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12

Skin Colors and Their Variable
Meanings

Colors may be neutral, but our minds and culture give them meaning. Over
time, color labels like white, black, and brown have become freighted with
messages of social worth when applied to people. These meanings have
varied according to place and time. Most of the concepts of race that
people understand or identify with today are socially weighted skin-color
labels. Races are described as socially constructed categories because
they are composite categories of physical and cultural attributes, and
because they have meaning only under highly specific conditions of time,
space, and culture. As categories go, they are slippery and arbitrary; but
they are no less real in people’s minds for being so.

There is no universal preference for a specific skin color. Our
preferences develop on the basis of our early experiences and what we
learn about other people from our parents and teachers. Because people in
prehistory and early history never moved far from home, they generally
preferred their own color. Anything noticeably different was viewed with
suspicion or fear. During and after the Age of Exploration, for instance,
light-skinned Europeans were referred to as demons or ghosts in
traditional African or Asian cultures. But two other important factors have
come to influence cultural attitudes toward color in the past four hundred
years, and both have created preferences for lighter skin. The first and
older of these is the preference for paler skin based on its association with
freedom from outdoor toil. This is a widespread and probably universal
preference among agricultural people, one that arose independently in
different societies. Paler skin was that with little or no evidence of tanning.
The second preference is for light over dark—strictly speaking, white over
black—that derives from Christian symbolism. The association of white
with purity, virtue, and Christ, and of black with impurity, evil, and the
devil, pervades the Christian liturgy and popular belief. Medieval and early
Renaissance images of Christ often depict him with skin and garments of
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pure white.

The light-dark polarity was extended to the human sphere with the
increase in commercial contact between Europe and sub-Saharan Africa
and the establishment of the slave trade and hereditary slavery in the
Americas. As the transatlantic slave trade became more lucrative, the
moral polarity of skin colors was accentuated to the extent that light and
dark were respectively associated with human and animal, creating one of
the longest-lasting and most pernicious patterns of bias that the world has
ever known. A darkly pigmented African who attained social acceptance
could be pardoned for having black skin only because, according to a
commonly used expression, “his soul was white.”

In recent centuries, the two preferences for paleness have sometimes
reinforced each other, as in the valorizing of the “English rose,” a woman
whose almost transparent skin and blushing cheeks connoted both freedom
from outdoor labor and incomparable virtue. The single most powerful
factor reinforcing the preference for lightness in the last 150 years has
been the dissemination of images in the popular media. When positive
social messages and elevated social status are associated with images of
people with lighter skin (as in much advertising), the effects are swift and
sure.! Humans are ever imitative and suggestible and will work to
transform themselves into a form or color associated with greater social
acceptability and higher social status. Once established, attitudes toward
skin color tend to be durable because they are reactions to known
stereotypes and are faithfully transmitted by multiple cultural mechanisms.

It is against this backdrop that we can look at how skin color has come
to be viewed in different parts of the modern world. Many places could be
discussed here, but I have chosen the examples of South Africa, Brazil,
India, and Japan to illustrate common themes and salient differences. Each
of these countries has a long and complex social history and history of
attitudes toward skin color.

SOUTH AFRICA

Southern Africa is home to a great diversity of human populations, many of
which arrived in waves of migration overland and by sea over the past
5,000 years. The region’s original inhabitants are the San people, or
Bushmen, foragers who have lived in the region for more than 30,000
years. The pastoralist Khoi people are closely related to the Bushmen
genetically and arrived in southern Africa more than 4,000 years ago. The
San and Khoi are often referred to as the Khoisan or Khoe-San. They have
the moderately pigmented skin typical of people living under strong but
seasonal sun. The Bantu-language-speaking group is a collective term for a

Jablonski, Nina G.. Living Color : The Biological and Social Meaning of Skin Color, University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/pensu/detail.action?docID=954695.
Created from pensu on 2023-02-14 17:23:17.



Copyright © 2012. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

large number of agricultural peoples, originally from equatorial latitudes,
who have darkly pigmented skin like that of other Africans living under
intense UVR year-round. The archaeological record indicates that starting
about 4,000 years ago, the areas originally inhabited by the Khoe-San
were occupied by the Bantu-language speakers with their agriculture and
metal tools. This transition was later described by European scholars as
the ascendance of “Iron Age” agricultural peoples with strong “tribal”
organization over the degenerate, “Stone Age,” “Bush” races. Genetic
studies of both groups attest to considerable admixture having occurred.?
No written accounts exist from either group of their interactions or their
impressions of one another’s appearance.

The first light-skinned Europeans to settle in southern Africa were
representatives of the Dutch East India Company, which established the
Cape Colony on the Cape of Good Hope in 1652. The Dutch East India
Company was the world’s first multinational company. Its colony in South
Africa began as a garrison to support the shipping trade between Europe
and Asia, but within a few years, former employees of Dutch and French
descent were allowed to settle there and farm. The Europeans mostly
conquered and absorbed the Khoe-San as they created farms and
expanded their settlement. They also imported slaves from Madagascar,
from elsewhere in Africa, and from Indonesia and South Asia.

