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Abstract

This thesis interrogates the history of British racism and skin tone through the lens of
skin modification practices from 1930-80. It uses suntanning and skin bleaching as case
studies to illustrate the permanence of systemic racism in British society, probing the
intersections between race, gender, skin, and beauty. In so doing it situates studies of
bleaching and tanning within constructions of race and whiteness, illustrating the ways in
which these modification techniques shaped the ways that racism was experienced in Britain.
It juxtaposes dermatological and cultural histories and sources to illustrate attitudes toward
skin tone and the permanence of systemic racism in Britain.

Both case studies trace the rise of skin bleaching and suntanning, respectively, using a
wide range of sources from science and dermatology, alongside sources from popular culture
outlets. This exposes the juxtaposing discourses of science and culture surrounding skin
modification, and change over time with regard to medical advice and cultural fashions,
embedded within systems of race. This thesis furthers historiographical debates within a wide
range of fields in modern British history, print culture, histories of race, and histories of

women, gender, and feminism.
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INTRODUCTION

| know that

Beauty's only skin deep, yeah, yeah, yeah
And | believe that

Beauty's only skin deep, oh yeah

So if you're lookin' for a lover
Don't judge a book by its cover
She may be fine on the outside
But so untrue on the inside

The Temptations, Beauty is Only
Skin Deep, 1967

I've been around a while

I know wrong from right

And since a long time ago

Things been always black and white

Just like you can't judge a book by the cover
We all gotta be careful

How we treat one another

Skin Deep

Skin Deep

Underneath we're all the same
Skin Deep

Skin Deep

Underneath we're all the same
We're all of the same

Buddy Guy, Skin Deep, 2008

Skin is manifest, material, and pressing in contemporary life. As a social, cultural and

historic concept, attitudes toward skin have fuelled debates, ruptured communities, and

facilitated the continuation of racism. This is a thesis about race and skin, and how, through

various influences, Black and white women have modified their skin to achieve different

ideals of beauty. | use suntanning and skin bleaching as case studies to illustrate the

permanence of systemic racism in British society from 1930-80. While the literature on

British histories of race, activism, Blackness, and beauty are vast, this thesis presents a

specific intervention within these fields of historical research. It tells a particular story of

British racism through the lens of skin modification practices. Attitudes toward skin tone,

through both dermatological and cultural histories of suntanning and skin bleaching, shaped

the ways in which racism was experienced in Britain.



The intersections between race, gender, skin, and beauty are exemplified when viewed
through the desires for lightening skin tones through bleaching, and darkening skin tones via
tanning. Both of these practices tell the story of the marginalisation and exclusion of Black
women in British society. The contribution of this thesis is to bring together the study of
bleaching and tanning in current historical literature. While various studies on bleaching and
tanning have separately analysed their various impacts upon societies around the globe, this
thesis considers both kinds of skin modification as inextricably linked in order to illustrate the
permanence of systemic racism. By considering these modification practices together, and
analysing within constructions of race and whiteness, this thesis allows for a fuller, more
cohesive, and original story of British racism and the impact of such upon skin from 1930-80.
Whereas the meanings and experiences of racism change over time — including during the
period under consideration here — skin acts as a continuously useful concept through which to
illustrate such racism. This thesis explains these complex and intricate changes in the ideal
skin tone amongst Black and white British women, alongside its intertwined links to class,
gender, health, and beauty.

Using skin as a concept to write these histories, relies on the notion that the
relationship between race and racialised attitudes are not only a philosophical matter. Among
many other conceptualisations, skin is one of many visual markers which has determined
attitudes toward identity, ethnicity, and thus, race and differentiation.? Other features such
hair, nose, and lips, alongside skin, act as signifiers of racial discrimination. Longstanding
histories of race, colonial conquest, notions of beauty (and who can achieve this beauty), tie

together to make skin tone historically and culturally significant, not only during 1930-80, but

!'See: C. Fusco and B. Wallis, (eds.) Only Skin Deep: Changing Visions of the American Self (New York, 2003);
E. N. Glenn, Shades of Difference: Why Skin Colour Matters (Stanford, 2009); A. Montagu., Touching: The
Human Significance of the Skin (New York, 1978)

2 See: S. Ahmed and J. Stacey, Thinking Through the Skin (London, 2001)



for centuries prior. Exploring these different functions of the skin, considering how skin
changes through modification, for whom, and why, provides the ability to write a different
material history of the complexities of skin. By examining skin bleaching and suntanning, this
thesis reveals the commodification and aestheticization of skin as a signifier of beauty, and
the cultural and political act of constructing racial ‘Others’.

The specific acts of skin modification: tanning, by exposing the skin to sunlight to
purposefully change the skin to a darker tone, and bleaching, by applying creams on the face
and body to achieve a lighter skin tone, illustrate the relationship of skin to personal identity
and beauty. Suntanning and skin bleaching illustrate the permanence of race in British
society. Judgements, attitudes, and real-life consequences based on skin tone, which is often
seen as a marker of race, and by extension identity, has continued to marginalise members of
society. Using skin to trace attitudes of race through a focus on complexion modification
allows for the understanding of how racism has been practiced in various ways. This thesis
complicates the notion of whiteness and the meanings of various skin tones as different facets

of British racism and beauty politics appeared throughout this period.

Skin and the Signification of Beauty

The practice of skin bleaching and whitening is a global one. The beauty ideal of
white skin in Asia, for instance, predates colonialism and ‘western’ notions of beauty. Since
the Gojoseon era, the first dynasty in Korea from 2333-108 BCE, women applied Miansoo
lotion to achieve a white skin tone due to its valorisation and idealised requirement for

beauty.® In Japan, using white powder to accentuate women’s beauty has been viewed as a

3E.P.H. Li, H. J. Min, R.W. Belk, ‘Skin Lightening and Beauty in Four Asian Cultures’, in N4 - Advances in
Consumer Research, 35 (2008), pp.444-449, p.444



moral duty since the Edo period (1603-1868). This is further illustrated by a proverb
translated to “white skin makes up for seven defects,” implying both a beauty hierarchy in
which skin is superior to other forms of appearance, and the power of white skin in wider
social and cultural practices.* Another popular idiom in China, “one white covers up three
uglinesses,” illustrates the cultural importance of whiteness, and women tried to achieve this
by swallowing powdered pearls.® In India, white skin is a mark of caste and many women
bathed in turmeric to achieve whiteness as early as the sixteenth century, alongside many
other painful processes.®

Whiteness as a superior identity, rooted in histories of imperialism, colonialism, and
slavery, has led to the idealisation and privilege of white skin in social, cultural, political, and
economic life. The privilege of white skin informed the racialisation of beauty aesthetics, and
the ‘perfect’ idea of beauty assumed and presumed white skin as the ‘norm’. Detrimental and
long lasting colonial attitudes permeated societies across the globe, with the privilege of white
identity embedding the superiority of white aesthetics in colonial and postcolonial societies.
Indigenous women in Suriname, bleached their skin in order to be seen as more attractive to
white male colonisers. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, stemming from these
colonial notions of white superiority, the prevalence of ‘Blanqueamiento’ or ‘Branqueamento’
- marrying people with lighter or white skin tones in order to produce children with lighter
skin tones - has led to the increasing use of skin lightening products in Latin and South
American countries.” In the Caribbean, particularly Jamaica, before skin bleaching products

were manufactured, many women used cashew nut oil to burn the top layers of the skin. The

4 H. Wagatsuma, ‘The Social Perception of Skin Color in Japan® Daedalus, 96 (1967), pp. 407-443, p.407

3> P. A. Robinson, ‘Perceptions of Beauty and Identity: The Skin Bleaching Phenomenon in Jamaica’, Adult
Education Research Conference (2011) https:/newprairiepress.org/aerc/2011/papers/85

¢ E.P.H. Li, [et.al], Skin Lightening and Beauty in Four Asian Cultures, p.444

7 Robinson, Perceptions of Beauty and Identity



https://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2011/papers/85

sale of skin bleaches soared in the twentieth century, partly due to the popularity of the
‘brownin’ skin tone (light-skinned Black person) being seen as a way to improve social,
economic, and beauty prospects.® In various African countries - Ghana, South Africa, Zambia,
Cote d’Ivoire, Senegal, and Nigeria in particular - bleaching products were advertised as a
way to “disable African features” and achieve beauty, with these products reaching their peak
in the twentieth century.®

Whiteness as a power dynamic, and a beauty ideal, has been (and still is) global and
local in its influence and impact on society. From education, housing, healthcare,
incarceration, and employment, skin impacts every aspect of life. While there are a multitude
of influences stemming from colonisation, capitalism, globalisation, and cultural traditions,
both global and local politics of race and the embeddedness of white superiority meant that
bleaching creams became more than just creams. They became methods to achieve a superior
status, or an attempt to reach an unachievable beauty ideal and lifestyle. Within the narrative
of white superiority, this thesis intersects with scholarship relating to whiteness studies. It
both contributes to the intellectual potential of this discourse, and also queries the some of the
existing literature, and the implications of such, within the historical discipline.

