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Colorism of K-Beauty Industry*

Sojeong Park**
Postdoctoral Researcher, Department of Communication, Seoul National University

While K-Beauty is globally recognized as a burgeoning industry, this study explores and analyzes the
colorism of the K-Beauty industry. Colorism, or discrimination based on skin colors, can be found in
the discourse of hierarchies formed by the culmination of idealized skin called ‘mibaek’ in Korean
society. And K-Beauty industry which is the Korean media-beauty complex mediates this discourse to
overseas audiences. As the imagery of impeccably fair skin of Korean stars is epitomized as a new
beauty model in East Asia, K-Beauty produces new norms and hierarchies that require critical
exploration. What cultural significance does K-beauty have in the global media-beauty scene? And
what hegemonic power does it exert? In order to answer these questions, this study explored various
images and texts on K-beauty online and conducted focus group interviews in Thailand and Vietnam.
The findings reveal that Korea is being perceived as a ‘country of white skin' by overseas K-Beauty
consumers. In particular, K-beauty provides Southeast Asian people with an attainable beauty model
or relatable ideal, replacing Westernized beauty norms. However, on the other hand, colorism is
produced in the process of K-beauty being circulated as a transnational product, and this study aims
to provide a critical perspective on this. K-Beauty reveals its imperial power through the exclusivity of
Korean stars’ bodies, the formation of a hierarchy between Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia, and its
barrier to racially otherized bodies. First of all, K-pop idols who are the main mediators of K-beauty
mostly conform to a specific visuality. This implies the confined Koreanness of K-beauty, which is not
free from colorism as it excludes other racial visualities. Second, several quasi-K-beauty products in
Southeast Asian countries regards the Northeastern look as a beauty model, highlighting a lighter
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complexion. And this produces and reproduces the hierarchy between Northeast Asia and Southeast
Asia. Lastly, this study pays attention to black beauty YouTubers who have tried K-beauty make-up.
Their content and perceptions of some audiences reveal that the diversity and inclusivity of the
K-beauty industry is highly limited or nothing more than a marketing rhetoric. As such, in the realm of
K-Beauty, where the ‘K’ strongly signifies a certain power related to nationalism, it tries to secure a
territory exclusive to a specific skin color. Based on all these findings, this study argues for the
necessity of cultivating sensitivity to the matter of race, ethnicity, and skin color that have long been
overlooked in Korean society, and suggests further inquiries for Korean media studies.
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wje} SRk weel] digh Ulgell |53l ATHelE Bof o4 - o5, 20181 AT, 2017).
ol A= K-TH 1 A4 Sdell J5abAut K-RElE she] g 4ot &3 4%
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Figure 1. Categorization of Korean beauty industry

From “The rise and success strategy of the beauty industry”
by Samsung Economic Research Institute, 2002. All rights of the source are protected.
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Figure 2. Categorization of K-Beauty industry

Adapted from “The rise and success strategy of the beauty industry” by Samsung Economic Research Institute, 2002.
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Figure 3. Export status of Korean cosmetics to Southeast Asian countries (Unit: $ million)

Adapted from the statistics provided by Foundation of Korea Cosmetic Industry Institute.
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FrRlEelAl 2317101 ake] WlolaL, ofslojopt® K-RERIYIS Awéeh= otk 9=
27071019 92437} Al el 7k Wol, Seoul Beauty Inc.t= ZEj¥ oJHES 9%
S v AR K191 A Slo]E A1ejols S K-TEle] S FejH o T1Aet B
A} gt

o] Al FfslaL Q= AR AA F KPR, shbs vl vltrolar, thE k=
S Z-olet v vl e 9] M) FE O] 5 A= 1A 5ot By A7loR
A SR BoF MR BS dEshs WA 5E Wl AoR ARE AE sk
ek 1] o] A Joje tlEo] dholR ke AlgEr). o] Haile= Ay Halsolil 7]
Ao AAS tPdoR Fhlstal Soll® Eslal ol 9 AlE Adwold 2o g
o] A SfEE|Erks Ak
Aoz Holr},

Figure 4. Brand logo of “Seoul White Korea"

From “Seoul White Korea” website (https://www. seoulwhitekorea.com)
All rights of the source are protected.
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Figure 5. "Seoul Secret” advertisement.
From https://www.thaibestsellers. com/product/seoul-secret-collagen-peptide
All rights of the source are protected.
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Figure 6. A product from “Snail White" displayed in a drusgtore of Bangkok.
Photographed by the author.
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Figure 7. Cast of Mnet TV show "UHSN".

From “UHSN' official website (http://tv.mnet.com/program/2146)
All rights of the source are protected.
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