From the outset, the Dutch East India Company provided ministers of
the Dutch Reformed Church to support the colony, and the church
exercised a virtual monopoly over the expression of Christianity in the new
colony.®> Among the fundamental beliefs of the church were that the Bible
was the sole authority over faith and life, and that individuals’ lives and
fates were predestined by God. Most church members embraced the
“internal holiness” doctrine, which counted the entire European community
as redeemed because they were born of believers and the non-European
community—except for converts—as unredeemed. Colonial society in South
Africa was built on the foundation of white European superiority, and it was
unthinkable to the early colonists and their descendants that it could be
otherwise. Some church members referred to the indigenous Khoe-San
people as the cursed sons of Ham, and they were sometimes portrayed as
being halfway between ape and human.*

The British took over the Cape Colony in 1795 and abolished the
external slave trade in 1807. The colony grew quickly, and by 1820 it was
composed of three distinct groups: the British; the descendants of the
Dutch-speaking inhabitants (Afrikaners); and the descendants of the
former slaves, together with the Khoe-San. The last was a highly
heterogeneous group officially known as the Cape Coloureds. The
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interactions between the British and Afrikaners were complex and
strained, but they did not inhibit the movement of settlers, speculators, and
prospectors of European ancestry into the hinterland. The British belonged
to different Christian denominations than the Dutch and supported the
elimination of slavery, but they did not champion integrationist ideals.® By
1870, most of South Africa was divided into four states dominated by
whites. The Union of South Africa was formed from these four states after
the British defeated the Afrikaners in the South African War of 1899-1902.

European domination over the darker races was justified because of the
unshakeable belief that physical type was inextricably linked to morality,
economy, aesthetics, and language. South African attitudes toward human
diversity were shaped by the post-Enlightenment European notion that
culture was an inherent expression of race, along with nineteenth-century
beliefs that certain “stocks” had evolved biologically and culturally
superior “fitness” and “adaptations.”® The superiority of the white race
was part of the natural order.

The doctrine of white superiority coincided conveniently with the growth
of European-owned agriculture and the lucrative gold-and diamond-mining
industries, and it helped to justify policies of population segregation and
hierarchy. The introduction of migrant labor and the pass system, which
regulated the movement of black Africans into white urban areas, ensured
supplies of large numbers of exploitable workers and marked the first
steps in establishment of a formal color bar. The Native Land Act of 1913
formally divided South Africa into “White” and “Black” areas, with the
latter amounting to only 7 percent of the country’s area. These “Black”
reserves had limited agricultural potential and became “reservoirs of
cheap, unskilled labor for white farmers and industrialists.”” The resulting
physical and economic isolation formed the cornerstone of apartheid.

During the early decades of twentieth century, increasing numbers of
non-Europeans were educated at mission schools throughout South Africa
and began to advocate for political reform. This movement—associated
most strongly with the African National Congress—was temporarily
vanquished with the election of the National Party in 1948 on a platform of
apartheid. Over the next two decades the South African government
enacted a series of laws designed to repress and segregate people of non-
European descent.

The first step in enacting segregation was the institution of a rigid
system of population classification whereby everyone was assigned to a
race at birth. The Population Registration Act of 1950 codified the
characteristics to be used to assign individuals to races, with sets of rights
and privileges titrated by color. Four broad groups were defined:
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Europeans (meaning white persons); Natives, Africans, or Bantus (meaning
black persons); Coloureds (denoting those of mixed race); and Asiatics
(embracing the “various races of Asia”).8 Legal authorities in South Africa
recognized that in daily life, appearance, particularly skin color, furnished
the principal criterion for group membership. But when decisions had legal
consequences, other criteria were brought to bear, so that assessments
were based not only on appearance (skin color, facial features, hair
texture, and skeletal structure) but also on descent (the so-called test of
blood), general acceptance and repute, and mode of living (including a
person’s associates, habits, dress, place and conditions of residence, and
customary language).

Over time, legal authorities in South Africa came to rely more on the
criterion of “general acceptance and repute” than on any other. This led to
the development of absurd legal interpretations: “A person who is in
appearance obviously a white person is presumed, for the purposes of the
Act, to be a white person until the contrary is proved; but a person
although obviously a white person in appearance, who is generally
accepted as a coloured person, will not be regarded as a white person.”?
Because the general-acceptance and most of the other criteria were
arbitrary and subjective, many individuals appealed their classification.
The Population Registration Act included a provision for a Race
Classification Review Board, and this and associated appeals boards met
regularly from 1954 through 1991. Appeals were of practical importance
because racial classifications directly affected a person’s rights and
mobility. Appeals were also essential in the bizarre and untenable
situations in which children assigned to one race could not legally reside
with parents classified as another.

Few details are known of what was actually measured or discussed by
board members in their appeal decisions. Assessments appear to have
been made mostly on the basis of skin color, hair texture, and clothing. In
what came to be one of the strangest and most humiliating rituals of
modern times, individuals were physically scrutinized and questioned for
potential reclassification. Africans were reclassified as Coloured, and
Coloureds were reclassified as Indians. Few people, understandably,
appeared voluntarily for potential racial downgrading. People, including
many children, assigned to the White race at birth were occasionally
reclassified as Coloured if they were suspected of being Mixed by teachers
or fellow students.!? These situations often resulted in great psychological
trauma because of the humiliation and rebuke associated with the
subsequent mandatory relocation.

