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 Self hatred, Colorism & Hierarchy within Black America
 
I believe that being black is not only about being apart of an established racial category but it is also about being apart of an overall experience. Through the exploration my own experiences, the experiences of others, and research, I wish to explore racism and social practice within the Black community.  Beneath a surface of solidarity in the African American community lies opposing attitudes about skin color, hair texture and other factors, which has evolved into a full fledged social hierarchy based on appearance. 




 The Impact of History


Black America’s modern day race complex has a history going back to the 1600’s when Africans were first imported to the New World. What was socially unacceptable in Europe and Africa was a daily occurrence in the American wilderness. A shortage of women of European as well as African descent was a factor in what is called miscegenation, or race mixing, producing a wide range of skin complexions and features. This variation of color held great meaning in these early societies as they had the power to dictate a person’s social status, and was a particularly discriminating factor against those of mostly African descent. 


As  race mixing between Africans and Native Americans was usually ignored, mixing of the white and black races caused a great disturbance amongst white society.  For slavery to gain moral acceptance, it was necessary to keep the races apart. Colonial leaders knew that if sexual relations between Africans and Europeans continued unchecked, that it would raise ethical questions about slavery. As early as 1622, Virginia lawmakers passed the earliest anti-miscegenation statutes. (Hull, Scott & Smith 1982:72)The offspring of these unions were called “mulattos” and big question for colonial legislators was if they would assume the legal status of their mother (often a slave) or the father (often her Master). In 1662 colonists voted that children would share the same status as their mother, which in turn, encouraged plantation owners to produce children with their slaves to increase their financial holdings. 


Although many mulattos were still slaves they became a divided “colored class” in society, separate from the darker skinned “pure blood” African slaves. They also served as median class to further separate black from white. Mulattos became the drivers, valets, seamstresses, housekeepers, cooks, and other coveted indoor workers while dark skinned slaves toiled under the hot sun in the fields. Many mulattoes were even granted their freedom, ownership of property and slaves, and could petition for the status of being legally white.  Attractive Mulatto woman were bred and sold for high prices across the south. “Pretty quadroons (one quarter black) and exotic octoroons (one eighth black) were in particularly high demand. Light skinned beauties, called “fancy girls” were auctioned at “quadroon balls” held regularly in New Orleans and Charleston” (Lebsock 1990:12) 

This began tensions between lighter skinned blacks who slave holders thought of as more intelligent and dark skinned blacks who were considered stronger and more suitable for hard labor. The association of light skin with high value, and closer proximity to whiteness, instills the idea that black people needed to somehow be supplemented with whiteness to have any value at all. The effect of self-concept of the rejected black person is self-hatred, because consciously and unconsciously, white society’s acceptance means so much.


This system of skin color hierarchy continued on through the Civil war, and after the Emancipation Proclamation freed all slaves. In effort to preserve the color hierarchy light skinned blacks formed their own exclusive communities, inhabiting metropolitan areas of the north that white flight had left behind; as Congressman Adam Clayton Powell describes 1940’s Strivers Row, a neighborhood of Harlem, NY once inhabited by wealthy white families:


“in Strivers Row…were the dowagers of Harlem’s society.  ...There was an open door for all who were light-skinned and for most of those of the professional group. The entire pattern of society was white… [And] if invited Harlemites brought with them [to a social function] their dark-skinned friends, they were shunned and sometimes pointedly asked to leave. “(Russell 1992: 26)




The Language of Race


To understand the authentic context of skin color politics we must examine the language we use to describe the so called races in question. Those of European descent are most frequently referred to as white. The Merriam-Webster dictionary states as part of its definition for white: 

“1: being a member of a group or race characterized by light pigmentation of the skin 
2: of, relating to, characteristic of, or consisting of white people or their culture: from the former stereotypical association of good character with northern European descent
3: marked by upright fairness <that's mighty white of you>
4: free from spot or blemish:

5: free from moral impurity: INNOCENT
6: marked by the wearing of white by the woman as a symbol of purity <a white wedding> 
7: not intended to cause harm <a white lie> <white magic> 
 : FAVORABLE, FORTUNATE<one of the white days of his life” (Merriam-Webster: online)

Although Merriam-Webster acknowledges the older associations of “good character” with white people it still markedly associates white with goodness and purity. In contrast Merriam-Webster’s definition for black also acknowledges old ideas; the associations with the negative are unmistakable:

“1: of or relating to the African-American people or their culture <black literature> <a black college> <black pride> <black studies> 2: typical or representative of the most readily perceived characteristics of black culture <trying to sound black> <tried to play blacker jazz>
3: DIRTY, SOILED <hands black with grime>  

4: characterized by the absence of light <a black night> 
5: thoroughly sinister or evil: WICKED<a black deed>: indicative of condemnation or discredit <got a black mark for being late>
6: connected with or invoking the supernatural and especially the devil <black magic>
7: very sad, gloomy, or calamitous <black despair> b: marked by the occurrence of disaster <black Friday>characterized by hostility or angry discontent
8: SULLEN <black resentment filled his heart” 
(Merriam-Webster: Online)




Growing up Black


At the center of the skin color hierarchy system is the lightness of the skin and the perceived quality of hair. Kenneth and Mamie Clark’s research from the late 1930’s and early 1940’s provides confirmation of self hatred in African American children. The Clarks interviewed black children from the north and south, age’s three to seven. They offered the children a chance to play with one of two dolls, identical in every way except skin tone. In almost every case, the children chose the white doll, citing that the white doll was “nicer or “prettier”.(Hobson 1988:57) The Clarks were asked to the testify about their research in the landmark Brown versus Board of Education case that made segregation in schools, illegal. The doll experiments were re-conducted by others in the years since the Clarks first experiment. Most recently, a high school student named Kiri Davis re-created the experiment with children from a Harlem day care center. In the video, Kiri asks a young girl “Can you show me the doll that looks bad?” The child immediately picks the Black doll over the White one.

