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Are beauty standards in China centred on wanting to look more Western? 
Beauty standards in China and a variety of other Asian countries differ vividly from those of the West. The ideas and looks that the mass media and society present to consumers and the public feature a range of different, sometimes unrealistic, standards of beauty to achieve - much like that of many countries around the world. The beauty standards in China come in a mass; there are many different idealised beauty looks from skin whitening to get rid of tan skin making the appearance of the skin lighter and brighter, to surgery to enhance features to make them look sharper than they would naturally. Furthermore, the beauty standards that are promoted in China don’t just encompass the form of physical beauty. The beauty market in China is also something of great mass because of these unrealistic beauty standards Chinese people strive to achieve, whether through non-surgical or surgical procedures.
The beauty standards that are present in contemporary China come from some deep rooted, traditional Chinese ideals, as well as more modern ideals that have been formed “Contemporary meanings of whiteness are influenced by Western ideologies as well as traditional Asian values and beliefs.”.[footnoteRef:1] A general assumption is that the idea of a more Westernised look has stemmed from colonialism; however beauty standards such as “whiteness” can be seen being implemented in many traditional Chinese values and times “In traditional China, the idiom “one white covers up three ugliness” (Bray 2002) still has currency. Most of the portraits of goddesses and Buddha have white skin.”.[footnoteRef:2] This is not to say that the Western look isn’t something that is desired in China, but it seems to be becoming something that is less sought after by people in China and traditional ideals are seemingly much more valued. China is also not the only country in the world that idolises the beauty of being “white”, countries such as Japan, Korea and India also see whiteness as a beauty standard to strive for. One reason that whiteness is so avidly sought after is because historically women with whiter skin were preferred and usually whiteness signified the women was of a higher status and had a close relationship to the Emperor “To read through old Chinese literature you’ll find that skin tone is mentioned often and is usually used to reference class or character. In point, skin colour is used to show where someone comes from and the type of life they live.”.[footnoteRef:3] It’s clear that whiteness is not a beauty standard that is aimed at trying to achieve a more Western look, but it is something that has been rooted deep in society from ancient Chinese periods. [1:  Eric P.H. Li, Hyun Jeong Min, Russell W. Belk, and Junko Kimura, “Skin Lightening And Beauty In Four Asian Countries”, Advances in Consumer Research, Vol. 35, (2008), p. 444.]  [2:  Eric P.H Li, Hyun Jeong Min, Russell W. Belk, and Junko Kimura, “Skin Lightening And Beauty In Four Asian Countries”, Advances in Consumer Research, Vol. 35, (2008), p. 445.]  [3:  Wade Shepard, “White Skin: A Chinese Obsession”, Vagabond Journey, 2012, <https://www.vagabondjourney.com/wite-skin-a-chinese-obsession/> [Accessed 20 April 2018].] 

To achieve these unrealistic beauty standards plastic surgery has become something of new infatuation and even viewed as a “cure” for people deemed as “ugly”, “Bodies deemed defective – those with unfavourably looking noses, legs, wrinkles, or acne – are targeted for medical treatment and cosmetic surgery so that such imperfections can be concealed or reversed.”.[footnoteRef:4] Chinese people often travel abroad to go through with procedures “To enhance their “Western look” Chinese women by the thousands flock to Korea – Asia’s Mecca of cosmetic surgery – to have their high cheekbones sawed flat, their noses raised high, and their lips injected with filler.”.[footnoteRef:5] Online stories and news articles often circulate about Chinese people travelling to another country for plastic surgery and then having issues returning to their country because they look so different from their original passport photo. The surgical procedures that are carried out vary, from nose surgery to achieve higher nose bridges, to eyelid surgery to get rid of single eyelids and create the look of double eyelids making the eyes look bigger. This concept of turning to plastic surgery as soon as you have something ugly about your physical appearance is a concept unique to China, in the West plastic surgery is still seen as something of a taboo and it’s usually only done if you can afford to or if it benefits you medically whereas in China it is advertised as a quick fix style procedure and something that everyone should do. [4:  Jie Yang, “Nennu And Shunu: Gender, Body Politics, And The Beauty Economy In China”, Signs: Journal Of Women In Culture And Society, Vol. 36.2, (2011), p. 349.]  [5:  Gary Xu and Susan Feiner, “Meinü Jingji/China’s Beauty Economy: Buying Looks, Shifting Value, And Changing Place”, Feminist Economics, Vol.13.3-4, (2007), p. 317.] 

