Beyond Beauty:
The Empowerment Agenda of the
Miss Universe Pageant
INTRODUCTION

Hans Kevin Madanguit
Chulalongkorn University

Miss Universe is considered one of the most-watched live TV competitions
globally. However, the beauty pageant has received criticisms from human rights
advocates and feminist groups primarily because it is perceived to be
commodifying women and promoting Eurocentric imagery of beauty and
unrealistic body structures. Previous studies have shown that the pageant
reinforces sexism and normalizes the male gaze.To counter criticisms and keep its
commercial relevance, it had to retool its presentation and anchor on branding
women empowerment.

METHODS

The stage of the 2018 Miss Universe held in Bangkok, Thailand.
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This paper provides an opportunity to reconcile how women empowerment's theoretical frameworks can go hand in
hand with feminist studies, namely, Marxist-Feminism, Intersectionality, and Trans-feminism, to further the common
objective of empowering women.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Empowerment is an interactive process through which people experience personal and social change, enabling them to
achieve influence over the organizations and institutions that affect their lives and the communities in which they live
(Whitemore, 1988).
In the World Bank’s Agency and Opportunity Structure Model, Miss Universe is an opportunity structure where individuals
can partake in exercising their agency. Opportunity structure refers to informal and formal institutions that determine who can
access assets and whether they can use their assets. The model opens the idea that the existence of choice can measure
degrees of empowerment (allowing diverse identities of women), use of choice (advancing the women’s agenda), and the
achievement of choice (development outcomes).

MARXIST FEMINISM
empowerment for women and gender
equality can only be achieved by
transforming the conditions of their
oppression and exploitation (Sheivari,
2014).
By highlighting the participants’ careers,
Miss Universe is pushing for women’s
professional growth and inspiring others.
The organization projects itself as a
company built on a foundation of inclusion
and a celebration of diversity.
2010 Miss Universe Fourth
Runner-up Venus Raj's rags
to riches story and
celebrating women’s
careers are the two levels
where empowerment can
occur based on Belgium’s
Commission on Women
and Development
Framework.
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CONCLUSION

INTERSECTIONAL FEMINISM

In the 2018 Miss Universe,
Miss Vietnam H’Hen Niê is
a member of an
indigenous cultural
community called Rade,
and at 14, she was
arranged to be married as
part of their tradition.

refers to the recognition of women's
different identities by determining the other
parts of womanhood and that aside from a
woman’s gender and sexuality, a woman
also belongs to a class, a race, has a
language, nationality, and age.

TRANS-FEMINISM
is defined as a movement by and for trans
women who view their liberation as
intrinsically linked to the liberation of all
women and beyond (Koyama, 2001).
For a marginalized group such as the LGBTQ+
community, representation and recognition
matter. Having someone in the international
arena whom LGBTQ+ individuals can relate to
and finally presenting the idea of possibility is
consistent with Nalia Kabeer’s Three
Dimensions of Empowerment.
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In 2012, after winning her
state pageant for Miss
Universe Canada, Jenna
Talackova was told to be
unqualified as she was
born male. The issue
triggered MUO to change
its rules from only
allowing natural born
females to allowing
transgender women to
participate as long as they
are legally recognized as
females.
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The Miss Universe competition has unarguably created many angles in defining and understanding women's
empowerment. However, empowerment must be understood concerning the specific needs of the yearning people
(Kabeer, 2005). In addition, one can become empowered in one or multiple spheres of life, and women may be
empowered within one sphere and not in another (Malhotra et al., 2002). It is agreed that the ultimate aim is to
dismantle the system that perpetuates disenfranchisement, but this cannot happen in one single approach. Perhaps,
Miss Universe presents a way that is being antagonized? A strategy for women to claim and reclaim? But only one thing
is certain, discussions on the process and meaning of empowerment will continue with or without Miss Universe.

