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— Introduction —

A lot has changed in the twenty years since The Color Complex was first published. During the intervening years, we’ve crossed into a new millennium, and an entirely new generation of Americans has been born and come of age. It is a generation that is so much more racially diverse than any other before it that some have said we now have, in place of Generation X, Generation Mix. While many Americans still cling to racial prejudices and fear of immigration, there is on balance more racial tolerance in America today. White Americans are more likely today to live and work near those whose racial makeup differs from their own. However, the most striking evidence of racial attitudes’ having evolved since publication of the original The Color Complex has been the election in 2008 of an African-American man as president—a man light skinned and fine featured enough to be acceptable to Whites, and, in having married a darker-skinned woman, racially identified enough to be acceptable to Blacks. Throughout this revised edition there are references to this historic, touchstone event in America.

For readers not familiar with the 1992 edition of The Color Complex, it is worth noting that at the time of its publication it was the first nonfiction book devoted solely to the topic of colorism. Since then, there have been other books published on the topic of skin-color prejudice, some in memoir form, like Marita Golden’s Don’t Play in the Sun: One Woman’s Journey Through the Color Complex (2004), and others that are edited collections of stories, poetry, and essays on the subject, from Skin Deep: Black Women & White Women Write about Race (1995) to Shades of Difference: Why Skin Color Matters (2009). But no other book has been able to capture the spirit or duplicate the interdisciplinarity, easy readability, and multiperspective sensibility that only three authors from different backgrounds and of different genders can bring to a project like this. Readers of the present edition—which we like to call “CC 2”—will find that the authors have kept the formula intact.

Of course, much has occurred since 1992 that is relevant to the issue of skin-color prejudice. Among the developments, in no particular order, are the following: (1) Internet access through handheld communication devices; (2) social media; (3) video-sharing websites; (4) the emergence of economic powerhouses such as India, China, and Brazil; (5) the appearance of additional multiracial categories on the U.S. Census form; (6) the emergence of the new critical mixed-race-studies discipline; (7) greater acceptance of cross-race (and same-sex) relationships and marriage; (8) the death of pop star Michael Jackson; (9) more legal recognition of color as a separate category for protection in Title VII workplace-discrimination cases; (10) greater workplace diversity; (11) proportionately more communities of color living in poverty; and (12) less optimism overall in America. These topics will be discussed in this new, extensively updated edition of our book.

When The Color Complex was originally published, the term “colorism” was only beginning to come into popular usage. This is not to say that the prejudice of skin color itself wasn’t intimately known and personally experienced, especially among African Americans. But various attitudes relating to skin-color differences tended to be looked at more as problems of individuals, as in “He’s just colorstruck” or “She’s too color conscious.” It was only after Alice Walker used “colorism” to describe the phenomenon that its more systemic nature, intimate relationship to class, and historical development could be better recognized and studied. Today, the term is widely used to refer to the prejudices and discriminatory practices surrounding skin-color differences that occur not only among African Americans, but also among other populations of color such as Latinos and Asians, both in this country and around the world.

Other terminology that has changed over the years is the greater usage of “African Americans” as the descriptor for those of African descent living in this country. In 1992, the preferred term was “Blacks,” although by then “African Americans” had been proposed as a preferred descriptor, one that put the emphasis on culture instead of color. Today, there exist both those who eschew the name African American and those who do the name Black. In CC 2 we chose to use the two descriptors interchangeably in the hope that readers who do the same conversationally will outnumber any who are offended by one term or the other.

A new term the reader will find introduced in CC 2 is “the bleaching syndrome.” As coined by coauthor Ronald E. Hall, the concept reflects not just the literal act of rubbing bleach on one’s skin, but the internalized ideal held by people around the world that being lighter skinned and more Western looking is better. Because of the recent dramatic rise seen in the number of products sold and the diverse procedures performed globally associated with imitative cosmetic practices, we decided to include a new chapter exclusively devoted to what is also sometimes called “cosmetic Westernism.”

