 2019, Vietnam News, 2019), is 90%
dominated by foreign companies, with South Korean companies accounting for 22%, Japan 13%, France
12%, Thailand 12%, and the United States 12% (B&Company, 2019). The money spent on cosmetic
imports was even higher, at USD6 billion in 2018, a threefold hike from 2016 (Nikkei, 2019), hinting at a
fast-growing market and ever-rising demand for imported beauty products. It is clear that this has not always
been the case, but are the growing wealth and product availability the sole transformational factors here?

When one looks back at the conventional beauty ideals as they have been known in Vietnam for
centuries, one would be surprised to learn that the ancient emphasis is not on physical appearance but on
the inner virtues. A Vietnamese proverb puts this succinctly: “Cai nét danh chét cdi dep” (translated as

Virtue/Character is better than Beauty). Yet, just as how, in contemporary discourse, the female body is
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seen as the battleground for religious ideologies, national and political institutions, and media and beauty
corporates, the female identity in traditional Vietnamese society is also subject to a set of rules. As the
Confucian moral code dictates, Vietnamese women have to abide by the “Three Obediences” (tam tong),
which include obeying her father before marriage, obeying her husband once married, and obeying her son
after her husband passes away, in addition to attaining the “Four Virtues” (t& dirc) of moral conduct (dic),
proper speech (ngdn), fair/dignified appearance (dung), and diligence (hanh) (Taylor and Choy, 2005). No
classical texts in Confucianism or Vietnamese folk religion can be found to distill the precise content of
“fair/dignified appearance,” and one can safely assume that this appearance is nonetheless rooted in the
need to keep face — i.e. dignity and prestige — for one’s family rather than in the maintenance of personal
beauty for oneself. In other words, the shifting attitudes on beauty in Vietnam have marked a departure
from traditional influences and a move closer to a consumer culture.

This is not to say that one cannot find traces of description regarding the beauty standards—once
again imposed on women—in feudal Vietnamese society. In the famous epic poem The Tale of Kieu
(“Truyén Kiéu”) by Nguyen Du, the female protagonist, Thuy Kieu, is said to exemplify the ultimate
feminine beauty for she possesses as much outward as inward beauty, with her talent unrivalled, skin as
white as snow, and hair smoother than cloud!. Equally noteworthy is how, throughout Vietnamese history,
the female submission under Confucian moral codes has not been without contest. Perhaps it is the emphasis
on virtue cultivation that underlies the valuing of talented, strong, and decisive women as represented in
Vietnamese myths, legends and history (Tran, 2002). Notable examples include the fight against Chinese
domination over Vietnam in AD 40 by the Trung sisters (Hai Ba Trung) and the feminist spirit espoused
by the female poet Ho Xuan Huong in the 18" century. What is clear is, whether the standards be set on
one’s physical appearance or inner beauty, these rules are heavily gender-biased for subjecting solely
women to their rigidity.

Understanding Vietnam’s traditions helps us situate the changes today in the proper context.
Vietnam, despite its thousand-year history, is still seen as a young country in two ways: its political
independence and national unification only happened in 1975, and 70% of its population is under 35 years
of age (Salomon and Vu, 2007). The move away from traditional beauty ideals appears to be the result of
a rapid growth in private wealth, especially in urban areas, which contributed to the country’s smooth
transition from a centrally-planned economy into a robust consumer society (Nguyen et al., 2019). In an
examination of young Vietnamese’s consumption practices, Nguyen, Ozcaglar-Toulouse, and Kjeldgaard
(2018) note a rejection of the communist identity and government-promoted lifestyle in the everyday

consumption practices, that the acts of buying products suitable to young consumers’ taste constitute a kind
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of “individualization through self-emancipation, self-enrichment, and self-actualization” (490). What
ensues is a dichotomy in government politics: on the one hand, it promotes Marxism-Leninism and
condemns bourgeois consumption, but on the other hand, it also depoliticizes and even normalizes
consumption in its promotion of the middle-class as a “modern, civilized, and patriotic”” demographics in
contemporary society (Nguyen-Marshall, Drummond, and Bélanger, 2012, 21). Seen through this lens of
Vietnam’s political economy, the rise of a consumer beauty culture appears inevitable, though not
necessarily caused by globalization.

Contemporary beauty practices in Vietnam, as | have pointed out above, are influenced by practices
originated from both the West (the United States and Europe) and East Asia. Yet, exogenous cultures are
not the sole drivers of the local changes. The structure of cosmetics spending by Viethamese gives us hint
on the beauty areas that receive the most attention: skin care and make-up products (B&Company, 2019).
Vietnamese consumers are spending heavily on sunscreen and various facial care products that range from
cleanser, toner, moisturizer, to whitening cream. Once again, as observed in other cultures, beauty is defined
by one’s skin tone — the more fair, lighter or whiter the skin color, the more beautiful one is. This perception,
similar to what scholars have noted in the cases of the Philippines (Rondilla, 2009), India (Vaid, 2009), or
Japan (Ashikari, 2005), is not necessarily tied to Vietnam’s colonial history but may be attributed to its own
ancient depiction of beauty.

At the same time, it is important to note that the changes in beauty perception are not simultaneous
throughout the whole of Vietnam. For instance, an article published on May 21, 1973 in the New York
Times revealed the craving for American aesthetics such as round eyes, bigger nose, dimple cheeks, a cleft
chin, bigger breasts, hips and thighs, and hence, a boom in the local cosmetic surgery industry (Denman,
1973). The demand for cosmetic surgery was in fact so high that southern Vietnam at the time recorded a
shortage of plastic surgeons (Denman, 1973). This was not the case in the northern region where war still
ravaged until 1975 and food shortage persisted through 1989. The development in South Vietham perhaps
foreshadows what would to become of a society once peace and economic prosperity are realized.

At first appearance, | had surmised that Vietnamese beauty practices are being homogenized by
global media and multinational conglomerates, such that local consumers now want to same things that
consumers in the developed world have. While wanting the same things is nothing to be demoralized, |
feared about the dissipating local beauty culture. What | have witnessed is the seamless importation of
foreign beauty ideals, which may sometimes be jarring, or even contradictory, to what the Vietnamese
people have come to known — a phenomenon defined as “cultural additivity” (Vuong et al., 2018).
Nonetheless, in examining these developments in an academic manner, | had come to realize how the
pursuit of non-Vietnamese beauty ideals is as much a reflection of a robust market as an expression of self-

actualization and progress in modern times.



4. Conclusion

This essay has reviewed the scholarship on beauty ideals across culture, focusing on the three
dominant discourses of race, gender, and political economy on beauty. It notes a prolific literature on the
intersectionality of race, class, and gender in the configuration of beauty ideals, particularly for the female
bodies. Extant research has also paid significant attention to the role of mass media and the beauty industry
in regulating and reinforcing stereotypical beauty standards, as established in the West.

In the second half, the essay zooms in on the transformation of perceptions toward beauty ideals in
Vietnam, a country that moved from one of the world’s poorest to a lower-middle income country in just
three decades. While the constructions of beauty in postcolonial societies tend to be both racialized and
gender-biased, in Vietnam, it appears that gender-biased conventions and mass narratives remain a
dominant force. Here, the female bodies remain the site where beauty standards are shaped, where national
identities are formed, maintained, and resisted. This process is facilitated by a young population with high
demand for products that give them voices beyond the communist setting as well as by a rapid surge in
private wealth of the middle-class over a relatively short period. The case of beauty culture in post-reform
Vietnam, therefore, is not one of homogenization but indeed of glocalization—the internalization of global

practices and values in a local environment.
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