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Abstract 
 
This paper represents an analysis of skin lightening through interviews, focus group discussions, 
and survey questionnaires with informants in Eritrea. Findings suggest that skin lightening is 
increasingly popular with many individuals, particularly females, and that those engaging in skin 
lightening primarily use creams, lotions, soaps, and homemade mixes consisting of natural 
ingredients. As with many other countries, skin lightening in Eritrea is associated with a number 
of different factors.  It is recommended that national policymakers consider enacting legislation 
or developing guidelines to regulate skin lightening products and its ingredients, while public 
awareness of the significant health risks associated with the use of lightening products is also 
advocated.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
A centuries old practice, skin lightening is the use of injections, topical ointments, creams, 
lotions, gels, soaps, oral formulations, and household chemicals to de-pigment or lighten skin 
complexion, produce an even skin tone, and remove blemishes, freckles, or scars (de Souza 
2008: 28; Jablonski 2012; Street, Gaska, Lewis, and Wilson 2014: 53).1 Today, skin lightening is 
a multi-billion dollar, globalized industry, and over the past several decades it has emerged as an 
increasingly popular practice in many parts of the world (Charles 2003; Coopernov 2016; Glenn 
2008).  
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Skin lightening is often driven by an array of factors, including the structural and societal 
elevation of light skin, as well as dermatological issues. A significant amount or work has found 
that skin lightening is associated with numerous and considerable adverse effects and 
complications (Hunter 2011). While many studies have been conducted on skin lightening, 
exploring the topic within various contexts around the world, including across Africa, to date, 
there have been no studies conducted of skin lightening in Eritrea. Using in-depth, semi-
structured interviews and focus group discussions, as well as a survey of undergraduates, this 
paper explores the practice of skin lightening in Eritrea and also examines attitudes, knowledge, 
and perceptions surrounding the practice.  
 
Significantly, this paper provides an important baseline for the current practice of skin lightening 
in the country, helping to reveal associated factors and ultimately contributing to and 
supplementing existing literature. Furthermore, this paper increases awareness about the dangers 
of skin lightening, and also encourages the development of appropriate prevention and 
intervention efforts or campaigns.  
 
The outline of the paper is as follows. The next section presents the literature review, and it is 
followed by the methodology. Subsequently, the results and discussion are presented. The last 
section presents the conclusion, notes potential steps for policymakers, and offers 
recommendations for future study. 
 
 
Literature Review 
 
Skin lightening is the use of injections, topical ointments, creams, lotions, gels, soaps, oral 
formulations, and household chemicals to de-pigment or lighten skin complexion, produce an 
even skin tone, and remove blemishes, freckles, or scars (de Souza 2008: 28; Street et al. 2014: 
53). Skin lightening products often contain active ingredients, such as hydroquinone, mercury, 
lead, or corticosteroids, which break down the top layer of skin to lighten skin or disrupt and 
impede the synthesis and production of melanin, a natural pigment which defines skin color. The 
application or use of skin lightening products may be daily (or less frequently), and may be to the 
face, neck, hands, or to other parts of the body. While skin lightening is practiced by both 
genders, research suggests that it is more prevalent among females (Counter and Buchanan 2004; 
Fokuo 2009; Hunter 2011: 143; James et al. 2016). 
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Skin Lightening Around the World 
 
Although skin lightening is a centuries old practice, it has increased in recent years (Charles 
2003; Del Giudice and Yves 2002; Hunter 2011: 153; Jablonski 2012; Lewis et al. 2013; 
Oumeish 2001). Currently, skin lightening is a multi-billion dollar global industry, and it is quite 
popular within the Caribbean, South America, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, as well as 
among dark-skinned populations within Europe and North America (Charles 2003; Coopernov 
2016; Glenn 2008).  
 
In India, approximately 60 to 65% of women engage in skin lightening. Skin lightening is 
estimated to be a multi-million dollar industry that comprises the largest segment of the country’s 
considerable dermatological market, and it is difficult to find beauty products that do not claim to 
have lightening or whitening properties (Glenn 2008; Nadeem 2014; UNEP 2008; Verma 2010). 
In Jordan, skin lightening is a common practice among women. For example, in a study 
exploring skin lightening among Jordanian women, Hamed et al. (2010) randomly distributed 
questionnaires to a total of 318 women. The researchers found that approximately 61% reported 
using skin lightening products, with users including women from different age and socio-
economic groups. Similarly, in a study investigating skin lightening and health consequences 
among female students in Malaysia, Rusmadi, Ismail, and Praveena (2015) found that 
approximately 61% of respondents utilized skin lightening products. Other parts of Asia where 
skin lightening is popular include Japan, where the use of skin lightening products has remained 
at consistently high levels (Ashikari 2005), the Philippines, and South Korea, where white skin 
has long been preferred and skin lightening has an extensive history (Glenn 2008; Li et al. 2008). 
 