What hasn’t changed since the original The Color Complex is that no unifying theory has emerged in the literature that could neatly explain and address the many nuanced and complicated issues associated with colorism. There is simply no easy way to resolve questions regarding whether hair-straightening and skin-lightening practices are expressions of personal preferences or reflections of an unconscious enslavement to Western values. In trying to answer the many questions raised by this topic, we make every effort, as was the case in our first edition, to provide a balanced approach to all sides of controversial issues so that readers may form their own opinions based on the evidence presented.

Perhaps the best rationale for issuing a revised edition of The Color Complex is to answer the simple question, “Has colorism gotten better or has it gotten worse?” Starting from the assumption that improved awareness leads to positive behavioral change, one could make the case that colorism’s influence has declined over the last twenty years because many more Americans, including Whites, now know something about the subject. Articles about intraracial color prejudice regularly appear in mainstream newspapers and magazines; throwaway references to colorism crop up in sitcoms, movies, and song lyrics; and the topic is even central to the plot of Dael Orlandersmith’s extraordinary play Yellowman, which in 2002 garnered a nomination for the Pulitzer Prize for drama. Intimate disclosures about skin-color issues now freely flow on social media sites; rants on the topic appear in various blogs; and articles posted on Wikipedia explain in detail how colorism is a form of prejudice separate from that of racism. There also have been several documentaries made on the topic of skin-color prejudice, including Skin by National Geographic (2002), The Skin Quilt Project by Lauren Cross (2010), Dark Girls by Bill Duke and D. Channsin Berry (2011), and, on colorism’s sister issue, hair, Chris Rock’s most notable and commercially successful film Good Hair (2009).

Skin-color prejudice is now routinely discussed in social science and humanities courses in the academy. The number of peer-reviewed scholarly publications on skin-color prejudice has gone from one in 1989, by Angela Neal and coauthor Wilson, to more than three thousand such publications today. Colorism has become a legitimate field of study, as well as a recognized class of protection in the area of employment discrimination, one that is separate from (but still related to) racism. Some scholars even argue that colorism is the more legitimate form of prejudice to empirically investigate since skin tone is at least a visible and measurable attribute, whereas race is largely a social construct. Critical mixed-race studies, which includes scholarly inquiry into color-class hierarchies, cosmetic Westernism, and media representation, is also an emerging discipline, with its own conferences, journals, and books. Relevant updates from these new areas of scholarly research are included throughout the present edition.

At the same time, a case can be made that colorism has gotten worse since 1992, exacerbated by the same technologies that served so well to raise awareness of the issue. We now live in an era of global wireless Internet and instant access from small handheld devices with enhanced video software. The current digital revolution means that a greater number of people from what used to be considered remote places on earth are now seeking to emulate the looks of Westerners. What else can adequately explain the rapid rise in the number of cosmetic practices, skin-bleaching products sold, and procedures performed, all designed to achieve a more Caucasian-featured appearance? The Internet allows individuals to see firsthand the imagined (and sadly sometimes real) social and career benefits associated with having a more Western-like appearance. Social media outlets are making the globe smaller, and populations more homogenous. One has to wonder: If colorism continues unchecked, will it result in the genocide of very dark skin, a kind of evolutionary removal of a biological trait through the force of social attitudes? It would seem that greater awareness is a double-edged sword.

The authors hope that you, the reader, will be informed and enlightened by our inclusion of new perspectives and scholarship in this revised edition of The Color Complex. If you learn as much in reading the new version as we have learned in updating its content, then our ultimate goal of furthering dialogue and discussion on the topic of colorism will have been met.


