Why dark is beautiful

Kerala chief secretary's response to a disparaging comment on her skin tone is a significant
moment in our public culture

Reading Muraleedharan’s 305-word post with Lohia’s essay reminds us that the craze for light skin
is not a light business. (lllustration by C R Sasikumar)

“As a four-year-old, | apparently asked my mother whether she could put me back in her womb and
bring me out again, all white and pretty. | have lived for over 50 years buried under that narrative of
not being a colour that was good enough.”

The haunting Facebook post by Sarada Muraleedharan, Kerala’s chief secretary, in response to a
disparaging comment on her blackness, must be marked as a significant moment in our public
culture. She has given words to what crores of Indian women (and many men) must feel every day,
the torture they suffer through their lives. You need inner strength to acknowledge this to yourself.
You need courage to say this in public. And you need privilege, the strength to speak and the
assurance of being heard. If privilege could redeem itself, here is an example.

Exactly 65 years ago, in March 1960, Rammanohar Lohia penned an extraordinary essay, ‘Skin
Colour and Beauty’ (part of his collection Interval During Politics), a pioneering critique of the
“tyranny of colour”. Lohia sought to bust any association of female beauty with fairness: “The
woman who loves and is loved radiates the beauty of the starlit sky, whether she is dark or fair.”
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Reading Muraleedharan’s 305-word post with Lohia’s essay reminds us that the craze for light skin
is not a light business. Understanding the prejudice against the black offers awindow to the enduring
nature of cultural, social, economic and political inequalities in our times. A recent academic
volume, The Routledge Companion to Beauty Politics, captures many themes in this conversation.
Maxine Leeds Craig sums it up in the opening lines of this volume: “Beauty is political. It is the prize
claimed by the victors of struggles over human worth. The sting of ugliness is aweapon used by those
at the top of social hierarchies to assert superiority over groups they deem inferior and therefore
ugly.” Lohia had echoed a similar political reading of aesthetic judgement: “Politics influence
aesthetics; power also looks beautiful, particularly unequalled power.”

Muraleedharan’s statement stands out for naming the phenomenon that she calls out without
blinking: Prejudice against blackness. She clarifies, this bias is against “not just black the colour, but
black the ne’er do good, black the malaise, the cold despotism, the heart of darkness”. Instead of
resorting to euphemisms like dark or “sanwala” she owns pristine blackness. Her language — “| dig
black” — leans on the power of American Black culture, but then protests against entrenched
oppression always draw inspiration and resources from outside.

Lohia was a friend of the American Black movement and had courted arrest in the US against racial
segregation. He directly refers to the Negro, a word still in use then, to pose a counterfactual: “If the
Negroes of Africa and ruled the world in the manner of the whites of Europe, standards of woman’s
beauty would undoubtedly have been different. Poets and essayists would have spoken of the soft
satin of the Negro skin and its ennobling feel and sight; their aesthetic construction of the beautiful
lip or elegant nose would have tended to be on the side of fullness.”

Muraleedharan’s reference to 50 years of being “buried under the narrative” recognises how
widespread and deep this discrimination is. Lohia reminded us about how coloured woman was
“reared on a diet of anxiety and inferiority”. What they say enables us to recognise an omnipresent
reality. Indian cinema is replete with references to gori as a synonym of beauty. Indian literature has
recognised the discrimination against the dark-skinned, stigmatised as kali-kaluti. Markets — the
marriage market and the beauty-product market — are surely the best indicators of prevailing taste.
Matrimonial advertisements leave no room for ambiguity on this score. Half of India’s skin-care
product market comprises skin-whiteners of one form or another, estimated at Rs 35-40 thousand
crore a year and growing annually at around 6 per cent. Anything fair carries a halo of positivity; the
obverse is true for blackness. Something of this prejudice has seeped into our public culture of
protest as well: Black days, black badges and whatnot. The justly celebrated farmers’ movement
also named their target the “Black laws”.

The next step is to recognise the systemic nature of this oppression. Muraleedharan’s comments
allude to her being a woman. She also refers elsewhere to her not disclosing her caste. Historian J
Devika faults Muraleedharan’s statement for being less than forthright on the “stench of casteism”
in Kerala, where the protest against colourism can conceal the upper-caste fear of “caste
misattribution”. Lohia recognises that bias against black is not a stand-alone aesthetic prejudice; it
is rooted in multiple hierarchies. It is a system of cultural and structural discrimination rooted in
power. All over the world, women’s bodies are the principal bearers of the stigmatisation of the
black, a sedimentation of White colonial supremacy in our contemporary life. In the Indian context,
it also articulates two other forms of discrimination: Caste inequalities and the dominance of the
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north over the south. Thus, a resistance to the tyranny of colour opens the path to interrogating
multiple dimensions of injustice — colonial, racial, gendered, caste-based and regional. Resistance
to colourism is essential to the politics of liberation.

Such a resistance must begin with celebrating the beauty in the black. More than a decade ago,
“Dark Is Beautiful” campaign led by Nandita Das was a valiant if short-lived attempt to alter public
consciousness on this issue. Muraleedharan is happy to glorify her black heritage: “Black is that
which can absorb anything, the most powerful pulse of energy known to humankind. It is the...
essence of kajol, the promise of rain.” Lohia would have joined her in this celebration: “Among the
more beautiful ones of dark skin are such as evoke the mystery of life and creation, the quickening
that gives to fish its eyes, to the she-elephant its languorous step, to twilight its pregnant repose and
all such things where deep calls unto deep.” Such a celebration is a political act of resistance.

What is the future of such a politics of resistance? You could say that 65 years after Lohia’s essay
and over a decade after “Dark Is Beautiful”, nothing seems to have changed. Yet, there is hope in
Muraleedharan’s reference to her children: “Who gloried in their black heritage. Who kept finding
beauty where I noticed none. Who thought that black was awesome. Who helped me see. That black
is beautiful. That black is gorgeousness. That | dig black.” Lohia held out the vision of an “aesthetic
revolution” in the modes of evaluating beauty. He made bold to say that such a revolution would
“blow the air of freedom and inner peace over all the world almost as much as any political or
economic revolutions”.

Itis not clear what the path to such a revolution would be. We do know that it won’t be political in a
narrow party-political or governmental sense. Such a politics would have to be a cultural politics,
focused on the youth, especially young women, challenging the images unleashed by mass media.
Perhaps the “phoren-returned” elite youth who may have experienced racism and colourism abroad
would trigger this resistance, just as their counterparts boosted Indian nationalism a century ago.
Till then, we await resistance to the “beauty politics” and recovery of a beautiful politics, as fair to
all colours of a rainbow as blackiis.
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