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For all the beautiful souls who’ve engaged with

my work on colorism and healing.








And, in the meantime, while people did live, they would be grand, would be glorious and brave, would have nimble hearts that would beat and beat.

—Gwendolyn Brooks, Maud Martha








1

Articulating the Reality of Colorism


People evolve a language in order to describe and thus control their circumstances, or in order not to be submerged by a reality that they cannot articulate. And, if they cannot articulate it, they are submerged.

—James Baldwin


My mother has a memory of me at age five. We were at a hospital visiting extended family, and I was playing alone on the floor, as I often did. My older sister, Jandel, was also there, and some of our great-aunts took notice of her. They began gushing over how cute and pretty Jandel was. They told my mom, “You’ll have to watch out for that one, ’cause she’s going to break some hearts one day.” They poured on the compliments about my older sister, yet they had nothing to say about me. Then my mother says she heard me whisper under my breath, “That’s cuz she’s light skin.”

Even at the tiny age of five, I had already sensed enough to discern this pattern of who gets positive attention, who gets negative attention, or who gets no attention at all. I observed this phenomenon happening to me and around me. Whether at church or at the hairdresser, everyone seemed to notice and respond to subtle differences in skin tones, yet no one else seemed to think that ranking people based on those differences was a bad thing. It was not until decades later that I learned the phenomenon had a name: colorism.

Colorism is the systemic oppression and social marginalization of people with darker skin tones and the privileging of people with lighter skin tones based on hierarchies of race, ethnicity, and class. As the story of my sister and me illustrates, people within the same racial and ethnic groups can have vastly different skin tones. When people of the same race and same ethnicity are treated differently because some have a lighter complexion and others have a darker complexion, that is colorism. That differential treatment can come from someone of their own race or of a different race. I use the specific language of lighter and darker complexions because there’s a spectrum of human skin tones rather than a finite, binary classification of light or dark. Colorism can occur even when there’s only a slight difference in skin tone.

In those early years, even without specific language to name it, I had more than just pattern recognition to work with to identify colorism. About a year later, when I was six, someone put it to me quite bluntly. My siblings and I were enrolled in daycare before and after school because our practically single mom worked long shifts at Mervyn’s as a department store manager. Daycare was not my favorite place to go each day, but I had a friend named Rachel.

Rachel was a freckled, brown-haired white girl who also attended Fae’s Friendly Daycare after school and also happened to be in my first-grade class at school. Rachel and I played together well and often, until one day she and I had a disagreement. At some point in our arguing, Rachel left to sit far away from me on a bench near my sister, Jandel. Rachel and I stewed in our anger while the conflict simmered across the room with mean stares. Then Rachel, with her dangling legs propelling her sideways, scooted up close to my sister. She clutched Jandel’s arm, stared me directly in the face, and said to me, “That’s why I like your sister better than you, because she’s white and you’re Black.”

My sister and I have the same biological parents—a darker-skinned father and a lighter-skinned mother—so based on how things work in the United States, we are the same race: Black. And while a woman once assumed my sister was mixed, no one besides Rachel has ever assumed she was white. But why be surprised that a first grader would assume my sister and I must be different races if we had different skin colors, when the adults responsible for founding the United States of America used the same logic centuries before? Thomas Jefferson gave us a window into this subpar line of reasoning in his Notes on the State of Virginia in the late 1700s:


The first difference which strikes us is that of colour.… And is this difference of no importance? Is it not the foundation of a greater or less share of beauty in the two races? Are not the fine mixtures of red and white… preferable to that… immoveable veil of black which covers all the emotions of the other race?… Besides those of colour, figure, and hair, there are other physical distinctions proving a difference of race.



This quote illustrates that physical features like skin tone and hair texture have long been inherent in social constructions of race. White people have indeed always seen color and continue to cling to a belief that differences in skin tone must signify one’s identity as well as one’s innate value. In first grade, though, I knew none of this. I had none of this language. I just knew that Rachel was egregiously wrong about my sister’s race, yet oddly she was spot on about the skin tone hierarchy. She was not the first and would not be the last white person to place my sister and me in different categories based solely on complexion.

When I started doing work to raise awareness of colorism, I often had other Black people tell me that colorism isn’t an important topic of conversation because “we’re all Black at the end of the day.” I’ve heard it from friends and folks online, that white people don’t participate in colorism, and that in the eyes of overt racists all Black people are in the same boat and stand the same odds of discrimination and harm. Closely related to that argument is the belief that colorism only happens within a race and can’t be perpetrated across different racial or ethnic groups. Both of those perspectives reflect an extremely limited understanding of colorism that frames Black people as the sole creators and perpetrators of it, when in fact, colorism permeates racial and geographic borders. So we can’t dismiss the impact of colorism by saying, We’re all Black. It’s the very same “all lives matter” kind of rhetoric that flattens generations of our real-life experiences. And when it crops up within Black homes, schools, neighborhoods, and communities, this rhetoric shrouds the experiences of darker-skinned people and bars us from forward progress toward equity. While colorism is something we do within our own communities of color, white folks are the uncontested front-runners at categorizing and making value judgments about people based on their complexions, which means they definitely do colorism.

