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perceived (362). How does she see colorism playing out in the African American
community? Jenee insists that although colorism still exists, it is not as “serious” as it
has been:

People who were bom in the 70s, 80s, [and] 90s . . . have a different value
system. Color is not a big deal anymore. On TV, we see darker men and
women, especially in music videos and sit-coms. Darker models are
making the big bucks. Sex symbols such as Morris Chesnut, Michael
Jordan, Gabrielle Union are darker skin tones. Basically, we are moving
away from “lighter is better.” If anything “darker is better.” These days,
children are moving away from the “color issue.” They would probably
talk about your hair or clothes or shoes before your color. Times are
changing. Although the color issue exists, it is slowly going away.

This positive outlook on the colorism issue could very well be linked to Jenee’s
own perception of skin tone. She says she “loves” dark and medium brown skin tones
and think that those skin tones are “beautiful and just getting the attention that [they]
deserve.” Lachecia also likes darker skin tones, admitting, “I love my complexion . . .
It’s something about my dark skin that makes me happy. My parents are dark-skinned. ”
And though Lachecia agrees with Jenee that the colorism issue is not as serious as it used
to be, she asserts that it is somehow still very present in the African American community
and won’t just “go away’:

The color complex theory or issue isn’t as heavy as it was when my 53-
year-old mother was a child, but slavery has left an everlasting scar on the
black race. We will never stray completely away from just seeing one
another as black, but as light-skinned, red, brown, caramel, Hershey black,
black-black. We have color in our black novels, color on the cover of our
magazines. The issue will never cease to exist.

Teisha, a thirty-three-year-old from Farmville, Virginia, believes as I do, that

“[colorism] is a learned behavior that is passed down from generation to generation.



45
People will believe anything if no research is done. Americans are so quick to judge
others, even themselves.” Described as a fair-skinned female, Teisha remembered a time
around the age of 18 or 19 when she along with her sister, went to a basketball game and
were called “light-skinned bitches” that “think that they are cute.” Teisha states at the
end of her narrative that “people need to grow up.” But is it really that simple when, as
she suggests herself, this is a learned behavior passed down from generations of people
who believe this is the right mentality to have? As she says, people will believe anything

unless more research is done.



Color Context: Reflections from the Dark Side

Surveys give only edited accounts of colorism that are very specific to the
questions asked. They show correlations between what writers write and how the
participants feel. But on an even more personal note, the narratives that I could submit
on my personal experiences with colorism could stand alone as evidence to further
exemplify and document what each author has addressed in her works. Many parallels
exist between the fiction written by these African Americans and work I’ve written of my
own non-fictional, personal experiences. Many of the same tropes and questions that
show up prove the prevalence of colorism and its penetration into the lives of African
American women everywhere, including myself. Their fictions, those novels are my own
personal stories told at different angles with different approaches in different times. Yet,
they all belong to me. Their fictions are my reality. I came to realize that I had lived
their words and their creations during my first semester of graduate school. My first big
assignment was to write an extensive creative non-fiction piece that eventually evolved
into the following revelations.

Research has shown a sort of sympathy to darker-skinned black women,
suggesting that when it comes to the color line, they — or rather we — are at the bottom of

the totem pole. [ can’t say I disagree.

46



47
I spent my 21st birthday in Florida on a summer internship in a news room without
family or friends to celebrate. My roommates and co-workers bought me a cake and
cards, which was nice, but it's not the same as celebrating with family and friends. So
when I returned home in August, my family threw a small welcome home/surprise
birthday barbeque for me. I knew about the barbeque, so when my mom asked me to go
inside the house and bring out a tray for her, I didn't think much of it. I was walking to
put the tray on one of the picnic tables behind the house when everyone yelled
"Surprise!" On the table where I was going to set the tray was a birthday cake with a 21
candle lit on top. I was smiling uncontrollaby and went to admire my cake before I saw
the banner that was hanging against the house.

My mother, being the craftswoman that she is, had created a banner entitled "21
Picture Perfect Years" complete with a huge camera that had a face, legs and arms
snapping himself and flashing, all of which she had drawn, cut out and laminated.
Pictures of me from birth until as current as that spring were plastered all over this long
banner. My jaw dropped as I looked over those pictures, some taking me back to places I
had forgotten I'd been. I remember looking at the picture taken of me while I was still in
the hospital. I was very light with curly black hair and slanted almond-shaped eyes. 1
always say, "I was such a beautiful baby." That day was no exception. "Look at me," 1
said. "I was gorgeous." My eyes continued to browse the banner and I came upon a
picture that made me frown.

I was looking at a picture of me at another one of my birthday parties when I was

two years old. There was a big number two candle on the cake atop the table and I was
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standing in a chair bending over to blow the candle out. All my cousins and friends from
my neighborhood were gathered around the table, tiptoeing to see me and the cake. But
that's not what struck me about the picture. What I noticed, and upset me, was my
birthday outfit. My mother had chosen a light pink sundress for me to wear, which
probably would have been okay except [ wasn't light anymore the way I was in my baby
picture. I was even darker then than I am now, which was made even more apparent with

a pink dress on. I was so embarrassed.

Being Black for me is about more than being an African American. It's about
being a dark-skinned African American, a struggle within a struggle. Racism still exists
in this country. So, simply being African American is a struggle that cannot be escaped,
constantly having to watch what one says or does because discriminating, stereotyping
eyes are watching. Yet, it is colorism that makes the struggle — my struggle — all the
worse. Colorism is internal racism, racism within a race. Both racism and colorism are
issues of acceptance. I have battled all my life with acceptance among peers of my own
race, a war which became an internal conflict with self-acceptance that I am forced to
deal with before demanding respect and acceptance from others.