Across much of Africa, skin lightening has “reached epidemic levels” (Hunter 2011: 143). In 
Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country, a community study in Lagos by Adebajo (2002) found 
that an estimated 77% of women utilized some form of skin lightening product. Furthermore, in 
a transverse study on a representative sample of 600 women between the ages of 15 and 55 in 
Dakar, Senegal, Wone et al. (2000) found the prevalence of skin lightening to be 67.2%, with 
hydroquinone and topical corticosteroids being the most commonly utilized agents. Notably, 
recent research by Ahmed and Hamid (2017) finds significantly high rates of skin lightening in 
Sudan. Specifically, in a cross-sectional study of female university students (348 females 
between 16 and 33 years old), the researchers found that approximately 74% had utilized skin 
lightening products within the past year. Of note, studies conducted in Burkina Faso and Togo 
has also found considerably high rates of skin lightening (Koumbate et al. 2012; Traore et al. 
2005). 
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Problems Associated with Skin Lightening 
 
Despite its popularity, skin lightening is a dangerous practice associated with a range of serious 
health consequences and problems. The dangers associated with skin lightening include severe 
skin conditions, including eczema, warts, acne, and ochronosis, a form of hyper-pigmentation 
which causes the skin to turn a dark purple shade  (Adebajo 2002; Ajose 2005; Lewis et al. 2011; 
Street et al. 2014: 63). In a relatively early examination of problems associated with skin 
lightening, Findlay, Morrison, and Stimson (1975) found that South African women who had 
used skin lightening products for an extended period suffered from exogenous ochronosis 
(Findlay, Morrison, and Stimson 1975). Skin lightening may also cause irreversible thinning of 
the skin, irritation and rashes, skin lesions, blistering, scabs, scarring, stretch marks, severe 
discoloration, and a reduction in the skin’s resistance to bacterial and fungal infections (Ajose 
2005; de Souza 2008; Durosaro et al. 2012: 43).  
 
Other problems associated with skin lightening include kidney damage, hypertension, elevated 
blood sugar, immunosuppression, mercury poisoning, and the risk of cancer (Addo 2000; Ajose 
2005; Glahder, Appel, and Asmund 1999; Harada et al. 2001; IPCS 2003; Kooyers and 
Westerhof 2006; Peregrino et al. 2011; Street et al. 2014: 54). Furthermore, the use of skin 
lightening products may be associated with anxiety, psychiatric morbidity, depression or 
psychosis and peripheral neuropathy (Glahder et al. 1999; Kpanake, Sastre, Sorum, and Mullet 
2008; Karamagi, Owino, and Katabira 2001; Ladizinski, Mistry, and Kundu 2011; UNEP 2008). 
Of note, skin lightening by pregnant women can lead to significant consequences for offspring. A 
study in Senegal found that pregnant women who used skin lightening products had a 
statistically significant lower plasma cortisol level, a smaller placenta, and presented a higher 
rate of low-birth-weight infants (Mahé et al. 2007). 
 
Although skin lightening products have been banned or heavily regulated in many countries, they 
often remain easily accessible over-the-counter or available via black market, unregulated 
channels, including from roadside vendors, within market districts and backstreets, and on the 
Internet (Ahmed and Hamid 2017; de Souza 2008: 28; Keane et al. 2001). Consequently, 
consumers often do not understand proper usage or application procedures (e.g. concurrent use 
of several products), lack information regarding potential adverse or harmful effects, and may be 
unaware of the product’s concentration of toxic or chemical ingredients. For example, products 
obtained through unregulated or black market channels may contain anywhere from 4 to 25% 
hydroquinone, far exceeding recommendations of the World Health Organization (WHO), 
dermatologists, and other health agencies (de Souza 2008; Blay 2009).2 
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Causal Factors for Skin Lightening 
 
There are many different reasons that individuals may seek to lighten their skin (Hunter 2011: 
149). One often noted motivating factor for skin lightening is because light and white skin has 
historically been associated with beauty and attractiveness (Glenn 2008; Hunter 1998). In the 
US, for example, African Americans were long judged to be more attractive if their skin was 
light in color, and the country’s ideal of female beauty “puts a premium on lightness and softness 
mythically associated with white women” (Kramer 2011: 76; Thompson and Keith 2001; West 
2001: 130).  
 