Critical whiteness studies emerged in the late 1990s within the dramatic development

of race as a historical concept, alongside the importance of cultural studies as a discipline.1°

8 K. Thompson, Shine: The Visual Economy of Light in African Diasporic Aesthetic Practice (Duke, 2015),
p.138. Also see: D. Hope, ‘From Browning to Cake Soap: Popular Debates on Skin Bleaching in the Jamaican
Dancehall’, Journal of Pan African Studies, 4 (2011), pp.165-195

° J. Pierre, “““I Like Your Colour!” Skin Bleaching and Geographies of Race in Urban Ghana’, Feminist Review,
90 (2008), pp.9-29, p.19

10 Significant works on whiteness studies are as follows: W. E. B., Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America
1860-1880 (New York, 1935; reprint, New York, 1995); A. Saxton, The Rise and Fall of the White Republic:
Class Politics and Mass Culture in Nineteenth-century America (London, 1990); D. Roediger, The Wages of
Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (London, 1991)

P. Kolchin, ‘Whiteness Studies: The New History of Race in America’, Journal of American History, 89 (2002),
pp-154-173; M. F. Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of

Race (Cambridge, 1999); N. Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York, 1995); E. Arnesen, ‘Whiteness
and the Historian's Imagination’, International Labor and Working-Class History, 60 (2001), pp.3-32; B. J.



The work of David Roediger’s Wages of Whiteness (1991), catapulted whiteness studies into
the theoretical limelight, drawing considerable attention — positive and critical — to discourses
of whiteness. As espoused by many scholars, whiteness studies has been used to explain
constructions of racism, white supremacy, and to “explore the various social, political, and
material conditions that inform its meanings.”**

The main contribution of whiteness studies to the historical discipline was the concept
of whiteness being malleable. However, the supposed malleability of whiteness has since
been criticised, due to the reinforcement that People of Colour constantly experienced racism
on a daily basis, as opposed to whiteness being malleable, changeable, and fluid, dependent
on the socio-cultural condition. The theoretical underpinnings of whiteness have been
criticised most notably by Eric Arnesen and Barbara Fields. The main flaws of whiteness
studies are presented as having a considerable lack of empirical and archival evidence from
the work of key scholars, conceptual imprecisions and inconsistent definitions of whiteness
and race, and using creative wordplay to make vast historiographical claims.*?

Complexion can be malleable - and modified - via complexion modification practices
such as tanning, bleaching, and using make-up. However, whereas aesthetics and beauty can
change, identity cannot. People’s perception of skin colour can change, and has changed over
time, yet skin tone means that racism always exists. Even if skin bleaching creams
successfully lightened Black skin considerably, women may have seen themselves as more

beautiful due to lighter skin aesthetics, but could not achieve the racial whiteness (or

whiteness-as-identity), that afforded white superiority. Ultimately, Black women were
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excluded as potential consumers of beauty products due to their identity and skin tone.
Further, light skinned Black women with a golden skin tone were marginalised only because
of their Blackness-as-identity. As such, flaws within discourses of malleability, have rendered
whiteness studies among some scholars as an inadequate tool of historical analysis.

Before the rise of the cosmetics industry during the early twentieth century, women in the
UK and USA had been concocting their own recipes for bleaching creams, strongly
influenced by discourses of whiteness and race, to achieve the ‘perfect’ milky white
complexion. The reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1533-1603) was a huge catalyst in the
commodification of whitening cosmetics among white European women. Elizabeth | used a
white powder as the base of her makeup which produced a porcelain complexion. 3 This
“Elizabethan ideal of beauty” saw many women cover their faces in bleaching creams,
lightening lotions, and thick white powders, often created from extremely toxic substances
such as ammonia, ceruse, and lye.'*

At the height of colonial exploitation and English immigration to the U.S., many
American women “inherited this European tradition of whitening,” which consisted of home
remedies, recipes, and formulas.'® As Historian Kathy Peiss reinforces, white British and
American women used whitening cosmetics to achieve their “ideal face” — to remove freckles,
blotches, and gain a whiter tone - which signified racial privilege, bourgeois ideologies, and
feminine beauty.'® As the popularity and availability of such products increased, the
profitability of these commaodities rose rapidly. As the primary users of cosmetics in the

private and public sphere, upper-class society women in the early modern period helped to
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embed the notion of whiteness as an English trait, alongside other specific features illustrating
wealth such as hair and clothing.

Whiteface cosmetics, bleaching, and the overall desire for whiter skin, contributed to
the entrenchment of whiteness as a primary signifier of Englishness.'’ In the consumption of
such whitening products, women “contributed to the formation of cultural identity within a
burgeoning global economy in the early modern period.”*® Attaching whiteness to the identity
of Englishness, facilitated the ‘Othering’ of People of Colour. For those viewed or designated
as ‘Other’ in society, meant exclusion through skin tone in many aspects of life, not cosmetics
alone. As such, the notion of white normativity as both fundamental and assumed, positioned
any divergence to white skin and white beauty ideals on the borders of normative, and thus,
‘Othered’ and marginalised. The constant positioning of Blackness as “the unspoken and
invisible Other of predominantly white aesthetic and cultural discourses” underpinned and
justified a marginalising and exclusionary society.'® Upon increasing colonial contact with
individuals from other parts of the world, whiteface cosmetics arose as one answer to the
pressing concern of accentuating difference by defining themselves as white racial subjects.?
However, in the strive for differentiation, or accentuation of privilege, using temporary and
removable cosmetics revealed the ability to use skin as a signification of difference, and to
complicate the boundaries of whiteness and lightness with regard to beauty standards.

In Britain, there is a considerably more public story to suntanning as opposed to skin
bleaching, with there being much more coverage in magazines, television commercials,

scientific and dermatological research, market research, and becoming popular among a wide
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range of people. This could be due to its prevalence among white populations, as companies,
health professionals and magazines - which marginalised Black women - placed a much
greater emphasis on the importance of suntanned beauty, and its detrimental impacts on white
skin. Though tanning has had devastating consequences on the skin, many people were not
aware of the these dangers until the late 1970s. Companies such as Ambre Solaire, Cooltan,
Charles of the Ritz, Elizabeth Arden, Delial, and a huge range of other companies — bought
out by even larger firms such as Unilever and L 'Oreal post-1980 — have profited hugely from
this trend, and continue to do so to this day. This is not to say that those who profited from the
practice of skin bleaching were silent. Ambi, Palmers, Artra, Esoterica, and Venus de Milo,
made huge profits from their skin bleaches (also bought out by larger firms), and appeared in
a wide range of magazines targeted toward the Black population. However, the stories among
their users are much less publicly prominent. Histories of these products and their users, then,
tell a unique story of marginalisation and racism through skin modification practices, and

more broadly, British racism in the twentieth century.

Skin As a Lens for British Racism

Broadly speaking, both skin tanning and bleaching have centuries-old, global
histories, practiced by different societies, for different reasons, which change over time and
place. In a British context, desires for white skin were shaped by imperial conquests and
white superiority, which were, by the twentieth century, surpassed by a suntan’s signalling of
beauty and fashion. Within this context, however, older logics of white superiority did not
disappear. During 1930-80, the ways in which race was interpreted changed drastically. Skin
has consistently impacted and driven British racism through this period of change, in

governmental policy-making and socio-cultural life. Writing in 1987, shortly after the period



studied here, Paul Gilroy described race as a “discontinuous and unevenly developed process.
It can change, assuming different shapes and articulating different political relations. Racist
ideologies and practices have different meanings bounded by historical circumstances and
determined in struggle.”?* At every stage, skin and the meaning we ascribe to it, has supported
shifts in racial thinking.

