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MOST POPULAR AND SCHOLARLY discusslons of raclsim take one of two approaches to
the toplc. The “prejudice” approach treats raclsm as lnterpersonal, and explores
how processes of cognition, reasoning, and emotion functlon to make raclal dif-
ferencereal and to make demeaning treatment of the raclal “other” seem natural,
normal, and necessary The “white supremacy” approach treats raclsm as 1nstl-
tutlonal and explores how groups successfully defining themselves as “white”
have been able to marshal peolitical, economle, and soclal power for themselves
at the expense of those they define as “nomwhite” The essays 1n this collection,
however, lluminate a third approach to analyzing racism: the constltutlon of
raclsm through economles of difference—in this case, economies of color.

As a threshold matter, the essays in this volume demonstrate that colorism
and racism are not exactly the same. Jyctsha Vald and Joanne L. Rondilla argue,
for example, that the valuing of light skin has evolved In many reglons—such
as East and South Asla and the Phillppines—Independently (at least in part) of
the black-white, European-African dynammics of race that have so character-
lzed the Amerlcas ahd Europe. Edward Telles and Christlna A. Sue show that
1n some countries, such as Brazil and Mexlco, popular discusslons about “race”
are difficult or Impossible to conduct, yet everyone Is able to talk In great detall
about “color” Colorism and raclsm are not only hot 1dentical; hierarchles of
color can destabilize hlerarchles based on race. In the United States, as Trina
Jones, Taunya Lovell Banks, and Tanya Kater{ Herndndez show, colorlsm often
confounds lawyers and Judges, who are used to cohceptuallzing antldiscrimi-
natlon laws solely In terms of white versus nonwhite,

Desplte the fact that colorlsm and raclsin can move independently, the es-
says In this volume show how the two nevertheless remain linked. Some of the
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authors suggest that colorlsm glves us a way to uhderstand how racism’s “celor
line” 15 changlng In the twenty-first century. The team of Eduarde Bonilla-Silva
and Davld R Dietrlch, for instance, argue that the United States 1s moving away
from a binary hilerarchy of privilege and subordination (whether white-black
ot white-nonwhlte) and toward a soclal and political “plgmentocracy” that
will comprise three panethnle categorles: white (Including “honorary white”),
brown, and black This shift, they argue, will bring the United States Into the
Latin American fold.

So colorlsm operates sometlmes to confound and sometlmes to restruc-
tute raclal hierarchy. Meanwhile, the clrculating meanings attached to color
shape the meaning of race. The description of symbollc relations as “econo-
mles” has become a cliché In cultural studies. In the case of colorism, though,
the term works at multiple levels. First, the language of color “clrculates” at a
number of levels of scale—local, reglonal, ethnlc, natlonal—picking up inflec-
tlons, nuances, and connotatlons along the way As Charls Thompson remarks
in her chapter, ordinary people do not percelve skin color objectlvely, as an
artlst might; skin color 1s always read 1n the context of halr, dress, gender, age,
and season, among other factors. Mcreover, there are not one but many dls-
coutses of colot, shaped varlously by labor and migration patterns, by historles
of conquest and subjugatlon, by class, by gender, and by natlonal Identlty The
economic metaphor highlights the mobile and dynamic quality of color, as well
as Its complexity.

Second, colorlsm as a serles of symbollc economles Is embedded 1n materlal
economles of productlon, exchange, and consumption. The chapters by Evelyn
Nakano Glenn and Lynn M. Thomas, for example, reveal a close and harmoni-
ous relatlonship between status hlerarchles and consumer capitalism. The me-
dium of advertlsing shows us how we can overcome personal barrlers to success
through the consumption of products for sale, and the burgeoning market in
products desighed to lighten, brighten, and whiten speaks to corporate capltal’s
desire to sell us the dream that we can Individually transcend cppressive sys-
tems. Creams, lotlons, and surglcal procedures promlse us the ability to defy
raclsm, in the same way that they promise us the ability to defy aging.

The beauty industry’s close relatlonship to the aesthetlcs of raclsin also 11-
lustrates the central role of gender in relations of cohsumption. As historlans
have shown, conswmer capltallsm was born with the recognition and embrace
of women as cohsumers, and so It Is not surprising that women should be
so prominent among the shoppers for skin-lightening products. At the same
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tlme, the beauty Industry’s focus oh women reflects the lohg history of women
viewed as products themselves, intended for men’s conswmnptlon. These chap-
ters relterate the truth of Simeone de Beauvolrs comment that “one 1s not born,
but rather becomes, a woman” Beauty projects relating to color ate Just some of
the many projects urged upon gendere d-female subjects to Improve and perfect
themselves, (Contemporary capltalism has hot only colonized these projects
with enthuslasm, but has helped extend the realin of the pursult of beauty and
desirability to men as well, as the U.S. television show Queer Eye for the Straight
Guy llustrates. It will be Interesting in this context to see whether men as well
as wolneh begin to feel the pressure to lighten their skin!)

Third, thinking about color as a serles of economies tlps us off to colorlsm’s
relatlonship to class as soclal mobility Most discusslons of white supremacy
implicitly or explicitly adopt what might be called a “Marxdan” paradigm, ex-
amlining how groups marked white struggle to exploit groups marked nonwhite.
These chapters suggest that raclsm also works through a “Weberlan” or status
paradigm. Within this paradigm, individuals and groups are ordered and com-
pete with ohe another 1n terms of thelr access to and abllity to utilize what
Evelyn Nakano Glenn describes as symbolic capital, which means, 1n part, skin
colar (as well as the other aspects of physloghomy assoclated with race, such
as eye shape and halr texture). The pursuit of higher status along the color line
may occut on the Individual level, such as when a woman purchases a skin-
lightening cream or stralghtens her halr to get a Job; It nay occur on the fam-
1y level, such as when a potentlal marrlage partner, or egg donor, Is rejected
because the resulting children might come out “too dark”; or 1t may occur on
the natlonal level, such as in the projects taken up in Peru, Mexlco, Puerto Rico,
and elsewhere to “Improve” the natlon by lightening Its people.