The abolition of the Race Classification Review Boards in 1991 ended
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the era of official racial classification in South Africa, but it did not bring an
end to differential treatment of people according to skin color. Traditions
of speech, habitual associations of skin color and character, color-coded
expectations of performance, and deeply entrenched patterns of physical
segregation and residence developed over three hundred years have
created durable inequalities that have proved resistant to change. A
particular stigma is attached to Khoe-San ancestry. Despite the fact that
genetic tests of the anti-apartheid activists and national leaders Nelson
Mandela and Desmond Tutu have revealed that both have Khoe-San
ancestors, other South African celebrities have declined to be tested.
South Africans refer to the need to eliminate “apartheid of the mind” now
that the formal institution of apartheid is gone.

BRAZIL

Brazil’s history of colonial contact is broadly similar to that of the United
States, but it differs in one crucial aspect. In the United States, beginning
with the earliest European colonization, indigenous Native Americans
were almost extirpated by disease, warfare, forcible slavery, and a
program of resettlement that relegated them to reservations. In Brazil, the
indigenous peoples also died in large numbers for similar reasons under
British, Dutch, French, and Portuguese colonial rule, but a larger
proportion of the indigenous population was assimilated by the dominant
Portuguese. King Joseph I of Portugal at one point encouraged his subjects
to “populate themselves” and “join the natives through marriage.”!1

They obeyed. By the middle of the sixteenth century, with the native
population decimated, the Portuguese introduced African slaves into Brazil
to meet the increasing demand for labor on sugarcane plantations. Upward
of five million African slaves were brought to Brazil, where many suffered
and died in brutal working conditions. Their fate was seen as payment for
their “savagery and barbarous ways.”!? At the same time, faced with a
dearth of Portuguese women, male colonizers sought out mates from
indigenous and African slave populations and produced large numbers of
children—often by rape—who varied greatly in physical appearance and
skin color. Throughout Brazil’s colonial history, interbreeding between
Portuguese, Indians, and Africans was tolerated but not officially
sanctioned by the government or the Catholic Church. The commercial
benefits were substantial, however, because marriage ties resulted in
enhanced trade networks with more communities.!3

After the abolition of slavery in Brazil 1888, new scientific philosophies
influenced official attitudes toward the country’s extensively mixed
population. Social Darwinists and eugenicists in Europe and the Americas
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in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries viewed darkly
pigmented peoples, especially African blacks and their descendants, as
inferior and mulatto offspring as degenerate. For Brazil’s rulers and
scientific authorities, the large mulatto population therefore posed an
enormous problem. Segregation by color, as practiced in the United States
and South Africa, could not be established in Brazil because there was no
agreement as to classification. Many members of the ruling elite were
mulattoes who were not inclined to institute systems of segregation or
color-coded treatment that would disadvantage them or their offspring.
Tolerance of diversity was a practical necessity. A tacit skin-color
hierarchy emerged nonetheless. The darker the skin, and the greater the
proportion of assumed African ancestry, the lower a person’s social
position.

Beginning in 1872, Brazil addressed the perceived problem of mulatto
degeneracy through the scientific solution of “whitening.” Government
policy encouraged large-scale European immigration and promotion of
“constructive miscegenation.”'* The virtues of miscegenation were
promoted as the foundation for racial harmony, unity, and “racial
democracy.” The absence of a legally sanctioned divide between black and
white or between black, colored, and white led to the development of a
finely graduated rainbow of names for skin colors. Color has always been
considered more important than “race,” a term that is synonymous with
origin, in Brazil. The two cannot be disconnected, however, because color
is derived from the admixture of the country’s major founding populations,
indigenous (Indian), European, and African. When the populace was asked
to self-identify by skin color in 1976, they used 134 different terms.!°

Descriptive names notwithstanding, discrimination by skin color was
revealed by census statistics and social activists beginning in the late
1970s. Racial democracy was revealed as being a “bias that white is best
and black is worst and therefore the nearer one is to white the better.”16
Advocates for the rights of dark-skinned populations have noted the
tendency of most Brazilians to place themselves in a lighter color category
on the census. The black-skinned, they argued, are in the lowest position
on the color hierarchy: they have been disenfranchised and are the victims
of continuing discrimination. In contrast to the situations in the United
States and South Africa, the absence of a formal legal framework of color-
based discrimination in Brazil has left advocates for the dark-skinned
without an established structure to fight.17” Nevertheless, movements to
improve the social status and economic prospects of Afro-Brazilians have
gained energy and adherents in recent decades. Brazil, like the United
States and South Africa, is now wrestling with the challenges of
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recognizing and reversing centuries of faithfully transmitted and
collectively reinforced discrimination against the naturally dark-skinned.

Under such conditions, it is painfully ironic that recreational suntanning
and cultivation of the deeply bronzed look is one of the most popular
pastimes of Brazil’s naturally light-and medium-toned people. Having the
social flexibility to be “healthily dark,” an appearance associated with
leisure and privilege, is just as important in Brazil as it is in the United
States and many European countries.