It is impossible to discuss the importance and impact of skin on histories of British
racism without first considering the legacies of imperialism. “For almost half a millennium,
Europe had ravaged the countries of Africa, Asia, and America (North and South), imposed
her religions and cultures on their peoples, and...in the wake of that ‘civilising mission’, one
thousand five hundred million natives lay torn and rootless.”?? Alongside imperialism,
Christian semiotics played a huge role in the development of attitudes toward race. Whiteness
and Blackness (alongside beauty and ugliness), have been treated as opposing binary
categories. Whiteness (and white skin) has been equated with clarity, innocence, purity, and
morality, as opposed to Blackness (and Black skin) with violence, evil, malice, and deceit.??
According to J.J. Winckelmann’s History of the Art of Antiquity (1764), “a beautiful body will
be all the more beautiful the whiter it is.”?* In this sense, goodness, beauty, and dominance is
equated with whiteness, and is set against Blackness, which carried connotations of
inferiority, evil, and ugliness. Over time, these meanings were deployed and inflicted upon
individuals in society based on skin colour by those with white skin, to reinforce the supposed

superiority of white identity and aesthetics.
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Continuing with the ways in which skin colour served as a rationalisation for racism,
the development of eighteenth century racial theories, profoundly based in ‘science’, saw sKin
become the “overwhelming discriminating factor in theories of racial difference.”?® As
Michael Banton has argued, race took on a new phase of meaning, this being, race “signifying
a permanent category of humans [and thus]...the notion that differences between human
groups were natural and permanent.”?® As such, this saw the development of biological
justifications regarding the superiority of certain skin tones, i.e., whiteness, and the inferiority
of skin that was not white. Part of the growing interest in “raciology” (the scientific study of
race), was due to imperial expansion: the slave trade and economic reliance on colonised
countries and their populations, led to a deepening desire to explain this ‘difference’.?” During
the first half of the nineteenth century, physical differences such as skin tone were “correlated
with cultural and social status through biological justification.”?® Part of the eminence of race
science owed to the aftermath of Charles Darwin’s Origins of the Species (1859), in which,
continued social, political, and economic domination of white elites in Britain, was reinforced
by the biological rationalisation white identity and aesthetics as superior.?® Due to scientific
theories of race, skin tone and other supposed physical distinctions served as a signifier for
superiority or inferiority. It was these physical distinctions — skin tone or complexion in
particular — that helped to lay the foundations for the systematic exploitation of Black skin
tones in Britain.

Also intimately linked with the enduring ideas of imperialism and scientific theories of

race, was the development of Social Darwinism and the Eugenics movement. Many of the
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scientists involved in the biological ‘investigations’ of race, were interested and invested in
eugenic ideas. Eugenics played a major role in shaping ideas of racial difference in British
(and American) society. The Eugenics Society, which first met in 1907 under the leadership
of scientist Francis Galton, “aimed to promote the importance of good breeding as a vital
national issue.”3® More broadly, many Social Darwinists postulated that racial struggle was
“fundamental to a scientific understanding of history and culture.”3* As such, these discourses
made explicit that “race was an intrinsically hierarchical and evaluative term” seen the mixing
together of skin tone and physical descriptors with moral judgement and attitudes.3? The
influence of Social Darwinism expanded through the justification of imperialist policies, such
as imperial violence, reaching moral supremacy, the importance of a healthy nation-state,
alongside reiterating the consequences of a morally degenerative nation with unhealthy
citizens.®3 This, combined with Eugenicist notions of “altering the proportion of good and bad
stock” in a diverse population, meant that physical and psychological ideas of difference
became “powerful and potent [ways of] generating racial conflict and feeding racial
politics.”3* The characterisation of Black citizens (and thus, skin) as primitive, exotic, and
barbaric, alongside the physical difference of skin as a signifier, continued to perpetuate the
existence of racism in British society.3> Though the motivations of eugenics relied on a wide
range of prejudices including class, gender, and disability, racism via the differentiation of

skin colour permeated the thinking of many. Within the eugenic mind-frame, skin could be a
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constantly marginalising or privileging shorthand, and was employed as such by a wide range
of scientists and theorists.

Over time, owing to wider progressions in science and changing cultural and political
environments, scientific theories of race became a “vanishing vocation.” ¢ Scholars across
disciplines, especially within social sciences, began to unpick the epistemological foundations
of scientific theories of race, highlighting the intellectual fragility of racial classifications.3’
Though the scientific legitimacy of biological justifications of race began to dwindle,
scientific thinking on race was not static from the 1930s onward. While Hitler’s genocidal
extremism (and the anti-racist indignation that arose in opposition to his regime), shook the
foundations of racial science, it was not enough to destroy the belief among many that racism
was rooted in physical and psychological reality.3 By the end of the Second World War,
among intellectual and academic elites “a consensus firmly opposed to racial differences
grounded in biology emerged.”3® However, this did not mean that racism ended or
disappeared, but lasting legacies of racial thinking changed the ways in which race was
defined, justified, and practiced. As such, “scientists and politicians alike, still believed that
questions of racial difference and racial mixing were of considerable importance.”°

In the aftermath of the Second World War, while the colonial empire receded, colonial
mentalities formed over generations did not “punctually terminate at the preordained moment

when the Empire itself disappear[ed].”*! Race and anti-Black racism, was conditioned by

centuries of “imperial ideologies of white supremacy” which impacted every facet of life,
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including violence, education, housing, policing, employment, and social life.*> Among many
intellectuals and cultural theorists, the twentieth century saw race become more widely
recognised as rooted in culture and systems of power. As an ideological construction rooted in
power structures which have consistently privileged white skin, hetero-normative masculinity,
and the upper-classes, race goes beyond a definition since it “affects the ways in which
identities are formed and the social interaction experienced on a day to day basis.”*3

As historian Gavin Schaffer has argued, during 1930-80 there witnessed an
“international crescendo of racial politics. [There saw] the rise and fall of Nazism and the
Holocaust, the struggle for an end to Southern segregation in the United States, the formal
birth of the apartheid regime in South Africa, and the final collapse of the European colonial
empires.”** This ensured that race was a continuous presence in British socio-political life.*
Politics proved to be the key turning point in the transition into a new cultural phase of race,
yet physical differences such as skin tone continued to permeate racial thinking.*¢ Skin tone
was used as a logical marker of Britishness, which meant that Black British subjects were
‘Othered’ simply due to their skin tone. Discrimination lay within white supremacy and white
skin aesthetics, and as such, boundaries of race were decided and implemented through skin
colour, alongside institutionalised systems of power.4’

This ‘new racism’ as termed by Gilroy, was rooted within “mechanisms of inclusion

and exclusion — [it] specifies who may legitimately belong to the national community and

simultaneously advances reasons for the segregation or banishment of those whose origin,
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sentiment, or citizenship assigns them elsewhere.”*® The docking of the Empire Windrush in
June 1948 signalled the arrival of a generation of new Black British citizens from (previously
colonised) Commonwealth countries. The post-Windrush era, saw the Black population in
Britain triple between 1961-64 from around 300,000 to 1 million.*® West Indians, according
to Gilroy, were seen as a “people occupying an indeterminate space between the Britishness
which is their colonial legacy and an amorphous, ahistorical relationship with the dark
continent.”® These cultural and physical differences argued Gilroy, led to the need to develop
effective controls over who would be allowed to enter Britain.®! Britishness, or more
specifically, the idea of white-Britishness, became the norm against which any difference in
ethnicity was measured.®? In this instance skin was used as a signifier of the politics of race in
Britain, and in turn, directly impacted Black British citizens. Built upon these complex and
intersecting histories of race and racial difference, there were a wide range of instances which
exemplified the superiority of white skin tones as an identity and aesthetic, that perpetuated
and continued racism toward Black Britons.

