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Trigger warning:  

This research paper deals heavily with the concepts of rape, sexual assault, abuse (physical, 

mental, emotional, verbal), self-injurious behavior, kidnapping, slavery, mental illness, racism, 

use of the word savage, prejudice, concentration camps, talk of a superior race, and self-harm 

imagery. If the information in this paper makes you feel uncomfortable, panicked, or unsafe, 

please grant yourself time to decompress and take care of yourself. Reach out to loved ones or a 

counselor if you need to.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Abstract:  

Colorism is a globalized preference for pale skin. It is a prejudice that is rooted in racism, 

colonization, and classism. This idea plagues the Latinx, Black, and Asian communities. Each 

community has different roots of colorism, but there are some similarities between the 

communities. BIPOC children growing up with darker skin face discrimination and isolation. 

Their elders tell them to stay out of the sun, use skin lightening treatments, and are often 

compared to their lighter-skinned peers. This treatment can lead to self-hate and lower self-

esteem in a child, which can have long-lasting effects on the psyche. I use the research in this 

paper to write a children's book about a young girl learning to love her skin.  
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Process Analysis Statement:  

 Growing up Filipina American, I have been severely impacted by colorism. For as long 

as I can remember, I have been criticized for my skin color by the people surrounding me. My 

maternal grandmother emigrated to America from the Philippines, and she brought her 

preference for light skin with her. From the day I was born, she would tell my mother that it was 

a shame that my skin was dark, even though my mother did not care. Growing up, my 

grandmother watched me while my parents worked. She would constantly tell me that she would 

take me to the Philippines to receive skin-lightening treatment when I grew older. She told me 

that the Philippines had the best doctors to help me become "more beautiful." Whenever she 

returned from the Philippines, she brought soaps and products that claimed to lighten the skin. 

The soap had ingredients with harsh chemicals that irritated my skin. The face products she made 

me use contained tawas, a small crystal made of aluminum potassium sulfate, which pulled all 

the natural oils from my skin. These were only some of the physical effects I suffered. 

 Besides my grandmother, the older people in my family gave me a hard time about my 

skin color. I was constantly compared to my cousins, who were half white and half Filipino. I 

was told that they were more attractive than I was because they were pale and beautiful. The 

phrase, "You're so pretty, but you're so dark," was told to me more than I can remember. I was 

called "itim," which means Black in Tagalog. Another nickname I had was "Black Beauty." 

Although this was supposed to be a compliment, I despised it. I hated that I stood out because of 

my dark skin, and I wanted nothing more than to be lighter. My parents did not criticize my skin 

color, but they also did not defend me from the harsh comments from the elders. In our culture, 
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defending oneself or others is seen as talking back and being disrespectful, so I was left to deal 

with any insults thrown at me.  

 As I grew older and went to middle school, my peers began to point out my darker skin 

tone. One friend referred to me as her "chocolate marshmallow." At this point, I started to try and 

lighten my skin secretly. I obsessively scrubbed my skin in the shower, hoping to rub off the 

darkness. I refused to go outside for too long, fearing that the time in the sun would darken my 

skin even more. I asked my grandmother to buy me lightening products whenever she went to 

the Philippines, and I used them every day and night. However, no matter what I did, my skin 

never became any lighter. Because social media use was rising while growing up, I was exposed 

to even more unachievable beauty standards. I learned the magic of photoshop and filters when 

posting images of myself online. I would lighten my skin, hoping that I would look like the girl 

in the photo one day.  

