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The depiction of women is overdetermined by the specific historical period, race, class, nation, and the medium form employed for depiction.  This paper explores how women (or actresses, more specifically) of different races and nations are presented at varying historical moments for a common commercial purpose, namely, endorsing Lux products.  I choose Lux for three reasons.  Firstly, female film stars around the world began to serve as pitchwomen as early as the early 20th-c.  Secondly, Lux marketing adopts two ostensibly contradictory strategies, emphasizing whiteness and purity on the one hand, and on the other hand, seeking to appeal to women of different races and colors in order to secure the international market.  Thus, Lux advertisements in different geo-cultural contexts are instructive for our understanding of media management of variant ethnic-cultural coordinates, which in turn necessitate Lux’s shifting values accrued in the process of transnational dissemination.  My study interrogates the overdetermined production of feminine ideals consumed and desired by the public gaze in different geo-cultural places. 

Questions I address include: 1) how women from disparate cultural, racial and national contexts relate to transnational dissemination of commodity, capital and mass visual culture; 2) what are the ramifications of the variant figurations of “consuming woman” for processes of nationalization, globalization and localization.   


To address these questions, I focus on film actresses’ endorsements, in newspapers, magazines, and TV commercials in America, China and Japan throughout the 20th-c.  Chinese actress-endorsers include Butterfly Wu -- the 1933 Movie Queen, Maggie Cheung -- the first Asian “Best Actress” elected at the Berlin International Film Festival, and other Hong Kong stars (Cherry Chung, Anita Yuen, and Shu Qi).  American actress-endorsers include Rita Hayworth, Judy Garland, Anne Baxter, Brooke Shields, Catherine Jones, Ann Hathaway, and Natalie Portman.  Contemporary Japanese Lux commercials, interestingly, predominantly feature Caucasian film stars.  The question thus becomes: how the Caucasian stars are appropriated and packaged to promote a product that originated in the West, but has been popular in Japan for so long that it has become associated with certain Japanese values.  In other words, how are the Caucasian stars remade to match the remade Western product?  

The issue of race goes hand in hand with other political concerns.  Thus, the importance of Lux advertisements needs to be further understood in the context of specific historical conjunctures, such as the 1930s nationalism and 1990s economic reform in China, the two world wars, the Civil Rights Movement in America, and the post-Cold War globalization.              


My study delineates globalization and localization of Lux products enabled by film actresses.  I argue that the international transmission of commodities has contributed to standardization of desirable femininity.  Meanwhile, it also aggravates racial, class and national politics in non-Western regions and countries.  As a most mobile and widely influential group, film actresses serve as the most sensitive litmus paper for both processes.  The interactions of standardization/commercialization and differentiation/politicization lead to ambiguity and complexity of the commercially pictured women.  It is our task to unpack their iconic significance and mobilize them for self-empowering purposes.    
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