While the British Nationality Act (BNA) in 1948 confirmed the inflow of members of
the commonwealth by conferring a status with residence benefits in line with those who were
born in Britain. However, the BNA and the citizenship privileges it granted, was immediately
perceived as a problem which needed to be controlled.®® This saw the continuation of political
actions motivated by skin colour to discriminate against Black British citizens. The

Commonwealth Immigrants Acts in 1962 and 1968, and the Immigrants Act of 1971, were
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passed by both Labour and Conservative governments to control and limit immigration into
the United Kingdom from Commonwealth countries. These acts were “determined to be
perceived as anti-racist” yet while they did not mention skin colour specifically, they in effect,
limited the number of Black people able to enter Britain each year.5

The 1962 Bill’s intent to “limit the entry of non-white Commonwealth citizens” saw
Black and Asian members of society relegated to second class citizens.>® Despite the
Conservative government having denied that race (or skin) was a factor in these policy
measures, in reality, there was a deliberate targeting of Black and Asian migrants, while its
“impacts on the ‘white’ commonwealth were deliberately minimised.”® The active
privileging of white immigrants illustrated that skin colour was a major cause of concern
among those who were viewed as ‘wanted’ versus ‘unwanted’ future citizens of Britain. High
profile political figures helped to perpetuate structural racism through skin tone, by
expressing and inculcating their own racial hatred for political gains. Peter Griffiths - the
Conservative candidate for Smethwick - campaigned on the basis of “ending immigration and
repatriating ‘the coloureds’.”®” While denying all knowledge of this, his 1964 campaign
slogan read ‘If you want a n***** neighbour, vote Labour’, and subsequently, won a seat as
MP for Smethwick against Labour’s Patrick Gordon Walker, an outspoken opponent of the
1962 Commonwealth Immigrants Act.%® Five years after the 1962 Act, the Labour
government continued to perpetuate racist policy measures based on skin colour. The main

focus of this “nakedly discriminatory legislation” was to prevent Kenyan Asians fleeing the
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Kenyatta regime from entering Britain.>® The 1968 act restricted certain citizens from holding
British passports, of whom prior, had a legal right to settle in Britain due to the BNA in 1948.
Discrimination based on skin through this overt political act, was perpetuated by a special
clause which “gave ex-colonials with white skin the continued right of free entry.”® This
clause illustrated the significance of skin in the privileging of whiteness and discrimination of
Blackness.

In 1968, Enoch Powell’s (another Conservative MP) Rivers of Blood speech, called
for an end to racial integration, underpinned by his belief that “the loyalty of Black Britons
would always be problematic;” the Black Briton, according to Powell, would “always carry
the problem of a failure of allegiance — or deference — to the nation.”%* While Griffiths and
Powell garnered support by publicly expressing racist agendas, skin tone continued to set the
parameters of post-war immigration policy within sitting governments. The 1971 Immigrants
Act only permitted those who had a specific work contract to enter Britain, which essentially
ended most forms of immigration and settlement in Britain.®? With the motivation of
removing all possible statutory rights afforded to Commonwealth citizens under the BNA, the
Act required future immigrants to have a work permit, detailing time, place, and duration.®3
This limited the time certain Commonwealth citizens could stay in Britain, alongside making
it increasingly difficult to find a job and settle. The significance of skin comes to the forefront
when considering the concept of partiality. This manifested as “an exemption from
immigration controls for those with a parent or grandparent born or naturalised in the United

Kingdom,” which allowed entry for many ‘Old Commonwealth> members.®* In other words,
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white citizens from Australia, New Zealand, and Canada would be permitted, whilst still
effectively blocking the immigration from ‘New Commonwealth’ countries, of which, saw
immigration from mainly People of Colour. Again, skin colour functioned as a motivation and
vehicle for (both covert and overt) discriminatory governmental controls.

The British Nationality Act in 1981 saw ‘belonging’ and rights to citizenship defined
in terms of lineage and descendance, so that citizenship was no longer open on the basis of
having been a ‘colonial subject’. Instead, people with no direct relation in the British Isles
would have to apply for ‘naturalisation’ if they wanted to hold British citizenship.% This
changing conception of citizenship, saw an “exclusive and racialised” notion of belonging and
national identity solidify in the minds of many, furthering the schism between those who
accepted that People of Colour were legitimate members of society, and those who did not.®°
These acts, and the responses and consequences they initiated in the rest of society, meant that
“step by step, racism was institutionalised, legitimised, and nationalised.”®” Skin colour
served as a deliberate signifier of difference, which influenced and impacted governmental
decisions and policy making. While the explicit racially motivated elements of this official
legislation were not immediately obvious in wording, in practice, these acts exemplify the
politics of race based upon skin colour, which subsequently affected individual rights as
British citizens.

While post-war immigration controls were passed primarily to deter the arrival of
Black migrants, the government did at the same time take measures to try to minimise racial

discrimination.®® The Race Relations Act (RRA) in 1965 (and later in 1968 and 1976), was
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the first legislation in the United Kingdom to outlaw racial discrimination. However, this
facade of equality legislation was not wholly designed to support Black people: the RRA in
1965 outlawed discrimination in “places of public resort,” which meant that crucial areas of
racial discrimination in housing and employment was ignored.®® Whilst discrimination did not
stop in practice, Shamit Saggar has described Labour’s policy making as an “immigration-
integration equation” when considered alongside the restrictive Commonwealth Immigrants
Acts described above.’ This dualism in legislation with both pro-restriction and pro-equality
policies, attempted to address racial discrimination among communities in Britain, alongside
restricting immigration in order to “prevent the ‘problem’ of increased immigrant presence
getting any worse.”’! The prompt prosecution of revolutionary Black activist, Michael X, for
incitement to racial hatred against white people made in a speech, illustrated that as opposed
to assisting or achieving equality on the grounds of race, colour, ethnicity or national origin —
and thus, skin colour discrimination - the RRA was rooted in a more complex set of
motivations. Both Labour and Conservative governments passed restrictive immigration
policies motivated by skin colour, but refused to prioritise skin colour within Race Relations
Acts. The constant reinforcement of skin as a signifying element of race politics, through the

blaming and targeting of Black skin, and conversely, the representation of white skin as a
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signifier of superior identity and aesthetics, highlights the relevance of skin modification

practices as lens through which to explore the persistence of racism in British society.

Skin as a Lens for Activism

Driven by the prevalence of racism based on skin colour in governmental policies and
actions, the 1920s onward saw the founding of many anti-colonial national and community-
based political groups. These made a huge contribution to the ability to organise, exchange
ideas, criticise British colonial rule, influence other Caribbean countries and movements, and
share experiences of discrimination suffered in Britain and worldwide. This overtly political
response, seen in the founding of many organisations, attracted increasing numbers of Black
Britons into activism and organising.”? Indeed, by the mid-twentieth century, “there was
hardly an Afro-Caribbean association in Britain which did not espouse the cause of colonial
independence and of black struggle generally.””® With this, alongside the development of
activist movements abroad, there saw an increasingly prominent message of decolonisation,
anti-discrimination, and as Rob Waters notes, the desire for members of such groups to begin
“thinking Black.”’# Disseminating from a reservoir of international Black activism, these

transnational groups transformed the thinking of Black Britons. While the British Black
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Power movement and its political responses tell a considerably different story than that of the
often prioritised U.S Black Power movement, and often understated Caribbean Black Power
movements (alongside anti-colonial and Black Power movements worldwide), these
movements were truly transnational in scope.” Black Power began its rise as a transnational
political organisation in the mid-1960s, and as such, the rise of a “radical politics of
Blackness™ as the key element of many activist movements among Black Britons “marked a
new turn in the history of decolonization and Black liberation.”"®

Facing intense discrimination alongside their male counterparts, Black women “began
to look for a collective means to make life more bearable.”’’ Beverley Bryan, Stella Dadzie,
and Suzanne Scaffe lived in Britain from the 1960s onwards and published The Heart of the
Race: Black Women’s Lives in Britain, in 1985. They explained, “the Britain which black
women entered in the late 1940s and 50s was a hostile, unwelcoming environment.”’® In order
to help women survive and thrive in such conditions, building upon long traditions of
resistance practiced by Black women for centuries, women began to collectively organise
places of support and activism. Skin here denoted a signpost of solidarity. The reclaiming of
Black skin as beautiful in response to the unwavering racism and discrimination of their joint
lived experience, became a significant terrain of anti-racist struggle.