 My self-esteem only shrunk lower once I entered high school. I was in marching band, 

which meant that I was outside in the summer sun for 8 hours straight for band camp for two 

weeks. After those two weeks were over, my skin was the darkest it had ever been in my entire 

life, and it made me miserable. I did not let anyone take pictures of me and post them because I 

hated the way I looked. I exfoliated my skin daily, trying to rub the tan off my skin. Once school 

started, I only wore long sleeves and pants to hide the fact that I was tan. This cycle of self-

hatred continued throughout my entire high school career. My friends did not help either. They 

would make comments such as, "I can only see the whites of your eyes when it's dark out," and 

"Your skin color reminds me of the sh*t I took this morning." Even though the comments hurt, I 

laughed along with them, playing into the jokes. Nevertheless, these comments lived in my mind 
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and added to my growing hatred for my skin color. I was envious of my friends who sported skin 

as pure white as the clouds in the sky. All I wanted was to be light and beautiful like they were.  

 Soon, I graduated high school and left for university out of state. There, I sought out 

community with other people of Asian descent. I joined the Asian American Student Association 

as a general member. As I attended meetings, I learned about the harmful beauty standards that 

many Asian women were forced to follow. I knew what colorism was and realized the trauma I 

had suffered through my youth was an experience that many others went through. This was the 

start of me learning to see dark as beautiful. Throughout the year, I met and bonded with other 

Asian Americans who suffered from the effects of colorism. Through social media, I learned 

about #MagandangMorenx, a trend started by Asia Jackson. She started the movement after 

growing up as a half Black, half Filipina woman in the Philippines. Throughout her childhood, 

she was berated for her dark skin and Black features. The trend celebrated Morena, a Tagalog 

word meaning brown-skinned. Filipino people everywhere participated, posting their stories 

about discrimination and the road to accepting their dark skin. Seeing so many peoples' posts, I 

felt empowered to make a post of my own. I shared my story on my Twitter account and felt 

relieved. After years of hating the color of my skin, I had finally found some acceptance.  

Throughout my four years at university, I continued to research colorism. I wrote 

speeches and held educational meetings about the topic. I learned about the history of colorism 

and how it has affected communities all over the world. This led me to write this thesis. I wanted 

to know specifics, how each community was rooted in colorism and how they have dealt with its' 

lasting effects. Following my research, I wanted to write a children's book. 

The book is based on my childhood experience with colorism and the harmful effects on 

my self-worth. The main character, Mayumi, is a dark-skinned, seven-year-old Filipina 
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American who loves the outdoors. However, her Lola (grandma) constantly tells her to stay 

indoors for fear that her skin will get darker. Her Lola compares her dark skin to the beautiful, 

pale skin of her Nanay (mother) and brother, Santino. Mayumi struggles with the thought that 

she is less beautiful due to her skin color. She goes to school and sees how pale her classmates 

are, making her disdain for her dark skin even more potent. She does everything she can to try 

and lighten her skin. She stays out of the sun, using an umbrella to shield her from the rays. She 

scrubs her skin raw while bathing, trying to rub off the darkness. She consumes white foods, 

such as milk and yogurt, hoping that the light color would bind to her skin. Unfortunately for 

Mayumi, none of these tactics worked. Her final plea was to wish for the stars to lighten her skin 

in hopes of becoming beautiful too. But the stars did not answer by lightening her skin color. The 

Sun itself shows up and speaks to her. The Sun tells Mayumi that her skin is beautiful and the 

darkness is kissed by the warm rays of light that she omits. When Mayumi awakes, she comes 

across a poem. It read,  

"When she is told 

Her skin is too dark; 

I do not hesitate to offer, 

That the sun loved her so much 

It kissed her more 

Than the rest of us." 

~ Unknown 

 After reading the poem, Mayumi's perception of her skin color changed. She started to 

see beauty in her darker tones. She thought of things with the same color that she loved: her 
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Tatay (father), chocolate, the soil on the ground that she ran on, the bark of the trees that she 

climbed, the pan de sal (bread) that she ate for breakfast, and the guitar that her Lolo (grandpa) 

played. The story ends with Mayumi playing outside, basking in the rays that kiss her skin.  