Growing up, it seemed that everyday someone let me know just how unacceptable
my complexion was. Pretty early, while I was still in elementary school in the mid-
1980s, I remember a day on the bus riding home from school when a girl and I were
arguing about God knows what. Eventually, she said something she figured was very

clever and ended it "wit' yo ugly black tail!" I raised my eyebrow, put my hand on my
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hip and said, "Just 'cause you light don't mean you pretty!" The kids on the bus found my
comment more amusing than hers, began to "0o0ooooo!" and embarrass her enough to keep
her quiet for the rest of the ride. But even though I had said it, [ knew that I really didn't
believe what I had just told her. Neither did a lot of people. Light did mean pretty.
Research now suggests that this was the common conception, but I knew it for myself.

I'm not even sure where these impressions and equations first stemmed from or
which factor of colorism influenced me first. There are a few to consider.

I liked dolls when I was younger. Liked them so much that I played with them up
until I was about thirteen or fourteen, and I probably would have played with them longer
except my mother refused to buy me any more for Christmas. Although the first Black
Barbie, Christie, was released as early as 1968, most of my dolls were white. I guess that
was before black dolls were more heavily marketed. My Barbies mostly had blonde hair
and blue eyes. Although we called them light-skinned to justify owning the white dolls,
my sister Muffin and I did manage to get a few black Barbie dolls. We had one whose
hair was supposed to "curl” up when it was wet, but it actually kinked up; we never got a
comb through it. Whenever I would bring my Barbies to life, I noticed Ken didn't want
any of the black Barbies; he only liked the light-skinned ones.

Morrison and hooks used dolls as tropes, and wrote about how they or their
characters either loathed the little white dolls that were being forced on them, or how they
wanted dolls that looked more like them. I merely accepted what I was given. A small
part of me liked the lighter dolls, although I never specifically asked for one or the other.

As 1 got older, I realized that my naive perception was telling me along with the rest of
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the world that light is right. This is why Ken was only attracted to the light, white and

right Barbie.

"Un-huh," my mother said, standing in the middle of our small Baptist church.
Service was over and she was in the center aisle talking to my cousin Lia who had just
given birth to a baby boy about three months before. The baby boy was born a dark
brown but had since become very light. "Evelyn took one look at Michelle and said 'That
ain't my baby!"" Momma sort of chuckled. On several occasions my mom has told this
story of when her sister had her first baby with a laugh at the punchline. The story is
told, it seems, rather often, always getting laughs from its audience. Hours after Aunt
Evelyn had my cousin Michelle over thirty years ago, the nurse brought the baby back to
the room to see my aunt. According to the story, she took one look at her new very dark-
skinned baby girl and told the nurse there was some kind of mistake. The dark infant
wasn't her baby. Tt turned out to be her baby, the one she had given birth to. The story
itself is supposed to be about how a baby's complexion can change dramatically after it is
born. But mostly what I hear is the disgust in my aunt's statement. I often wondered why

that couldn't be her baby, why she didn't want it to be? But I knew the answer.

Both my brothers, Kenneth and James, were in high school while I was growing
up. They are ten and twelve years older than I am, respectively. I can't remember their

girlfriends ever being darker than a brown paper bag. In fact, most of them were lighter.
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But I do remember I thought they were all so beautiful. I remember I wanted to be just
like them.

After Kenny had gone to the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, to attend
school, he became seriously involved with a woman named Kendal who lived in
Richmond. Kendal was a beautiful model and make-up artist. While my brother was
away at school, she would invite my older sister, Muffin, and me to spend weekends with
her at her parents' house because she had a little sister around our age. We would go to
the mall, rent movies, make virgin strawberry daquiris that we pretended were laced with
alcohol and walk around slurring our words and falling down. She was so sweet to us
and so much fun. And dark! Her skin was dark like mine, but it never occured to me that
she was the role model I needed to convince me that dark black is beautiful.

Most of the negative attitudes about my complexion came from the kids I knew.
My neighbor, Sheron, was probably one of my best friends growing up. He and I
climbed trees together, pretended we knew karate, plaved Nintendo. One day while
playing karate, Sheron kicked me hard in the stomach. I'm not very sure it was an
accident, since when I doubled over in pain, he laughed and, turning to his younger
brother Mario, said, "Look at her black tail!" He and his brother continued to laugh at me
as I tried to stand up. The pain didn't matter too much, and I guess neither did the
comment since that never stopped me from playing with him. The next day, I was right
back over there trying to figure out the secrets to Super Mario Bros. [I. He used to

always, always, at some point in our play refer to me as black tail or Blackie. And even

)
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though I never really took offense enough to actually say something, I came to carry his
and others' comments with me.

Like poor Pecola in the school yard, I endured many insults slung at me over
something I simply couldn’t control: my complexion. I guess the small difference here
was that the insults were coming from people I considered my friends. And I endured
them, accepted them because they were my friends. They liked me and played with me.
But if this was the treatment I got from friends, what else could I expect from non-friends
except more insults? The biggest difference between Pecola and me though, is that I
wasn’t always such a little girl when these insults would occur.

As late in my life as 1992 when I was about thirteen or fourteen, I was still being
called names. I would've liked to think that things would get better as my peers and I got
older, but that's not the case. High school began when I was in eighth grade. I'm from a
small country town in Virginia with only one high school in the entire county for four
different towns. Our graduating classes rarely — very rarely — exceeded one hundred. I
considered it to be pretty mixed with very close to a 50/50 ratio of Black and White
students. Race wasn't an issue in our school at all. The Black and White students got
along fine with each other. The problems — at least for me — were more Black on black.

In the mornings before homeroom, I would walk around the halls with my friends.
One particular morning, I was walking and talking, laughing about eighth grade
amusements when I slightly bumped into a senior, a girl they called Big Cat with good
reason. She was huge, took up about half the width of the hall anyway, so it was pretty

hard to avoid her. She turned around and looked at me with her nose turned up. She
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raised an eyebrow as she said to one of her friends, "Did you see that little black dot that
just bumped up into me?" She said that as if [ had left, but [ was still standing there, and
she had just insulted me. Did I say anything about her being as big as she was with no
room — literally — to sling insults? No matter what I thought about anyone's appearance
or personality, I wouldn't insult them in front of everyone to intentionally hurt and
embarrass them, especially unprovoked.