One site of resistance was the hair salon. While there were virtually no Black

hairdressing salons in Britain prior to the 1960s, women would meet in one another’s homes

> Some examples of global Black Power movements, or those influenced by or relating to, elements of Black
Power are as follows: The Black Power Movement in Jamaica, beginning in 1960; Black Power in Guyana (in
the formation of the African Society for Cultural Relations with Independent Africa), 1964; Black Power in
Bermuda, 1968; Black Panthers in Algiers, 1969; The Black Power ‘Moment’ in Barbados, 1970; The Black
Power revolution in Trinidad and Tobago, 1970; The Polynesian Panther Party (PPP) in New Zealand founded in
1971; The Israeli Black Panthers, 1971; The Dalit Panthers in India, 1972, and many more worldwide.
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Other sources of community help and refuge was provided through church groups. These religious communities
provided assistance and support for newly arriving immigrants which the government had refused to help.
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to style hair, socialise, and exchange news.”® Both women’s kitchens and later, beauty salons,
became a fundamental feature of everyday lives, providing not only beauty treatments, but a
sense of community, “refuge and sisterhood,...and a place in which they could organise and
mobilise other women.”# Skin, hair, and beauty more broadly, provided a means to escape
the realities of life in Britain and offered continuity and familiarity with the social lifestyle
many had left behind in the Caribbean.* Following these social organisations and emerging
communities, the “increasing ferocity of racist attacks, galvanised us [women] into organising
in a more overtly political way.”®? It is important not to underestimate the lasting impact that
colonial attitudes toward whiteness and race had on the development of beauty politics in
Britain. Writing a history of skin (which includes skin bleaching) relies on the intersectional
realities of racism, and the necessity of Black feminisms as intersecting with gender, class,
sexuality, age, and disability. In order to understand the extent of racialised beauty politics, it
is necessary to recognise the importance of Black British feminism, the skin discrimination
via beauty that Black women faced, and the inroads made by women to fight back.

| posit Black feminism as a politics of liberation and affirmation, and Black feminists
as agents of change and disruption to a world which diminishes, plunders, and exploits Black
women’s thoughts and livelihoods which exist as the “bedrock of liberal democracies.”8
Black feminism is a necessity, a movement and politics that “radically dissents from and

subverts the hegemonic constructions of Black women as either irrelevant and invisible

objects or alien Others.”® These knowledge productions, creative spaces, and community
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80 Tanisha Ford, Liberated Threads: Black Women, Style, and the Global Politics of Soul (North Carolina, 2015),
p.23

81 Bryan [et.al], Heart of the Race, p.131-132

82 Ibid., p.132

8 A. Emejulu and F. Sobande (eds.), To Exist is to Resist: Black Feminism in Europe (London, 2019), p.3

8 Ibid., p.3

22



allegiances, fostered alternative ways of viewing, resisting, and living, and disrupted the
invisibility of Black women’s histories, previously suppressed by systems and politics of
oppression. These movements nuanced and developed what it meant to be Black and ‘think
Black’, illustrating a shared collectivity surrounding skin tone, yet also the intense political
nature of Black feminisms and beauty politics. It is important to express that both the forms of
Black beauty and beauty practices discussed here were not born in reaction to white beauty or
white women’s beauty practices, but often pre-existed them. Rather, exploring newly
emerging practices of Black beauty serves to question why such practices were not considered
in mainstream beauty ideals. Popular culture outlets such as best-selling newspapers and
women’s magazines excluded Black women in normalised images of beauty. The aim here is
to show how Black women reclaimed their skin tone, campaigned for their visibility outside
of Black communities in Britain, and inclusion in broader society; a direct challenge to the
exclusion experienced in white feminism.

Alongside institutionalised, politicised, and socio-cultural racism experienced in
everyday settings, women faced marginalisation based upon skin in racialised beauty
practices. Dadzie [et al.] explained that:

“in a culture which valued only a woman’s physical appearance...there was no room

for any appreciation of African beauty. The very term implied a contradiction. The

only images of women we were exposed to...were those depicting white, female
perfection.”®
Similarly, bell hooks, explained that “within white-supremacist patriarchal society, it is very
difficult to find affirming images of black femaleness.”® Thus, Women of Colour, and by

extension, the Black British community, had to find ways to create and reaffirm their cultures,

and skin became a terrain of this struggle.®’

8 Bryan [et.al.], Heart of the Race, p.191
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Whilst Blackness is treated here as a political, social, and cultural construction, the
boundaries of what counts as Blackness, and how these are policed in relation to beauty
ideals, have had far reaching consequences for Black women. Notions of ‘acceptable’ or
‘authentic’ Blackness have been framed by both Black communities and dominant ideas of
white ‘normalcy’ in terms of an “essentialist construction of Black womanhood.”® These are
determined by length and texture of hair, shade of skin, and parentage.® Colourism emerged
here as another system of privilege and power within Black British communities (and
worldwide). The system of colourism - as deeply interconnected with racism — privileges
lighter toned Black skin over darker skin tones within Black communities (and communities
of colour).?° This relates not only to aesthetics and beauty through privileging lighter
complexions, but also to the impact on people’s social and economic opportunities. Though
colourism could not exist without racism, as colourism rests on the premise of white privilege
and power relationships in cultural and social systems, it is important to consider colourism
within the context of skin tone and the racialised politics of beauty.®* The authenticity of
‘Black womanhood’ through these measures, assumes an ideal and essential Black identity,
and places upon women certain expectations and social pressures to conform to ‘authentic’
features. Thus, within already racialised beauty politics, colourism existed (and exists), as
another significant boundary Black women had to grapple with when navigating what it
meant to be ‘beautiful.’

Criticism toward Black women via skin colour politics existed in many forms. Many

women were accused of “attempting to move away from their racial identity” by altering their
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complexion and physical appearance with skin bleaching, and criticism via colourism was
directed toward those who were “constructed (by others) as closer to whiteness by virtue of
such signifiers of straight hair and light skins.”%? According to historian Debbie Weekes, “hair
and skin are used as physical signifiers for the purpose of judging how ‘Black’ a person
is...and how far or near a Black person is from whiteness.”% This emphasises the importance
of skin when writing a history of Black Britain in an age of racism.

Notions of Blackness, and the ways in which Black women are defined by certain
beauty standards is fundamentally important here. Each locale had “deep histories of
darkening and lightening...[with] densely embedded aesthetic regimes and racialised politics
of skin colour.”® However, what is important, and will be expressed here, is that “whitening,
colouring, and tanning are in most locales neither equivalent nor opposed processes but are
intimately interlinked ones.”% Deciphering what ‘counts’ as beautiful when beauty standards
were constantly changing and deeply impacted by colourism and racism, meant that such
ideals were not only contradictory but increasingly difficult to achieve. While ‘mainstream’
(white) society continued to privilege and value the necessity of whiteness in visions of
beauty, Black activist movements explicitly addressed these issues through the notion of
‘Black is Beautiful’. This became a significant moment for many, alongside being capitalised
upon by beauty companies.

The Black is Beautiful slogan and its prevalence among a wide range of women, had a
different meaning, varied in significance, and had contrasting levels of importance for Black

women during this time. While the slogan itself cannot claim to tell a complete story of Black
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Power and women’s feelings toward beauty, it is used here as a specific vehicle to illustrate
some aspects of the impact of beauty and Black Power on women in Britain. Before Black is
Beautiful became a “rallying cry in the late 1960s” for Black women to embrace their natural
beauty, the message that “dark skin and tightly curled hair were beautiful was promoted by
the Nation of Islam” in the 1930s.%® Malcom X also spoke out about Black beauty, following
the lead of Elijah Muhammad and Marcus Garvey, and continued to reinforce that Black
women had to suffer through “humiliating and detested images of [them]selves imposed by
other people,” alongside a constant barrage of hair straightening and skin bleaching creams in
Black publications.®” As Black Power movements took hold, by 1966, imagery denoting and
emphasising ‘Black is Beautiful” increasingly appeared in mainstream Black publications
such as Ebony.%

In Britain, the importance of the Black is Beautiful movement became evident
throughout personal testimony recorded in oral interviews. ‘Sisterhood and After’ was an oral
history project conducted by members of the Women’s Liberation Group during the 1970s
and 80s, which interviewed women on a wide range of issues. Gail Lewis explained how the
emergence of Black Power was “absolutely crucial for reconfiguring the space and
relationship that a Black woman could have with her body...the idea that Black is beautiful, is
hard to convey just how profound a statement that was at that time.”% Gail described the
ability to be seen as beautiful with natural features such as skin and hair as

“staggering...intense, and did change things.”*% Jan McKenley also expressed the personal
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importance of the Black is Beautiful narrative: “In the 60s, there was quite a lot of tacit,
hostile racism and everyday racism from your own friends, they commented on your lips and
your nose, so that whole Black is Beautiful movement was absolutely beyond describable as
liberating.”*%! Thus, for many women, embracing the mantra of Black is Beautiful, when
many advertisements, products, and popular narratives suggested otherwise, proves important
to consider when analysing skin alongside Black beauty practices and the spaces of
reclamation women created during this time.