 The book is written and illustrated by me. I have a creative background, with multiple art 

classes under my belt. Although I have no experience writing a children's book, I know about 

child development due to my major in Speech-Language Pathology. I hope to officially publish 

this book one day to help children who struggle with accepting the color of their skin.  
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History of colorism 

 Colorism is a prejudice that is heavily based on racism. It is a discriminatory treatment 

towards individuals within the same racial group based on their skin color and other external 

traits (Anekwe, 2014). There is a globalized preference for lightness with multiple roots of 

colorism. The idea of white or light skin has been associated with status and privilege throughout 

the world.  Human skin color has evolved rapidly over the 60,000 years. As different groups 

moved to other parts of the Earth, their skin colors adapted and developed to suit diverse 

ecosystems. It is estimated that it took human populations around 20,000 years to attain the most 

favorable level of pigmentation for the areas that they settled in (Anwkwe, 2014). Color 

discrimination is mainly rooted in Black people's mental and physical enslavement in the 

Western part of the world.  

Colorism in the Western world can be traced back to racism associated with European 

colonization, Western slavery, and white supremacy. In contrast, colorism in the East and the 

Middle East revolves more around class status and Arab slavery (Dixon and Telles, 2017). 

Anekwe references Willie Lynch's Willie Lynch letters: The making of a slave from 1712. The 

letters argue that to be the most effective slave owner; one had to separate the dark skin slaves 

and light skin slaves. Dark skin slaves were given more challenging jobs, worse living 

conditions, and poor treatment, while light skin slaves worked inside the house and lived in the 

master's house. Lighter-skinned slaves were often the children of black female slaves whom their 

white owners raped. They were more likely to work in the house, learn skilled trades, or receive 

schooling. They made up most of the free black population and were seen as more intelligent, 

attractive, and superior to their darker-skinned counterparts. After the Civil War, lighter-skinned 

black people were more likely to acquire greater skills and achieve more due to social 
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connections to white parents (Dixon and Telles, 2017). This system helped to establish colorism 

in the West.  

In other parts of the world, colorism developed from colonialism and the dehumanization 

of African and Arabic people. Colonialists associated blackness with evilness and negativity by 

painting them as barbaric and negative (Anekwe, 2014). They used the Bible as a tool to justify 

slavery with inaccurate interpretations. The story of Caine was used and said that his black 

descendants were cursed, and the mark represented punishment, shame, and corruption. This 

misinterpretation helped colonialists to mark black people as a cursed race.  

 In the conversation about colorism, race is a topic that must be included. In today's world, 

the definition of race is a group of humans based on shared physical or social qualities. However, 

race is not scientific; it is an idea constructed by society. It is abstract and flexible. Race is 

sociologically based, not biologically based. In 2000, an experiment was done by the Human 

Genome Project that determined that there is almost no genetic difference between individuals 

who have different skin colors. They discovered that humans share 99.99% of the same genetic 

code regardless of race. The American Sociological Association (ASA) committed to conceiving 

race solely as a social construct and attests that the idea of race as biology is dangerous and 

should be challenged (Frank, 2015).  

Gendered implications of colorism  

 For many BIPOC women, colorism is a part of everyday life. There are many times 

where skin tone is a defining characteristic of beauty. The concept of beauty is culturally 

normative and is applied more to men than women (Brown and Lemi, 2020). A study by Brown 

and Lemi suggested that men and women see their skin tones differently. In 2016, a nationwide 
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internet survey was done with large samples of people of color. The participants were selected 

from voter registration lists and third-party lists—3,154 of the respondents identified as Black. 

The participants were asked to self-report their skin tones based on the Massey and Martin scale 

of skin color darkness.  

 

Fig. 1. Massey and Martin Scale of Skin Color Darkness. CITE THIS PROPERLY LATER.  

The survey results showed that, on average, women rated themselves at 4.82, and men 

rated themselves at 5.33. The results suggest that either men and women see their skin tone 

differently or that women do not want to self-rate themselves as darker (Borwn and Lemi, 2020). 