INDIA

Attitudes toward skin color in India reflect the complexities of the
country’s geography, its long history of population incursions, and its
intricate social and religious history. The preference of agriculturalists for
lighter skin, because of its association with freedom from outdoor toil,
obtains in India as elsewhere, but it has been inscribed with more detailed
and subtle shades of meaning. Attitudes toward skin color in India have
developed over more than two thousand years and reflect considerations of
class (varna) and caste (jati).!® Varna described different spheres of
human activity, from the sacred to the profane, and each was in turn
associated with a different color (see chapter 8). Members of the
brahmana led religious lives: because they were forbidden to harm living
creatures, they were discouraged from active agricultural pursuits. Thus
rarely exposed to the sun, they became associated with the color white.
Members of the martial ksatriya class were, by contrast, exposed to the
sun regularly during military training, and they came to be associated with
a ruddy complexion and the color red. The mostly mercantile class of
vaisya had the special responsibility of keeping cattle. Spending time
outdoors as herders, cultivators, and merchants, members were associated
with the color yellow. The class of sudra was subservient to the other
three classes. Considered peripheral and dark by birth, members were
associated with the color black. External influences over the past five
hundred years have reinforced existing skin-color preferences in India.
Christian associations of light skin with virtue and godliness, and of dark
skin with evil and baseness, for example, were transported to India with
British and Portuguese colonizers and strengthened long-standing
associations based on varna.

The reality of skin color in India is complex. Social preferences for
lightness exist within a country that spans thirty-five degrees of latitude
and experiences varying but generally strong levels of sunshine. Skin
pigmentation varies from generally dark in the south to moderate or light
(but able to tan) in the northern states. It also tends to vary by class and
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caste, with members of higher social groups being generally lighter in skin
tone than those of lower groups. These two gradients cut across each
other, however, to the extent that people of the lowest groups in the north
are often lighter than those of the highest groups living in the south. In
practical terms, this means that members of a particular social group in a
particular place exhibit considerable heterogeneity of skin color but
express a preference for light skin. This is most strongly expressed in the
predilection for light-skinned brides. Families go to considerable lengths to
seek out light-skinned brides for their sons, even if it means “marrying
down” into a lower caste. The ideal bride is light-skinned and virginal; a
dark girl is a liability to her family because of the difficulty of arranging a
marriage for her. In a son, the deficiency of dark skin can be mitigated if he
acquires other socially desirable qualities, like a good job or a good
education. The culturally reinforced preference for light-skinned women in
most of India is one of the best examples of sexual selection operating in
humans today.

FIGURE 29. Models from the cover of the April 2010 issue of Vogue India, which heralded the
emergence of a new era of color tolerance in India and a celebration of the country’s “dusky”
women. The same issue included two advertisements for skin-lightening agents. Photo courtesy
of Prabuddha DasGupta.

Today, women from diverse backgrounds in India are better educated
and enjoy greater social and physical mobility than in the past. Relatively
dark-skinned women are gaining in popularity and social acceptability, at
least judged by the barometer of popular magazines and movies. The cover
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of Vogue India for April 2010 heralded “the Dawn of Dusk,” and the
accompanying story celebrated the “stunning earthiness” and “duskiness”
of Indian women (figure 29). It referred to the “evolutionary process”
whereby dark-skinned Indian women were being gradually accepted and
labeled as beautiful. The unfolding of this process, which has been widely
discussed on blogs, talk shows, and other popular media, will be fascinating
to observe.

JAPAN

The Japanese preference for lightness and whiteness in skin tone can be
traced to ancient symbolic associations of color, concepts of purity and
pollution rooted in folk religion, and traditional ways of making distinctions
between insiders and outsiders. Skin color in Japan has been a metaphor
for a complex of attractive and objectionable social traits. Since the eighth
century, the Japanese have considered themselves imbued with an
esteemed “whiteness,” which refers not only to skin complexions but also
to spiritual purity.

As in other agricultural societies, untanned skin was a symbol of the
privileged class that was spared from outdoor labor. Pale skin was also
equated with personal beauty. Dark-skinned people were deprecated
because they were of the laboring class that worked out in the sun.
Heavily applied cosmetics could temporarily conceal dark skin but could
not protect against the scorn meted out to the dark-complexioned.!® Prior
to contact with Europeans, the only words used to describe skin color were
white (shiroi) and black (kuroi). Residents of the southern Japanese island
of Okinawa were traditionally held in low regard, for instance, because
their naturally light brown skin and good tanning abilities made them
“black.” After European contact, Japanese artists tended to depict the skin
of Europeans in flesh tones or gray but depicted Japanese people—
particularly women—with white skin.

This convention was retained in Japanese paintings and cartoons during
World War II that depicted war scenes across Asia and the Pacific.
Chinese, Southeast Asian, and Polynesian combatants were invariably
depicted with dark skin, while the Japanese were illustrated with white or
near-white skin.2? This tactic visually reinforced the Japanese concept of
the pure, white self but belied the fact that the Japanese soldiers would
have been just as darkened by sun exposure as the others. The concept of
spiritual whiteness was more important than the reality of the skin tone.

As in India, very pale skin in Japan was considered to be an essential
characteristic of feminine beauty and could compensate for other physical
shortcomings. For centuries, Japanese women have taken great care to
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avoid sun exposure. Although some evidence of sun exposure on a woman'’s
skin is now thought to be “healthy” and “athletic,” near-white skin remains
the feminine beauty ideal and a highly prized attribute of a potential wife.
Whiteness in a man’s skin is also considered beautiful but is less avidly
sought in a mate because of its association with fragility and femininity.
Japanese women favor men with light brown skin because they think of
them as energetic, masculine, sincere, and self-assertive.?! The strong
favoring of white-skinned brides among the Japanese is very similar to that
in India and presents another important example of sexual selection.