— Chapter 1 —

The Emergence of Modern Colorism in the Americas

We begin in Europe in the late 1400s, when seafaring countries such as England, Spain, and Portugal were financing merchant voyages to find new trade routes to the Far East. The men returned instead with exciting tales of faraway places that were rich with gold, spices, and silks. The very notion that there existed unknown lands beyond the horizon set off a frenzy of empire building on the part of many European nations. This would later be known as the Age of Discovery, and it lasted well into the seventeenth century. After Christopher Columbus reached what he mistakenly believed were the Indies, and it was realized that vast new lands were available for plunder and colonization, European nations began financing more ship captains for even more expeditions with orders to stake claim to as many territories as they could find. It mattered little to the Europeans if indigenous peoples already were living in these “discovered” places. Europeans believed they were the superior race. As such, they saw it as their Christian duty to tame the “savage” natives and bring them civilization, a self-serving rationale that would persist for centuries—Rudyard Kipling would call it “the White man’s burden” as late as 1899.

During the early 1500s, the islands of the Caribbean—or “West Indies,” as they were mistakenly named by Columbus—were popular destinations for Portuguese and Spanish explorers, and other areas of Central and South America soon followed. While the hoped-for gold rarely materialized, it was recognized that the warm climates and rich soil in these new lands had the potential for growing cash crops like sugar and coffee. The crops were labor intensive, however, and for them to be profitable, a source of cheap labor was needed. At first, local indigenous people were captured and forced to work in the colonists’ fields, but there were not enough of them. Some White indentured servants from Europe ventured over, but again, not enough. The Portuguese, who already had explored the east coast of Africa, found the solution by bringing over the first slaves to the New World. This nation would continue to be the largest importer of slaves during the era of Atlantic slave trading.

African slaves poured in to work in the Americas during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Throughout the Caribbean, the British, French, and Dutch had also claimed islands of their own, and they, too, needed slaves to work the sugar plantations. Conditions were ideal for race mixing to take place. Large numbers of individuals from different racial backgrounds were living and working side by side, and doing so under the rule of White plantation owners who were greatly outnumbered. In fact, it has been estimated that throughout the Caribbean, there was an average ratio of one White to ten Blacks and/or mulattoes, and in some of the most remote rural areas there could be as many as fifty slaves and/or mulattoes for every one White male. Finally, there was a significant gender imbalance. During the early years of slave trading, far more African males, with their greater upper-body strength (relative to that of females), were brought to the New World to clear the fields, but females were valued as well, and albeit in smaller numbers, they came too. Predictably, under the extreme conditions in many of these settlement outposts, the White men in charge raped the women who worked for them. But, to be fair, we should note that many romantic relationships and successful unions also came into existence during this time.

Racially mixed individuals, called “mulattoes” (a term considered derogatory by many today), began to make up significant segments of the population throughout Central and South America. They were people of every conceivable variety: those of mixed European and African blood, those of mixed European and indigenous blood, those of mixed African and indigenous blood, and subsequently every combination and permutation created by the mixed-race offspring of the first unions.

In Central and South America, many of the mulattoes lived free and enjoyed a certain status in the society, one that was certainly lower than that of Whites but also much above that of the darker-skinned slaves. Many mulattoes acquired their free legal status from being the direct descents of wealthy White plantation owners, some of whom openly accepted responsibility for their mulatto offspring and made provisions for their future, including an education and land of their own. And when the White owner had no other progeny, his mulatto offspring inherited the family wealth and were expected to continue the family line. These racially mixed islanders enjoyed what American historian Carl Neumann Degler has called “the mulatto escape-hatch.” Though not as fully privileged as Whites, most mulattoes were not subject to the restrictions of slavery. It is interesting to note that later, when revolution rocked many of the Caribbean islands, it was the more recently arriving slaves who tended to be the most rebellious; the better-situated mulattoes were often quite satisfied with the status quo. When it became clear to the rebel slaves that the old mulatto families were not joining in the fight for freedom, they too came under attack along with White owners. As a result, many Caribbean mulattoes fled for safety elsewhere, with a majority going to New Orleans, where they would generate their own brand of colorism, a topic that will be discussed later.

