Skin colour related to the diaspora and rehabilitation of colored people in multicultural societies

Expert meeting held in Paramaribo, Suriname on March 10, 2001 in the “F. H. R. Lim A Po Institute for Social Studies”

COLOR foundation; main purpose of the expert meeting.

The COLOR foundation furthers learning activities on medical and social aspects of skin pigmentation in order to improve the relation between people. The objectives are to gain a better understanding of the meaning of skin colour, and to stimulate harmonious relations between people of various ethnocultural groups. The purpose of the meeting is to discuss the problem of skin bleaching with experts across different disciplines.

Participants

This expert meeting, with 11 participants from Suriname, the Netherlands and the United States, was prepared and organized by the COLOR foundation. The participants, all experts in their fields, were from different educational and professional backgrounds.

Topic of the meeting: skin bleaching

The phenomenon of skin bleaching was the topic to be discussed at the meeting. This topic was discussed in relation to the diaspora and rehabilitation of colored people in multicultural societies. Skin bleaching is defined as the use of chemical (natural or synthetic) products on a normal skin (without any skin disorder) in order to permanently get a lighter skin.

Identity; the metaphor of a rainbow nation

The use of skin bleaching agents in order to get a lighter skin is related to identity. The metaphor of the rainbow nation introduced by Jesse Jackson and popularized by Desmond Tutu can be used to describe the ideal situation in a multicoloured (multi ethnic and multi cultural) society. The beams of the rainbow reflect individuals or groups with a different skin colour. A rainbow is the ideal situation, with all the beams in harmony. Disturbance of the individual or group identity will disturb the identity of the complete rainbow. The phenomenon of skin bleaching is an individual and a society issue related to identity. It has many aspects, including psychological, sociological and ethical- philosophical.

Skin bleaching practices 

Skin bleaching is a very old phenomenon, going back to hundreds of years ago and probably even much longer.  We recognize medical bleaching, that is bleaching of hyperpigmented skin disorders in order to regain a normal colour and non-medical bleaching which is bleaching of normal skin meant to get a lighter complexion or skin colour. Medical bleaching is a professional procedure, applied for example by dermatologists and the theoretical principles and practical application are described in medical textbooks and scientific medical publications. Non-medical bleaching is practised by a diversity of professionals and semi professionals, including medical doctors and beauticians. It is however very common that individuals, who want to bleach their skin, just purchase bleaching agents, legal or illegal, and use these products without any help or advice.

Skin bleaching agents

Many chemicals are used as skin bleaching agents:

Mercury: this product is obsolete in medical practice; it is however still used in some cosmetic and skin care products like soap and sold over the counter. The use of mercury is potentially harmful; it has many side effects including kidney damage.

Hydroquinone: this is probably worldwide the most used bleaching agent for medical purpose as well as for cosmetic use. Some consider it as the golden standard for bleaching. It can cause unwanted side effects like pigment disorders (e.g. ochronosis, which is darkening and thickening of the skin). In animal experiments it causes bone marrow damage and kidney tumours. Its use can cause psycho- social problems. A minority of experts consider it a potential human carcinogen, based on theoretical considerations. Use of this product is prohibited by law in some African countries. Since the year 2001 it is banned as an ingredient in cosmetics in European Common Market countries. 

Corticosteroids: These are used by doctors all over the world as anti -inflammatory agents. These products have a certain bleaching power and are used worldwide as bleaching agents, especially in African countries.  The side effects, dermatological as well as internal are numerous and include thinning of the skin, skin infections and  diabetes mellitus.

Other agents: vitamin C derivatives, vitamin A acid, etc. 

From scientific and non scientific reports from different parts of the world we know that the use of skin bleaching agents to obtain a lighter complexion is a worldwide phenomenon. For example, in ethnic shops in Amsterdam and Rotterdam (Netherlands) 45 different brands of bleaching products were identified in or around the year 2000. In general there is a worldwide gigantic misuse of skin bleaching agents, including illegal use in countries where they are forbidden by law.

Social science perspectives  

Skin bleaching has to do with the question of identity. Why would a person bleach even when aware of possible complications? Let us look at the opposite: why would white people desire darker skin? The answer is that for many non-European cultures, lighter skin signifies money and privilege. These are attributes associated with whites. For whites, a tan has similar connotations, social power, wealth, status and privilege.

Example: East Asia

Darker skin indicates working in the sun (peasants). Lighter complexion indicates the opposite. It distinguishes the privileged from the peasants. In former colonized societies social stratification is rooted in patterns of colour or class relations. The colonizers were white and the colonized with the most privileges were the ones with intimate contact with them. The off springs of the inevitable sexual unions became rewarded with positions of privilege and access to resources providing social, economic and cultural power; this produced a colour hierarchy. Colour became an index of socio-economic status. The darker one is the lower one’s position in the social hierarchy; the lighter one’s complexion, the more access to power one enjoyed.

Example: India

The cast system is basically a colour system. The northern Indians are lighter skinned or white, because of the historical migration of Europeans to the north of India. The south Indians are very dark. Members of the upper cast are typically very light.

Example: USA

People operate within a black/white dichotomy of race relations. Blackness comes with negative notions like: absence of intellect, being lazy etc. In the USA therefore black people seek ways to escape the stigma of blackness, by constructing different identities that separate them from popular understandings of blackness. One way to do this is to develop an African identity. An Afro-centric identity is not necessarily a racialised, but an ethnicised identity. It substitutes an ethnic identity for a racial one. Another way to escape is by becoming socially white through adoption of rituals, symbols and behaviour associated with whiteness, like speech, food, etc. At the same time however, even among those not seeking to become white, light complexion became a powerful symbol of status and privilege. Within the Afro-American population there is still a high correlation between social ranking and colour, which became the basis for the black bourgeois culture in the USA. In magazines that set the standard, like Ebony, the very light skinned African American was glorified as the ideal. Also the readers of these journals were bombarded with advertisements of bleaching agents like Ambi, offering the possibility of skin lightening. Groups in the USA that are neither white nor black, such as East Asians and Latin American mestizo’s, employ social practices that locate them close to the white population.

Example: Jamaica

In Jamaica the notion of the black body as desirable is universal. Women take hormones to get attributes of the black body. But at the same time they use bleaching agents to lighten their skin.

Other perspectives

Skin bleaching has also psychological, gender-related (generally speaking women use the bleaching agents, but often men are stimulating or even pressing them to do so), economic, political and ethical perspectives.

Focus of the market

One aspect of the economic perspective is that producers and distributors are pushing skin bleaching products on the market. Some products- e.g. products that are not allowed in Western countries- are dumped in third world countries

Conclusion

The phenomenon of skin bleaching and related problems is international. Three interrelated aspects that were identified as a possible framework for further research are: identity, diaspora and the multiethnic/multicultural society.  