THE RECENT TREND TOWARD COLORISM

Attitudes toward skin color are similar, but not identical, in the United
States and the four countries examined here. Bias based on skin color has
developed most strongly in places where people originally physically
distant from one another came into contact on an unequal social footing. In
the United States and Brazil, darkly pigmented slaves were transported
involuntarily to places dominated by lightly pigmented slave owners and
slave traders. In South Africa, lightly pigmented people introduced
themselves into a country inhabited by moderately and darkly pigmented
people. In all three places to varying degrees, threat and force, sanctioned
by biblically inspired notions of inherent supremacy, established light-
skinned people in positions of power. Hierarchies of color were maintained
by legal institutions and rhetorical traditions of superiority and inferiority.
Over many generations, ideologies of color became rigid as they were
collectively reinforced by stereotypes and multiple cultural traditions.

In India and Japan, skin-color based classifications and hierarchies of
color favoring the light-skinned have developed from within. The
hierarchies have been more casual, less rigid, and not legally mandated but
no less potent as social forces influencing the fates of less-favored
individuals and groups. Foreign (mostly Euro-American) preferences for
light skin have reinforced those that already existed in these countries.

The increased pace of exchange of people, ideas, images, and
advertising in the twenty-first century is creating a worldwide preference
for lighter skin tones. As the systematic preference for the lighter-colored
becomes universalized, the specific justifications for it are often no longer
clearly remembered. We now live in a world in which colorism, the
discriminatory treatment of individuals based on skin color, is a major
social force and a challenge to human equality.
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PLATE 1. The thirty-six Von Luschan color tiles for assessing the color of unexposed skin. The
tiles provided the standards for recording skin color until the introduction of reflectometry in
the mid-twentieth century. © 2011 President and Fellows of Harvard, Peabody Museum No.
2005.1.168.
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PLATE 2. Alexa Wright, Skin: Maxine. Vitiligo is caused by cessation of melanin production in
patches of skin. People affected by vitiligo sometimes suffer psychological discomfort because
of their appearance, and support networks help affected people to cope. Reproduced courtesy
of the artist.

PLATE 3. This Khoe-San woman and her baby from South Africa have moderately pigmented
skin capable of tanning. Their skin is typical of people who have evolved in the middle
latitudes under seasonally strong UVR. Photo courtesy of Edward S. Ross.

PLATE 4. The contrast in skin hue between men and women is emphasized in these highly
stylized masks used in Japanese Noh theater. Photos courtesy of T. Inoue, Inoue Corporation,
wwwnohmask21.com.
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PLATE 5. Muslim women in Afghanistan wearing traditional burqas cannot produce vitamin D
in their skin even under the sunniest conditions. Black wool prevents nearly 99 percent of UVB
from reaching the skin. Photo courtesy of Edward S. Ross.

PLATE 6. Wall of the tomb of Sebekhotep in Thebes (Eighteenth Dynasty, ca. 1400 BCE).
Several men, probably Nubians, were depicted with black skin by Egyptian artists. Photo © The
Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

Copyright © 2012. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

Jablonski, Nina G.. Living Color : The Biological and Social Meaning of Skin Color, University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/pensu/detail.action?docID=954695.
Created from pensu on 2023-02-14 17:23:17.



PLATE 7. Jan Mostaert, Portrait of an African Man (ca. 1520-30). Many of the Africans who
arrived in Europe in late medieval and early Renaissance times became scholars and advisers.
Photo courtesy of the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.
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PLATE 8. Skin tones vary according to levels of UVR and are darker near the equator and
lighter toward the poles. The gradient is more obvious in the Old World and less so in the New
World, where people have lived for only about 10,000 to 15,000 years. lllustration © Mauricio
Antén 2011.
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PLATE 9. Mattel’s Malibu Barbie was marketed to girls in the early 1970s, before the dangers
of suntanning were fully appreciated. The glamor, sex appeal, and studied leisure associated
with a tan and with tanned celebrities contribute to the continued popularity of the tanned
look today. © 2011 Mattel, Inc. All rights reserved.
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20. During the infamous case of Rhinelander v. Rhinelander of late 1925, Alice Rhinelander
(née Jones) was forced to expose her torso and legs to the jury to allow them to assess the skin
color of her body. Her husband, Leonard Rhinelander, had sued her for an annulment of their
marriage on the grounds that she had fraudulently claimed that she was white. For details of
the case, along with an excellent commentary, see Wacks 2000.

21. Eva Saks (2000) has written a brilliant exposé on miscegenation law discussing several
cases that hinged on the explication of “hidden” ancestry.

22. For an excellent summary of the minstrel tradition in the United States, see Pieterse
1992, 132-36.

12. SKIN COLORS AND THEIR VARIABLE MEANINGS

1. The promotion of tanned skin in Europe and the Americas since the 1930s has yielded a
similar effect. As discussed in chapter 14, tans achieved through leisure activities or
suntanning became associated with leisure and higher social status in the later twentieth
century, and images of tanned celebrities connected tanning with the promise of social
elevation and approbation. White people can become tan and still enjoy the social benefits of
lightness.

2. Saul Dubow describes the history of European scientific attitudes toward the “racial
differentiation” of the Khoe-san and Bantu-language speakers in chapter 3 of Scientific Racism
in Modern South Africa (Dubow 1995). For details, see the genetic studies conducted by Sarah
Tishkoff and colleagues (2007).

