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SKIN-LIGHTENING CREAMS POISON THE SKIN. 

A recent a r t i c l e (1) appeared in the South Af r ican Medical 
Journal which drew a t t en t i on to the f ac t tha t many sk in -
l i gh ten ing creams are very harmful to the sk in . 

They contain a substance known as hydroquinone which may have 
serious e f fec ts and leads to the disf igurement of the face. 
The sk in in sun-exposed areas such as the face may become 
darker w i th black blotches, leading to the f r a n t i c app l i ca t ion 
of more of the sk i n - l i gh ten ing cream, which in turn aggravates 
the darkening of the sk i n . 

The skin l i gh ten ing creams have l im i t ed use in the treatment of 
white people w i th skin blemishes. The authors stress that the 
treatment should be c a r e f u l l y con t ro l l ed and supervised and 
should not extend f o r more than a few months. 

The manufacturers of "sk in care" products f o r Black South 
Afr icans have an annual turnover of approximately 25 m i l l i o n 
rands ( 2 ) . An a r t i c l e in the Sunday Times (Business Times) 
described the market f o r "general purpose" items and "sk in 
Tighteners" as "phenomenal", " r i pe f o r the p ick ing" and a 
" roar ing t r ade " . The authors o f the a r t i c l e in the South 
Af r ican Medical Journal remark tha t the amount of products 
sold must indeed be extremely large to produce the vast numbers 
of people now su f fe r ing from skin problems as a resu l t of using 
these creams. 

In South A f r i ca the gap between blacks and whites i s wide -
the wh i tes , the upper and middle c lasses, are depicted as 
heal thy, wealthy and happy; the blacks are working c lass , and 
seen as poor and unhappy. This is exp lo i ted by adver t isers 
to suggest tha t black people w i th whi ter skins w i l l be happier, 
hea l th ie r and wea l th ie r than t h e i r dark-skinned brothers and 
s i s t e r s . In f a c t the opposite is t rue - they w i l l be unhappy 
and unhealthy because of the skin damage resu l t i ng from using 
these creams, also they w i l l be a b i t poorer - from buying a 
t o t a l l y unnecessary commodity. 

Shrewd adver t i s ing techniques are employed to convince Blacks 
that using these "sk in l i gh tene rs " w i l l lead to various forms 
of success i n economic and socia l terms. There i s , however, 
no contro l over the adver t i s ing of such creams, and magazines 
aimed at Black women readers carry numerous advertisements 
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"\M> are successful 
and have to look 

We use 
Gere for a Kghtet 

smoother skinT 
Now; Oere will 

work its magic for 
you, and make you 

more beautiful, 
and successful 
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promoting the sale of these harmful products. The magazines 
feel a need to boost c i r c u l a t i o n f i g u r e s , keep down the p r i c e , 
and a t t r a c t adver t i s ing to subsidize the magazine and so 
ed i to rs are general ly not w i l l i n g to leave out advertisements 
of these products or even to publ ish a r t i c l e s which might makie 
t h e i r readers aware of the dangers of s k i n - l i g h t e n i n g creams. 

C lea r l y , ac t ion should be taken to inform Blacks of the dangers 
of these creams. Chronic long- te rn use of these sk in 
l i gh teners is c l e a r l y harmful and should be avoided. Act ion 
should also be taken to prevent the sale 2nd adver t i s ing of 
these harmful products. Up to now, r\o su f ferers of the e f f ec t 
of these creams have sought -jo^oensatiGn through legal channels 
f o r the disf igurement they have suf fered and th i s is perhaps a 
l i n e of ac t ion that should be explored. 
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