[ left the scene and went to Muffin's homeroom, my Claudia and Frieda all
wrapped in one because Mulffin is what [ call a natural-born intimidator. There is just
something about her — and don't ask what because I honestly don't know — that makes
people cower in front of her to this day. She's no bully. In fact, my sister never got into
fights at school. She was an honor roll varsity athlete, respected by the entire
administration and faculty. Maybe it's her fearless attitude that nothing or no one was
bigger than she could handle. After I told her what had happened, we walked around the
halls until we found Big Cat. My sister walked right up to the large frame that took up
half the hall, interrupted her conversation and said, "Excuse me, but did you have
something to say to me or my sister?" Big Cat looked at me, recognized the "black dot,"
looked back at my sister and realized she had messed with the wrong eighth grader.

"Naw, naw Sherri’," she stuttered with a quivering voice. "I ain't got nothin' to
say.

"I didn't think so," my sister rolled her eyes and we walked away. Yeah, she
wouldn't mess with me again. Wouldn't call me black dot no more, at least not to my

face. But though my sister intimidated the hell out of a senior all for my honor when she
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herself was just a sophomore, it didn't really change how Big Cat saw me. And it didn't
change what I had heard her say about me. Certainly wouldn't stop the next person from
seeing what she saw me as: a black dot. Couldn't stop anyone else from insulting me and
putting me down right to my face. I was glad my sister had helped me with Big Cat, but
there wasn't much she could do about the way people saw me. Or for the way I saw
myself. I looked in the mirror every day; I knew I was dark but it was people like Big
Cat who taught me dark was ugly.

Recently I decided to skip a Sunday morning church service for some much
needed rest and relaxation. I had decided I would lie around on the sofa, drink coffee and
watch movies on Direct TV all day. I flipped through the channels and found a movie
with one of my favorite actresses, Alfre Woodard. She and Loretta Devine were starring
in a movie called Funny Valentines. In the movie, Alfre’s character goes back down
south to her hometown to visit family and runs into old acquaintances. At the town store
with her light-skinned daughter, friends of Alfre’s mother congratulate her for “doing
well for herself,” and then advised the young girl with wide smiles, “And you need a
sunhat young lady; keep that skin of yours nice and /ight.” This implied to me that one of
the ways light-skinned people could do —or continue to do — “well” for themselves was to
continue to be light-skinned.

Right after that movie went off, Sprung came on with Joe Torry and Tisha
Campbell. Joe Torry, a very dark-skinned guy was preparing for a night out cruising for
girls with one of his light-skinned boys. The light-skinned friend became impatient with

Torry who was taking a long time getting ready. When he mentioned this to Joe Torry,
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he responded that he didn’t have it easy like “you yella niggas;” he had to work a little
harder to get attention and numbers from women. But he then declared that it wouldn’t
be that way much longer because “yella” was going out of style and “real black is back.”
There goes that idea of authentic blackness that Alice Walker speaks of in her essay “If
the Present Looks Like the Past, What Does the Future Look Like?” Within a little over
two hours, I had witnessed at least two incidents that addressed colorism on the TV
screen. I grabbed the remote and pushed the recall button to find out what channel I was
watching: Black Starz. This was the station for Black artists to be showcased in Black
movies, and this was what we, the African American community were being sold. [
shook my head, realizing that colorism was far deeper than just a young country girl
whose mind had been conditioned to perpetuate colorist attitudes and let those attitudes
influence her own self-perception.

[ don’t really know what it’s like for dark-skinned guys. Kathy Russell, author of
The Color Complex, writes that while it is hard for dark men, they can use their
intelligence to compensate for darker skin complexions. I don’t remember color being a
problem for guys, but then again, could I really know? I do remember one of the guys I
used to go to school with, Terence, who called himself “Black” and wantgd everyone else
to as well. He even amended it to “Black 10” for the number on his baseball jersey.
Terence and I used to talk on a regular basis, but [ don’t remember hearing anything

about any run-ins based on his complexion.
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Names like black dot were common place for me: Blackie, Smuttie, Charcoal,
Burnt, Crispy Black, Tar Baby. Kids were creative. And none of these names were ever
hurled at me by any white kids. They never said anything about how dark I was or how
ugly my complexion made me. It always came from the black kids in my community.

My Uncle Marvin, a reverend who married a very light-skinned woman, stopped
by to visit one Sunday after church. He picked up the book The Color Complex from the
kitchen table and thumbed through it. He stopped to read a passage:
[Charles H. Parrish] discovered in the 1940’s that junior-high students used as many as
145 different terms to describe skin color, including half-white, yaller, high yellow, fair,
bright, light, red bone, light brown, medium brown, brown, brown skin, dark brown,
chocolate, dark, black, ink spot, blue black and tar baby.
He umphed and shook his head. “God Almighty,” he mumbled, still shaking his head.
“It’s still like that, Nikki,” he said to me. “Just today another light-skinned minister was
talking to me and my wife and he leaned over to her and said, ‘you know we light-
skinned folks got to stick together.” Just today!” he said sounding amazed. His wife is
very light with very fine long hair. Her children have the same features. “And the other
day,” my uncle continued, “she stood right in that house and told those children, ‘don’t
you know you’re better than them?” them being some children at their school. I don’t
know the whole story behind that statement, but my uncle seemed to believe she meant
that her light-skinned kids were better than the dark-skinned kids at the school. I heard
echoes of the voices of those kids that had put me down so many times before, while my

uncle left my house a bit irked.
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During the summers, like most kids I knew, I spent as much time as I could in the
pool. Iloved to go swimming with my friends. Only none of them seemed to care about
how dark the sun made them while they were saturated with chlorine. I did. Sun block
didn't seem to help; [ would still get darker than my already black complexion. One day
when I was about thirteen [ discovered a bleaching cream in the dollar store, which I
bought and applied to my face and body before and after swimming. To be honest, I
didn't know if it really worked or if I just wanted to believe it was working, so just to be
safe, I would cut my swimming days two weeks short so that [ could stay inside all day
and get my normal black back before starting school again. [ had to be really young
when all this was going on, because when I got older, I just stopped going to swim all
together. I used to get mad at myself for getting so dark while I was in the sun. My
complexion just seemed to ruin everything.