The terminology and emphasis on the importance of Black Power and Black is
Beautiful was also illustrated throughout Black-owned magazines and newspapers. Janet
Johnson writing in Grassroots in 1976, penned an article criticising misleading concepts of
womanhood and beauty frequently “projected by the white media... that is always the one
standard — white [skin] — or as near as possible.”%? Dyke and Dryden, one of the most
successful Black owned hair and beauty companies, adopted the slogan Black is Beautiful on
their advertisements in 1978. In the same year, Africa Woman magazine published a reader’s
comment which praised the magazine for “really supporting the popular saying that BLACK
IS BEAUTIFUL [sic.].”1% Thus, when discussing Black women’s beauty, while the
mainstream of beauty practices advocated for white beauty and mostly failed to expand their
vision, there were also narratives advocating the beauty of Blackness, and attempts to change

and impact such exclusionary skin colour politics.
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However, while this brought many women confidence and feelings of attractiveness,
this was either short lived, or its reach did not impact all women. Crucially, the dominance of
Eurocentric visions of femininity (white aesthetics) prevailed, which left many women
reverting back to straightened hair and/or bleaching creams, or did not change many women’s
minds in the first place.1% Skin was consistently used as a tool to exploit, discriminate,
differentiate, but also empower, liberate, and organize Black people in Britain. Having
situated these complexities of skin, race, beauty, and social ‘norms’ through beauty
companies and magazine publishing in the context of 1930-80, | use these themes to address

suntanning and skin bleaching as issues of racialised complexion modification processes.

Chapter Overviews, Methodology, and Terminology

The dissertation proceeds in two parts, each including three chapters and based around
a separate case study. The first case study traces the rise and use of skin bleaching among
women in Britain from 1930-80. The first chapter begins by tracing the dermatological and
scientific developments of chemicals used to bleach the skin, most notably, ammoniated
mercury and hydroquinone. The minimal scientific research conducted into the dangers of
these chemicals to lighten skin was impacted by a much broader issue of racism within
scientific practice during this time. Ultimately, these skin bleaches were — at their peak —
primarily used by Black women. As such, little attention was given to the consequences of
skin bleaching because white women eventually turned away from using these products.

The second chapter considers the rise of skin bleaching among white British women
during the 1930s, before suntanning became popular. It also examines the advertisements for

these creams, and ultimately, reinforces that white women bleached their skin to conform to
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popular beauty standards during this time. These were heavily influenced by the entrenched
notion of white superiority. As these ideals changed, and a suntan became the ideal beauty,
Black women became the primary users of skin bleaches.

Chapter three traces the use of bleaching creams by Black women in British society
from 1930-80. Alongside the advertisements for these products, this chapter charts the
differing and impossible notions of beauty that some Black women strived to achieve. These
existed within deeply racialised discourses of white superiority and whiteness as the ‘norm’.
Advertisements for these products, and the pressures and methods used to persuade women of
the necessity to use bleaching creams to achieve ‘normal’ beauty, illustrate the pervasiveness
of racialised discourses of beauty during this time. These bleaches were presented as a
solution for Black women to get ‘closer’ to whiteness and be seen as beautiful. This chapter
also considers Black activist responses to bleaching, thereby highlighting the opposition and
prominence of activism within British Black beauty circles, especially during the 1960s and
70s.

In part two, the second case study considers suntanning as a performative body
modification process during 1930-80. Chapter four traces the rise of suntanning as a medical
practice through heliotherapy during the 1930s, and draws emphasis toward its growing
popularity, despite significant warnings of health implications. This delves into the impact of
Ultraviolet (UV) rays on the skin following scientific discoveries, alongside the
controversiality of suntanning practices promoted by sun lotion companies, despite scientific
recommendations. Whilst | argue that the major influence on the popularity of suntanning was
due to the practice of heliotherapy, the rise of suntanning was deeply embedded within

constructions of racism.
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Chapter five illustrates the rise of suntanning in popular social circles, and crucially,
the development of terminology surrounding suntanning as an idealised and racialised beauty
practice during the 1960s and 1970s. It examines white British women as they ardently
suntanned their bodies and consumed the vast range of suntanning products during its rise in
popularity as a fashion must-have in the peak decades of the 1960s and 1970s.

Finally, as with the previous case study, chapter six examines advertisements. It places
a particular focus on Ambre Solaire and its messaging, as this brand was one of the most
popular suntan lotions of the twentieth century. There existed strict boundaries of acceptable
and unacceptable beauty with regard to suntanning, which systematically excluded Black
women from discourses and practices of suntanned beauty. Suntanning, therefore, as a
complexion modification process, illuminates debates surrounding racialised politics of
beauty, stemming from deeply ingrained systems of racial oppression in British society.

This methodological approach leans heavily on a wide range of contemporary sources.
The elements of print culture and digitised sources used throughout these case studies offer
both a broad view of socio-cultural trends during this period, alongside an in-depth window
exposing how members of British society were impacted by, and interested in, these kinds of
skin modification. Print culture, from both popular national and international newspapers
have provided a lens to view and analyse wide-reaching fashion and beauty trends in relation
to tanning and bleaching, alongside the various advertisements used by a large number of
beauty companies between 1930-80. Yet, these popular magazines, especially women’s
magazines, provided a platform for many deeply personal questions of every-day women
regarding beauty and femininity. Just as important, more niche and less widely circulated
medical and scientific journals exposed the ongoing research and discoveries of the time in

relation to new products emerging on the market, alongside the dangers of bleaching and
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tanning. These medical journals also illustrated that the trajectory of medical knowledge and
warnings of the dangers surrounding modification, did not reflect public engagement or
attention paid to such dangers, a reality which becomes clear when they are set alongside
sources from popular culture.

Women’s magazines, newspapers, advertisements, medical journals, and beauty
advice books, all provide an insight into skin modification practices in Britain during 1930-
80. Alongside the potential of these sources to illuminate the originality of an analysis of
these modification practices, this thesis also presents the importance of ‘unknowables’ within
sources used here, and consequentially, the stories of skin modification being told. These print
sources illustrate notable silences within the historical record of skin bleaching among Black
women. Instances of personal stories of Black women’s skin bleaching are few and far
between in comparison to explanations of suntanning practices among white women during
this time. An unwillingness to speak publicly about such modification practices, and perhaps,
the lack of relevant magazines in which to discover and discuss the modification of skin,
presents the existence of ‘unknowables’ within this historical discourse. However, when
juxtaposed against the proliferation of advertisements promoting skin bleaching, alongside the
huge range of bleaching creams available locally and internationally, the extent of this
modification practice comes to light.

As deeply implicated by discourses of beauty and fashion, I argue that while women
used cosmetic products to modify and beautify, whether knowingly or unknowingly, they
were contributing to, and furthering, racialised and gendered norms which played a part in
controlling the fashions of bleaching and suntanning. Deeply entangled in institutionalised
and systemic racism, skin modification was an innocent fashion trend for some, but for others,

it was a method of trying to ‘improve’ oneself, trying to be included within society, and an
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attempt to be seen as lighter or darker to fit in with socially accepted trends. As intersectional
with gender, beauty, fashion, race, and class, I argue that skin modification contributed to
institutionalised and systemic racism, alongside the ways women were viewed and consumed,
and thus, acted in society. While this thesis remains focussed on illustrating the damaging
impact of institutionalised racism in Britain, it is imperative to reinforce the underlying
prominence of transnationalism. Skin, racism, beauty ideals, whiteness, and the
commodification of women were all impacted by transnational and global cultural structures,
affecting women in different ways and in different times and places. Anti-colonial and
liberation movements provided Black communities with shared spaces and activist
movements which were global in scale. Complex transatlantic commercial networks of beauty
products and ideals, travel among fashion capitals such as London and New York, and an
expanding range of products and accessibility as the 20th century progressed, not only
allowed for greater access to fashion and beauty, but also further embedded ideals implicated
by race. With this in mind, I use skin to tell a history of racialised and gendered beauty
politics using skin bleaching and suntanning as case studies in Britain from 1930-80.

The terminology used in this thesis, such as complexion, race, and the term ‘Black’
rely on specific explanations in the context of Britain from 1930-80. From the initial usage of
the term, complexion has had a wide variety of meanings. Complexion is understood here as
the visible and natural appearance of one’s skin colour or tone, in which each individual is
unique. A persons complexion described throughout this thesis, in close relation to skin-tone,
can be a vast range of shades. Make-up and beauty companies often described complexions as
light, medium, or dark, or light, ‘normal’, or dark. As such, the ways in which complexion to
signify skin tone was deployed in British society, had politically charged values attached to it.

Namely, that a white-but-tanned complexion was considered as a ‘normal’ complexion or the
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‘ideal’ complexion. In many cases, complexion has the ability to be modified to achieve a
different tone — whether through tanning, make-up, or bleaching. The importance here, lies in
the idea that while complexion is modifiable, most of the time this is temporary. By contrast,
when considering a person’s natural skin tone to signify race, ethnicity, or identity, this
cannot be changed. However, using makeup or bleaching and tanning products, complexion
modification can modify shade, so one can achieve a ‘lighter’, ‘medium’ or ‘darker’
complexion within various skin tone ranges.