Today, the persistence of a mulatto-based color-caste hierarchy is perhaps most evident in Brazil, a country that prides itself on being free of racism. Brazilians proudly refer to themselves as “café con leche,” and they have close to forty different racial names and categories with which citizens may identify. But in reality, social stratification follows color: the lighter the skin, the wealthier one is likely to be, and conversely, the darker, the poorer. Lighter skin, and in some cases the socially constructed label of light skin, is preferred for what it signifies. Two commonly heard expressions in Brazil are “Anyone who escapes being an evident Negro is White” and “Money whitens,” meaning that the wealthier a Black man or woman becomes, the lighter his or her racial category becomes. Today, lighter skin is so preferred that there are those who fear Black features will eventually disappear altogether from the Brazilian population. In short, one might say that there is a consciousness about—even a preoccupation with—skin color in Brazil, but to the Brazilians’ credit, their country never developed the kinds of exclusionary laws and blatant racist practices that plagued and continue to influence race relations in the United States. According to social historian George Fredrickson, race in Brazil became more “biologized” than socially constructed, meaning that a difference between actual ancestry and observable phenotype came to be recognized. That is, a Brazilian child would never be automatically identified with the racial status of one or both parents, but instead how the child looked physically would become the determining marker of his or her racial identity. Interestingly, a plausible hypothesis regarding why Brazil and other South and Central American countries never adopted the rigid rules of racial classification that developed in the United States is that the somewhat darker skinned Portuguese and Spanish people who settled these areas were more comfortable with living among those of varying skin color, as a consequence of their homelands’ having been invaded by Moors from northern Africa centuries earlier. Those Moors who stayed behind mixed racially with the local population, which over the years became on average somewhat darker skinned than their neighbors to the north. In contrast, the British tended to be more homogenously pale and certainly more supremacist in their attitudes regarding the value and meaning of white skin.

We now turn to the United States to explore its history and the events that led to a significantly different societal structure based on skin color. In particular, we will examine how economic and social concerns resulted in the passage of certain laws that produced the seemingly intractable discrimination we still see to this day.

In 1607, three small ships, financed by the venture capital of the Virginia Company of London, sailed into Chesapeake Bay to set up camp in an area that would be named Jamestown. The settlement would become the first English colony in the New World that would continuously flourish. As local inhabitants watched, pale-skinned strangers cleared the wilderness, built a fort, planted crops, and settled down for the duration. But the colony struggled mightily, especially during the winter of 1609–1610, known as “the starving time,” when natives surrounded the fort and the settlers had to barricade themselves inside without food or supplies for months. Deep despair set in. The hoped-for gold was nowhere to be found and the Indians—as the confused Englishmen called them—who initially had presented themselves as friendly trading partners had suddenly become murderous foes, with the help of firearms obtained earlier in exchange for food. Of the original 500 settlers, an estimated 440 died during that terrible winter. The remaining 60 or so were barely alive but in May of 1610, two new ships,1 loaded with fresh supplies, arrived and soon were followed by others. The weakened settlers who had decided to sail back in defeat to England were made to try again. It was a smart decision, as from that point on the colony successfully grew, both in population and in claimed land.

Attacks by natives—American Indians or Native Americans, in present-day terms—continued, but the colonists improved the defenses of their forts and began to expand their territory. However, they did have a problem common to all colonial settlements, and that was the lack of young women with whom the men could marry and settle down. Not that there hadn’t been any women in the Jamestown fort. We now know from newly discovered settlement graves that there were at least two Englishwomen who lived in Jamestown as early as 1608. A few other women, already married to newly arriving colonists, followed. But it was evident that if the tiny new settlement was to thrive and become a permanent outpost, a shipment of unmarried women needed to arrive soon.

Thus it was that, in 1619, the Virginia Company of London ordered that “a fit hundredth might be sent of women, maids young and uncorrupt, to make wives to the inhabitants and by that means to make the men there more settled and less movable.” In 1620, ninety women, some of whom had been living as prostitutes on the streets of London, were rounded up and given a choice between prison and free passage to a strange New World. During the long transatlantic journey, those who had chosen the latter must have questioned their own sanity. But once they arrived, they no doubt quickly realized that the gamble had paid off. The women had barely stepped ashore when eager bachelors surrounded them and proposed marriage on the spot. Old street identities were shed and new respectable ones were assumed. Soon there were families with children and a growing sense of optimism that the colony would make it after all.