During that time, I would look at myself in the bathroom mirror, searching for
something, anything T could consider beautiful in spite of my blackness. T would turn my
face every which way. I must have told myself aloud that I was ugly. My mother, always
seeming to be around collecting clothes for the wash or cleaning, would wave a
dismissive hand at me, saying, "You're my pretty chocolate baby" or "You are a beautiful
black girl." At home, I was always told I was beautiful, but I couldn't believe those
biased opinions. My mother, my family, was supposed to tell me I was pretty even if it
was a lie. I knew I was too dark to be pretty. Pretty was long, good hair — that hair the

texture and manageability of an infant's without the help of chemicals or other aids —
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light-colored eyes and light skin. Forget what those features would actually look like put
together on a face. This was the ideal image.

I remember writing stories very early. I remember some of my first stories in fifth
and sixth grade about boyfriends and falling in love, stories I would compose as summer
projects for myself and my friends to read and giggle about when school started again. I
guess love wasn't an unusual topic for a girl my age. I usually wrote in first person.
Whenever I got to the part of the story where I was describing myself to my readers, 1
was always light-skinned with long good hair. In some stories, I even wrote myself as a
bi-racial child. Guess I can thank Barbie there.

So I thought I was ugly, which of course led to low self-esteem, which of course
led to an even lower self-image. I couldn't appreciate myself for anything. I wrote
stories my friends begged me to continue to write and poems they were willing to pay for
to give to their sweethearts. [ was in several gifted and talented programs at school. I was
a great athlete, playing varsity sports in ninth grade. Still I felt like an ugly black nobody.
Research suggests that being physically “marketable” and attractive to others is an asset,
but it was an asset I didn’t have. This feeling of ugly black nothingness got stronger
when I realized the guys all chose light-skinned girls — that ideal image — to be infatuated
with. They obviously had a marketable asset.

No one really knew how much I struggled with my complexion. Muffin had
helped me out that day in the halls with Big Cat, but she never knew about the arguments

on the bus or Sheron or any of those things. My mother might have watched me examine
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myself in the mirror, but she certainly didn't know that I was writing stories where I was
lighter and therefore more beautiful.

I don’t know who set the standard of beauty and said that this was going to be the
way it is, but I think this constitutes a general consensus of beauty in this society: If you
light, you all right. If you black, get back. If you brown, you can stick around. A saying
my Uncle Marvin told me about recently. I had heard variations of it, but it pretty much
equated to the same thing: white/light is the best, top notch and the closer you get to it,
the better you are, the more successful you are, the more beautiful you are. So beauty in
this country is based first on whiteness and everything else follows: fine hair, light-
colored eyes and delicate features as opposed to dark skin, coarse or kinky hair, dark
brown eyes and exaggerated ethnic features. I am the opposite of what constitutes
definitive beauty in this society.

But what is it about the eyes, then, that somehow make or is supposed to make the
difference? Are these “windows to the soul” really able to help you see a different side
of life? Pecola thought new blue eyes would change her entire world around, would get
her noticed and buy her a better life. My eyes seemed to do a little of that for me. I
discovered them one day in sixth grade — even in the midst of writing these stories where
I am someone I could never be. I was fooling around in Muffin's make-up bag — she was
allowed to play in it but never wear it outside of the house — and found the mascara. I
had seen Muffin put it on before, so I tried it. After putting on this hideous blue mascara,
I looked at my eyes and fell in love. I found out that day that I liked their shape, how

they looked on my face and the way the mascara made my lashes longer and more
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glamourous above them. Didn't do that much for my self-image — if I could've walked
around with a veil covering the rest of my face I would have — but it did give me
something to like about myself, a very slow but definite start to accepting myself. By the
time I was a senior in high school, I had decided that maybe I wasn't that bad. That there
were things about me that I did like. And that maybe [ wasn't ugly. I didn't totally
believe [ wasn't ugly, but I tried to open up to that possibility. It was amazing to me how
attitudes around me just seemed to shift when I went to college.

The first person outside of family who ever said anything positive to me about my
complexion was a girl named Tanisha. Freshman year of college, I walked on to the
volleyball team. Tanisha was the middle hitter. I remember those first few days of
practice she would say to me, "You have such beautiful dark skin." And everytime she
said that, I wanted to look around the room to see who she was talking to. My skin was
beautiful? "You look like a little chocolate china doll," she would say and put her huge
hands around my face and then ask my teammates, "Doesn't she? She's so pretty.” I
would smile a this-lady-is-crazy type of grin and keep warming up. And there was
Martinos, a senior business major who was always commenting on my skin and body.

Not everyone in college was as positive as Tanisha and Martinos about my
complexion though. One afternoon some of my teammates and I were sitting in Tanisha's
dorm room talking and Lu came up in the conversation. Lu, a rather sheltered, naive girl
with a strong country accent and goofy, gullible tendencies was an easy target for
character analysis. Most of it was pretty harmless, since we had actually told her all these

things before that we were now discussing in private. All of a sudden, in the middle of
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our laughter, Lu burst into the room and started this whole dramatic scene straight from
daytime soaps about how she cain’t believe we would sit ‘round an’ tawk ‘bout her
behind her back. She had been listening at the door. We were initially amused, but soon
annoyed by her presence. I shook my head from side to side as I said, “Just leave, Lu” in
the middle of her dramatic monologue.