It is believed that the differences in self-reporting behavior are due to a function of differences 

rather than actual skin tone. There are a few possible reasons for women to be reluctant to self-

rate themselves as darker. Skin tone can communicate social or beauty status, so women may 

rate themselves as having lighter skin to communicate a higher status. Another possible reason is 

that Black men in the sample have a darker skin tone than the women in the sample. However, 

the survey conductors do not expect any statistical difference in the skin tone between men and 

women with the sampling process.  

This study also looks at the connection that linked fate has with colorism and its' 

gendered implications. Linked fate is "the belief that a person's life chances are highly 
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determined by group status" (Brown and Lemi, 2020). The researchers suggest that colorism 

affects Black women and men differently, so one should not assume that they have the same 

experiences. This study suggests that the connection between skin tone and linked fate differs for 

Black men and women—the reasons for this vary. One reason may be because society sees 

heterogeneity with Black women but not Black men. Black women have a high possibility of 

being viewed as objects of beauty, while Black men may experience discrimination related more 

to their race or gender than their skin tone. This can be seen when considering Black politicians 

in America. Vice President Kamala Harris has been criticized by Stacey Abrams, a former 

governor candidate from Georgia, for being "too dark" to be on The Hill's "50 Most Beautiful." 

A comparable list for male leaders, only two Black male politicians, were listed- former 

President Barack Obama and Congressman Cedric Richmond. The insufficient number of Black 

male politicians on the list suggests that they are not viewed as objects of beauty the way Black 

women politicians may be. This suggests that Black men are not assessed by their beauty and 

have different experiences with colorism than Black women.  

The results highly suggest that colorism is gendered due to the concept of beauty that has 

been established by years of colonization. Women already face the issue of being viewed as 

objects. BIPOC women have the extra layer of facing discrimination due to skin tone. The 

beauty industry takes advantage of this and capitalizes on the want for lighter skin. (this is either 

a tangent or a very bad transition into the skin bleaching industry.)  

Colorism in the Black community  

 The Black community has been highly impacted by colorism, especially in America. 

Colorism involves prejudice and power. Colorism has been deeply established in the United 

States institutions (Tharps). Because of this, Black people have reinforced colorist ideas. Black 
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people with light skin are favored over Black people with dark skin, reinforcing that dark skin 

means an inferior status.  

 When the original thirteen British colonies arrived in the New World, they brought a 

group of Angolans, people from the African country Angola, whom Portuguese slave traders 

kidnapped. At this time, race-based slavery had not yet existed in the new colonies because the 

concept of race did not exist, so the Angolans worked alongside other white indentured servants 

for seven years. After those seven years, the Angolans were granted freedom. The division of 

people was based on two classes, the owners and the servants. For the next twenty years, Black 

African people were brought to the colonies to work and, like European workers, were granted 

freedom afterward. Because race had not existed, Black and white workers worked side by side 

and entered interracial relationships. This produced people who were not fully Black or fully 

white. 

 Soon after, the colonies realized that European workers were not as willing to sell 

themselves to ship to the New World due to the improvement of the British economy. However, 

the demand for tobacco rose, and the supply was dwindling, so the British started to slowly 

change their laws to turn servants into slaves when it came to people from Africa. In 1639, 

Maryland put laws in place that allowed individuals to be enslaved based on their skin color and 

non-Christian status. In 1641, Massachusetts legalized slavery. Then in 1663, Virginia made it so 

that a child would inherit the legal status of their mother rather than their father. This law 

guaranteed that any child of a slave mother and white man would not be a free person. Laws 

were also put in place to restrict marriage between races, even though servant-class white men 

were willing to marry African or Native women. These laws dehumanized African and Native 

people and allowed them to be enslaved for life (Tharps). Anyone involved in an interracial 
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relationship was severely punished, including any children born from the relationship. These 

laws did not include the rape and abuse of Black women by white men. Some white men married 

their Black female slaves, educated them, and then freed their biracial children. These freed 

children became a whole new category of Black and White people, known as Creoles in the 

South.  