Histories of racialised beauty politics and skin modification are global. Yet, the story
of British women’s complexion modification requires a certain focus and set of meanings.
The struggle for Black liberation and the political implications and conditions of which this
struggle took place are culturally specific. To use Gilroy’s phrase, histories of Blackness in
Britain has its own “peculiarities.”'% Uniquely developing communities, specific to British
histories and events, carried with it various terminological changes when using terms such as
‘Black’. Claire Alexander has detailed the changing meanings of the word ‘Black’ in British
culture when signifying race. The term can be broadly divided into two phases, from the early
1960s to the mid-1980s, and the latter from the mid-1980s to the early 2000s.19

The first phase, saw the dominant story of British Black identity signalling political
mobilisation for “migrants from the former British colonies in South Asia, the Caribbean and
Africa, and their British-born descendants, based on a shared experience of oppression and
discrimination, and a dominant discourse.”'% It is within this context that this thesis is based.
A powerful moment of anti-colonial and liberational politics, the 1960s-1980s witnessed

intellectual and activist exchange on a transnational scale, and the migration of People of
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Colour increased across Britain. According to Stuart Hall, this is the moment in which “black
became politicised.”® It is within this politicisation of Blackness, and skin colour becoming
a signifier of this politicisation, that contributed to the British Black population to begin
“thinking Black.”'% It witnessed an identification of Blackness as a pushback against phrases
such as “coloured” used by Enoch Powell and others, which positioned British Black citizens
as unwelcome.°

Meanwhile, the second phase witnessed a splintering of the term ‘Black’. As opposed
to signifying all migrants from former British colonies, it became a descriptor of those of
African-Caribbean-British descent. The obscuration of cultural differences by using an
umbrella term of ‘Black’ or ‘Blackness’ to signify all People of Colour, differences between
African-Caribbean and Asian communities, and “emergent forms of ‘cultural racism’,
especially in relation to Islam and Islamophobia...[meant that] many Asians have simply
never been seen, or have ever seen themselves, as ‘black’.”*'* When using the term ‘Black’,
this thesis refers to the latter definition of the term Blackness: those of African-Caribbean-
British descent whom, define themselves as having a Black skin tone. As to not ignore or fail
to recognise other complex and culturally specific histories of a wide range of People of
Colour, this thesis focusses on the Black British population. However, this does not discount
the wide-reaching impacts of imperialism and skin colour politics on all People of Colour.
Defining ‘Black’ more narrowly than what was being used during this period, means that
there is a specific focus on Black skin, rather than a political definition. To give an in-depth

history of Black beauty politics and skin, as opposed to generalising across wider skin politics
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for People of Colour, this narrow focus on British Black women as presently defined, allows
for a fuller and more intricate history of skin modification to be told.

| capitalise Black to recognise the political nature of the term and to signify a
collective racial identity with a specific history.'2 While these labels and meanings of
Blackness as an identity change over time, in the present moment, capitalisation emphasises
the centrality of race in the making and shaping of modern Britain (and global histories).
Capitalisation also emphasises the enduring histories and ideas of imperialism that
contributed to the necessity of this thesis being written. An intervention in these histories of
liberational and anti-colonial politics of Blackness is rooted in the use of skin as a lens of
body modification. The practice of complexion modification, whether through skin bleaching
or tanning, is intimately linked to whiteness. White women desiring a whiter complexion or a
tanned complexion, implied a racially white identity. Black women’s use of skin bleach to
achieve beauty (for many), was rooted in a beauty ideal which assumed and necessitated
whiteness. As such, cosmetic histories of tanning and bleaching creams, both their emergence
and global development, and the whiteness they implied, were intimately linked with

complexion and the signification of race.

12 T owercase ‘black’ is used when referenced as such in a quotation.
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CASE STUDY ONE: SKIN BLEACHING

Haven't you heard or been informed
That an afro has meaning and is not
just to be worn?

And for those of you who think it’s a fad
You’ll soon find out its definition is

black and bad

Say there you with the lye in your head
Aren’t you aware that the wethead is dead?

Put that bleaching cream away!!!
Black you are and black you’ll stay.

Take pride in your blackness don’t be
ashamed

Remember being black and beautiful
is not a game

Power my sister
Right on my flame!!!!

About the Afro, Grassroots, April 197413

Introduction

Why process your hair,
And bleach your skin?
Why try to be

What you are not?

Who needs an excuse
For being Black!

When | see you

Through white mens eyes
| seem to hear you say
‘Its not my fault, Master,
For being black and ugly.
I slick my hair

Bleach my skin

And dye my nappy head
Because I want to be like you’
When I hear these things
My soul boils

And then, Negro,

| hate you.

For | am Black

And proud to be.

So negro, negro,

Awake! Awake,

And claim your identity

Identity, Liberator, 1963

The desire for lighter, whiter, or brighter skin has been engrained in some societies for

centuries worldwide. Through variations in cultural meanings, the desire for lighter skin has
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changed over time and space, but whiteness as a symbol of beauty, power, wealth, success,
and a higher class, has persisted in social and cultural practices around the globe. In the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century, the skin bleaching market among women worldwide
grew immeasurably quick. From 1930-80, a large number of bleaching creams were
manufactured in the U.S. and Britain and shipped globally, a passage of goods rooted in
British colonial dominance and influence. The three chapters that follow, emphasise the
importance of investigating the prevalence of skin bleaching in Britain, and the racialised
discourses that permeated these practices via scientific and cultural discourse.

As a commodity, skin bleaches were first marketed and advertised in the U.S. and
Britain during the 1920s and 1930s. Prior to this, women were encouraged to obtain
ingredients from local pharmacies and make their own.'** At the beginning of this period,
home remedies for skin lightening were marketed predominantly to white women. These were
seen in newspapers and women’s magazines before the development of new visual
technologies in 1955. As women’s appearances standardised, the mass marketing of
campaigns saw professional actresses and socialites endorse the bleaching creams.!°

From the 1940s onward, due to the rising popularity of the suntan amongst white
women, skin bleaches were advertised primarily for Black consumers. Due to the apparent
health-giving qualities of the suntan and its rise in fashion and beauty circles, Black women
became a targeted audience for bleaching cream companies. The aesthetic dimension of
racism seen in the promotion of lighter gradations of skin tone, took the forefront of
advertising campaigns. These often focussed on a natural and easy way to lighten the skin

tone, and at the same time, become more beautiful. These creams were advertised as a natural
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way to lighten (or sometimes remove) Black skin, which “reinforced a racialised aesthetic
through a makeover that appeared anything but natural.”'® This ‘racialised aesthetic’ of a
desired appearance, was a very specific and unachievable beauty ideal, yet was portrayed as
achievable through the use of creams.

The “race performativity of gendered cosmetics” meant that advertisements did not
always need to explicitly mention the need for Black women to use bleaching creams.'” The
racialised dynamics embedded within the beauty ideals, meant that whiteness or lightness was
assumed and engrained within a popular notion of beauty, and the simple act of buying and
applying the cream was enough. Though companies did not explicitly mention bleaching,
their lightening properties functioned as a secret language as the primary reason to buy these
creams, but was not explicitly popularised as such. Rather, creams emphasised their
beautifying and brightening abilities, with bleaching or lightening the most important method
for this beautifying process. This secret language illustrates the deeply ingrained socially
constructed racialised and hegemonic ideals. These creams allowed, or in some cases,
pressured Black women, guided by unequal power relations, to feel that complexion
modification was necessary to achieve beauty. As Shirley Tate emphasises, though these
ideals are performative and habitual among many, this does not stop women’s agency.!8
While adverts were suggestive and persuasive, some women bought these creams as an act of
self-agency, in a desire to beautify themselves, for themselves, not from the pressures of
society.'*® They were performing aesthetic enhancement through personal choice. However,

these expressions of agency to achieve beauty were deeply embedded with racialised tropes.