Notably, in many parts of the world, lighter-skinned individuals, particularly women, are 
considered more beautiful and more likely to find a spouse (Hall 1995: 176; Hunter 1998: 522). 
Within Indian matrimonial and mate-seeking websites, eligible brides and grooms regularly note 
that their skin is of “fair complexion” (Jha and Adelman 2009), while in a study exploring skin 
color and skin lightening in Ghana, Fokua (2009) found that women with lighter skin were 
perceived to be more attractive and more desirable to the opposite sex than those with darker 
skin. Interviewing 30 women, Fokua (2009) discovered that most women engage in skin 
lightening in order to have lighter skin, which is considered more attractive. These findings are 
consistent with Blay’s (2009) exploration of skin lightening in Ghana which found that women 
who utilized skin lightening products were trying to attain beauty. As well, in a study of skin 
lightening in Jamaica, Charles’ (2009) content analysis of reasons given by study participants for 
skin lightening finds that individuals did so for several reasons, including in order to appear 
beautiful and to attract a partner (Charles 2009). Another study conducted by Hamed et al. 
(2010) in Jordan suggests that the common perceptions driving skin lightening include that 
lighter skin tone increases a woman’s chances of getting married, and that lighter skin tone is 
generally more beautiful. 
 
Beyond the factors of beauty and marriage, individuals may lighten skin in order to increase job 
market competitiveness, particularly since those with dark skin or other features different from 
light, white standardized ideals have often faced discrimination in the workplace (Glenn 2008; 
Morales 2009; Perry 2006). Of note, research has suggested skin complexion may be a greater 
predictor of employer attraction to a potential employee than level of education and prior work 
experience (Harrison and Thomas 2009). In Brazil, with one of the largest Black populations 
outside of Africa or the US, many jobs descriptions require a “clean” appearance which is often 
coded language for middle class and light-skinned or white (Caldwell 2007; Hunter 2011: 153). 
Additionally, a 2010 study in Thailand found that women associated white skin with, inter alia, 
better job opportunities (Rongmuang et al. 2011: 115), while in Togo individuals sometimes 
engaged in skin lightening as a means of securing a job (Kpanake et al. 2008).  
 
Another important issue driving skin lightening is the pursuit of status. Many of the countries in 
which skin lightening is popular are countries which have inherited a colonial legacy of racial 
distinction and discrimination.  
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Generally, dark skin is devalued, whereas light skin is valued and associated with power, status, 
and superiority (Hall 2003: 41; Hunter 1998: 519; Glenn 2008). Frequently, “one’s proximity to 
whiteness often determines life chances” (Pierre 2008: 22), and “light skin works as a form of 
social capital (Hunter 2002: 177).  
 
For example, in Japan, dark skin is associated with the lower class and a lighter complexion is 
associated with wealth and higher education levels because those from lower social classes (e.g. 
laborers and farmers) are exposed to the sun and thus have darker complexions (Li et al. 2008: 
446). In Hong Kong, skin tone works as a type of social classification, with lighter skinned 
individuals and groups generally associated with higher classes and statuses (Leong 2006), while 
Brazil is also characterized by an informal racial order that is highly discriminatory against Black 
and brown people (Marx 1998: 68). Additionally, in India, white skin has long been associated 
with the country’s traditional rulers and powerful groups, from the Aryans to British colonialists, 
as well as with the upper castes, while in countries as disparate as Senegal and the Philippines, 
many seek to lighten their skin as a way to elevate their social standing (Deshpande 2002; Saint 
Louis 2010).  
 
According to Blay (2011), within the context of global white supremacy, skin color 
communicates one’s position to and within the dominant power structure. Given this reality, 
people around the world, particularly those historically subjected to white domination, 
colonization, and enslavement, have internalized projected notions that the basis of their inferior 
condition is their skin color. Accordingly, skin bleaching would manifest as the seemingly most 
“logical” method through which to approximate the White ideal and thus empower oneself (Blay 
2011: 37). 
 