Not every man was lucky enough to secure a wife, however, and the resulting gender imbalance led many Englishmen to turn to indigenous women for sex and marriage. While some White colonists and Native American women, most notably John Rolfe and Pocahontas, formed true romantic relationships, other local women bore the brunt of violent rape and forced marriages. In either case, the first generation of blue-eyed children of Indians and Whites began appearing in the local population.

Little is known about how the offspring were received by either indigenous relatives or colonial settlers, except that these mixed-race individuals were never as frowned upon as were the children born of African and European parents. Sadly, we do know that over successive generations, attitudes of color prejudice spread among Native Americans. By the mid-nineteenth century, the Cherokee Nation, for example, displayed a clear preference for those among them with a mixture of Cherokee and European blood—and lighter skin color.

The English, like the Spanish and Portuguese much farther south, never found a wealth of gold and silver for the taking; instead, they turned to planting cash crops. In Virginia, the tobacco plant, having gained popularity in Europe, promised to be the most profitable. But like the sugar and coffee crops of the Caribbean and South America, tobacco was labor intensive and therefore an expensive crop to grow. Labor needs—for the work of planting and harvesting—were generally met by what seemed like an endless supply of lower-class white male and, increasingly, female Europeans who came to the New World as indentured servants. Some had prior arrests and a few were court ordered to go to America, but for most others, the exchange of free passage (and sometimes land, too) for a mere seven years of indentured servitude was a deal worth taking. It is estimated that prior to the American Revolution up to 80 percent of all immigrants to America arrived as indentured servants.

In early seventeenth-century Virginia, English immigrants were not the only ones who arrived under contracts of indentured servitude. There were also an estimated forty to fifty Africans, men and some women, who did so as well. In light of newly discovered legal documents, scholars now have a different understanding of what happened to the first Africans to arrive in the Virginia colony. Before this discovery, and for close to four hundred years, it was commonly believed that “20 and odd” slaves were transported to Virginia on a Dutch warship that had sailed from the West Indies. It is now known that this account, written by John Rolfe, was not accurate. In fact, the first Africans to land in Virginia came directly from Angola in 1619, having been kidnapped in their homeland by Portuguese slave traders intent on selling their human bounty for profit in Mexico. The Portuguese ship, carrying an estimated 350 slaves, was itself captured by pirates from two English vessels, the Treasurer and the White Lion (which flew a Dutch flag). The English vessels each took on twenty to thirty slaves stolen from the Portuguese and found their way up the coast to Jamestown. The pirates needed food and other provisions, and the colonists needed labor, so deals were struck and the Angolans were released to come ashore.

Unlike the many thousands of slaves to come who tended to be from more remote areas of Africa, at least some of the Angolan men and women who were aboard the pirate ships were urban, literate, and Christian, their homeland having been converted to Christianity during the late fifteenth century. The fact that some of the Angolans were Christian and literate impressed neither the Portuguese slave traders nor the pirates, but to the English settlers, the Africans’ Christianity did make a difference. After some discussion as to what to do with the unexpected visitors, a decision was made to treat the Angolans no differently than White indentured servants were treated. So it was that after seven years of labor, these first-arriving Africans were granted their freedom in the strange new land.

As a labor arrangement, indentured servitude worked well enough for both the colonial planters and impoverished Englishmen wanting passage to the New World. Yet many indentured servants were treated no better than the slaves who would follow. In fact, some of them were denied their freedom after seven years of work, and beatings and rapes by planters were not uncommon. But it was the planters, not the abused servants, whose complaints were heard. From the planters’ perspective, the constant turnover of labor meant time wasted in constantly having to train new arrivees. Seeking a more permanent labor solution, some planters even tried enslaving the local natives, but that generally did not go well. The indigenous people knew the land far too well, and, if captured, found it relatively easy to escape and hide.