“And why does that look bad?” 

“Because she’s Black,” the little girl says.

“And why is this the nice doll?” the voice continues.

“Because she’s White.

”“And can you give me the doll that looks like you?” The little girl hesitates a moment before pushing the black doll across the table. (“A girl like me” 2006)

Having internalized the racism and colorism present in society, the child recognizes the fact that blackness is a reflection of herself, so logically she chooses the white doll, which represents goodness.

During the 1960’s and 70’s, the early development of race theory and radical social change failed to expose colorism in the Black community. Even with the popularity of the “Black is Beautiful” movement that celebrated black skin, hair and culture, self hatred among young people is evident in literature of the time. In Maya Angelou’s “I know why the caged bird sings”, the main character talks about escaping her identity:
“Wouldn’t they be surprised when one day I woke out of my black ugly dream, and my real hair, which was long and blond, would take the place of the kinky mass that Momma wouldn’t let me straighten?...because I was really white and because a cruel fairy stepmother, who was understandably jealous of my beauty, had turned me into a too-big negro girl, with nappy black hair, and broad feet, and a space between her teeth that would hold a number two pencil”(Angelou 1969:2) 




This self loathing has revealed itself in the form of shame and embarrassment of physical and cultural aspects identified with the African American community. These feelings are subtly ingrained in the minds of black people from a young age. They learn to hate the things associated with their racial identity, and subsequently themselves. 






“Good” Hair

Other manifestations of black self-hatred are the use of products like bleach that lighten the skin, and relaxers that straighten kinky hair to be more similar to European texture. Entrepreneur Madam CJ Walker became the world’s first self made millionaress from her various beauty products for Black women. In 1940’s and 50’s advertising for skin bleaching cream Nadinola  proudly states “ When he draws you in closer for your triumph, that’s when shades lighter skin becomes a priceless treasure.” (Arogundade 2000:26)  Messages like these have laid the groundwork for a self hatred, especially in women, perpetrated by the idea that black people, inherently need to be changed, fixed, or made better by catering to a European aesthetic.


In my own experience, my hair has been a very important part of my identity. Hair seems like an insignificant factor in one’s life, but for women it is central to the representation of femininity, across most cultures. For many black girls, including myself, your first hair relaxer is like a rite of passage into womanhood. I remember my mother’s reaction to the unveiling of my newly straightened hair as dotingly as having my first menstruation and even feeling relieved to not have to deal with my disobedient hair. Having “good” hair means status, and admiration in black society. Furthermore, this perceived “good” hair, is a symbol for femininity in our society, as kinky hair is more associated with masculinity or wildness.  

“If you were very dark skinned it was the other black kids that teased you about it. If you had nappy hair it was the other black kids that laughed at you for not having a perm. These are all learned behaviors, just like racism, and sexism. It has been fairly recently, in the last few years that these ideas emerged from being in grained in my consciousness, to ideas that I constantly question. I’ve been wearing my hair naturally for a few months now. I get a lot of compliments from other black women who wear their hair naturally. The look at me, and they approve, happy that I have liberated myself. Yet, if I had a job interview tomorrow, I would probably straighten my hair with a hot comb, for fear of being perceived as too “ghetto” and not getting the job. My hair is no longer just about presenting myself, my hair is political” (Peoples 2006: 5) 



Families and Relationships


Just as children suffer under this skin color fixation, so does the nature of adult relationships.  In Kathy Russell’s “Color Complex: The politics of skin color among African Americans” she recounts one brown skin black woman’s experience dating:

“It was our third date, and following a romantic dinner, over dessert, I caught what I thought was Carl’s approving gaze. Demurely, I inquired, “What’s making you smile so?” “You know, “he paused and then continued, “you’re pretty smart and you’re a lotta fun but…I just can’t get too serious with a dark-skinned woman. It’s important to me to have light-skinned children.” I watched as he then casually stuffed in his mouth the last piece of vanilla cream pie laden with chocolate sauce. My own dinner churned inside while the blood rushed to my face. I felt like the blackest, ugliest sister alive…”
The internalization of skin color hierarchy can even permeate a long standing marriage. As one dark-skinned black man describes his relationship with his light-skinned wife:
“I see her sometimes looking at me when I am naked or just milling around the house-I see the resentment in her well-guarded eyes. Whenever I do something she doesn’t like she calls me a black bastard. If she catches me in a lie, I’m not a lying bastard, I’m a black bastard. If I cheat on her, I won’t be a cheating bastard; I’ll be a black bastard” (Hernton 1965:83)




Conclusion


We live in country that prides itself on freedom of choice and expression yet there are so many who are still slaves to racist social practices and cultural attitudes. Raising awareness about issues discussed in this paper and others is a good first step in ending color prejudice. We must recognize the differences in culture as a reflection of the richness of human society, realize that ignorance of another’s culture only breeds racism and misunderstanding and abandon the oppressive system of colorism.  The only way to remove self-hatred in Black Americans is to excise racism in the society at large.
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