Much of the literature on skin lightening underscores the important role of the media and 
advertisements. Glenn (2008) suggests that the rise of skin lightening around the globe can partly 
be attributed to the constant mass marketing of contemporary images of white beauty. The 
media’s transmission of cultural ideas about beauty helps to internationalize Western-created 
cultural ideas and standards, such as that white or light is beautiful  (Baumann 2008; Coopernov 
2016; Hunter 2011: 144-145; Saraswati 2010; Winders, Jones, and Higgins 2005).  
 
In Japan, media images of Japanese women often involve features associated with Western or 
white women, such as pale or light, white skin (Miller 2006), while in India, where skin 
lightening is highly prevalent among both men and women, light or white faces adorn billboards 
and are found on many television commercials (Coopernov 2016).  
 
Furthermore, around the world, advertisements for skin lightening products frequently link light 
skin with happiness, youth, success, sophistication, fulfillment, romance, and upward mobility 
(Glenn 2008; Leong 2006: 169). In Ghana, for example, there are countless billboard 
advertisements on how to get “perfect white” skin (Coopernov 2016), while in Jamaica, 
dancehall songs and lyrics often praise those who lighten their skin (Charles 2011a).  
 

241 
 

Africology: The Journal of Pan African Studies, vol.11, no.1, December 2017 



Additionally, an analysis of labels for skin lightening products sold in New York found that the 
images were derogatory toward dark skin and promoted the idea that white skin was healthier, 
beautiful, pure, and superior (Charles 2011). Importantly, advertising campaigns frequently 
feature local celebrities, utilizing their iconic power to draw sales and appeal to a larger 
demographic (Mak 2007). 
 
Researchers have also explored the emotional and psychological underpinnings of skin 
lightening, as well as its potential association with self-hatred and low self-esteem. Generally, 
there is a potential relationship between adolescents’ satisfaction with their skin color and their 
self-esteem, while the impact of skin color differences may also influence the self-esteem of 
adults (Coard, Breland, and Raskin 2001; Robinson and Ward 1995; Wade 1996). Using survey 
data, Thompson and Keith (2001) found that skin tone can have negative effects on both self-
esteem and self-efficacy, with skin color being an important predictor of self-esteem for Black 
American women. However, a study by Charles (2003) found that mean self-esteem scores for 
both skin bleachers and non-skin bleachers were comparable, suggesting that self-esteem does 
not fully explain the desire to lighten skin.  
 
According to Azibo (2011), skin lightening is a “psychological misorientation mental disorder” – 
formally termed “skin bleaching and skin lightening behavior disorder” (SBSLB), and it is 
described as “inappropriate, abnormal, and pathological” (Azibo 2011: 225). Furthermore, 
SBSLB should be treated and conceptualized as one more of the 18 psychological misorientation 
mental disorders originally presented in the “Azibo Nosology” which is a system for diagnosing 
mental disorders of an African-centered culture-specific nature in African descent persons 
(Azibo 2011; Azibo, 1989). 
 
Importantly, skin lightening may also be associated with other factors, such as trauma or 
depression. For example, in a large multi-country study of skin lightening in the Caribbean, 
James et al. (2016) found that individuals who lightened skin were more likely to have been 
abused as children, were more likely to have significant symptoms of trauma, and were more 
likely to have significant depression. Similarly, in a study on the use of skin lighteners among 
university students from 26 countries, researchers found that among young women, those with 
depressive symptoms were more likely users of skin lightening products (Peltzer, Pengpid, and 
James 2016). 
 
Finally, the practice of skin lightening has been associated with removing facial blemishes and 
imperfections (Hamed et al. 2010; Menke 2002; Pierre 2008). For example, in a study 
investigating motivations driving skin lightening practices in Tanzania, Lewis et al. (2011) 
conducted qualitative interviews with 42 urban women in Dar es Salaam who reported engaging 
in skin lightening practices for several reasons, including to remove pimples, rashes, and skin 
disease. As well, Charles’ (2009) content analysis of reasons the individuals gave for lightening 
their skin included to remove facial blemishes. 
 
 

242 
 

Africology: The Journal of Pan African Studies, vol.11, no.1, December 2017 



While a growing body of literature has explored skin lightening around the world, increasing 
understanding, to date, there have been no formal studies investigating skin lightening in Eritrea. 
Accordingly, this paper helps to fill the void by exploring the practice of skin lightening in 
Eritrea, and also examining attitudes, knowledge, and perceptions surrounding the practice. 
 