 In the South, which includes New Orleans, Charleston, North Carolina, Louisiana, 

Mississippi, and parts of Alabama, the Creole community had freedom and privilege just under 

many white people. The Creole population in New Orleans held high-status jobs such as doctors, 

lawyers, and business professionals. Their light skin-stone and hair texture defined a creole 

person. Any light-skinned person was assumed to be free, and any dark-skinned person was 

assumed to be a slave. This population began to grow more and more for over a hundred years. 

Much of the population owned land, were educated, and were part of a professional class. Soon, 

the Creole community began popping up in the North and Midwest. Even though Black people 

with light skin held privilege, the vast majority were still enslaved by white people.  

 Once the North demanded the end of slavery, the South responded with more strict slave 

laws. They did not want to give up their free source of labor, so they quickly revoked the Creole 

population's status and categorized them as Black. They put the "one-drop rule" in place, a rule 

stating that having even one Black 

ancestor classified an individual as 

Black. But the Creole community did not 

want to give up everything they had. 

They were aware that their light skin 

gave them privilege, so to keep their 
Howard University law school graduates, 1900. Library of 

Congress, Washington, D.C.  
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superiority alive, they only married light-skinned individuals. This action caused an entire social 

class to be born. Light-skinned, wealthy Black people only stuck with their kind, creating a 

social, religious, and professional community for those with light skin. Many of the institutions 

and groups that were historically Black were well-known for light-skinned preferences. It is 

estimated that by 1916, 80% of the students at historically Black institutions were considered 

light-skinned (Tharps).  Darker-skinned individuals went to vocational schools, as they were the 

only options available to them. Even churches turned away darker-skinned Black people. Many 

places used the paper bag test. This test stated that if a person's skin color was darker than a 

brown paper bag, they could not enter the establishment.  

 By the next century, the idea that darker-skinned Black people were inferior to those with 

light skin was deeply rooted in the Black community. The want for lighter skin and straighter 

hair brought the use of skin-lightening creams and hair straighteners. However, the Black press 

encouraged Black Americans to take pride in their features. This started the Black is beautiful 

message during the civil rights movement. Activists called to celebrate the natural beauty of 

Black people. They pushed for people to embrace dark skin, kinky hair, full lips, and broad 

noses. They encouraged people to stop using bleaching cream, hair straighteners and embrace 

their natural features. Light-skinned Black people began making their Afros larger and voiced 

their support for natural features, but even with the strong message, anti-Black brainwashing was 

still prevalent.  

Impact of colorism on the Latinx community  

 The Latinx community, which encompasses any persons who trace their origins to 

Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, Central America, South America, and other Spanish cultures, share 

many similar elements when talking about skin color and identity. A few cultural elements 
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connect these groups: tracing these cultures back to Spain, the Spanish language, Catholicism, 

and strong anti-Black sentiments. In these cultures, a very small percentage of people self-

identify as negro, or the Spanish word for Black, even though many of these cultures have 

African roots (Tharps). 

           In 1492, the Spanish arrived in what they called the New World. They were looking for 

various ways to increase their wealth. On this new land, they ran into Native people. They 

quickly realized that the Native Americans were potential workers to exploit, new believers in 

the Catholic church, and contribute to Spain's growing population. Soon, the Spanish started to 

enslave the Native people across the South Americas, including the Caribbean, Cuba, the 

Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico. 

Additionally, they started to baptize them and rape the women. The Spanish used rape to 

control the New World socially, and the indigenous women were the victims. They justified 

these acts by painting themselves as civilized Christians who were on a mission to save the 

savage, dark Natives. By raping the Native women, they hoped to have offspring that carried the 

superior blood of a European person.  
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The Spanish saw an infinite number of opportunities in the New World, and the 

indigenous people were the laborers. The large-scale production of silver mining, tobacco 

growing, and sugar growing required an incredibly large workforce. Along with enslavement, the 

Spanish also brought along European diseases. These diseases wiped out whole populations of 

Native people, which brought the number of laborers down. To combat the low numbers, the 

Spanish imported huge numbers of enslaved people from Africa. Soon, the population of the 

Spanish colonies was made up of mostly people of color. Even when in the minority, the Spanish 

were powerful and held a tight hand over the Native and African people.  