She started into another speech and the only thing I remember from that one was
how she spat out the words country BLACK thang at me. Lu, a light-skinned girl who
thought she was beauty personified had tried to insult me with the one thing I had
struggled with my entire life. I was fed up. This time, [ would do something about it.
My self-esteem was far from high, but it was enough for me to know that I didn't have to
allow someone to put me down without standing up for myself. I knew that [ was worth
more than what I had previously thought and [ was tired of being told otherwise.

I jumped up from the spot where I was sitting on the bed and started towards her.
My teammates grabbed my arms and hands as Lu began to back toward the door. After
Lu stepped outside of the door, Tanisha closed it. But it was too late. The damage had
been done. I was insulted, hurt and angry, not usually a good combination for me. I
broke away from my volleyball teammates’ hands. Tanisha held her 6°2” 200 plus pound
frame on the door. I put my hand on the doorknob and opened it with ease while she was
still pressing her weight against it. I could still hear Lu fussing from down the hall. T got
into the hallway and felt huge hands holding me again while I screamed for her to come
back and talk her shif right here in my face. She kept walking. I knew then that these

issues I had when it came to my complexion wouldn't just go away. I was willing to risk
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my full academic scholarship and suspension, even expulsion to fight her over some
words. But I don’t care what anyone says. Words can hurt you. See, Tanisha was from
Philly and Martinos was from Texas. But Lu, she was from the South like me; she had
more of a Southern attitude when it came to complexion.

I think complexion is very much a Southern way of thinking that has been spread
and stretched throughout the U.S. because of relocation and migration. Southern in the
idea of North and South during slavery when the North was a bit more liberal and the
South was strictly conservative — li'ked their darkies to know their place. And I’m not
alone in my theories. According to research done by Professor Trina Jones who
published an essay called “Shades of Brown: The Law of Skin Color” in the Duke Law
Journal, in areas reaching from the south of Pennsylvania to some parts of North
Carolina referred to as the Upper South, mulattoes were treated the same as other Blacks.
They were believers in the "one-drop" rule: anyone with just a drop of Black blood was
considered Black. But in the Lower South, mulattoes had a bit of status. They made up
an intermediate class between Whites and Blacks. Blacks with ligher skin were
considered by Whites as well as Blacks superior to darker Blacks because of their White
ancestry. And though the Civil War began to destroy these notions for White people in
the Lower South — in order to defend slavery, strict distinctions between Black and White
had to be made — these superior attitudes for light-skinned Blacks prevailed.

I think in a lot of cases, those ideas have been passed down through generations.
Light-skinned was just better to be. A slave could lead a much better life if his or her

skin was light enough. Light-skinned slaves could work inside the house instead of
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sweating outside with the dark-skinned slaves in the field. Division began that early. If
they were light enough, the light-skinned blacks would pass, that is live their lives as
White citizens, associate themselves with the Whites, thus continuing to adopt the notion
they they were better than dark-skinned, field-working blacks.

I can't say that every light-skinned slave who worked in the plantation house was
that way or thought that way because I wasn't there, but according to the evidence I see of
it today, this attitude certainly wasn't unheard of. I have participated in jokes about
“house niggers” and “field niggers” and we laugh and try to make it funny, but thoughts
like that stick with us long after the laughter is gone, long after slavery is gone.

Do [ still have problems with my complexion? It’s 2004 and I wish I could say I
didn't, but I do. Who can erase twenty-four years of brainwashing linked to hundreds of
years of racism and colorism so quickly? My attitudes are evolving but I'm afraid that
hasn't made much of a difference with the rest of the world. I was recently sitting in a
restaurant with one of my co-workers when she mentioned that she needed to call one of
her other co-workers whom she referred to as "Blackie." And after that name escaped
from her lips, her face said, "I shouldn't have said that in front of her." That same week,

I was talking to her and when she referred to this same co-worker again, she called her
"Ugly Pam," which didn't make it much better because that only told me that she equated
dark black skin to ugliness, an attitude I had hoped I had gotten away from. What really
upset me was that this co-worker was thirty-one years old and still slinging grade school
insults like it was a normal thing to do. I guess she just made it abundantly clear to me

that we, none of us, can escape the mentality we as a race have created for ourselves. If
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twenty-three years is hard to erase, try hundreds. Even in its most subtle forms,
complexion still makes a difference in our race.

One night freshman year I went to dinner with my friends Tish,‘ Tori, Angie and
Kita. As the night went on, we talked about a lot of things and eventually got on the
topic of pledging a sorority. Angie was already a member of Alpha Kappa Alpha
Sorority. Tish and Tori just smiled when asked what sorority if any they were
considering because I had learned early first semester, this is information a girl should
keep to herself until the pledging rush. So when the question came around to me, 1
followed suit and just smiled. Angie examined me. "You look like a Delta," she said
referring to Delta Sigma Theta Sorority. All the girls at the table turned and examined
me the way Angie had and chimed in, "Yeah, she does.” I just smiled at a comment
which I had heard several times before without even thinking about the implications of it.

How do you look like a Delta? The same way you look like an AKA.
Complexion has a lot to do with these stereotypes. Deltas were usually associated with
dark skin and AKA's with lighter skin. Rumor even has it that AKA's used to administer
the paper bag test to its members. Looking at some of the members I knew, it seemed
true enough. According to Professor Jones, this form of admission into elite clubs or
associations was normal for post-Civil War color-conscious societies. In the paper bag
test, individuals seeking membership into any of these elite organizations would have to
stick their arms inside a brown paper bag. If the arm was lighter than the bag, then they
were admitted. Other post-Civil War tests included the blue veins test: individuals were

granted admission if the blue veins in their arms were visible.
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Elva, Uncle Marvin’s wife, is part of a huge family where most of them —at least
the most [’ve met — are very light-skinned. My family learned very early in their
relationship that she had significant White ancestry. [ was at her house one day, standing
in the kitchen when I noticed a photo on the refridgerator. The picture had about twenty
women in it, nineteen of which were very light-skinned and one brown-skinned woman at
the front of the photo with rabbit ears being held up behind her head. I recognized the
brown-skinned woman as one of my teachers at my undergrad university.