 
Design and Methodology 
 
This study relied on a variety of methods.3 Using anonymous survey questionnaires, data was 
collected from 213 undergraduate female students (mean age 21.37, SD 1.51) from a large 
college in Eritrea. Students were selected randomly from an enrolment list provided by the 
college and written consent was obtained from all respondents. Inter-alia, the questionnaire 
covered demographic characteristics, as well asking about experience with skin lightening, 
family or peers’ use of lightening products, awareness of problems, as well as perceptions about 
skin tone. 
 
In addition to surveys, between January and July 2017, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with individuals, households, and key informants across Eritrea.4 Individuals and 
households were selected through convenience and snowball sampling techniques. Key 
informants were from several educational institutions (e.g. the College of Arts and Social 
Sciences), the Ministry of Health, the National Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW), as well as 
several private businesses (e.g. cosmetics and beauty shops), and pharmacies. Importantly, the 
wide array of sources helps provide a diversity of views and perspectives, ultimately broadening 
understanding of the topic.  
 
Interviews were open-ended and semi-structured (Hammer and Wildavsky 1989), a particularly 
useful format since the study retained many exploratory features. Furthermore, open-ended 
questions offered respondents an opportunity to organize responses within their own framework, 
thus potentially increasing the validity of responses. While the interviews and questions were 
semi-structured, they involved many follow-up queries and creative locutions (e.g. “why” and 
“what else”) in order to further probe issues of merit or pursue clarity (Hammer and Wildavsky 
1989).  
 
All interviews were conducted in person or by telephone, generally lasted between thirty minutes 
and two hours, were conducted in either Tigrinya or English (which are two of Eritrea’s three 
national working languages), and began after obtaining consent. During all interviews, hand-
written notes were taken, with transcription occurring shortly afterward in order to reduce errors 
and ensure a high degree of accuracy and detail (Newing 2011: 113-114).  
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Additionally, the paper is also guided by numerous informal conversations and several focus 
group discussions. Notably, focus groups are practical and effective as they can reveal “how 
several people work out a common view, or the range of views, about some topic” (Fielding 
1993: 141). Moreover, the utilization of focus groups helps to stimulate fruitful discussion and 
bring to the surface responses and perspectives about skin lightening in Eritrea that otherwise 
might lay dormant. For example, participants, on the basis of engaging with others, may be able 
to articulate more clearly their thoughts or views than they otherwise might if alone (Babbie 
2007: 308).  
 
Data analysis is based on data triangulation: obtaining, comparing, and contrasting evidence 
from a wide range of data sources (Bieri 2010; Creswell and Miller 2000: 126; Yin 2003). 
Relying on multiple sources of data allows for the convergence of various lines of inquiry and 
strengthens validity (Creswell and Miller 2000: 126 ff.; Yin 2003), and is important in gaining 
cumulative insights and acquiring a broader, richer perspective of skin lightening in the context 
of Eritrea. In addition, descriptive analysis and chi-square tests are utilized to present survey 
results and explore associations between different variables. 
 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
Eritrea is a young, low-income country located within the fractious Horn of Africa region. After 
waging one of the longest liberation wars of the 1900s, it eventually gained independence in 
1991. Eritrea has an area of approximately 124,000 square kilometres, and is divided into six 
main political administrative regions (zobas) – Debub, Gash Barka, Maekel, Southern Red Sea, 
Northern Red Sea, and Anseba. Eritrea has a population of approximately 3.5 million people, 
which is distributed between nine separate ethno-linguistic groups, and its per-capita GDP is 
approximately $US 700. The population of Eritrea is split almost evenly between Christianity 
and Islam, with each representing nearly half of the population (EPHS 2010; IMF 2016; World 
Bank 2015). 
 
Notably, Eritrea has made commendable progress within the health sector, especially upon the 
United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs); life expectancy has increased; 
maternal, infant and child mortality rates have reduced dramatically; immunization coverage has 
rocketed; malaria mortality and morbidity have plummeted; and HIV prevalence has decreased 
considerably (Eritrea MDG 2014; Pose and Samuels 2011; UNDP 2014; WHO 2014). Although 
these developments reflect considerable progress, the country continues to face a variety of 
significant issues, including poverty reduction, socio-political challenges, erratic rainfall and the 
potential for severe drought, infrastructure development, food security, a shortage of skilled 
labor, macroeconomic imbalances, regional conflict and instability, and international sanctions 
(AfDB 2016; EPHS 2010; Eritrea MDG 2014; IMF 2003; Pose and Samuels 2011; World Bank 
2015). 
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Skin Lightening in Eritrea 
 