The Spanish were used to holding power in 

a multiethnic society. During the sixteenth 

century, clean-blood laws (Limpieza da Sangre) 

were put in place to ensure that only those with 

pure Spanish blood were in the highest positions. 

These laws set up a social hierarchy based on the 

purity of one's blood. The theories of blood purity 

were carried over to the Americas to create a 

social hierarchy among multiracial populations 

(Tharps). The social hierarchy even had visual 

frameworks known as casta (caste) paintings. 

They were depictions of different people of mixed lineages. They were painted in descending 

order, with the pure-blooded Spanish at the top and the "savage" Indians and African people at 

the bottom. These paintings were displayed in public 

areas and became part of local, everyday life. The 

"The castes of the New Spain," an oil 
painting of an anonymous author, is 
part of the collection of the National 
Museum of the Viceroyalty in 
Mexico. 
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people with the least amount of Spanish blood were treated the worst. They paid higher taxes to 

the government and were denied access to education. The casta paintings were also the blueprint 

for those who wanted to move up in the color/class hierarchy. It was well known that those with 

lighter skin had more power and respect, so even if they could not change their skin color, they 

could marry someone with lighter skin to achieve higher status for their children. The paintings 

were so detailed that they even showed the same category of person someone had to marry to 

have a child with a higher social status (Tharps). But even if the child had light skin, they were 

never able to achieve racial purity due to Native American or African blood. The casta paintings 

grew larger and more derogatory as the Spanish colonial society became a more mixed race. 

Offensive terms such as lobo, chino, and cambujo were used to describe the different mixed 

races. The casta system is often seen as to why people in the Latinx community have multiple 

skin color classifications.  

The concept of whitening up the population, or blanqueamiento, was an idea promoted by 

Spanish and Portuguese colonizers. People who had darker skin tones were encouraged to bear 

offspring with lighter skin for the sake of both the child and society. In this way, everyone 

oversaw improving the race, or mejoranado la raza. Due to these ideals, white Spanish men could 

get away with raping women of color without any consequences because the result would be a 

child with lighter skin. At this time, the European scientific community was working towards the 

movement to classify the human "race" to believe that white Europeans were a superior race to 

Black and Native people.  

Even after the Spanish lost control of their colonies, the idea that African and Native 

ancestry were low on the social pyramid was heavily rooted in the left behind cultures. Each 
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nation had to find ways to deal with the casta-based social hierarchy that color-coded the 

population.  

Impact of colorism on the Asian and Asian American community  

 Asia is a huge continent filled with diverse cultures. The following section will focus on 

Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, and Indian cultures. In many Asian cultures, the desire for 

lighter skin was an idea enforced before any contact with white Europeans happened. It is 

important to note that there is a difference between paleness and whiteness. Paleness is the desire 

for pale skin. Whiteness is the desire to have Eurocentric features such as lighter skin, straight, 

light hair, lighter eyes, etc. In ancient China, Japan, and Korea, pale skin was a status indicator. 

During AD 690 to 705, empress Wu Zetian ruled over China as the county's only female 

emperor. Though infamous for murdering her daughter, many remember her for her legendary 

beauty. Her flawless pale skin set her apart from many others. Although many Chinese women 

may not know the details of the empress's rulings, they do know the endless secrets to her white 

and youthful skin. One recipe says, "Grind peach blossoms that have dried in the shade into 

powder and mix into paste with the blood of a black chicken. The mask nourishes and whitens 

the skin and stimulates the metabolism" (Tharps). Pale skin was a sign that a person was 

intelligent, wealthy, pure, and civilized. 