3. On the history and attitudes of the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa, see Gerstner
1997.

4. The practice of describing the Khoe-san as descendants of the sons of Ham, or
representing humans that retained characteristics of monkeys and apes, can be traced to
eighteenth-century Europe. Some of these attitudes developed in the wake of the public display
of the Khoe-san woman Saarje Baartman in England and France in the late 1700s. After her
death, her body was dissected by the French zoologist George Cuvier, and her body parts were
variously displayed and stored. Her remains were finally repatriated to South Africa in 2003.
See Tobias 2002.

5. A full exposition of the diversity of European Christian beliefs in colonial South Africa is
presented in Elbourne and Ross 1997. Catherine Besteman provides an excellent and up-to-
date synopsis of the history of population interactions and discriminatory practices in South
Africa in Transforming Cape Town (Besteman 2008).

6. On the effects of post-Enlightenment European philosophy and social Darwinism on the
development of white supremacist ideology in South Africa, see Dubow 1995.

7. Leonard Thompson, quoted in Besteman 2008, 5.

8. For a thorough legal interpretation of race classifications and definitions in South Africa
from 1910 to 1960, see Suzman 1960.

9. Quoted in ibid., 354.

10. The personal turmoil caused by repeated racial classifications is epitomized by the
story of Sandra Laing, who was successively classified as White, Coloured, and again as
White. Laing’s story is described by Judith Stone in When She Was White (2007).

11. Quoted in Telles 2004, 25. Edward Telles’s excellent study should be consulted by
readers seeking more detailed information about Brazil’s long and complex social history.

12. Quoted in Vieira 1995, 228.

13. Attitudes toward miscegenation in European colonies varied. For a good summary, see
Samson 2005.

14. See Telles 2004. The central differences between United States and Brazilian concepts
of color and race are illustrated by the census categories that the two countries have
employed in the past two hundred years: see Nobles 2000.

15. For the list of 134 skin-color names catalogued by Brazilian authorities in 1976, see
Soong 1999.

16. A. Dzidzienyo, quoted in Guimaraes 1995, 217.
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17. The irony of color-based discrimination in what was a nominally colorblind “racial
democracy” is discussed in Vieira 1995.

18. Varna and jati are often and erroneously referred to together as “caste.” The reality of
the two systems of classification is much more subtle and reflects the interplay of Vedic and
Hindu philosophy in Indian history. See Basahm 1985. André Beteille’s account of race and
descent in India (1968) provides an excellent summary of modern attitudes toward skin color.

19. On the meaning of skin color in Japan and the association of whiteness with purity, see
Wagatsuma 1967; Dower 2004.

20. See Dower 2004.

21. See Wagatsuma 1967.

13. ASPIRING TO LIGHTNESS

1. Spanish humanist text, quoted in Swiderski 2008, 166. Swiderski observes that mercury-
based compounds were central to skin-lightening and cosmetics formulations for more than
four hundred years. Mercury’s toxicity was recognized early, but for many, this was outweighed
by its beneficial effects on the appearance of the skin and its effectiveness as a cure for
syphilis. The harmful effects of white-lead cosmetics on the children of Edo-period samurai
are described in Nakashima et al. 2011.

2. See Dyer 1997.

3. James 2003, 19.

4. Constance McClaughlin Green, quoted in Moore 1999, 58. On the history of colorism
among African Americans, see James 2003. For a succinct overview of the historical
background to American colorism, see Neal and Wilson 1989.

5. Twain 1997, 28, 66.

6. Gatewood 2000, 349.

7. The importance of light skin in African-American culture is the focus of Marita Golden’s
memoir Don’t Play in the Sun (2004). The list of African-American skin color terms appears on
page 7. The subject of passing—generally involving famous individuals—and of people being
unaware of their ancestry has been the subject of many recent biographies, scholarly studies,
and novels. See, for instance, Broyard 2007; Byrd and Gates 2011.

8. Quoted in Peiss 1998, 205. Peiss’s monograph Hope in a Jar is one of the most insightful
recent works on the politics of appearance.

9. Quoted in Walker 2007, 77.

10. The social historian Ronald Hall describes the bleaching syndrome in an excellent
article discussing the obsession with lightness and skin bleaching among African Americans
and comparing it to the preference for lightness among Indian Hindus (Hall 1995a).

11. White’s article in Look (1949) is a product of its time in its construction of light-colored
American society as an ideal and the post-Sputnik conviction that science could cure all of
society’s ills.

12. Evelyn Nakano Glenn (2008) includes South Africa in her excellent review of global
skin-lightening practices. She describes the continued manufacture and export of mercurial
bleaching products in countries of the European Union and Britain long after their sale had
been banned in these countries. On the clinical and social aspects of the use of skin bleaches
in South Africa, see also Bentley-Phillips and Bayles 1975.

13. Thomas 2009, 189.

14. This statement is based on my own informal survey of newspaper articles and editorials
from Nairobi, Kenya, from 1987 through 2010. Skin bleaching is a recurrent and polarizing
topic: letters to the editor from men who declare a preference for women with lighter skin
became more common over this period.

15. Innate preferences for light skin, if they exist, may be related to the fact that adult
females and babies in all populations have lighter skin than adult males (see chapters 5 and
12).

