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Abstract:    

Beauty as a notion has developed over history, being shaped by society, culture, and the time factor. Beauty 

ideals change over time, but they usually tend to be universal ideals that claim themselves as truths. Today, 

social media and media create such high standards of beauty that it brings enormous pressure to individuals, 

especially women. This essay critically explores how beauty standards are socially constructed as opposed 

to naturally given, relying on feminist literature theories and current studies. Importantly, Simone de 

Beauvoir's premise that gender and identity are historically and socially constructed disputes the 

immutability of beauty standards. Naomi Wolf's The Beauty Myth elucidates how beauty ideals operate as 

an instrument of societal control, especially with the increase in social and professional liberation of women. 

This paper argues that such constructed standards are perpetuating insecurity and exclusion but are 

benefiting consumer culture and hence should be called for a more inclusive and diverse understanding of 

beauty.  
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Introduction:  

The subject of beauty standards like fashion, advertising, personal identity as well as self esteem has always 

been an interesting subject of discussion and appeal. However, beauty standards we regularly consider 

universal truths are the result of culture, history and society. Beauty is not something natural but a creation 

of the world, which changes with time and with a world’s expectation. In ancient times beauty was defined 

by fuller figures as seen in a piece of Renaissance art and in this modern time, it relates to slimmer and fit 

body, either influenced by the values at that period. The question is who decides what beauty is. How is it 

reinforced? And what are the consequences? In today’s age when there is visual media and social platforms 

all around; the standard of beauty has a more profound effect than ever. Even the beauty industry has come 

under fire for years for perpetuating unrealistic and narrow beauty ideals, reinforcing hurtful stereotypes. 

When chasing these unattainable ideals, people feel inadequate, insecure, and left out. It is important to 

realize that these beauty standards are not real and wonder why we should think something is attractive. 

Doing this can promote a more diverse and accepting way of seeing beauty and being free of rules.                  

                  Simone de Beauvoir, in "The Second Sex," discusses woman hood and contends that gender is 

socially, culturally and historically determined, rather than biologically fixed, famously declaring that 'one is 

not born, but rather becomes, a woman.' With regards to the definition of women, Simone de Beauvoir 

claims that women’s identity and freedom are subjugated by the social roles they are forced to play, which 

alienates and renders women other. Her work encourages us to think critically about gender role 

construction as well as how women can be liberated from oppression. This paper explores how societal 

norms, media, and cultural narratives shape the idea of beauty, reinforcing it as a social construct rather than 

an objective truth.   
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Literature review:  

The concept of "The Beauty Myth" has been widely discussed in Naomi Wolf's influential book, The 

Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women (1991). Wolf's book examines the different 

aspects of life, such as work, hunger, and sex, where images of beauty are applied to manipulate and oppress 

women. According to her, women's concern about their looks is directly a product of the "beauty myth," 

which propagates impossible beauty ideals. Wolf asserts that when women started entering the workforce 

and men's domains, society found a new way to control them. This control was exerted through beauty 

standards, which became a prison for women's bodies, replacing the domestic prison of the home.  

Saraswati Purti, Mia Siscawati and Widi Purti’s research article The Beauty Myth, Cosmetics industry, 

and instagram (2023); explores how the beauty industry and social media, especially Instagram, create and 

spread unrealistic beauty standards. This 'beauty myth' has been around for decades and is used to control 

women. The beauty industry benefits greatly from this myth, and its influence has grown with the rise of the 

internet and social media. 

Objective of the study:  

 To analyses the impact of media and consumer culture on beauty standards and self esteem 

 To identify the consequences of internalizing beauty standards impact on mental health.   

Research Methodology:   

The present study uses the descriptive method which aims to gather detailed information regarding particular 

topic. 

Research type: 

Qualitative type of research was used for this study. 

Data collection:  

For the purpose of this study, secondary data collection methods were relied upon. The data was sourced 

from various journals, articles. 

Theoretical framework:  

1. Social Constructivism: This theory suggests that beauty standards are constructed socially, rather than on 

the basis of objective or universal standards. 

2. Intersectionality: Beauty norms are intersected with other sites of oppression like racism, classism, and 

ableism. 

 3. Feminist Theory: This theory condemns the use of beauty standards to oppress and marginalize women, 

particularly in patriarchal societies.  

