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" If You're B lack, Get Back! " 
The Color Complex :  

Issues of Skin-Tone Bias 
in the Workplace 

Letisha Engracia Cardoso Brown 
University of Northern Colorado 

Skin - tone has always played a role in the socioeconomic 
lives of African -Americans,  and whi le there are always 
successes , there are also those who are not as fortunate .  
A major success for African Americans has come in  
the  shape of  the election of  the nation 's fi rst African 
American President, Barack Obama , and , by extension , 
the fi rst African -American Fi rst Lady, Michelle Obama . 
Among the cries of happiness and hope after the e lection , 
there li ngers a feel ing among many Americans whether 
Barack Obama wou ld have been elected if he were 
darker rather than lighter skinned . Though the question 
is rhetorical at this point the question is nevertheless 
one asked in many American households.  Even after the 
election and inaugu ration of the fi rst Black President and 
the subsequent entrance of the fi rst B lack Fami ly into the 
White House, many critics wonder whether the United 
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States is sti l l  a nation absorbed i n  skin - tone prej udices 
or has, in the words of the late Reverend Martin Luther 
King J r. ,  tru ly "overcome" them . With such a question in 
mind , the position of the Fi rst Lady becomes a precarious 
one.  Whi le she is not pri ncipal ly responsible for guiding 
the fate of the nation , her role is a vis ible one, which 
makes her presence in the public eye an important one 
nonetheless . Historical ly, the Fi rst Lady is expected to 
embody ideals of womanhood such as vi rtue,  beauty, 
grace, and honor to the nation at large . Up  unti l  this 
point,  these ideals have been expressed to young 
women in  this nation as coterminous with the concept of 
"whiteness . "  More pointed ly, wi l l  images of beauty shift 
away from narrow Eurocentric standards because a Black 
Fi rst Fami ly resides in the White House? 

One of the factors correlated with perceptions of 
skin - tone and socioeconomic status is the concept 
of beauty. Beauty, therefore , is more than a physical 
representation of aesthetic appeal ;  it  holds a viable 
position in  a l l  aspects of American socia l  l ife .  According 
to author Margaret L .  Hunter, beauty operates as a 
tool of "social  capita l"  for women ( 1 77 ) .  As such , if 
the beauty ideal in this nation has been one centered 
on Eurocentric appeal ,  how has it affected the lives of 
the other racial  and ethnic popu lations with in  American 
society? Specifical ly, how have these attitudes developed 
i nto a system of colorism , or skin - tone biases , and how 
have these attitudes affected the socioeconomic lives of 
African -American women , specifically and main ly, i n  the 
workplace? The most recent data col lected concerning 
the issue of  skin - tone bias with socioeconomic status was 
col lected in the mid - 1 990s , over a decade ago . Si nce 
then , there has been a gap in current data col lection . 
Therefore , I intend to determine if there have been any 
significant changes in the impact of colorism on African 
American women in  the workplace through the process of 
interviews , qual itative as wel l  as quantitative research ,  
si nce the last data col lection . 
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The key concepts that this paper wi l l  focus on are 
as fol lows : racism , coLorism , amaLgamation , phenotypic 
characteristics,  hypo-descent,  white supremacy, and 
socioeconomic status . Each is broad Ly defined as fol lows : 
racism i n  the context of this paper refers to the systematic 
privi lege given to persons of European descent over the 
rest of the American popu Lation ; coLorism wi l L  refer to the 
systematic privi leging of L ighter skinned members within 
a community of coLor over those of darker compLexion ; 
amaLgamation wi l l  be understood as the process of raciaL  
mixing  th rough sexuaL  intercourse; and Lastly, phenotypic 
characteristics wi l L  appLy to those physicaL features 
used as tooLs for sociaL  and politicaL separation , i . e .  hai r 
texture ,  nose shape ,  L ip thickness , etc . Moreover, hypo
descent wi l l  refer to the LegaL means of designating mixed 
race i ndividuaLs in the category of " Lower race, " or  race 
of coLor; white supremacy wi l L  refer to the ideoLogy that 
keeps all of the tooLs for sociaL separation fi rm Ly rooted 
in American society. For exampLe, more than the actions 
of members of racist organizations L ike the Ku KLux KLan .  
For the purpose of  this paper, the term white supremacy 
wi l L  refer to the ideoLogy that keeps the tooLs for sociaL  
preparation fi rmLy rooted i n  American society through 
a hierarchaL ordering of different raciaL categories , 
whereby persons of European descent are at the top . 
LastLy, socioeconomic status refers to th ree dominant 
categories: education , i ncome, and marriage . 