Skin lightening is increasingly popular in Eritrea and many individuals, particularly females, 
engage in the practice. Interviews and discussions with numerous shopkeepers and merchants, 
from both large urban and smaller rural locations, revealed that skin lightening products were 
“highly popular” and “many customers” often purchased or enquired about various products or 
“ways to lighten their skin.” Furthermore, several pharmacists and health workers noted that 
“numerous” individuals sought treatments or advice for complications (e.g. acne, rashes, 
irritation, patches, and blemishes, etc.) arising due to the use of skin lightening products. For 
example, a pharmacist in a southern rural town explained, “young women frequently come in 
and ask about how to deal with problems [and] spots or patches on their faces” associated with 
skin lightening products. 
 
Additionally, during several focus group discussions, participants acknowledged “regularly” 
using skin lightening products and mentioned that “female friends, family members, and 
classmates” also used products. According to a group of young women, the majority of whom 
used skin lightening products or suggested they were “planning to” in the future, skin lightening 
was “normal [and] popular” among “women” in Eritrea. As well, during an interview, a male 
from a large urban center noted, “many of my [female] co-workers and former [college] 
classmates use skin lightening products.” 
 
Importantly, these views and perspectives are reflected by survey findings. Table 1 presents data 
collected from a random survey of 213 undergraduate female students (mean age 21.37, SD 
1.51) from a college in Eritrea. A large proportion of the sample, 69.48%, knew others who used 
lightening products (e.g. family, friends, classmates, etc.). The prevalence of current skin 
lightening amongst the sample was 27.23%, while a total of 44.13% noted that they have ever 
used skin lightening products, suggesting that many respondents had previously used products 
and subsequently stopped. For those who have used products, the average age of first use was 
18.1 years. Of note, the prevalence of skin lightening is considerably less than reported findings 
from other African countries. For example, a recent study in neighboring Sudan found that over 
70% of undergraduates use skin lightening products, while a study of undergraduates in Nigeria 
found a prevalence of 64.9% (Ahmed and Hamid 2017;  Ofili, Eze, and Onunu 2006).  
 
The survey also revealed that 65.52% of respondents engaging in skin lightening primarily used 
creams and lotions, although a large percentage also used lightening soaps or homemade mixes 
consisting of natural ingredients such as lemons, papaya, honey, mango, chickpeas, turmeric, 
yogurt, or eggs. Throughout the country, a broad array of skin lightening creams, lotions, and 
soaps are readily available in general stores and cosmetics shops, as well as from roadside 
vendors or street merchants, while other types of products (such as pills or injections) are 
essentially nonexistent.  
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In Eritrea, lightening products are imported from countries in the Middle East and North Africa 
(e.g. Sudan, the UAE, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia).5 Problematically, with the country lacking 
explicit legal or health regulations covering skin lightening products, many imported products 
have high levels of harmful, active ingredients or do not fully disclose contents. Furthermore, as 
suggested by the survey, many people are not fully aware of the dangers or side effects of using 
lightening products. 
 
As with many other countries, skin lightening in Eritrea is associated with a number of different 
factors. Interviews, conversations, and discussions suggest there exists a socio-cultural emphasis 
on a light, fair complexion. This is particularly illustrated by numerous traditional or common 
words or phrases associating light skin with beauty, attractiveness, and purity and dark skin with 
negative traits. For example, the term “baria”, meaning “slave”, is a commonly used pejorative 
term linked with dark skin and features, while another common derogatory term, “harfaf”, refers 
to having dark, coarse, and rough features. Furthermore, oft-used phrases, such as “keih kem Ade 
Mariam”, translated as “red-white like [Virgin] Mother Mary”, and “tsaeda getzu, tsaeda libu”, 
meaning “white face, white heart,” associate light skin with purity and honesty. These 
connections between light skin and positive traits or characteristics reflect significant color 
consciousness in Eritrean society and culture. Moreover, they serve to promote light skin tone as 
the ideal physical aesthetic, and ultimately valorize light skin over darker complexions.  
 