“This is Vanessa,” I said pointing to the picture. Elva looked up from her
cooking.

“Yeah, that’s my cousin. How do you know her?”

“She’s the Journalism Program Coordinator at my school.”

“Yeah, that’s my cousin. All the women in that picture and in my family are
AKAs. She was the only one who pledged Delta.”

I studied that photo and silently pondered why that was. Did AKA not accept
her? Certainly the family had a legacy going. Maybe she just liked Delta better, a
personal preference she was willing to choose regardless of the extensive history of
AKAs in her family. Is that why the rabbit ears were behind her head and no one else’s?
Was she ever ostracized in her family for obviously being different? Elva told the story
behind the photo and made the whole scenario seem very innocent, but for some reason
all T could think about were those rumors of paper bag tests and stereotypes of dark
Deltas. Even though, since that year in college that I had dinner with my friends, I have

personally seen these stereotypes begin to dissipate within those sororities, we obviously
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still use divisions — however abandoned the brown paper bag tests and other methods —
like this even subconsciously to continue to segregate our own race.

What [ find most annoying about stereotypes is the fact that a lot of black people I
have come in contact with, without even knowing it, expect dark people to be ugly. And
while most people will say, no I don't, that's because they themselves don't realize how
unconscious and insidious this reality is. I have heard stories of people being told,
"You're a pretty dark girl" or "You are so pretty to be dark." Yes, people actually say that
as if it's a compliment. What it says is "I expect someone as dark as you to be butt-ugly
and I am so surprised that you aren't that I just had to tell you about it and now you
should thank me for my kind words." It is this expectation that follows me around and
even plagues other people around me.

Ever since I've known my friend Dwayne — which is for as long as [ can
remember — he has always dated light-skinned people. He himself is light-skinned with
freckles, "good" reddish-brown hair that curls up. Usually, that means he would gravitate
to someone darker than he, at least that has been my experience. It’s funny because it
doesn’t start off this way, but I guess after we grow up and mature a bit, a lot of dark
people end up coupling off with light people and vice versa. I don’t have much of an
explanation for it; it just seems to happen that way. Could be preferénce, could be the
color struck factor, could be that they just coincidentally love people on the other end of
the spectrum. Who knows? Maybe opposites do attract. But, not for Dwayne. He likes

light skin and "good" hair and accepts no exceptions. He was talking to me one day
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about this hottie he had seen, and after going on and on, he ended the whole conversation
with, "But, too dark."”

Whenever he talks like this, I look at him like he is crazy.

"You are color struck, darling," I tell him all the time. He retaliates with, "Nikki,
you date light-skinned people, too, so don't even act like [ am the only one." And I
normally respond with, "Yeah, I date light-skinned people, but the difference is I never
discriminate based on complexion. You will not hear me say, 'but, too dark." That
usually shuts him up.

Okay, so obviously something needs to be said here about the difference between
color struck and preference. Pay attention; it gets sticky here. The way I see it,
preferences work on principles of percentages, numbers, statistics. Based on a person’s
dating history, one can calculate percentages and determine what preferences another
person has. However, color struck deals with making prejudments based on the opinion
that someone is not worthy of your time or energy or even a chance because of their skin
complexion. That is discriminatory, blatant colorism. Have I dated light-skinned
people? Sure. Have I dated dark-skinned people? Sure. I do not look at someone and
say, “Oh, you’re too dark, sweetie. Next!” I do not let cuties pass me by because I don’t
want a dark-skinned husband or dark kids. Thoughts like that just don’t enter my mind
although those thoughts do exist for many people. Remember Tammy? Besides, Black
men, light or not, are a precious but rare commodity. Who am I to continue to decrease

my chances of finding a decent guy? Please.
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Now just like with most rules, there are exceptions, loopholes in the name-calling
arena. My friend Je is also light-skinned with freckles and you know what she calls me?
BlackAss. Do I ever get mad at her for calling me that? No. Somehow, with her, it's
different. Just like with Tanisha. It never bothered me that she always called me
Blackgirl on the volleyball court in front of everybody. Now, Tanisha is considered dark-
skinned so maybe that makes her the exception. But, Je? That's another story, right?
Certainly if Dwayne called me BlackAss, I would probably go years without talking to
him. So what is the difference? Je can appreciate dark skin. Yes, that's all. She knows
the beauty of dark skin just as much as she knows the beauty of light skin. Her husband
is as dark as [ am. I know she isn't saying anything to try and insult me or make me feel
ashamed of being dark. She just calls me what she calls me. It's loving when she says it.
We even laugh about it. And why not? We understand each other. I even call her

PaleFace. It's all in fun.

My complexion has played a major role in molding me into the person I currently
am. One might ask, complexion can do all that? Yeah, [ have a complex over my
complexion. Because I got so much negative attention in school, I find myself craving
any attention I can get my hands on, even if it is only positive on the outside. And that
starts a domino effect. Now, Martinos was a senior business major from Texas who
swore up and down that I was the sexiest thing he had ever seen. I had my suspicions. A
senior hitting on a freshman could only mean one thing. And it couldn’t mean that I was

beautiful; as far as I knew, my skin was too dark for that. It had to be my body. But he
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would constantly call me Chocolate and Thickness, whichever he felt at the moment. 1
didn’t really believe in his infatuation, but I enjoyed the attention. So we hung out in the
lobby of the dorm a lot. Every once in a while, he visited me in my room, which was
prohibited even though he lived directly one floor under me. We lived in the honors
dorm, the only co-ed residence hall at the private Baptist-affiliated university we
attended.