Literature Review 

Colorism and Gender 
CoLorism , as stated earlier, is the American system that 

privi leges the L ighter-skinned over the darker-skinned 
members within a community of coLor (Gu llickson ,  2005 ; 
Hunter, 2002 ; H i l L ,  2002 ; Ross ,  1 997; Keith & Thompson , 
2001 ) .  SeveraL studies have concluded that skin tone, 
i n  most instances, is a more saLient factor for women 
than for men . Furthermore, the authors concluded that 
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women with l ighter skin  tone tend to receive more 
privi lege in  the form of socioeconomic gains than dark
skinned women with the s imi lar social  characteristics 
(Hunter, 1 998;  Hunter, 2002 ; Hunter, 2005 ) .  H i l l  (2002 ) 
found that skin tone is a more salient characteristic for 
women than for men i n  terms of perceived attractiveness 
(77) . Although it may not seem l ike a viable factor 
within the workplace, perceptions of attractiveness does 
play a quantifiable role in the socioeconomic status of 
African -American women . Hunter (2002 ) maintains that 
attractiveness or beauty can operate as "social  capital" 
for Black women (77 ) .  Within a study conducted by Hunter 
in 2002 , it was determined that l ight-skinned women 
could use thei r l ightness to increase thei r socioeconomic 
status in  th ree dimensions:  education , i ncome, and 
marriage . The fi ndings of the Hunter study found that on 
average African American women of a l ighter-skin  tone 
tend to earn more money, go farther in higher education , 
and marry men of a higher economic status as compared 
to darker-skinned counterparts . 

I n  addition ,  Sekayi (2003 ) conducted a study i ndicating 
that some Black women chose to consiously conform 
to Eurocentric ideals of beauty as opposed to African 
standards .  This desi re for assimi lation reinforces the 
role white supremacist attitudes such as colorism play in 
contemporary society. Within a community of color, dark
skinned women often witness the privi lege granted to 
thei r lighter skinned counter parts , j ust as light skinned 
women witness the privi leges granted to White women . 
I n  response to these intraracial  as wel l  as interracial  
privi leges , Black women , consciously and unconsciously, 
move towards ideals of beauty connected to perceptions 
of whiteness (Sekayi , 2003 ) .  I t  is  necessary to understand 
these th ree basic levels of socioeconomic status
education , i ncome,  and marriage-as interrelated . 
Furthermore, within these th ree levels ,  color impacts 
the attainment level negatively or positively as based on 
perceived skin  tone variations.  
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For example,  Ross conducted a study proposing two 
major  hypotheses : men and women wi l l  have different 
criteria for dating ;  men wi l l  general ly i l lustrate a stronger 
preference for physical appeal i n  the form of l ighter ski n  
tone than women wi l l  ( 559 ) .  Skin  tone i s  a factor when it 
comes to spousal selection .  Based on recent data spousal 
selection fu rther supports the notion that skin - tone is a 
more salient factor for women than for men , since the men 
who responded based thei r spousal selection preferences 
on skin  tone more than women . Additional ly, researchers 
argue that Black women are more able to use l ight skin 
to thei r socioeconomic advantage than Black men (H i l l ,  
2002 ; Hunter, 1 998;  Hunter, 2002 ; Hunter, 2005 ;  Keith 8: 

Thom pson ,  2001 ; Ross, 1 997; Sekayi 2003 ) .  Whether used 
as a form of "social  capita l , " (Hunter, 2002 ) or as a tool 
for gauging self esteem ( Keith 8: Thompson , 2001 ) ,  skin 
tone is a more salient factor of socioeconomic status for 
B lack women than for B lack men . 