16. On colorism, see Glenn 2008; Keith and Herring 1991; Hall 1995b, 2001; Herring,
Keith, and Horton 2004. On the effects of a preference for light skin on youth attitudes, see
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13
Aspiring to Lightness

Preferences for light skin have arisen independently in many cultures, and
they have been reinforced when different “cultures of lightness” have come
into contact. Because having lighter skin has often been associated with
higher social status, success, and happiness, people over the ages have
sought to become lighter by various means. In parts of the world today, the
simple knowledge that lightness is associated with higher status elsewhere
is sufficient to promote the desire for skin lightening and sales of lightening
products. Skin lightening is not a fad: it is the ineluctable commercial
extension of the now-worldwide phenomenon of colorism. Discussion of the
history of skin lightening and the social contexts in which it developed
brings together themes introduced elsewhere in this book, including
humanity’s preoccupation with the visual, status seeking, suggestibility, and
susceptibility to social contagion.

SHADES OF PALE

Skin can be made to look lighter by applying whitening cosmetics, through
the use of bleaching agents to decrease the production of pigment in the
skin, or both. Whitening cosmetics and skin bleaches have been used for
nearly two thousand years in the agricultural societies of Europe and Asia.
The public display of white skin was of great social importance in eastern
Asia and in western Europe from the sixteenth through the eighteenth
century, and lightness acquired new meanings and enhanced value as
European colonies in the Americas prospered through the labor of
imported, dark-skinned slaves. In the twentieth century the production of
skin-lightening compounds became sophisticated, commercialized, and
highly profitable.

The early history of skin lightening is not well known because the
earliest formulations belonged to concealed traditions of cooking, healing,
and beautification that found their way into written records only when they
became associated with a famous name. White lead (ceruse) was used by
the ancient Greeks and Romans as a cosmetic, but it is from the Egyptian

Jablonski, Nina G.. Living Color : The Biological and Social Meaning of Skin Color, University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/pensu/detail.action?docID=954695.
Created from pensu on 2023-02-14 17:23:17.



Copyright © 2012. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

queen Cleopatra (69-30 BCE) that we know that a mercury compound was
used for the same reason. Cleopatra is said to have taken pains to keep her
skin light, and her practice of bathing in asses’ milk for the same purpose is
legendary but possibly apocryphal. Cleopatra’s skin color is not known
with certainty, but her genetically determined color was probably
moderately pigmented and capable of tanning. Her renowned lightness has
been imitated and celebrated in writing and art for centuries (figure 30),
but it probably owed more to parasols and general sun avoidance than to
active skin lightening. Far from the Nile, in Japan, the appearance of a
pure white skin was simulated using makeup made from rice powder and
white lead that was mixed with starch. These preparations were popular
with both men and women of high rank from the eighth through the twelfth
century but later became more closely associated with women.

Starting in the mid-sixteenth century, “books of secrets” described the
proportions of mercury or lead compounds along with other ingredients
needed to produce effective skin-lightening compounds. Formulas
developed independently in continental Europe and China spread to Britain
and Japan, where they became central to the beauty routines of upper-
class men and women. The popularity of white makeup and lightening
preparations increased despite the fact that sustained use was known to
produce “withered faces like an ape,” stinking breath, rotting teeth, and an
“evil air surrounding the entire body.”! Toxic lighteners and white face
powders caused health problems in those who used them and in the
children who came in contact with them. In Europe, the children of
sixteenth-century women who used white makeup were said to lose their
teeth before they could walk, and Japanese children born to samurai
mothers who used white-lead face paint suffered what we now know to be
lead toxicity and disturbances of bone growth.
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FIGURE 30. Gerard de Lairesse, Cleopatra’s Banquet, 1680. Cleopatra’s allegedly light skin
was part of her allure, and her name has been used to sell millions of dollars’ worth of
merchandise, from skin-lightening creams to bathtubs. Photo courtesy of Rijksmuseum
Amsterdam [Object No. SK-A-2115].

Neither sickness nor denunciations of vanity curbed the use of white
cosmetics and lighteners. For many, the pursuit of social approval or
advancement through lightness was worth the risk. What was remarkable
about the history of skin whitening before the nineteenth century was that
it was the province of those who were already light-skinned.? They wanted
to look lighter because whiteness was a powerful signifier, representing
freedom from outdoor toil and spiritual purity. Skin lighteners and
lightening cosmetics took on different roles when they were adopted by
people with dark skin, especially by the descendants of former slaves in the
New World and by others who experienced discrimination because of dark
color. To some, these products were agents of social elevation and
personal transformation. To others, they were instruments of subjugation
that diminished the value of dark skin and reinforced the self-doubt
associated with it. To all, cosmetics were political.

THE ORIGINS OF COLORISM

Colorism is a type of skin-color bias that involves systematic discrimination
against the darker-skinned members of a particular group. It is primarily a
product of the skin-color hierarchy that became entrenched and
institutionalized with the transatlantic slave trade, and it has been
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collectively reinforced ever since. During the era of slavery in the United
States, as discussed in chapter 11, people of African descent who were
lighter-skinned enjoyed advantages: light skin, in the words of one
historian, became their “most precious possession”3 After the Civil War,
lighter-skinned men of mixed ancestry continued in high-status positions.
They enjoyed better educational opportunities, and many rose to positions
of great social influence. Preferences for light-skinned students were
common at many of the historic black colleges and universities established
in the late nineteenth century because some school administrators
considered it a waste of time to educate dark-skinned men and women for
career paths that would be closed to them.