Part of the explanation for this is rooted in Eritrean history. The country was an Italian colony 
from the late 1800s until 1941. Colonization and fascism saw power and control held by the 
Italians and the exploitation and subjugation of the dark, indigenous population, who were 
regarded as inferior, primitive and savage, ignorant, and uncivilized. Until 1937, children who 
had an Italian father and Eritrean mother were considered Italians (providing the father 
acknowledged the child as his), and unlike Eritreans, they received an education. By 1937, there 
were thousands of Eritreans of mixed race and they began to play a leading role in Eritrean 
society (Pateman 1990: 58). As well, during the early years of Italian rule, for judiciary purposes 
the Italians considered the lighter-skinned “Indians and Middle Easterners” above the local 
population. The notion of racial hierarchy was also evident in urban residential policies; for 
example, in 1908, colonial administrators divided the city of Asmara into different zones 
segregated by racial categories (Barrera 2003: 91). 
 
Another important factor is the media, which plays a central role in setting expectations and 
standards about beauty and skin color. In Eritrea, televisions and satellite dishes are ubiquitous 
and foreign films and programs, particularly from the US, the Middle East, India, and South 
Korea, are quite popular. Moreover, Internet usage is increasing, particularly amongst the youth. 
Collectively, these perpetuate standardized conceptions of beauty, which tend to glorify fair, 
white, light skin. Notably, films and programs from India and South Korea almost exclusively 
feature fair, light-skinned stars.  
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Furthermore, advertisements for lightening products frequently use fair, light-skinned models 
with Eurocentric or Western features, while also linking light skin with beauty, success, and 
youth. For example, numerous products that are available from and prominently displayed in 
stores found throughout the country often promise “happiness” and “flawless,” “gorgeous,” 
“great,” or “perfect” skin.  
 
Ultimately, not only do the media and advertisements expose Eritreans to foreign, standardized 
ideals and expectations about beauty and skin tone, they also influence how Eritreans come to 
define and regard both. As explained by a respondent during an interview, “when people, 
especially young women, are repeatedly exposed to these images and messages, they think that is 
who or what they have to be.” 
 
Importantly, these points are supported by survey findings. Table 1 reveals how respondents 
tended to associate light, white skin with beauty and success. For example, 53.99% agreed that 
lighter skin tone is preferred in society, 47.42% agreed that it can help people find a better 
partner, and 34.74% preferred a light-skinned partner. Of note, Chi-square tests, presented in 
Table 2, show a statistically significant association between the former two preferences and the 
use of lightening products. 
 
Moreover, during a lively discussion with a group of young male college students, many 
described a preference to marry a light-skinned partner, and in response to questions about 
describing beauty, typical responses included “keih” (essentially “light skin”). When participants 
described how products were also sometimes used to “[hide] or remove marks and spots” or 
combat acne and blemishes, they underscored the societal significance of beauty, as well as its 
being epitomized by a light, fair, unblemished complexion. As noted by one young single mother 
during an interview, many women engage in skin lightening “as a way to attract potential 
partners…[since] that’s what a lot of people think is beautiful.”  
 
Interestingly, the use of lightening products may also be a form of conspicuous consumption and 
serve as a class or status marker. Eritrea is a low-income, developing country and, as described 
by several respondents, individuals using products may do so openly in order “to show off [or] to 
illustrate to others that they possess the wealth and ability to do so.” For many, foreign products, 
which tend to be relatively expensive, offer distinction and confer status or prestige. 
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Table 1: Skin Lightening Among Female Undergraduates at a College in Eritrea 

 
Overall N 213 
Age Mean: 21.37  

SD: 1.51 
Currently use 58 (27.23%) 
Have ever used 94 (44.13%) 
Age at first use Mean: 18.1 
Lightening product used: 

       Cream or Lotion 
 

                          Soap 
 
              Natural Mix 
 
                          Pills  
 
                   Injection 

 
38 (65.52%) 
 
27 (46.55%) 
 
21 (36.21%) 
 
0 
 
0 

Know others who lighten 148 (69.48%) 
Person known that lightens: 

                      Family 
 
                      Friends 
 
                Classmates 
 
                       Others 

 
79 (37.09%) 
 
112 (52.58%) 
 
86 (40.38%) 
  
23 (10.79%) 

Aware of potential problems 
from use 

127 (59.62%) 

Lighter skin is preferred in 
our society 

115 (53.99%) 

Lighter skin helps people to 
find a better partner in 
society 

101 (47.42%) 

Prefer light-skinned partner  74 (34.74%) 
  N = 213 
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Table 2: Association Between Variables and Skin Lightening Among Female Undergraduates at 
a College in Eritrea 

 
 Overall N -  

213 
Current Use     

  Yes  No  Pa 

 n  (%) n % n %  
Know others who lighten 148 (69.48%) 35 23.65 113 76.35 0.076 
Aware of potential problems 
from use 