Qualitative Analysis 
Qualitative research wi l l  consist of personal narratives , 

i nterviews , and literary works of fiction . All of these 
methods of data col lection wi l l  offer a personal account of 
how color affects the socioeconomic status of Black women 
in order to expose how skin  tone bias impacts women in 
the workplace . Studies break down socioeconomic status 
i nto th ree principle dimensions-education , i ncome, 
and marriage (Gul lickson , 2005 ;  Henshel ,  1 971 ; Hunter, 
1 998 ;  Hunter, 2002 ; Hunter, 2005 ) .  These dimensions 
a re i nterrelated since education can be used as a 
determinant for future income, and income can broaden 
or narrow a woman 's option for marriage . I nterviews and 
personal narratives wi l l  be used , fu rthermore, to show an 
interrelation between these dimensions .  Literary works 
of fiction wi l l  focus primari ly on the concept of "beauty, " 
a tool used to achieve socioeconomic gains .  For instance, 
several studies have shown that l ight skinned women are 
more likely to marry men of a higher social status than 
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dark skinned women with s imi lar credentials (Hunter, 
1 998;  Hunter, 2002 ; Hunter, 2005 ) .  

Toni Morrison 's The BLuest Eye i l lustrates exactly 
how perceptions of beauty operate as social capita l .  
Morrison 's novel is set in  1 941  Lorain ,  Oh io ,  j ust at  the 
end of the Depression in  the 1 930s . The central characters 
of this novel are the members of the Breed love fami ly, 
principal ly, youngest daughter, Pecola . Like many of the 
B lack fami lies depicted in this novel ,  the Breed loves 
are of low income status .  However, a factor that sets 
them apart from the other poor fami lies i n  the novel ,  
according to the narrator, is  thei r perceived "ugli ness , " 
in  terms of thei r physical appearance, as wel l  as thei r 
attitudes towards life and the world i n  which they lived . 
Within the context of Morrison 's novel ,  Pecola describes 
her idea of beauty as having white skin  and , especial ly, 
blue eyes-ideal ly l ike Shi rley Temple.  Th roughout the 
novel Pecola struggles fantastical ly and i mpossib ly to 
gain this physical trait which she believes wi l l  forever 
alter her circumstance and fate . As Pecola imagines, if 
she is "beautifu l , " her fami ly situation wi l l  not be as dire 
for her as it  i s .  Morrison 's work i l luminates how deeply 
color stratification permeates American society. Pecola 
struggles with a concept of beauty reflected by the white 
chi ld actress Shi rley Temple,  which , as a young b lack gi rl , 
is her exact aesthetic opposite . When the epitome of 
beauty does not resemble you at a l l ,  as Morrison 's novel 
expresses , it is difficult to cope and find understanding 
and self-acceptance .  

Another fictional representation of  race is Zora 
Neale Hurston 's novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, 
which was set mostly in the a l l  black town of Eatonvi l le,  
Florida .  In this novel ,  the character Janie proclaims :  "Ah 
j us cou ld n ' t  see mahself married to no black man . I t 's 
too many black folks a l ready. We ought to l ighten up 
the race" ( 3 ) .  This  is another example of how colorism 
operates within the Black community. These fictional 
i l lustrations are not l imited to imaginative works of 
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l iterature though ; i n  some cases , they represent the 
feel ings of many African Americans during the era in 
which the authors were writi ng as wel l  as those held by 
African Americans today. I n  the memoi r Don 't Play in the 
Sun : One Woman 's Journey through the Color Complex, 
Marita Golden describes a scene from her life that echoes 
the words of Hurston 's character:  

One summer afternoon when I am playing outside,  
racing the boys on our street to see who can reach 
the end of the block fi rst ( I  do ) ,  my mother comes 
onto the porch and as I speed past shouts out to me,  
"Come on in  the house-its too hot to be playing out 
here .  I 've told you don ' t  play in  the sun .  You ' re going 
to have to get a l ight skinned husband for the sake of 
your  chi ldren as it is (4) .  