Even as white people work to unlearn their racism or to become anti-racist allies, they must be equally vigilant about unlearning their colorism. Colorism is often more noticeable, though not necessarily more present, in environments where white people attempt to rectify racism, because focusing on racial identity alone without correcting bias against dark skin creates what I call monochromatic diversity. I coined the term a few years ago to describe a group of any kind that is racially and ethnically diverse, yet all or most members of that group have the same or very similar skin tones, usually on the light end of the skin tone spectrum. Predominantly white groups, teams, organizations, and such that seek to increase their racial diversity often embrace people of color with the lightest skin tones, which is another significant way that white people do colorism.

On the playground one afternoon at Fae’s Friendly Daycare, three white girls tried to attack me, chasing me around the playground with rage in their eyes. I ran and ran through and around playground equipment until my legs and my lungs were spent. The tallest girl had visibly sharp nails, and at one point she got close enough to scratch my arm as I ran, deeply enough that a row of welts started to form and burn on my forearm. Relief came when my older sister and brother stepped in. When the three white girls complained to Ms. Fae about my siblings helping me, she interrogated my brother and sister: “Well, why were you trying to block them from chasing?” We explained to Ms. Fae how they were trying to attack me, and I showed her my arm where the tall one had scratched me. Ms. Fae looked at my arm and said, “I can’t see any scratches on you because your skin is too dark.” She compared my color to the white girl who’d attacked me and said, “I can see marks on her skin because her skin is white.” I looked down at my arm where the welts were noticeable and had tiny, dark red dots where her nails had broken my skin. I could see the scratches clearly, so I figured Ms. Fae hadn’t seen them because she didn’t want to see them. She wanted to let me know that my dark skin invalidated my side of the story. I felt that regardless of my race, had my skin tone been light brown, Ms. Fae would have had to believe me, or at least find a different excuse not to.

My experiences at Fae’s (not so) Friendly Daycare revealed another important truth: Racism and colorism can happen simultaneously. Consider that Rachel, a white child, bluntly stated that she preferred my sister because of the difference in our skin tones. And Ms. Fae, a white adult, did not name my race as justification to dismiss my side of the story. She didn’t say, “I can’t see marks on your skin because your race is Black.” She specifically named and emphasized the dark complexion of my skin tone. That’s why the level of discrimination I experienced at Ms. Fae’s daycare was so intense—I was experiencing racism and colorism simultaneously.

Our mom got us out of Ms. Fae’s daycare as soon as she could and found a private sitter named Ms. Roberta. She was a middle-aged Black woman who wore her hair in the ’80s Jheri curl style. We’d go to Ms. Roberta’s house in the early mornings where she’d provide breakfast and make sure we caught the school bus on time. Ms. Roberta had a rule that at breakfast we could not drink any juice until after we’d eaten all the food on our plate. She’d place a full cup of juice in front of us, but she wouldn’t allow us to touch it until our plates were clean. My older siblings managed this okay, being bigger and perhaps needing the extra calories anyway. But for me, there was always too much food to finish. My stomach would be so full that I could not manage another bite, yet I was thirsty after trying to eat as much salty eggs, sausage, and toast as I could. Sometimes my older siblings would try to help me by sneaking and scooping some food from my plate onto theirs when Ms. Roberta wasn’t looking. And of course, I’d try to sneak sips of juice, but she’d catch me. I now believe she purposely gave me more food than she knew a six-year-old could eat in one sitting. All of this was a way to perpetrate physical violence against my little body without leaving any physical scars. She didn’t even have to touch me.

Ms. Roberta had a granddaughter who was about my age and would sometimes eat breakfast with us in the mornings. The little girl had a medium to light brown skin tone, much closer to my sister’s complexion. Ms. Roberta always seated us directly opposite each other at breakfast, our heads barely clearing the tabletop, which from my vantage point made it seem like we were treading water at opposite ends of a swimming pool. And I was in the deep end. On days when the granddaughter was there, I’d be forced to endure the same struggle to eat every bite of food on my plate while craving some relief from my thirst. And while I sat there wishing for mercy, nearly in tears, I had to watch Ms. Roberta’s granddaughter drink all the juice she wanted no matter how much food she had left uneaten on her plate. Ms. Roberta even offered her more when her cup was empty.

