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Al Jazeera English: What made you join the Dark is Beautiful 
campaign? 
 
Nandita Das: This campaign was launched by an organisation called 
Women of Worth, headed by Kavitha Emmanuel. I got to know about her 
only when she contacted me to lend support to the campaign. Of course I 
was glad to, as it is a discrimination that is rampant, across class and region 
and now even gender! 
 
I have always been very outspoken about this issue, but till recently it was 
more informal. As the issue impacts so many people, young girls in 
particular, by default I have become a champion of it!  
 
I believe it is important to speak up and add one’s voice to campaigns that 
are for the larger good. After all we are nothing but a drop in the ocean, but 
we do need every drop to fill it! So I will continue advocating what I believe 
in, both formally and informally, but there is no design or plan for it.  
  
AJE: In Bollywood, there is bias toward fair skin and most actors are 
made to look fair. How did you face this? Did you register your protest 
against this?  
 
Das: I have had directors/camerapersons telling me that it would be good if 
I made my skin lighter as I was playing an educated upper class woman! If I 
get told all this, despite most people knowing my stand, I wonder what the 
other dark women are subjected to! Without exception, I have stood my 
ground, as I really do feel comfortable in my skin…literally! 
 
I would be told by the make-up man that I need not worry as he was an 
expert in making people look fair. 
 
The glorification of the fair skin has been there in our films for a long, long 
time. But it only reflects the bias of the society. In subtle and blatant ways, 
our language has things like, uska rang saafhai for fairness as if the dark 
skin is dirty! It is tough to combat a mindset that finds many manifestations 
in songs, stories, myths and fables. 
  
If you are dark then you are right for village women, slum dweller etc., but 
an urban affluent character always must be the fair faced person! And the 



 

 

independent films thankfully do deal with stories that are more real and 
edgy, and often about those who are marginalized. And as the characters 
are more realistic, there isn’t a need to put on too much makeup and we can 
be ourselves. But the actors, who have done both independent and 
mainstream films have had to lighten their skin for the latter. The same 
actors look quite different in the two kinds of films! 
 
AJE: The Indian film industry has long been accused of intentionally or 
unintentionally promoting stereotypes (it can be based on one's color, 
gender, caste, etc.). Do you think mainstream commercial cinema 
needs to be more sensitive on these issues? 
  
Das: Mainstream cinema, by its very definition, wants to appeal to the 
maximum number of people and if society itself is deeply biased towards 
fair skin then obviously all its reflections will have the same bias. While the 
bias exists in society, films, TV soaps, ads etc., can play an important role in 
not further stereotyping what is ‘beautiful’. Instead of breaking down these 
harmful notions that are destroying many a young woman…and man, they 
are further associating fairness with success, love, marriage and overall 
acceptability by the world.  
 
While things have gotten worse with many more fairness products and the 
demand for the fairer skin may have gone up, but then it wasn’t too 
different before. There are many songs that equate fairness with beauty and 
pretty much all the heroines have been fair-skinned. 
 
The aesthetic sensibility is only a manifestation of the lack of respect for 
women as individuals. As long as women are objectified, they will be forced 
to buy into this story that only if they were "more white/thin/beautiful" 
they would have a better chances in life, or that they would be good enough 
for this world. I guess many such campaigns, debates, education and true 
empowerment of the women will change things slowly. 
 
  
AJE: Do you think Bollywood celebrities and stars should avoid 
promoting regressive trends and ideas as millions of their followers 
will ultimately try to emulate them? 
 
It is for each person to decide what they should or shouldn’t do. No one can 
pass judgment, but one hopes that each of us will have a social conscience 
that will guide us to act more responsibly.  After all those in the public 
domain have a large circle of influence and we can’t undermine the impact 



 

 

it has on people. Sadly images that lower people’s self esteem is deeply 
harmful to their well being and I am sure no one would want that.  
 
AJE: The success of fairness cream show Indians are hugely fond of 
light or white skin. What more can be done to change this thought 
process? 
 
Das: Coming to think of it, it is actually a vicious circle – the fashion and 
beauty industries are catering to the ‘dark skin complex’, and in fact, 
creating a complex so they can cash in on it while the media is creating a 
furore about the attractiveness of white/fair skin, luring the dark-skinned 
individual into buying a product that will put them in the ‘attractive’ slot. So 
it wouldn’t be wrong to say that the industry and media are working hand-
in-glove in victimising the poor soul, who is nothing more than a consumer 
to them. 
 
 If it is seen as an individual choice then it’s different, as I am all for freedom 
of choice. But this is about a mindset of society that puts pressure on the 
individual to be a certain way so that she, or now he, is acceptable. This is 
about making someone feel inadequate, robbing them of their self-esteem.  
 
Although, I do believe that ultimately the choice is individual, however 
notional it may be, to succumb to these pressures or not. 
 
I think each one of us needs to be comfortable in our skin, even if the world 
around us tells us we are not good enough. We are defined by what we do, 
how we think and respond to situations and not by born identities like cast, 
religion, nationality or the colour of our skin. We have no hand in them, so 
why feel proud or ashamed about it. 
 
Be yourself and be comfortable in your skin. Don’t let anybody rob you off 
your self-esteem. Focus on your interests and talents and do things that 
make you happy, instead of making your looks the focal point of your 
identity. Let your attitude and behaviour define you and not just whatever 
you are born with. Stay natural, stay beautiful. 
 
  