After Reconstruction, legally enforced segregation of “Negroes” and
“whites” further heightened the awareness of skin tone among people with
African ancestry. Negroes, as Chief Justice Taney observed when ruling in
the Dred Scott case, were “far below” whites “in the scale of created
beings.”4 In his novel Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), Mark Twain used the
fictional account of light-skinned boys switched as infants—one being 1/32
Negro—to expose the hypocrisy of a system that apportioned basic rights
according to presumed race. Negroes were relegated “by a fiction of law
and custom” to lives without privilege. Twain’s protagonist, fearing that his
Negro ancestry would be exposed, “came to have a hunted sense and a
hunted look, and then he fled away to the hilltops and solitudes. He said to
himself that the curse of Ham was upon him.”° Individuals able to pass as
white enjoyed immense social advantages and were spared the segregation
and shame associated with blackness. “Passing” became so common in the
early twentieth century that some establishments in Washington, DC,
employed African-American doormen “to spot and bounce intruders whose
racial origins were undetectable by whites.”6

The decades from the 1880s through the 1940s witnessed the rise of a
mulatto elite in the United States. Preferences for lighter skin tones within
the African-American community were pronounced, and darker skin tones
were increasingly stigmatized. Skin color defined personal choice and
prospects, and the names associated with skin colors created what was,
effectively, a caste system: high yellow, high yella, creme-colored, ginger,
saffron, octoroon, quadroon, bronze, mulatto, red-bone, light brown, black
as tar, coal, blue-veined, café au lait, pinkie, blue-black. Girls and young
women, especially were encouraged not to play in the sun because
darkened skin would reduce their chances of attracting a light-skinned
husband and having light-skinned children. Individuals who could pass
usually did so. Some light-skinned individuals, like the acclaimed New York
Times book critic Anatole Broyard (1920-90), became famous as whites
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and never revealed their ancestry, even to their children. Others wrestled
with internal conflicts over self-identification. The author Jean Toomer
(1894-1967) identified himself at different times in his life as “white,”
“Negro,” and, finally, “American”: his renunciation of his African ancestry
late in life represented a wish not to be judged within the narrow confines
of “Negro literature.”” In social contexts defined by color, becoming
lighter improved prospects for education and employment, social mobility,
and marriage. Selective breeding toward whiteness was advanced as a
long-term solution, but in the short term, many resorted to harsh chemicals
to bleach their skin to a more socially acceptable shade.

SKIN BLEACHING

The commercial development, production, and marketing of skin-bleaching
products began in the United States in the post-Reconstruction era, as
segregationist Jim Crow laws restricted the opportunities and prospects of
African-Americans, especially in the South. At a time when American
culture was suffused with caricatures of African Americans with dark skin,
“vicious” and kinky hair, and apelike features, these new cosmetic
preparations promised relief from discrimination along with social
advancement. The Madam C. ]J. Walker Company encouraged buyers with
its invocations to “add beauty to brains for success,” while Palmer’s Skin
Success cream promised that its users would experience “a whole new
world.” The lofty rhetoric of this advertising competed with sharp criticism
from social reformers, educators, ministers, and journalists in African
American communities, who argued that skin bleaching only reinforced the
association between color and character that had already caused so much
suffering and disenfranchisement. The social activist E. Azalia Hackley
(1867-1922) stated the problem clearly: “The time has come to fight, not
only for rights, but for looks as well.”® Over time, marketing of skin
bleaches became more nuanced, evoking images of mythic and exotic
beauty to encourage consumers to pursue a universal ideal of beauty. The
Kashmir Chemical Company, manufacturers of Nile Queen skin and hair
products, invoked the sensual imagery associated with Cleopatra (figure
31). These refined advertising messages succeeded insofar as sales of skin
lighteners increased during the 1920s and 1930s, and the iconography of
lightness prevailed in the media. The blues singer Bessie Smith (1894-
1937) was not alone, however, in literally singing the praises of blackness
in her “Young Woman’s Blues”: “I'm as good as any woman in your town / I
ain’t no high yella, I'm a deep killer brown” (figure 32).9
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FIGURE 31. In the United States, advertisements for skin bleaches during the early twentieth
century connected skin lightening with enhanced beauty and social betterment. Photo courtesy
Chicago History Museum (Manuscript ICHi-64852).

Through the first half of the twentieth century, the “bleaching syndrome”
had a strong hold on African-American culture.!9 In 1949, the civil rights
leader Walter White declared in Look magazine that “science [had]
conquered the color line” through the discovery of a chemical that could
“change the color of skin from black to white.” “If completely perfected
and widely used,” White averred, “this chemical could hit the structure of
society with the impact of an atomic bomb.” Himself one-fourth African,
White was convinced that use of the new chemical bleaching agent,
monobenzyl ether of hydroquinone, would allow dark-skinned people to
pass as whites, thereby eliminating “the color line, the shame of the
twentieth century.”!! Hydroquinone—a related chemical with fewer side
effects—did become popular, but it never achieved the universal adoption
or the liberating effects for which White had hoped.

Jablonski, Nina G.. Living Color : The Biological and Social Meaning of Skin Color, University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/pensu/