Early Christian concerns about the morality of slavery seemed to ebb as demands for cheap labor continued to rise. The colonial planters were well aware that plantation owners in Central and South America were economically advantaged by the importation of slaves from Africa, and they began asking why they couldn’t do the same. A series of laws were thus passed, progressively leading to legalized slavery. By the second half of the 1600s, it became legal for colonists who wished to do so to keep for life their indentured servants who were dark skinned. In 1667, Virginia declared that a person could legally be both Christian and enslaved, thereby discouraging slaves from converting solely to gain freedom. Three years later, the colony ruled that any non-Christian servant arriving in Virginia by ship would immediately be subject to lifetime enslavement. Since Africans were the only non-Christians traveling to the New World, the law was specifically aimed at them. By the 1700s, slavery was an established fact of life in the colonies, and statutes regulating its practice were no longer oblique. In 1705, for example, the Virginia General Assembly declared: “All Negro, mulatto and Indian slaves shall be held, taken, and adjudged to be real estate, in the same category as livestock and household furniture, wagons, and goods.”

In colonial America, especially in the areas around Chesapeake Bay, White indentured servants were still being hired, and many ended up working side by side with Black slaves. Since men and women of the two races generally shared the same lifestyles, privileges, and restrictions, it is not surprising that cross-race friendships and romances developed. Such interracial relationships might have been unthinkable in Europe, but in the New World things were different, and miscegenation, or race mixing, came to be widespread. Given the harsh realities of frontier life, mate selection tended to be more pragmatic than passionate. Offers of marriage were often opportunistic, and were made and accepted on perceived abilities to protect and procreate.

Again, it was the shortage of women that made it more likely that cross-race intimacies would develop. Among Africans there were only about three men for every two women, and among Whites, there were as many as three to four men for each woman. A free White man might gladly marry a female African slave if she was the only woman around he actually knew. More rarely did White female servants accept the proposals of Black men, but that, too, did happen. Given that the already short supply of African females was being further drained by marriage to White men, the African males turned to Native American women for love and marriage. Although the Indians had initially feared the Black man and called him “Manitto,” a word meaning both god and devil, the two groups eventually came to regard each other as equals.

Colonial Whites tended to ignore the sexual affairs of Indians and Blacks. Both groups were considered of lesser status, and as long as they did not interfere with daily life in the colonies, they were left alone. But Indians and Africans did seem to be consolidating their hatred of the White man, as evidenced by the fact that Africans were usually spared when Indians exacted their revenge on White settlements. In the Virginia massacre of 1622, not a single one of the more than twenty Africans present was harmed. Years later, Indians would provide safe refuge for runaway slaves, who then sometimes stayed to marry and raise a family. So much interracial mixing was occurring with the native population that entire tribes are thought to have been genetically absorbed into both the Black and White populations, a trend aided by the fact that it was those natives with a mixture of European blood who were more likely to survive exposure to smallpox and other deadly diseases brought to the New World by the colonialists.

Today, anthropologists calculate that as many as one-fourth of all Blacks in America have Indian ancestry, a convincing estimate when one examines the features and skin color of many African Americans. Yet among Whites, especially those with ancestral roots reaching back to the seventeenth century, an equally high proportion are likely to have some Indian ancestry, too. And many anthropologists also believe a respectable percentage of Whites with roots in colonial America likely carry African genes as well. Stories about having some “Indian blood” in one’s family past may well be true, but a tinge of color to the skin might also be due to prior White-Black admixtures. In other words, saying that one is part “Indian” may be more acceptable, and even carry cachet, among some Whites, than claiming Black roots in the old family tree.

Unlike the American Indian and African pairings, the rapidly proliferating White and Black racial mixing was causing great consternation among the wealthier English colonists, especially those advocating for their colony to adopt slavery. They believed that in order for slavery to gain moral acceptance on the part of the “civilized” Englishmen lawmakers, it was essential to foster a belief that Africans were less than fully human, despite evidence to the contrary already provided by the Angolans. The proslavery men feared that if sexual relations between Whites and Africans continued unchecked, moral and ethical questions about slavery would surely follow.