In contrast, dark skin was the physical embodiment of the underclass. People with dark skin were 

thought of as ignorant, dirty, simple, poor, and uncivilized. The thought was that if one had pale 

skin, they were rich enough to stay all day indoors. In the late nineteenth century, China had its 

racial hierarchy. Asian people sat at the top, followed by white, brown (South America), Black, 

and Native people sitting at the bottom.  
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In Japan, noblewomen were forced to stay 

indoors at all times. Due to technology, their homes 

were often dark. Women would put a thick layer of 

white powder on their faces to make themselves more 

visible to their husbands. As time went on, the thick 

white makeup faded into the desire for pale skin. But 

soon, during the seventeenth century, snow-white skin 

became a symbol of beauty.  This started the style that 

is now associated with geishas. A geisha's beauty was 

determined by how pale and soft the skin on her face 

was. This beauty standard was deeply established in 

Japanese culture as time passed. Once women were 

allowed outside, they went to great lengths to 

maintain snow-white skin. They carried parasols 

while walking outside and even rubbed bird poop onto their face as it was supposed to whiten the 

skin.  

In Korea, pale skin was desirable from the very beginning. A woman's skin was to be 

flawless, pale as rice flour, and with no freckles and scars. A woman's pale skin indicated that 

she was doing her rightful duty by staying inside, studying Confucian texts, and being a good 

housewife. This began the association with pale skin and purity. Women who worked outdoors 

were branded as lower class and promiscuous. If a woman had dark skin, people assumed that 

she had too much time on her hands and used it to mess around in the streets rather than her 

"Beautiful Portraits of a Popular Tokyo 

GEISHA from 100 Years Ago." 15 

Jan. 2013. Web. 28 Apr. 2021. 
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indoor duties. But men with darker skin were not judged as harshly. A man with darker skin was 

of a lower class but was not looked down on because it meant that he worked to support a family. 

The Philippines has very different origins compared to East Asia. Before colonization, 

the Philippines was home to over 150 different native ethnic groups (Tharps). But soon, the 

Philippines was colonized by many countries, including Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, the 

United States, and Japan. This made for a very diverse population.  But like Latin America, the 

Philippines 

experienced a social 

hierarchy created by 

white colonizers and 

mixed-race people 

with light skin. Many 

Filipinos wished to 

look like upper-class 

light-skinned people. 

This want for light skin was only emphasized when America colonized the Philippines. 

Americans brought race-based segregation practices that favored light and white skin over 

darker-skinned Filipinos.  

In India, the preference for light skin goes further than British colonization in the 

eighteenth century. Early Hindu texts indicate a clear difference between the way light-skinned 

and dark-skinned people were treated, but this was due to a turf war between lighter-skinned 

Northern Indians and darker-skinned Southern Indians (Tharps). But even before white 

Europeans colonized India, there was a caste system already in place. The origins of the caste 
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system are unknown, but the effect was the same. Light-skinned people were seen as intelligent 

and upper class, while darker-skinned people were seen as lower caste. Once Europeans arrived 

and colonized India, they favored those with light skin and European features. They projected 

their racist and colorist ideas onto the Indian population. They reinforced the idea that light-

skinned people were more civilized, intelligent, and wealthy than dark-skinned people. Because 

of this, only light-skinned people were put in high positions in the government and education, 

while darker-skinned people were left to smaller, more labor-intensive jobs.  

Self-image and colorism 

 The globalized preference for lighter skin has had a tremendous effect on the self-image 

of many BIPOC people. The Bleaching Syndrome further conceptualizes this. According to 

Ronald E. Hall, the Bleaching Syndrome is "conveyed in the old beauty creams, and folk 

preparations used by African Americans… [who] regarded dark skin as a note of inferiority and 

aspired to the idealization of light skin…" (Hall, pg 2). The Bleaching Syndrome has had a 

worldwide effect on BIPOC today. Around the world, BIPOC suffer from psychological pain. 