Moreover, white supremacist attitudes and systematic 
racism help explain the manifold social  inequalities in most 
Western societies (Christian ,  2002 ) .  All levels of social  
interaction are therefore interwoven , since ideology, as 
it  permeates one level of society li ke the personal ,  wi l l  
often seep through to  other levels as  wel l ,  as  it  does the 
professiona l .  The relationship people of color have with 
racia l  attitudes and perceptions is reflected in  all aspects 
of society, making the separation between the personal  
and the professional difficult to discern . I n  an interview 
conducted by Margaret L.  Hunter, a dark skinned woman 
explains how skin tone affected her relationship with a 
l ight skinned friend : 

Color has always come up in  my life .  Always . I t 's bad 
to be dark.  I t 's good to be light when I was growing 
up. I wi l l  say that I started to resent l ighter skinned 
women . I have a friend of mine [who is l ight skinned] . 
When I lived next door to her, I hated her. She's 
beautifu l .  And I thought: "God , I hate you . "  I never 
talked to her because she was beautifu l .  But,  [skin] 
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color has always come up .  I t 's l ike how in  slavery 
times the lighter person wou ld be up i n  the house . 
That's sti l l  going on because lighter is c loser to white, 
and since it's closer to white, its better (73 ) .  

This is a n  example of how skin tone bias affects people 
in thei r personal  relationships,  which they then can carry 
over into thei r workplace relationships .  

Quantitative Research 
The general  hypothesis of the quantitative data to 

be reviewed is how skin tone affects B lack women in  
the workplace negatively within increasing gradients of 
skin  color (Gu l lickson 2005 ;  Hunter, 1 998;  Hunter, 2002 ; 
Hunter, 2005 ;  Ross, 1 997) . Fu rthermore ,  aesthetic appeal 
for Black women wi l l  d iminish as darkness i ncreases 
(Keith & Thompson , 2001 ; Ross, 1 997; Sekayi , 2003 ) .  
Longitudinal  data gleaned from the Panel Study o f  Income 
Dynamics ( 1 975 , 1 976 ) offered i nformation on how sex 
and gender affect the amount of authority people hold 
in  the workplace . Authority is a concept di rectly related 
to professional envi ronments and wi l l  be defined as the 
"probabi lity that a command with a given specific content 
wi l l  be obeyed by a given group of person . . .  " (Smith , 
2002 , 5 1 0 ) .  The cross sectional data that was obtained 
showed that " race (and sex) differences i n  earning are 
partly due to differential access to span control  and span 
of responsibi lity;  and class and /or  authority wi l l  have a 
substantial effect on the earnings net of human capital 
and labor market characteristics" (Smith , 2002 , 528 ) .  

Although the research fi ndings above d o  not account 
for color stratification per se , they do i l lustrate how the 
amount of authority, as wel l  as i ncome,  an i ndividual  
can acquire wi l l  decrease or increase according to 
race and gender differentials .  Studies that account for 
changes across color gradients (Hunter, 1 998;  Hunter, 
2002 ; Hunter, 2005 )  explore the relationship between 
skin  tone and authority. I n  H unter's (2005 )  study of the 
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socioeconomic status of B lack women , a color gradient of 
1 - 5 (darkest to l ightest) was used . From that data it  was 
deduced that with each i ncreasing increment of l ightness 
i ncome i ncreased by $673 annual ly (43 ) .  Two simi lar 
studies by H unter conducted i n  1 998 and 2002 gleaned 
simi lar  resu lts . 

I n  terms of attractiveness and self-concept, the results 
gathered maintained that perceived " lightness" offered a 
privi leged status to people within a community of color. A 
33-question survey conducted by Sekayi (2003 ) concluded 
that 46% of respondent's desi red smaller bodies, 32% were 
ambivalent or displeased with the texture of thei r hai r, and 
26% disliked thei r overall appearance (475 ) .  These findings 
are significant for two reasons : 1 )  they reinforce the 
dominance of white supremacist ideals , and 2) they enforce 
the idea that Black women are aware that a Eurocentric 
aesthetic ideal is more favorable to socioeconomic status . I n  
terms of mate selection , which relates to the socioeconomic 
component of marriage, light skin is effectively used as 
social capital .  Ross ( 1 997) concluded that 33% of the men 
preferred to date women with lighter skin as compared to 
1 6 .4% of women who preferred men with light skin (565 ) .  
Moreover, 38. 3% of men expressed a desi re to marry a woman 
with a lighter complexion (565 ) .  These resu lts reinforce 
the principle that skin tone, in terms of perceptions of 
attractiveness , is a more salient factor for women that for 
men (Keith & Thompson , 2001 ; Ross, 1 997) . As a whole, 
the quantitative data provided statistical evidence of the 
impact skin tone plays in the socioeconomic lives of Black 
women . Furthermore,  it offered concrete evidence of the 
role race and gender play in the workplace beyond the 
categories of income and hiring rates by showing how it 
affects levels of authority. 