127 (59.62%) 34 26.77 93 73.23 0.855 

Lighter skin is preferred in 
society 

115 (53.99%) 41 35.65 74 64.35 0.010** 

Lighter skin helps people 
find better partner in society 

101 (47.42%) 36 35.64 65 64.36 0.031* 

Prefer light-skinned partner  74 (34.74%) 26 35.14 48 64.86 0.089 
   N = 213 
    aP = p-values were calculated by Chi-square tests 
  *=significant at 0.05 alpha-level 
  **=significant at 0.01 alpha-level 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
A centuries old practice, skin lightening is a multi-billion dollar, globalized industry, and over the 
past several decades it has emerged as a common practice in many parts of the world (Charles 
2003; Coopernov 2016; Glenn 2008). This paper explores skin lightening within Eritrea, a 
young, developing country located in the Horn of Africa. Interviews and focus group discussions 
with informants from across Eritrea suggest skin lightening is increasingly popular in Eritrea and 
many individuals, particularly females, engage in the practice. Additionally, a random survey of 
female undergraduates at a large college in Eritrea found a prevalence of 27.23%, with most 
using lightening creams, lotions, or soaps. As with many other countries, skin lightening in 
Eritrea is associated with a number of different factors. 
 
Despite the growing popularity of skin lightening in the country, there are no legal guidelines or 
health regulations covering lightening products in Eritrea. As a result, numerous unsafe products 
are imported and sold in general stores, cosmetic shops, and by informal merchants, ultimately 
posing significant dangers for potential users. In this context, it is important that national 
policymakers consider enacting legislation or developing guidelines to regulate skin lightening 
products and their ingredients.6 
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Given the prevalence of unsafe lightening products marketed and sold in Eritrea, combined with 
the fact that many people are not fully aware of the dangers of lightening products, there is a 
need to increase public awareness of the significant health risks associated with their use. 
Currently, youths receive extensive education, both in school and through out-of-school 
community programs, about general health issues (e.g. sex education, smoking, etc.). These 
types of programs can be expanded or augmented to include information about the dangers and 
implications of using lightening products. Furthermore, public health and safety campaigns can 
use national radio, television, and newspapers to disseminate messages, while informational 
posters or pamphlets can be displayed in pharmacies, health clinics, shopping areas, or other 
public spaces.  
 
While this paper helps to broaden awareness and knowledge about skin lightening in Eritrea, a 
number of limitations may be noted. First, despite assurances of confidentiality, informants and 
participants may have provided inaccurate histories about their use of lightening products. This 
may have been due to the fear of stigma or discrimination. In many societies and cultures there is 
shame around skin lightening “either because one should ‘naturally’ have light skin, not 
chemically derived light skin, or because some believe that lightening the skin implies a shame 
of one’s race or ethnic identity” (Hunter 2011: 147). It is quite possible that this factor may have 
influenced responses by informants and survey participants. 
 
In addition, survey results are from a sample of female undergraduate students. This sample is 
not representative of the general Eritrean population. Accordingly, future research can explore 
skin lightening among the general population of women or examine lightening among the male 
or general population of Eritrea.  
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Endnotes 
                                                           
 
1In addition to “skin lightening,” other terms frequently utilized to describe the practice include 
“skin bleaching,” “skin brightening,” “skin fading,” and “skin whitening.” For ease, I use the 
term skin lightening here (Hunter 2011). 
 
2Furthermore, in many developing countries, while laws or regulations may be in place regarding 
skin lightening products and their contents, countries may lack the means to meaningfully 
enforce or implement laws and regulations.  
 
3The study was approved by the College of Arts and Social Sciences Research Committee, as 
well as the Department of Sociology and Social Work Research Committee, both located in Adi 
Keih, Eritrea. 
 
4Interviews took place in and with respondents from Asmara, the capital, as well as a number of 
other towns and cities including Adi Kuala, Adi Keih, Dekemhare, Keren, Massawa, Mendefera, 
and Senafe. 
 
5Notably, skin lightening is quite popular within these countries and lightening products are 
widely available. For example, Saudi Arabia – from which many Eritrean merchants and traders 
import products – offers a wide variety of different types and brands of skin lightening products 
(Al-Saleh and Al-Doush 1997). 
 
6Research suggests that legislation is often not enough, and that stiff compliance and 
enforcement are also required (Ahmed and Hamid 2017). 
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