One day Ms. Roberta’s abuse escalated to overt physical violence when she slapped my brother across the face. My brother is the oldest and is a few shades darker than me. It was clear that she harbored violent animosity toward us as the darker children. Our sister, who is many shades lighter, though empathizing with us, did not have similar stories of violence and abuse in these daycare spaces. This is a significant way that colorism privilege manifests. While my sister didn’t explicitly get favor from Ms. Fae or Ms. Roberta, the reality of privilege is that she did not experience the same direct violence. Even if she experienced secondhand trauma in witnessing colorist violence against her siblings, it would not have the same impact on her personal psychology. Contrary to what some believe, privilege is not just about tangible benefits you get, it’s also and quite frankly more often about what you didn’t get.

After the slap, my mom removed us from Ms. Roberta’s care and continued to struggle with finding affordable and reliable childcare. My family’s early journey through the childcare system demonstrated that class and wealth disparities can have a direct impact on how people experience and navigate colorism. Like every issue, colorism is intersectional. Class is an intersection that is often subtle and difficult for people to pinpoint when addressing colorism. For example, children whose families can afford for the mother to care for them full-time are less likely to endure this kind of violence at the hands of outside childcare providers. While wealthier children definitely experience colorism, their socioeconomic privilege often helps to shield them from certain forms of it or gives them more options for how to respond when they experience it. In those early years, even when my parents were technically still married, our mother was essentially a single mom taking on all the responsibility of caring for us while also working twelve hours a day at a stressful job. Although her family was more than willing to help, they lived two hours away, which made them unavailable for day-to-day help. While our parents were married, our father was battling multiple addictions, especially alcoholism, which severely diminished his capacity to provide financial, emotional, or logistical support. My mom’s troubled relationship with our dad, including abuse and infidelities, exacerbated the weight she carried. Within those constraints, we were generally more vulnerable.

Skin tone does not exist in a vacuum, and it’s rarely the only variable impacting a situation. Intersectionality—“a framework for understanding how various aspects of individual identity… interact to create unique experiences of privilege or oppression”1—is a helpful concept because it makes it easier to address the ways in which colorism is the primary factor in a given instance of privilege or discrimination. Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, the term was first used to explain why Black women had a legitimate legal case in regard to hiring discrimination despite the company hiring Black men and white women. When applied to colorism—say, looking at color and gender, color and nationality, or color and class at the same time—we can see how perceptions around one’s place on the color spectrum interact with other factors about them, which impacts the way they are treated. Psychologists help us understand that perceptions of skin tone can even be influenced by biases that have nothing to do with what we physically see. One study2 found a “skin tone memory bias” that showed up when participants were told a Black man was highly educated. They remembered the “well-educated” Black man as being several shades lighter than he actually was because they unconsciously associated a high education level with having lighter skin. The subjective nature of perceiving skin tone is one of the challenges to understanding, discussing, and addressing colorism compared to other social problems.

Colorism is not a dichotomy—it’s a spectrum of privilege. Many people around the world have the multilayered experience of sometimes being the lightest person in a group, sometimes being the darkest person, and most times landing somewhere in the middle. People with skin tones in the medium brown range can at times experience negative colorism and at other times experience privileges of colorism, because it is inherently a relative judgment. The subjective nature of perceiving and labeling complexions can even cause confusion and disagreement about who’s considered light-skinned or dark-skinned. There’s not a universal standard for the threshold of melanin that qualifies as dark-skinned or light-skinned, which is why I will most often use the terms lighter or darker because they don’t require a definitive cutoff.

To illustrate the importance of looking at the entire spectrum of privilege rather than only considering it a binary dichotomy, I use what I call “The Pastry Line Analogy.” Imagine standing in line for a variety of pastries like doughnuts or cheesecake or your preferred treat. Those at the front of the line have the greatest variety of options—the best opportunity to pick their ideal selection, their favorite flavor—and they have the privilege to choose from the freshest, warmest, least picked-over pastries. Those at the end of the line may not even get a pastry at all. By the time the last person gets their opportunity to choose, there could literally only be crumbs left.

Now imagine that you are somewhere in the middle of that line, not first, but certainly not last. I’ll say now that the overwhelming majority of humans qualify as being somewhere in or near the middle of this hypothetical line. Maybe some are middle-front or middle-back. The point is that few of us are actually the very first or the very last. Most people focus on and complain about how many people are ahead of us in line, but almost no one expresses concern or compassion for all those who are behind us. While we’re craning our necks to see how many people are ahead of us, hoping they don’t take the special doughnut we’ve had our eye on, very few folks would even bother to turn around or look over their shoulder to see how many people we are ahead of. If you are number forty-five in line to get a tasty treat, you might look at all the forty-four people ahead of you and think how unlucky you are. From that vantage point, you very well might be unlucky. But unless you’re willing to turn around and truly see where you stand in the social hierarchy, you’ll never realize that there are over five hundred people in line. From that vantage point, being number forty-five is not so unlucky after all.