One day Je and [ were in my dorm room with the television on, talking, when a
knock on the door interrupted our laughs. I opened the door and Martinos marched in.
He and Je shared a couple of laughs while I sat on my bed ignoring his presence.
Martinos was all right when it came to giving me the attention I wanted, telling me things
I liked to hear, but that was the extent of our relationship. I wasn't too enthused about
him coming to my dorm room. My cold shoulder must have chilled Je, though, because
she excused herself to her room in spite of my eyes pleading for her not to leave.
Martinos, my cold shoulder, and I were left alone in my dorm room. At first, he was on
my roommate’s bed; then he eased his way over to mine. Ikept insisting he leave
because I was going to sleep. In an attempt to totally ignore him and hoping he would
get the picture, I stretched out across my bed and covered myself with my comforter,
closed my eyes to sleep. I wasn't thinking — I had basically put myself in a most
vulnerable position: one, I wasn’t watching him and two, I had left my neck easily
accessible. And my neck was pretty much Kryptonite to my most frigid cold shoulder. I
like to think someone whispered this secret to Martinos just before I surrendered to him.

Fool.
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I felt like the biggest idiot. The last thing I wanted to do was sleep with him. I didn’t
even like Martinos that much and that easily I had allowed him to become a permanent
part of my life. And it all began over needing some attention? Someone to say, "You're
pretty. Oh look at your dark chocolate skin." It was all a little too much for me to
handle. So I stopped talking to Martinos. Not speaking to him didn't really help my need

for attention, but it made me feel better.

People say I look like Muffin. They have been saying that probably since we
were in elementary school together. We'd go to the restaurants or parties, and upon
meeting people their eyes would shoot back and forth between the two of us just before
they ask, "Are you two twins?" No, we're actually two whole years apart. But we got
asked so much, we just started saying yes, which works pretty good when clubbing. For
some reason, guys think twins are sexy and are willing to run their wallets dry for the
smallest inkling of a possiblity of a fulfilled fantasy. Anyway, I could never see the
resemblence. I stood myself up beside Muffin in a mirror one day and examined our
faces closely. My eyes are more almond-shaped. My nose is bigger. I have bigger lips.
And of course, I am darker than she is. She is a nice even brown. This is probably what
kept me from seeing our resemblance. She is brown and everyone, especially all the guys
at school, thought she was beautiful. So we couldn't look alike; I was dark and ugly as
far as I knew. There are certainly similarities that even my two-year-old niece can see —

she saw a picture of me and then a picture of Muffin; both times she called the woman in
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the photo “Nikki” — but that resemblance was overshadowed by my dark complexion;
unfortunately, I still can’t see it.

Freshman year, I was walking from one of my classes. It was still pretty early in
the first semester and the only people I really knew were my volleyball teammates.
Walking from class to my dorm I heard someone yell "Me-Me!" across the yard. "Me-
Me!" a male voice bellowed again. The third time, it seemed the voice was getting so
much closer, so I turned to see who was yelling and some guy was running up on me, still
yelling "Me-Me!" I stopped when I realized he was calling me. When he finally caught
up, he goes into, Why you ignoring me, Me-Me. 1looked at him and asked,

"Who are you?"

"Stop playing, Me-Me," he said. He was laughing at my absurdity.

"My name is not Me-Me."

"Stop playing, girl. Why didn't you call me last night?"

Maybe because I don't know you. "I'm sorry, but my name is not Me-Me. I'm
Nikki." He laughs a bit again, but then stares at me long enough to either see that I wasn't
Me-Me or that I'm a schitzo. He says, "Oh, my bad." I turn and keep walking.

One day, I'm walking into my dorm and [ walk past some girl and immediately
stop in my tracks. We both kinda backtrack and look at each other. This girl has my
complexion with almond-shaped eyes, long dark hair, full lips and a slender face. I think
I am looking in a mirror. We just stare at each other for a while, amazed at our
resemblence then I finally say, "Is your name Me-Me?" She replies, "You must be

Nikki." Apparently, people had been getting us mixed up all week. We began to call
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each other Twin — even my parents were amazed at how much we looked alike — and
became good friends. But I always wondered, she and I being twins and all, if she had
ever been through any of the name-calling stuff I had gone through, the feeling like an
ugly, black nobody like I had felt. I didn't ask Me-Me about that — probably from
embarrassment; what if I was the only dark girl teased and called ugly and blackie? But
time would eventually show me that I am no isolated case.

Chandra and I were both in the same classes most of the time because we were in
the same majors. We were good classmates to each other and were even on the
newspaper staff together. But it was nothing more than assignments that caused us to
have conversations. One day while having a discussion in one of our classes, Chandra
told the class about how she was teased in elementary school. How the kids called her
some of the same names [ had heard and even called her a black Chink because her eyes
were very slanted. She told us how much it bothered her and how it affected her self-
esteem until she looked into the matter and did a little history. Chandra's family on both
sides were from Jamaica and as it turns out, she actually has Chinese blood in her family
line. Learning this, instead of being offended, she became proud of the names. Though
they didn't stop until much later, names didn't bother her again.

Lucky her.

I envied Chandra for finding a way to cope with the name-calling, the low self-
image that sticks with me because of the name-calling. And I was glad she had found a
way to deal on her own and that those names just bounced off her. But it wasn't that easy

for me. I still had issues, even after | had figured out that maybe I wasn't so bad after all.



73

My junior year in college, I was offered a scholarship/internship that would allow
me to work all summer in a news room. I was especially excited that I would be in
Florida working with Florida Today. 1 would spend the summer living in another state!
There, I had roommates, co-workers, friends from school I was around all summer long
and I can't remember a single day [ felt black or ugly, even with the tan I got from the hot
Florida sun that turned me a couple shades darker. Iam still unsure why that was
exactly. It could've been that no one really cared about my skin complexion. Florida
Today strives for diversity — they say so in their mission — and there was a lot of it in the
news room alone. It seemed such a melting pot that instead of making distinctions
between the several differences you could find in a single place, the people in my
environment there embraced the diversity. So instead of sticking out, I finally blended in.
Maybe it was just that the people in that news room were older, wiser, more mature,
whatever. All I know is that it was great not worrying about how my skin made me look

to other people and even myself.