The Bleaching Syndrome has continued to plague people's minds through consciously and 

systematically having them criticize themselves on ideals rooted in colonial domination (Hall, pg 

3).  Hall argues that the desire for light skin is pathological. But other scholars argue that large 

corporations and mass media promote the desire for lightness. The concept of beauty that is 

portrayed by corporations and media is rooted in whiteness. Skin color has become a form of 

bodily capital in a social world where beauty functions as a form of social assets. Many 

individuals who partake in lightening their skin do so to become a more improved version of 

themselves.  
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 But this seemingly harmless practice can have a considerable impact on the self-esteem 

of BIPOC children. An experiment that is referenced often is the Clark Doll Test. The 

experiment was conducted by Dr. Kenneth Clark and his wife, Mamie Clark, during the Brown v 

Board of Education case. The study was focused on stereotypes and a child's self-perception of 

their race. In the experiment, Black children ages 6 through 9 were shown two dolls, one white 

doll, and one Black doll. They were asked the following questions in order:  

Show me the doll that you like best or that you would like to play with. 

Show me the doll that is the 'nice' doll. 

Show me the doll that looks 'bad.' 

Give me the doll that looks like a white child. 

Give me the doll that looks like a colored child. 

Give me the doll that looks like a Negro child. 

Give me the doll that looks like you. 

 

  Although identifying with the brown doll, many of the children chose the white doll to 

play with, as the nice doll, and the one with nice color. Although this experiment did not isolate 

the effect of segregation on a child's self-esteem, it opened the eyes of social psychologists to the 

connections.  

 Modern research shows that people with different skin tones estimate their attractiveness 

and the attractiveness of others based on skin tone (Mucherah and Frazier, 2013). Studies show 

that skin tone is extremely influential to society. According to a study done by Bond and Cash, 

Black and White people favored Black people with light skin. This suggests that Black people 

with lighter skin will also be given an advantage in educational and occupational settings. These 

long-lasting privileges can have a large effect on a child. In many cultures, young children are 
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less inclined to preferencing light skin. This implies that as one grows older, their perceptions of 

beauty are twisted by societal beauty standards.  

Conclusion  

 Colorism is a globalized want towards light skin. This prejudice usually happens towards 

individuals within a racial or ethnic group. Even though colorism looks slightly different in 

different communities, it has long, winding roots of racism and classism. In the United States and 

South America, colorism was established by European colonization. In Asia, colorism existed 

due to the beauty standard of white being pusre and noble. Colorism created social hierarchys in 

these communities with individuals with light skin at the top and individuals with dark skin at the 

bottom. Even though colorism is a long standing problem in different societies, many people 

deny that the idea even exists. But many BIPOC all over the world are effected by colorism. 

Many women use skin lighteners and hair straighteners to appeal to unrealistic beauty standards. 

Children who have darker skin are kept inside so that their skin does not tan in the sun. Many 

people with darker skin struggle with accepting their appearance during a time where light 

beauty is the standard.  

 Some BIPOC women are starting to fight back against the ongoing battle against 

colorism. A Black-Filipina woman named Asia Jackson started a trend called 

#MagandangMorenx, which translates to “Beautiful brown skin” in Tagalog, the official 

language of the Philippines. A Pakistani woman named Fatima Lodhi started “Dark Is Divine,” a 

global anti-colorism campaign in 2013. This campaign aimed to challenge and redefine society’s 

unrealistic standards of beauty. Colorism is not going to end overnight. This globalized prejudice 

has roots so deep in the world that many are blind to it. But individuals can still make a change. 

Many parents prepare their children for the racism that they may face during life. They can do 
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the same about colorism. This can help children in the long run. From a young age, children are 

quick to notice color differences and are taught the color hierarchy. If parents do not reinforce 

these colorist ideas, then the children will not grow up with colorist prejudices. Although it 

might not seem like much, small changes start the big steps in the world.  
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