What Is Beauty?    

This idea of beauty has been shaped by cultural norms, through literature and cultural norms, shaping the 

way we understand and pursue beauty. For centuries, prominent thinkers like Plato and Kant have been 

arguing about what beauty really is. Plato says it's an inherent quality that's just naturally there, like a sunset 

or a work of art. But Immanuel Kant claims it's totally subjective, meaning it's created by the person 

experiencing it. Aristotle’s beauty associated with proportion, symmetry and order in nature and art. On the 

other hand Friedrich Nietzsche defines beauty is intertwined with power and vitality, rejecting traditional 

aesthetic idea. 20th century’s thinker Charles Cooley's Looking-Glass Self describes how our sense of self is 
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formed through social interactions and in shaping our self identity and understand of beauty. The theory is 

made up of three steps: 

Imagine how we look to others – People are judging how they may be perceived by society including 

evaluations of physical appearance, personality, and behavior. 

Interpreting others' responses – Individuals examine closely  the ways in which other people react 

towards them, be it through words, body language, or public opinion. 

Self-concept development – Depending on these perceived appraisals, individuals develop their self-

concept, which, in turn, affects their confidence, self-worth, and social conduct. 

 Beauty is difficult to define because it means different things to different people. In today’s world, physical 

beauty is often valued more than inner beauty. Social media, advertisements, and popular culture constantly 

promote the idea that looking good on the outside is the key to success and happiness. As a result, people 

spend a lot of time and money trying to meet unrealistic beauty standards. However, true beauty is more 

than just appearance. Inner beauty—kindness, honesty, and compassion is what truly makes a person 

admirable. Instead of chasing material possessions and meaningless achievements, people should focus on 

developing qualities that make people better human beings.  

Impact of media and consumer culture on beauty standard and self esteem:  

For decades, the media has played a significant role in defining what beauty means. From Hollywood's as 

well as Bollywood’s Golden age to the rise of social media, the media has consistently promoted unrealistic 

beauty standards, emphasizing thinness, especially for women. This has led to widespread body 

dissatisfaction and low self-esteem. In the 1920s-30s, Hollywood studios curated images of actresses, 

favoring slender figures and Eurocentric features. - Fashion magazines like Vogue and Harper's Bazaar 

showcased models with unattainable aesthetics. The 1990s and early 2000s were dominated by "heroin chic" 

and size-zero models.  

 Bollywood promote beauty perception: Bollywood, and many other entertainment industries 

worldwide, has long been associated with promoting certain beauty standards. The film industry 

often sets unrealistic expectation s by showcasing a narrow definition of beauty—one that primarily 

favors fair skin, a specific body shape, and well-defined facial features. For decades, Bollywood has 

predominantly featured actors and models who fit into this shape, making it difficult for individuals 

who do not meet these conventional standards to find opportunities. While talent should be the main 

criterion for success, the emphasis on physical appearance has often overshadowed it. Women, in 

particular, face immense pressure to conform to these ideals, with fair-skinned actresses often being 

preferred for lead roles, while darker-skinned individuals are frequently sidelined or cast in 

stereotypical roles. Similarly, height and body shape play a crucial role, with a preference for tall, 

slim figures dominating the industry. This has led to a culture where aspiring actors and models feel 

compelled to undergo cosmetic procedures, skin-lightening treatments, and extreme fitness regimes 

to fit the industry's expectations. Although there has been some progress in recent years, with more 

diverse representations slowly emerging, the deep-rooted bias towards certain beauty standards still 

influences casting decisions and audience perceptions.   

 

 Fair skin obsession in bollywood songs:  Bollywood has long been criticized for glorifying fair 

skin, often portraying it as synonymous with beauty and desirability. Here are some prominent 

examples:   

 

 "Kala Chashma" (Baar Baar Dekho, 2016)*: 

The words “kala chashma jachda ae, jachda ae gore mukhde te."  Glorifies fair skin color,  the song 

obviously perpetuates the idea that the fair skin is more desirable and beautiful. Actress (Katrina 
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Kaif) is also shown to be extremely desirable in terms of looks, establishing the tone that insidiously 

points towards fairness being a central dimension of  beauty.  