For example, Alsha Khan argues that Indo-Trinidadlans strateglcally negotl-
ate amblguous color and race Ident!ficatlons In Trinidad soclety, 1n part to aveld
the stigma of blackness, in part to clalm an “Indlanness™ that 1s “light” or “clear”
Maxine Leeds Cralg, locking at a 1960s Afrlcan Amerlcan beauty pageant, finds
the contestants and spectators engaged In ah argument about the relatlonship of
color to raclal Identity and pride, with an eye to the standing of African Amerl-
cans InU.S. soclety Verna M. Kelth, using data about Afrlcan American women
collected from 1979 to 1980, Identifies a posltive relatlonship between lighter
skin color and educatlonal attalnment, occupatlonal standing, and family In-
come. And Chrlstina A Sue and Jyotsha Vald show how marrlage Is an Impor-
tant Institutlon for amassing and mobillzing the symbolic capital of light skin,



4  Angela P. Harris

as parthers evaluate the lightness or darkness of thelr own skin, thelr potential
partner’s, and that of thelr actual or hypothetical children. The examination of
color through a Weberlan language of status/class and symbolic capltal thus
highlights the efforts of individuals, famllles, natlons, and other soclal groups
to achleve avarlety of goals—beauty, desirability, wealth, politlcal power, ethnle
pride, soclal respectability—through the discursive categorles of race.

Last, the economlc metaphor Is useful to the examination of colorlsm be-
cause of the different modes of soclal regulation to which color and race are
linked. For example, inn the United States, and In some countrles In Latin Amer-
Ica, the state plays ah actlve role In managing race relatlons, but a passive one
In managing color relatlons. In the United States, U.S. Supreme Court oplnions
have declared a “public” colorblind liberalism in which racial classification it-
self 15 prohibited, whereas soclal inequalities In what 1s deemed the “private”
sphere are consldered beyond the power of the state to address, The formal dis-
mantling of the raclal state (by declaring raclal dassificatlons llegal) thus does
not dismantle the raclal hierarchles that contlhue to perpetuate Inequality in
the workplace, In schools, 1n popular culture and the medlia, in neighborhoods,
and In familles. To the contrary, raclal lberallsm makes It possible to char-
acterlze behavior that malntalns raclal hierarchy as the product of individual
“cholce. free of raclst taint.

Looking at colorlsm through the lens of this raclal iberallsm, 1t 1s clear that
the dismantling of the ractal state may have little or no effect on the raclal mar-
ket. Indeed, the actual eroslon of traditional categorical raclsm, state drlven or
not, may Intensify rather than amellorate colorlsin. As several of the chapters
in this volume indicate, the erasure of a strict color line between white and
nonwhite may enable, rather than dampen, contlict. Rather than belng equally
shut out of prestiglous Jobs, for example, persons of Afrlcan descent may how
compete with ohe ahother, Including along lines of color Several chapters also
suggest that In the coming era, the highest status will not be whiteness itself, but
a color status that 1s light without belng white. In thls economy, perhaps café
con crema skin becomes a sighifier of the postraclal soclety that celebrates mul-
tlculturallsm and rejects white supremacy. Yet, lronically, this economy contin-
ues to rely, covertly, on the raclal hlerarchy It claims to abandon.

One of the most seductlve aspects of color has been central to 1ts value to
the hlerarchies of race: Its seemingly natural, unmediated quality Skin color
seems to just be there—a natural fact. And the danger of raclal liberalism 1s
that 1t leaves people without a lahguage in which to talk about ihe quality One
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of the challenges for scholars and activists concerned with colerlsm s thus to
disrupt—and if possible prevent—"Latln Amerlcanizatlon” in which color
hlerarchy 1s pervaslve yet its relatlonshlp to raclsin denled Recent events in
Brazil indicate that the effect can, In fact, be turhed around. This 1s good hews,
because It would be unfortunate if the debate about color worldwide tock on
the characteristics of debate about class in the United States, inwhich relational
uhderstandings of class as a system of exploltation, hot Just stratificatlon, are
unavailable to most ordinary people.

Last, race and color both clrculate In an economy of cultural fantasy. Color
1s haunted by race both in the substitutability of color for race in the naturaliza-
tlon process, and also in what 1t communlcates about the human. The idea of
race, as many people have argued, Is connected profoundly to modernity, and
lies at the convergence of the grand hatratives of History and Sclence. Coler,
like race, situates peoples along the path of History: More white is more Euro-
pean, and more BEuropean Is more refined; less European Is more primitive, and
mote primitive s more dark Coler, like race, also situates us within the dis-
course of Sclence as a practlce that can tell us who we really are and ultimately
how to change who we are Into something else. We no longer have a sclence of
race, but, as Charls Thompsons chapter argues, we have hew sclences of better
living through reproductive technologles that will allow us to manipulate our-
selves and our children to fit our fantasles of perfectlon. Skin color here carrles
fantasles about personal 1dentlty and family unity as well as the confirmation,
or disruption, of raclal orders.

[fthe study of raclsm alerts us to the “blg plcture” of class struggle, the study
of colorlsm shows us the fine-gralned detalls of how everyday bedy practices,
abetted by everyday technologles of knowledge and exchange, help to make
and remake raclal difference. These chapters lustrate how economles of color
cohstltute, and are constltuted by, econommles of race.