Now ask yourself: How likely are you to give up your spot in line to all those folks behind you so that you go dead last instead?

Knowing that people are highly unlikely to give up their spot for anything, including small temporary treats like doughnuts, we might imagine how much less likely they are to give up their spot in line for a job, for a raise, for a promotion, for a wedding ring, for a fair shot in the legal system, or for lifesaving medical treatments. And if you wouldn’t give up your spot and let every single person behind you go ahead and skip you in line, then you don’t get to say, “It doesn’t matter because we’re all in the same boat.”

Let’s say this another way: When waiting in a line, you don’t have to be the first person in line to still be way ahead of many others. In the same way, when it comes to privileges granted due to colorism, it’s not all or nothing. We don’t have to have all the privileges a human could possibly have or be the absolute most privileged person in the world to still have a lot more privilege than others. We can literally see a spectrum of privilege based on the shade of a person’s skin tone relative to the people around them.

The idea of privilege has been around for a long time, and though many people have expanded their ideas of what privilege entails, most conversations on privilege still limit the idea to race, class, and gender. This leaves many people to hold a narrow understanding of a privileged person as essentially being a rich white man. Folks who don’t identify as such, are then led to believe they are not privileged. The key is that race, class, and gender can be forms of privilege, but they are not the definition of privilege. Privilege can be the result of any identity or circumstance that gives someone an unearned advantage within various social systems. This includes other things besides race, class, and gender, such as nationality, physical abilities, mental health, age, sexual orientation, body type, or skin tone. What I observe across many groups of people is that the word “privilege” has a stigma attached to it and is often used to separate “us versus them.” Because historically oppressed groups have so often thought of privileged people as being our oppressors, it’s hard to digest the idea that we could also be privileged. To have constructive conversations about privilege, it’s helpful to destigmatize it and understand that anyone can have multiple forms of privilege. That must be understood as a separate issue from what people then choose to do with their privilege.

One way people push back on the question of privilege when it comes to colorism specifically is explaining how lighter-skinned people still experience racial discrimination or how they have been bullied or alienated by others in their community. Folks often refer to this as “reverse colorism,” which is as erroneous as “reverse racism.” The misconception that people have about all forms of privilege is that it means no struggles and only ever good fortune and great prosperity. That’s not what privilege means. All humans have their version of struggle, yet we don’t all have the same struggles, nor do we have the same degree of struggles. Reverse colorism is not a thing in the same way that reverse classism is not a thing. Rich people may be ostracized by poor people, but those rich people still have more resources, access, and social status. A working-class person may steal a rich person’s car, and we might say that’s a bad thing, yet even with their car stolen, the rich person is still the one with greater resources, access, and social status than the person who harmed them in that instance. This is analogous to the dynamic of lighter-skinned people being bullied or alienated from certain circles. The privilege is not in never having to deal with anything difficult. The privilege is in the maintenance of your systemic resources, access, and social status despite the difficult things happening to you. So-called reverse colorism is a myth because bullying does not equate to systemic oppression, and it does not invert or reverse an entire systemic hierarchy. It can be hard to understand how something that has been a source of pain or has made certain people target you could also be a source of your privilege

BREAKING THE SILENCE ABOUT COLORISM












































































Praise for 
Colorism


“Dr. Sarah L. Webb has written a worthy addition to the canon of studies about the global virus of colorism. With intelligence, compassion, and a missionary zeal, Colorism is a book that is part memoir, part historical and sociological examination, and part detailed prescription for change. This is a crucial text for this generation and this century, providing tools and guidance to make the journey to healing the trauma and wounds of colorism possible.”

—Marita Golden, author of Don’t Play in the Sun




“Colorism remains one of the last taboos within our own Black communities. While many of us are all too ready to tackle the horrors of racism, we often reject the reality that we can never seriously do the work of destroying racism without simultaneously dismantling colorism. Why? Because both conditions are born of the same rotten disease, anti-Blackness. Dr. Sarah frames this work as a heart-lead opportunity for us to better love each other and ultimately, ourselves.”

—Eboni K. Williams, author of Bet on Black




“Colorism lives inside our most intimate spaces, our homes, our faith communities, our friendships, and our own internal monologue. Dr. Sarah L. Webb brings radical honesty and deep compassion to a conversation that is long overdue. If you are looking to heal the harms of colorism within your own heart, relationships, and the communities you are part of, start here.”

—Blair Imani, creator of Smarter in Seconds, author of Read This to Get Smarter
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