 

 “Gori Gori (Main Hoon Na, 2004)": 

The song openly glorifies a white-skinned woman, employing the term "gori" (fair) in repeated 

praise, suggesting that fair skin is beauty. 

 

 "Chittiyaan Kalaiyaan" (Roy, 2015): 

The song literally translates to "white wrists" and praises white-skinned hands as pretty and 

beautiful, promoting the problematic stereotype. 

 

 - "Gori Tere Pyaar Mein" (Title Track, 2013): 

Again, the term "gori" is used to refer to beauty, further emphasizing that fairness is something to be 

desired. 

 Bollywood Song Ideal Body Type: 

In addition to skin tone, Bollywood also frequently imposes unrealistic beauty ideals through its songs: 

 "Kamariya" (Stree, 2018): The song celebrates a slim waist and a particular body shape, idealizing a 

curvy but slim body. 

 "Chikni Chameli" (Agneepath, 2012): The manner in which the song and dance accentuate the 

actress's slim body and sensual dance movements sends a message that a "perfect" body should be 

toned and curvy. 

 "Sheila Ki Jawani" (Tees Maar Khan, 2010): The visuals and lyrics present a toned, slimmer, and 

curvy physique as the epitome of beauty, which has a negative impact on body image awareness 

among audiences. 

           These songs and images perpetuate social prejudices where a fair complexion and a lean, 

curvy body are preferred or considered superior or more desirable. This makes a deep impact, 

particularly in a multicultural country like India where beauty is perceived differently. It tends to 

generate discrimination, body shaming, and colorism. 

 

Advertising sector sells beauty: The advertising sector sells beauty ideals by continually presenting a 

particular kind of beauty as the norm, usually through media, marketing, and endorsement by celebrities. 

Most commercials highlight Eurocentric features—fair complexion, slender physique, and even features—as 

the ideal of beauty. Example: Fair & Lovely (now Glow & Lovely) encouraged fair skin to be more 

attractive in its commercials for decades. Most commercials exhibit exaggerated transformations, (Before-

and-After Comparisons) indicating that natural beauty is not sufficient and needs to be "corrected. For 

Example: Weight-reduction product commercials utilize radical before-and-after photos, which tend to 

mislead customers. These tactics form public opinion and force individuals to conform to unattainable 

beauty standards, which causes concerns such as body image dissatisfaction and low self-esteem. 

 Social media perpetuates beauty ideas:  Social media has been at the forefront of reinforcing 

unattainable beauty standards by continually presenting filtered, edited, and often unattainable 

beauty images. Social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snap chat utilize filters and 

editing software that manipulate facial features, skin tone, and body contours, producing an idealized 

beauty that most try to emulate. For instance, the "Instagram Face" ideal, where one's face is high-

cheekbone, full-lipped, smooth-skinned, and nose-small, has become an all-around accepted ideal. 

Celebrities and influencers constantly share images with filters or cosmetic surgeries to attain this 

aesthetic, putting pressure on younger users to comply. This has prompted an increase in beauty 

treatments such as lip fill and Botox among youths and young adults seeking to mimic their online 

impressions. Similarly, body ideals have been shaped by phenomena like the "slim-thick" body, 

promoted by celebrities like Kim Kardashian and Kylie Jenner. The small waist with enhanced 

curves is usually enhanced by plastic surgery or excessive photo manipulation, but most fans think 
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it's naturally formed and pursue it through stringent dieting or exercising. Ultimately, social media 

promotion of thin beauty standards can give rise to body dissatisfaction, poor self-esteem, and even 

psychological problems among the users who perceive that they do not meet such unrealistic 

standards.  

Internalizing beauty standards impact on mental health:  Societal ideals of beauty have far-reaching 

effects on mental well-being. The repetitive exposure to unattainable expectations by way of social media, 

advertisements, and entertainment can lead to feelings of inadequacy and uncertainty about oneself. For 

most, this stress results in unhealthy activities like severe dieting, excessive exercise, or even plastic surgery 

to conform to these tight beauty standards. This can lead to such ailments as body dysmorphic disorder 

(BDD), eating disorders (anorexia or bulimia), and depression. 

