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Joseph Henry Peter Westbrook had light skin allowed him to pass as a White man. He 

used this to attend KKK meetings and reported back to the African American community 

about their plans. His actions saved many lives and he was able to use the privilege of 

having such light skin help his African American community. Westbrook was not just 

known for these actions, but looking back on his story makes me realize that not much 

has changed regarding color and European beauty standards in this country. 

 

Colorism is the idea or attitude specifically in the black community that creates 

discrimination based on the complexion of one's skin. This presents itself in the form of 

being a "light-skin" or a "dark-skin". This form of separation has dated back to the 

enslavement of African Americans and has systematically passed through various 

elements of our culture. 

 

Colorism implies that the lighter your skin is, the better and more successful individual 

you are or will be. This is why no one questioned Westbrook when he went to KKK 



meetings, they figured that since he was white he was just like them. Colorism 

continues to play a large role in the low self-esteem of some black individuals and how 

we approach status in our American society. Yes, it is true that black people in this 

society have been devalued by other cultures, but have we also devalued ourselves in 

the form of colorism? 

 

There is a lot of history that can try to explain the idea of colorism and traces back to 

centuries ago. African American enslavement definitely created a bias towards people 

who had a lighter skin complexion than someone who had a darker one. On plantations, 

it was always darker skinned people who worked outside doing back bearing work such 

as; picking cotton, planting rice, and other hard laboring jobs and it was lighter skinned 

individuals who had jobs inside the house, serving and helping their white owners.  

 

One of the reasons why is because mixed people or "light-skins" were typically related 

to one of the white members of the household, and because mixed children were 

technically considered illegal in this time period, that biracial person was kept inside, so 

the slave owner wouldn't get caught (Although this true, you can be born with light skin 

from two dark skinned parents, it's all about genetics). This led the outdoor slaves to 

think that the mixed or light skinned slaves were getting better treatment, but in reality 

they had it just as hard. 

 

If one fast forwards to the Jim Crow era, the idea of wanting light skin to be treated 

better was just as prevalent, especially if someone in the black community was more 

white passing. If this was the case, one could get some of the same privileges as white 

people such as; drinking out of a "white only" Water fountain, sitting at counters in 

restaurants and going to better schools. Even black face was created to make fun of 

and devalue black people, but the costume itself was dark paint to make it more 

degrading. Also during this era, several tests were created to see if a black person 

could do certain things. One example of this is the brown paper bag test. A brown paper 

bag was used as a way to determine whether or not an individual could have certain 



privileges; only individuals with a skin color that is the same color or lighter than a brown 

paper bag Were allowed to do certain things. 

 

Although in the 21st century we no longer have some of those obstacles, colorism is still 

an issue our society faces. Throughout social media We are constantly showered with 

European beauty standards. In commercials and movies the majority of actors are 

white, or have lighter brown complexions. I have personally noticed what kinds of 

people are chosen to play good roles like the hero or the "maiden in distress" and who 

was chosen to play the "thug" or "bad guy" in films. There have been recent trends of 

debates happening based on one's complexion. Hashtags of teamlightskin vs. 

teamdarkskin and unhealthy skin lightening creams around the World have been 

traveling at an alarming rate in the black community. Why is this the case? Whether you 

happen to have a darker or lighter complexion does not determine how "black" you are. 

You're still going to be black if your parents are. 

 

In the 1940's, a doll test was performed on black and white children. They gave each 

child a white doll with straight hair, and a dark skinned doll with curly hair and asked 

them several questions which included; which doll was nice, pretty, smart and kind, and 

which doll was ugly, mean, unintelligent and badly behaved. Each child pointed to the 

doll they thought answered the question. The results were daunting as the dark-skinned 

children said that the white dolls were; pretty, smart, kind, and that the black doll was; 

bad, ugly, and unintelligent. This test was performed again more recently in 2014, and 

the results did not change much even though more than 50 years had passed by. What 

does this mean? Why do darker skinned children think that they are less than their white 

or light skinned counterpart? Where did they get these ideas in the first place? 

 

This brings up the question, do all races struggle with this issue regarding color and 

even self- hate? I do not believe that self-hate discriminates, and it does go deeper into 

the individual person, but I do question this as the doll test was very telling of two 

separate communities. Self- hatred in people can come from many different things and 

situations. This hatred can show at different times in one's life. As an African American, 



it is already hard to find a fit in a country that is majority white, and maybe this 

difference is what creates a form of self-loathing. No one wants to feel like the odd one 

out all the time. Wherever self-hate comes from and why is subject to interpretation, and 

everyone will have their own opinion, but in the black community, colorism seems to 

present itself as a cultural form of a racism. 

 

One's cultural identity relates to how someone belongs in that certain community. These 

social and other societal norms make colorism possible in the first place, and creates a 

large divide which prevents unity in that group. On the opposite side, is colorism as 

prevalent in the white community? Tanning booth sales have greatly increased in the 

last 5 years and it seems like while black people want to get lighter, white people want 

to get darker. We must look at both sides to figure out what's really happening here. I 

am confident that as the issue becomes more widespread, we will have to create a 

solution to better all communities. 

 

Everything has a ripple effect, and it is easy to find trends of negativity especially in this 

world. It is not hard to see how everything connects together and how actions from a 

long time ago still show themselves in this life. Every issue has a solution, it just needs 

to be thought of first. Perhaps having more accurate representation in social media 

would create some change, maybe there should be more helpful programs for black 

children and teens. There seems to be an endless list of solutions that can help the 

problem of colorism, but every single person needs to realize that what they have, and 

their reality probably differs from someone else's. Privilege checks are helpful to reflect 

on these differences and how to make a positive change for everyone in the community. 

 

 

Author’s note at the conclusion of REDI Lab: 

I value the importance of diversity and inclusivity and I think that everyone should see 

the best of themselves and they should know where they come from and their own 

history. Although it's important to know history in general, we should have a diverse 



perspective on what has happened in our state and nationwide. There is so much that I 

am not aware of yet, and so much information that can be useful to me in the future. 

I hope that my writing provides some sort of awareness that future readers can benefit 

from. I wanted to invoke some new thoughts, some new questions and hopefully give 

some answers to those who might also be curious about this particular topic. I also hope 

that I will be pushed by people who read my articles. I want to be questioned and 

pushed in order to make my writing stronger and expand my current perspectives. 

 

Some of the topics brought up are very controversial and it order to make a positive 

change they need to be talked about. Maybe one day my writing can be the reason why 

issues regarding race get talked about. Maybe one day my writing can begin a 

meaningful conversation. This work will hopefully not stop here. I feel like there is a lot 

for me say and a lot more to be discovered. As I continue to write for fun and to fulfill my 

own personal curiosity I want to put my work out there for other people to read. My 

learning has evolved so much as this trimester has gone on, and I am excited to see 

how this project will continue as this trimester ends. 