Methodology 
For my study of the impact of skin  tone on the 

socioeconomic status of African-American women today, 
I i ntend  to i nterview four  African -American women 
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within the fields of law and academia . I choose these 
two particular fields because of the low representation 
of African -American women within thei r ran ks and my 
own personal interest . Moreover, the most recent data 
col lected on the subject of skin - tone i n  regards to 
African American women are primari ly su rveys that were 
conducted in  the late 1 990s . My data wi l l  be obtained 
from two professors at a midd le-sized U niversity in  the 
United States , two lawyers , practicing in a metropolitan 
area . Fortunately, I was acquainted with all of my 
participants before I began my research , so locating 
participants was an easy job .  I i ntend to send out a 
recruitment letter as wel l  as a letter of consent to the 
participants I am interested in i nterviewing .  I intend to 
send out six letters i n  order to reach my ideal sample 
size of four  participants .  The women that I have i n  mind 
are al l  from diverse backgrounds and are also of varying 
shades of skin - tone.  

Although no monetary incentives were offered for the 
interview process , I do intend to give each participant 
a thank you card upon completion of each i nterview. 
Si nce my project i nvolves human subjects , I had to 
obtain permission from the I nstitutional  Review Board 
( I RB ) ,  which was summari ly granted . My project deals 
with adu lt women from a non-vulnerable popu lation so 
permission was not difficult for me to obtain .  Within 
the next few months,  I i ntend to obtain data from two 
separate locations.  One of these locations wi l l  be i n  a 
metropolitan area within the U nited States ; the other, a 
smal l  col lege town . Along with a recruitment letter and 
a letter of consent,  I introduced my participants to my 
project and offered detai ls of my procedu res . There wi l l  
be two interviews approximately an hour each i n  which a 
series of questions wi l l  be asked and tape recorded . My 
research advisor and I wi l l  be the on ly ones with access 
to these i nterviews once they have been recorded . 
Afterwards,  I wi l l  transcribe the i nformation given , and 
provide each participant with a pseudonym in order to 
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i nsure and maintain confidentiality. 
Once I have col lected and transcribed the data , I i ntend 

to search for trends and patterns in order to determine 
if there have been significant changes since data was 
col lected in the 1 990s . The data col lected via su rveys 
i n  the 1 990s showed a significant difference between 
the socioeconomic attainment of African -Americans with 
darker and lighter ski n ,  as it  showed that those with a 
l ighter complexion achieved higher attainment.  I have 
created approximately 20 questions for my i nterview 
sessions;  however, my participants wi l l  be encouraged to 
go off on thei r own and elaborate on a particular theme 
they wish to identify, although I wi l l  work to maintain a 
proper course . A few of the questions I i ntend to ask are 
as fol lows : 

• How do you feel about the color of your  skin? 
• When did you decided to become a professor/ lawyer / 

magistrate? 
• Who influenced you? 
• Have you ever tried to l ighten /darken your  skin? 
• Do you feel that your  i ncome is impacted by you r  ski n 

tone? 

These are j ust a few examples of the course that I 
want my interviews to take . I t  is my purpose to uncover 
trends and patterns i n  order to identify if there have 
been significant changes since the 1 990s . Throughout the 
course of these i nterviews , I i ntend to uncover points in 
which these women began to view skin - tone as a h indrance 
to thei r socioeconomic status . I wi l l  look to see how skin  
tone impacted decisions they made in  terms of  thei r 
careers and personal lives . More specifical ly, I plan to 
obtain information on whether or not skin  tone impacted 
thei r decisions to choose thei r current profession ,  and 
how it plays a role in  the fields they now occupy. 
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