                Even in Assam, There are some reasons why girls should not venture out as much on Saraswati 

Puja. One of the primary reasons is the growing power of mass media, which encourages people towards 

unrealistic beauty ideals. Most girls going to Saraswati Puja wearing makeup and fashionable clothing, 

which is usually, inspired by social media and beauty contests. This general promotion of an image of 

"beauty queen" has the potential to put pressure on young girls and make them think that they need to look a 

certain way to be accepted or admired. For middle-class family girls, it can result in low self-esteem and 

insecurity.  

                     In many culture, as in the case of many other societies, the initial impression tends to become 

quite important when families finalize meetings between the brides and grooms. When groom family visit to 

meet a girl, the first aspect that tends to draw your attention is her appearance. This focus on appearance is a 

result of strongly ingrained cultural and societal expectations, wherein physical looks tend to reflect good 

health, family culture, and even social standing. 

                     Even, these standards of beauty are not only prevalent at social gatherings but also at work.  

Such jobs like receptionists, air hostesses, and other service-oriented occupations prefer looks over skills and 

accomplishments. Most young women interested in these professions may feel discouraged since they think 

they do not qualify in terms of beauty expectations, even when they are adequately qualified. This 

discourages them from seeking opportunities they love, perpetuating a pattern of exclusion based on external 

standards. Rather than promoting external beauty, it is crucial to create a culture where intelligence, skills, 

and character are given more importance than one's appearance. Saraswati Puja, a day for knowledge and 

wisdom, should remind one that personal learning and development are much more significant than the 

world's expectations of beauty.   

                            In today's society, unrealistic beauty standards have become so deeply ingrained that they 

significantly harm the mental and emotional well-being of many girls. The pervasive idea of what is 

considered "beautiful" is often shaped by media, advertisements, and social expectations, leading girls to 

feel inferior when they do not meet these narrow ideals. This phenomenon is especially pronounced in 

Indian society, where beauty standards are often rigid and deeply rooted in cultural norms.   

Negative Effects: Isolation, Negative Body Image, and Anxiety: 

The constant bombardment of idealized beauty images—fair skin, slim bodies, flawless features—creates 

unrealistic expectations. When girls fail to align with these ideals, they may develop a negative self-image, 

feeling inadequate and unworthy. This feeling of inferiority can be so overwhelming that it affects their 

willingness to participate in social activities.  

Peer group and Family Pressure: The pressure does not only come from the media but also from peer 

groups and families. In Indian society, family members and friends sometimes make comments about a girl's 

appearance, often without realizing the impact. Statements like "She is too tall for a girl" or "She would look 

better if she lost some weight" can deeply affect a young girl's confidence. Peer groups also play a 
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significant role. Friends who conform to conventional beauty norms may unintentionally alienate those who 

do not. This can lead to girls feeling left out, believing they do not fit into the social mold. Over time, this 

isolation can contribute to anxiety and a distorted perception of self-worth.   

Real-Life Example from Indian Society:  There was a recent instance where a young woman from a rural 

area shared how her relatives constantly criticized her for being tall and muscular. As a result, she stopped 

attending family functions and social gatherings, fearing judgment and ridicule. This story is just one of 

many, highlighting how deeply entrenched beauty biases can impact self-esteem and social interaction.   

Breaking the Cycle: Encouraging Inclusivity and Acceptance:  

To address this issue, it is essential to create a more inclusive environment where diverse appearances are 

celebrated. Campaigns that challenge beauty stereotypes and advocate for body positivity can help break the 

cycle of unrealistic expectations. Media representation should also be more diverse, showcasing people of 

different heights, body types, and skin tones.  Families and peer groups need to be more mindful of their 

words and attitudes. Encouraging young girls to embrace their unique qualities rather than conform to 

outdated norms can foster a healthier self-image. Schools can also play a vital role by conducting workshops 

on self-acceptance and educating students about the negative impact of unrealistic beauty ideas. 

Conclusion:  Beauty is often shaped by societal norms and cultural influences, leading to a narrow 

definition that can marginalize diverse expressions of attractiveness. When individuals overlook these 

constructed standards, they can embrace a broader, more inclusive understanding of beauty, celebrating 

uniqueness and authenticity rather than conforming to unrealistic ideals.   Instead of chasing material 

possessions and meaningless achievements, we should focus on developing qualities that make us better 

human beings. Beauty should not just be about how we look but about how we treat others and the positive 

impact we make in the world. 
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