One extremely prominent ideal is to have a slim, thin figure “Women fasting to the extent of starving to death in order to achieve slender waists might well represent veritable archetypes of anorexia nervosa in Chinese history. It is important to note that this emphasis on thinness for women was not just a historical rarity, but existed in many rich Chinese chambers throughout Chinese history.”.[footnoteRef:6] Despite thinness being quite focused on in Chinese beauty standards it’s a standard that is felt worldwide by women and not just specifically a standard for Chinese people to achieve. However, whereas in Western countries previously larger body types were favoured over thinness, the ideals of being thin in China seem to have been carried on long throughout history “The glorification of thinness in women also can be observed in numerous descriptions of famous Chinese beauties throughout Chinese history. For example, the beauty icon on the Han Dynasty (200B.C. – A.D.219), Empress Fei-yen, was notorious for her tiny waist.”.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Freedom Leung, Sharon Lam, and Sherrien Sze, “Cultural Expectations Of Thinness In Chinese Women”, Eating Disorders, Vol. 9.4, (2001), p. 345.]  [7:  Freedom Leung, Sharon Lam, and Sherrien Sze, “Cultural Expectations Of Thinness In Chinese Women”, Eating Disorders, Vol. 9.4, (2001), p. 345.] 

These beauty ideals seem to be perpetuated by people in society. Historically it seems these beauty standards were strived to be achieved because of what men saw as an ideal body type “It has been suggested that Chinese women practiced waist and feet binding because Chinese men found women with narrow waistlines, full hips, and bounded feet who walked in a wiggly-hipped manner (similar to modern women walking in high heels) attractive and sexually arousing (Lin, 1936).”.[footnoteRef:8] This theory is something which can be transferred into contemporary settings too, although not to as such an extent as it has been previously. Society perpetuating these beauty standards is not limited to China and is something that occurs across the world, it’s also not something which is gender specific, and there is a certain standard that society expects of women and a different standard for men, both just as unrealistic as the other. [8:  Freedom Leung, Sharon Lam, and Sherrien Sze, “Cultural Expectations Of Thinness In Chinese Women”, Eating Disorders, Vol. 9.4, (2001), p. 346.] 

A lot of these Chinese beauty standards are shown through the celebrities that are present in China. One very prominent, well known personality, who is popular throughout China is Fan Bingbing, she is widely known and liked because of her beautiful looks, not only by Chinese beauty standards but also by Western beauty ideals. In China, Fan Bingbing is the epitome of beauty, she has porcelain colour skin, big eyes, well proportioned nose, small jaw line and she is tall and slim traits which are all greatly admired and desired in China. Along with the influence of Chinese celebrities there are also influences of beauty from other countries. Recently many beauty trends and new beauty standards in China have come from South Korea. K-pop music; simply meaning Korean pop, has become a viral trend in China and with that comes the beauty ideals of the idols that are the faces of this music. Many of these Korean idols also have porcelain coloured skin, which is achieved by using cosmetics that are much lighter than their original skin tone, further to this they also wear contact lenses with enlarged pupils and iris’ to give the appearance of bigger eyes, along with that if they haven’t had double eyelid surgery they will use eyelid tape, a non-permanent variant of double eyelid surgery, to achieve the look of bigger eyes. However, the ideas of beauty don’t just come from neighbouring countries; they also come from further afield.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Clay Hales, “Beauty Trends In China: Kols, Organics, More Make-Up, And Men”, South China Morning Post, 2017, <http://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/fashion-luxury/article/2109267/chinas-beauty-trends-organics-live-streaming-influencers> [Accessed 18 April 2018].] 

There seems to be a variety of different evidence for and also against the idea that Chinese beauty standards are centred on wanting to achieve a more Western look. However, it seems that a lot of the beauty standards that are present in contemporary China are surrounding ideals that have been carried on throughout history; we can see this through the ideas of skin whitening and people striving for a thin figure. In modern contexts it appears ideas like skin whitening get mistaken as people believing Chinese people want white skin to look more Western because the historical context of the practice is not known and therefore they assume it is just because they want a Western look, this theory can be applied to many of the other beauty standards that appear in China. It doesn’t seem that the beauty standards that are perpetuated in China are surrounding wanting to create a more Western look, but it seems that it’s about enhancing the features to create a more striking look. Beauty standards in China have come from a range of different countries, from neighbouring countries Japan and South Korea to America, they don’t appear to have just originated in China. Similarly to most places in the world the beauty standards in China are perpetuated by society and are standards that are almost unrealistic to most people.
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