Contrary to practices in Central and South America, where Africans and Europeans were freely having conjugal relations and forming families, the English wanted any such pairings to cease. They got their way. As early as 1622, a little more than two years after the first Africans had stepped ashore, Virginia legislators were passing antimiscegenation statutes. The statutes were written so as to imply that Africans were a lower life-form than Europeans, and therefore that sexual relations between Whites and Blacks were twice as evil as fornication between two Whites; far worse, sex with Blacks was equated with bestiality.

Despite strong public condemnation, early colonial males and females, White and Black, continued to fall in love and intermarry. Historical records document the complaints of White masters when this happened among their own slaves and servants. In 1720, Richard Tilghman of Philadelphia filed a protest when his mulatto slave, Richard Moslon, escaped with a White woman. And in 1747, a White servant named Ann Wainwright, of New Castle County, Delaware, reportedly ran off with a “Negro” man. Concern was greatest when the interracial relationship involved a White woman and a Black (or racially mixed, with Black blood) man. There were far too few White females in the colonies for White authorities to tolerate any sexual activity with Black men, and lawmakers meted out stern punishments for such transgressions. In Maryland, for example, any White female servant who had sex with a Black male slave was subject to a lifetime of enslavement. Unfortunately for many poor White women, this law had the peculiar effect of influencing White slave owners to encourage their male slaves to rape their White servants so that these women would also become their slave property.

A White master having sex with his own female slaves was yet another matter, one that required a certain degree of vigilance and delicate attention. Although the topic was one that many White men might rather have avoided altogether, it was evident from the growing number of mulatto offspring that the practice was common enough to have become problematic. A central question for colonial lawmakers to settle was whether an owner’s mixed-breed offspring should have the free status of the White father or the slave status of the Black mother. Not surprisingly, legislators in Virginia found a solution that worked to their own advantage. Departing from traditional English law, in which the status of the child was always determined by that of the father, the legislators voted in 1662 that children born in Virginia would have the same status as their mother. Not exactly a victory for women’s rights, this statute allowed—even encouraged—owners to increase their slaveholdings through sexual misconduct. The law also dashed slave women’s hopes that their mulatto offspring might go free.

The colonial mulattoes who lived free before the passage of such a law were increasingly treated as outcasts, visible reminders of the state’s failure to keep the races apart. Certain rights, like holding property, running for office, and voting, were reserved exclusively for Whites and denied to “Negroes.” It was also becoming evident to the White colonists that the growing population of free mulattoes required legal definition, and preferably in a way that would grant superior status to the Whites. In seeking a solution, the colonial legislators could have looked to see how their White European neighbors in Latin America were handling the situation, which was to mostly ignore the rampant race mixing and passively accept free mulattoes into the population. But the English colonists chose a different path by approving a law declaring that any person with even a drop of Black blood would have the same legal status as a pure African—which is to say they would have no legal rights at all.

This early statute became the basis of the “one-drop rule” (also called the “one-drop theory” of racial identity), and it persists, at least informally, to this day. It has meant that in the United States, no matter how White-looking or White-acting someone of mixed ancestry was, or how little Blackness was actually in the person’s genetic makeup, that individual was to be considered Black. More than anything else this curious law shaped the emergence of an entirely different color-caste system than what developed throughout Central and South America. Its long-standing legacy is summed up by sociologist Edward Telles, who has written that “miscegenation tends to whiten the population in Brazil whereas in the United States the same process blackens the population.”

By the early 1700s, this curiously inclusive definition of Negroes was firmly entrenched in the upper South. The one-drop rule also spread to the North, where it, too, became widely accepted, even after industrialization made the demand for slavery less necessary, and later still when during the early 1800s slavery was declared to be no longer legal. By then, though, the Northern mulattoes, most of whom were the offspring of poor White indentured servants and Black slaves, shared the same bottom rung of the social hierarchy as those of pure African descent; superficial differences between the two groups mattered little.