"Ma, you know you wrong," I told my mother later as we cleaned up the mess
from my birthday barbeque.

"Wrong about what?"

" About putting that picture of me in that pink dress on that banner. Had me
lookin' all black!"

"Oh, girl," my mother said dismissing my complaint with a wave of her hand.

"You were my little chocolate baby and you were precious in that dress!"
Y y y
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"How'd you get that picture anyway?" I asked, because I had taken what was
obviously a copy and hidden it from her years ago. She just smiled. Imagine after trying
to deal with my complexion and how I look, being faced with a banner that forced me to
look at myself at several different stages of my life. My "awkward" stages were
complicated for me by my complexion so it wasn't so easy to go back and chuckle about
it the way others might. 1 wasn't as horrified as one might think from reading this essay,
either though. My reaction to the banner was pretty much the way the whole complexion
complex still is with me today: sometimes I felt [ was pretty, other times not so much.
There are occasions when I still look at pretty light-skinned girls and wish, but now [ am
certain that [ myself can turn quite a few heads, and I have, and I even joke with my
light-skinned friends about how light skin is out of style and now it's all about the
chocolate. Dark skin is being a bit more appreciated and accepted. I look on music
videos and see dark-skinned dancers or actresses as the beautiful girlfriend which seemed
to me to be so rare just a couple of years ago. Even Prince, my all-time favorite artist
who didn't really showcase dark-skinned women, had a dark-skinned sista co-star in his
video The Greatest Romance That's Ever Been Sold, a song from a recent album. But
somehow, even noting this beginning evolution of attitudes toward complexion, I still
can't completely shake that feeling of inadequacy. That it doesn’t make any of us any
better or more inferior than the other. Complexion doesn’t determine beauty, attraction
or sex appeal. It shouldn’t speak to class and status in the Black community and society
in general. That skin shouldn’t matter even though after all these years, after slavery and

the Civil Rights Movement, it does. After fighting for our place in this country, we start
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other battles voluntarily on ourselves. Did we forget how not to fight or have we done it
for so long, we never knew? Attitudes about beauty and battles over status are struggles
we continue to fight when we really don’t have to anymore. But, some things I guess for

writers, authors, movie producers, individuals and society at large are just hard to let go.



Conclusion

Society is obsessed with the idea of conformity. Everyone should be thin,
beautiful, light or white. The dominant culture wins the lottery on deciding standards in
any environment. So when there is a dominant culture of Caucasian individuals in a
society that reveres beauty, the product is obvious: beauty in this country is defined as
light skin and caucasoid features, and that beauty is so valued in the society that it is
counted as an asset. Where does that leave everyone else? Struggling to catch up, to
either find a niche where we can be accepted as is, or else assimilate into the dominant
culture. And in the meantime, we go on enduring lasting effects that either transform into
an art form or craft, such as writing and storytelling, or it rests inside of us, trickling out
here and there, festering into low self-esteem, low self-image, color complexes, all
negative traits acquired through the trauma of not belonging.

As a couple of the women in the survey research indicated, color is everywhere in
movies, plays, literature such as novels, magaZine covers, and of course, real life. My
concern is its presence on the literary scene and how it is or can be perpetuated and/or
manipulated. If these ideas can be perpetuated in literature, consciously or otherwise,
then certainly literature could also be manipulated to interrupt those thinking patterns that

allow the African American community to feed into such ignorance of believing one skin
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tone is better than another for whatever reason. These African American women authors
have demonstrated that possibility in their works.

The writings by the African American women authors discussed in this research
are not as outdated as their copyrights might suggest. Young women of the current
generation encounter colorism in various forms such as those mentioned in these
women’s writings. And it affects their lives, so much so for one woman that she, like
many individuals in past generations, deems it necessary to marry a light-skinned man so
her children will be light. For those who may have believed this kind of thinking was
dead, here is your wake-up call.

Even I have been scarred by the ugliness of colorism. It so traumatized me that it
has permeated my entire matriculation as a graduate student, hence the current research.
My adult life still feels more complicated because of this phenomenon and its tremendous
effects on the psyche. Like all wounds, I imagine that this too, will heal over time. But,
like anyone who has been hurt or traumatized, the injured party usually feels better after
assessing exactly how to prevent such scarring in the future.

As long as one person carries around an ounce of ignorance, others will be
affected by that ignorance. Judging people based solely on their skin color is simply
ignorant, just as racism is ignorant. Unfortunately, ignorance breeds ignorance. So,
where will the chain of misinformation, stereotypes and myths end? It can only end with
education, an infectious re-routing of thought patterns that must simply start with
awareness. We all have a responsibility to learn and teach, and if need be, unlearn and

unteach certain behaviors and ideologies to become and then produce well-rounded,



knowledgeable, productive citizens in society that engage in critical thinking and are

willing to challenge and deconstruct ideas such as colorism.
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Appendix

Age:

Ethnicity:

Gender:

City and state in which you were raised:

Have you ever been teased within your own ethnicity based on skin color?

Yes or No
If yes, was the individual(s) complexion: lighter darker same as
yours?

Have you ever teased someone within your own ethnicity based on skin color?

Yes or No

If yes, was the individual(s) complexion: lighter darker same as
yours?

Describe yourself. Address physical, emotional, mental and/or social aspects. Briefly
identify any factors that influence this description.

Do you prefer any one skin tone over any others in ANY capacity (friends, family
members, dates, co-workers, etc.)? Why or why not?

Respond to / share your insights on colorism (prejudicial or preferential treatment of
same-race people based solely on their color). How do you see the complexion issue, if
at all?

Tell a story about a time you or someone you know has had to deal with or continues to
deal with colorism.
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