In the region below North Carolina, and especially in the Deep South, race mixing occurred somewhat later and treatment of mulatto offspring followed a slightly different path than elsewhere in the country; in fact, it showed a pattern that was more akin to what took place in the Caribbean Islands. The continuing shortage of European women in sparsely populated agricultural areas in the South led many White plantation owners to become sexually involved with their Black female slaves. Many White men saw this as their right, and if children resulted from these sexual relations, so be it. Many White plantation owners viewed the offspring strictly in terms of increased slave property, but there were others who lovingly freed and educated their mulatto sons and daughters, some of whom might have been the only children the owners ever had. When this was the case, it was not unusual for White fathers to help these racially mixed children get started in a business, trade, or farming. There were even White slave owners who provided their mulatto offspring with slaves of their own. Mulattoes in the Deep South then were often the beloved progeny of the finest families and typically not the descendants of lower-class servants and slaves, as was the case in the North.

White legislators in the South, some of whom had themselves fathered such children, were inclined to be more liberal regarding the legal status of the mulatto population. Consequently, mulattoes of the Deep South were assigned the status of a separate “Colored” or “Creole” class, the latter being defined as those who were of French, Spanish, and African descent. In some colonies, including South Carolina, mulattoes who were “proper acting”—a quality determined by their wealth and education—could even apply for legal standing as “White.” Those with light-enough skin and fine-enough European features commonly got around the law by simply passing themselves off as White.

A three-tiered social system thus evolved in the lower South, with mulattoes serving as a buffer class between Whites and Blacks. Members of the White elite found advantages in this arrangement. Necessary business transactions between the races could be conducted through mulattoes, whose presence reduced racial tensions, especially in areas where Negroes outnumbered Whites.

Prior to the Revolutionary War the free mulatto population of the Deep South was quite small, but it grew after the war. Ironically, the British, in seeking to defeat America’s drive for independence, guaranteed freedom to any slave who escaped and joined their forces. Some slaves took advantage of the offer and remained free when the British surrendered. Other Negroes served in the Continental Army, since masters who were drafted were allowed to send their slaves as substitutes. Still other slaves took advantage of the wartime confusion to escape and hide among free Blacks. And finally, a few owners, caught up in the patriotic spirit, freed all their slaves when America declared its independence from England.

The resulting flood of manumitted and escaped Negroes darkened the free Black community. Accustomed by now to their unique status as a buffer class, the privileged mulattoes worried that Whites would associate them with these poorer, darker-skinned new arrivals. Social distinctions within the Colored and Creole communities were increasingly made on the basis of skin color and length of time a person had been free. Mulattoes living free in Charleston, South Carolina, and other cities intermingled and intermarried only with one another, and actively discriminated against those who were darker.

When revolutions rocked the West Indies in the 1790s, a wave of Creoles—also called “Creoles of Color” or “Black Creoles,” depending on the extent of their African ancestry—fled to America, settling predominantly in Charleston and lower Louisiana. They came mostly from Haiti and Santo Domingo (formerly Saint-Domingue), and they brought with them their French Catholic culture, still evident in New Orleans today. A few were even wealthy, having benefited, like the mulattoes of the old South, from being members of a buffer class separating masters and slaves in the West Indies.

The color-conscious Creoles quickly rose to positions of power and influence within the Colored community, and before long being Creole in itself garnered respect. Outsiders found it difficult to penetrate the Creole population. Creoles’ marriages were arranged so that the “purity” of their bloodline could be maintained. To this day, many older-generation Creoles see themselves as separate from other Blacks in America. In general, they resist the one-drop rule of racial identity, preferring a three-tiered system of racial classification in which they place themselves well above others considered simply as Black.

Free persons of color—the vast majority of whom were racially mixed—in the South were an unusual and often elite group prior to the Civil War. Some became leaders of the Black community, often with the sponsorship of a White parent. Throughout the era of slavery there were occasional masters who risked arrest by providing for the education of their mixed-race offspring or by arranging for them to escape when they were old enough. Some of these masters sent their mulatto children abroad, to the finest schools in Europe, and on their return the children became some of the earliest Black educators, doctors, and lawyers in America.
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