U6 Ihid., p.43
"7S. A. Tate, Skin Bleaching in Black Atlantic Zones (London, 2015), p.94
18 Ipid., p.94
19 Ibid., p.94

38



Companies manufacturing and advertising bleaching creams played on whiteness by
promising something so seemingly attainable to Black women, which was in fact, impossible
to achieve.’?® The importance here lies in the fact that to achieve the white beauty ideal,
women had to be racially white, not just aesthetically white. Thus, when Black women
attempted to get closer to whiteness by using creams and/or lighter shades of makeup, they
were buying into an impossible ideal — an ideal that bleaching companies sold as completely
achievable if the cream was used enough, and for long enough. The promises of beauty,
romance, social benefits, and wellbeing seen in these adverts - or assumed by the women
purchasing them due to socially encoded racialised performativity — were dependent on racial
whiteness. Whereas white women used these creams to buy into a beauty ideal that was
rooted in racial whiteness, Black women, however, understood this beauty ideal in a different
way. The act of buying into this aesthetic and using bleaching creams did not mean that Black
women wanted to achieve racial or aesthetic whiteness. However, buying these creams
suggested a conscious or subconscious desire for lightness, and thus, the social privileges
attached to lightness, alongside their personal idea of aesthetic beauty. It just so happened that
the most popular images of beauty during this time were steeped in whiteness.

This case study consists of three chapters, which are as follows: scientific and
dermatological histories, the users of skin bleaches, and advertisements for products among
white and Black women respectively, followed by a discussion of anti-bleaching narratives.
Together, they illustrate that the global influence of British imperialism and its racialised
ideals of white superiority meant that whiteness and its links to power, medicine, and
perceptions of beauty shaped the practice of many societies. Over time, the importance and

influence of a beauty ideal which lauded whiteness, only grew more prominent.
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The first chapter traces the scientific and medical development of ammoniated
mercury and hydroquinone as they became the most popular bleaching agents in Britain.
Using the British Medical Journal (BMJ) and The Lancet, it illustrates the various medical
warnings and consequences of using bleaching creams for a prolonged time, the cosmetic
regulations of these products (or lack thereof), and investigates the discovery of natural
alternatives which mirrored the chemical structure of hydroquinone as a skin bleach. The
dermatological histories of skin bleaching in Britain were steeped in politics of race,
particularly regarding the lack of research and warnings about the damaging consequences on
Black skin and Black communities. Ultimately, this chapter argues that the aesthetic and
scientific dimensions of race and whiteness, meant that dermatological and medical
professionals took little interests in the cosmetic practices of Black women, in this case, the
use of dangerous bleaching creams.

The following chapter considers skin bleaching in a cultural context by examining
white women as users of skin bleaches, and the advertisements marketed towards them. White
women bleached their skin during the early twentieth century (and for centuries prior) to
conform to popular beauty standards. The entrenchment of whiteness and a porcelain
complexion as an ideal of beauty, established the practice of skin bleaching as an accepted
method to make white skin, whiter. Whilst this idea of a porcelain complexion evokes ideals
of beauty, it also signifies racial exclusion. Through the ideal complexion of soft white skin,
the assumed superiority of whiteness excluded Black women from the ability to be ‘beautiful’
in the eyes of popular society. Consequently, when tanned skin became the ideal skin tone,
white skin was presumed as the natural, normal, and expected pre-modified skin. The
proliferation of advertisements, only deepened these social attitudes of whiteness as necessary

to be beautiful. As this period progressed, and white women became more beautiful due to
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tanned skin, the same did not happen for Black women. Light skinned Black women, with a
golden complexion or tone, were not seen as conforming to the ‘ideal’ vision of beauty,
because ultimately, beauty cultures were judged via race and racialisation. As intimately
linked to skin tone and complexion, it is impossible to judge, analyse, and discuss beauty
ideals without examining skin tone and discourses of race.

Then, the chapters that follow examine Black women as users of skin bleaches during
1930-80 in Britain, and the advertisements which helped further embed this practice. The
discourses of Black women’s bleaching set differing and impossible expectations upon Black
women as opposed to white women. Whilst it can be argued that Black women bleached their
skin as an act of agency and beautifying, this existed within a deeply racialised social schema
of white superiority. The messages of bleaching companies presented an impossible ideal as
entirely possible through the use of bleaching creams. That bleaching could lead to whiteness
or lightness, and ultimate beauty, ignored the risk of health implications when applying these
creams. Alongside this, some women faced consequences and criticism within their
communities, as many women were accused of wanting to move away from one’s natural skin
tone. Some of this criticism is evidenced in the final section, which illustrates responses to
Black women'’s skin bleaching, alongside a criticism of the companies and newspapers

promoting such creams.
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Chapter One: Dermatological and Scientific Histories

Understanding the process of skin modification, whether through UV rays (tanning) or
preventing melanin formation (bleaching), relies on a scientific explanation of skin structure.
The external surface, the epidermis, acts as a barrier for unwanted and harmful chemicals, as
an absorption for wanted chemicals, and contains the cells responsible for producing pigment
in the skin. The epidermis is also responsible for sensory functions, as it is a receptacle for
touch, pain, pressure and temperature. Below this, the second layer of skin is called the
dermis, an elastic connective tissue responsible for thermoregulation, immune responses,
nerve ending responses, sweat glands, hair follicles, and sensory receptors, which support the
epidermis.t? The final layer is the hypodermis or subcutaneous tissue, which is a heat
insulator and place for energy storage. This fatty layer consists of tissue and blood vessels,
and attaches the skin to the underlying muscle.'??

Skin tone is determined by four biochromes: oxyhaemoglobin, reduced haemoglobin,
carotenoids, and melanin.?? In the epidermis, melanocyte cells - also present in the hair and
eyes - produce polymers of indole quinone, which subsequently effect pigmentation of the
skin, hair, and eyes.'?* Melanin is then produced by the melanosomes, and melanocytes
transport melanosomes to keratinocytes (other cells in the skin), to provide a uniform
distribution of pigmentation in the skin.?> Although the number of melanocytes are the same

for all humans, the distribution of the melanosomes produced determine a person’s skin tone.
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Melanocytes and the process of producing pigmentation is also linked to genetics, put simply,
when these genes mutate, it produces conditions such as albinism and vitiligo. Most
commonly, this is a reaction with tyrosine.'? Tyrosine is the “key enzyme in melanin
synthesis” and when bleaching products are used, it prevents the production of tyrosine and
the ability for melanocytes to function and produce pigmentation, causing skin to appear
lighter.'?” Over time, with continued use of bleaching products (depending on the bleaching
agent), this severely damages the skin and in many cases, causes irreversible damage to all
three layers of the skin and pigment production.

While there were many ingredients used in home-made and mass-marketed skin
bleaches, over time, two main bleaching agents emerged: ammoniated mercury (AM) and
hydroquinone (HQ). One of the most infamous substances used for skin bleaching is mercury,
most commonly, ammoniated mercury. Mercury became a popular bleaching agent in the
earlier decades of the 20™ century, perhaps through its abundance and availability as a cheap
substance, and most likely, due to its ability to lighten the skin both quickly and visibly.
Mercury based skin bleaching creams contain mercury in varied forms including mercury
chloride, calomel, and ammoniated mercury chloride, which are inorganic salts that impede
the function of tyrosine, and thus, melanin production.?® As mass produced bleaching creams
containing mercury became more commonplace, the amount of mercury substance present in
the creams became worryingly unclear.

A scientific history of skin bleaching substances illustrates that ample evidence
existed to suggest the danger of skin bleaching products, especially concerning the wide-

spread use of such products by People/Communities of Colour in British society. However,
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medical professionals and regulators failed to conduct ample research on the dangers of these
cosmetic creams, especially considering their prevalence among Black communities. While
these products were also used by white women for many centuries until around the 1930s, the
peak use of skin bleaching by Black women from the 1940s-1970s, saw these dangers ignored
in order to sell products that claimed to lighten, whiten, and brighten skin.

Writing in The Lancet in 1937, Dr Arthur Burrows claimed that the number of
cosmetic formulations on the market was enormous, but many contained harmful substances.
Included on his list of substances added to cosmetics that caused “general poisoning (and
irritation) from local applications...[were] perchloride of mercury in freckle salves and
lotions.”?° In 1943, the US Federal Trade Commission (FTC) investigated the effects of
using an external application of ammoniated mercury to the body, and produced the following
results in regard to local and systemic effects. In terms of local effects, it was agreed by both
medical and scientific investigations that the principal property of AM was that of an irritant.
The commission also noted that, “it’s tendency is to break down and separate the tissues of
the outer layer of the skin, and in consequence, it promotes or hastens the exfoliation or
peeling off of the outer layer.”*3° Hence, for short periods of time and under controlled
conditions, it was approved for dermatological use for some skin conditions, such as vitiligo.
Important to emphasise here, is that though this was an American investigation, the
knowledge crossover to Britain was hugely influential. British dermatologists by this point
would have been aware of the dangerous consequences of AM as an active substance in skin

bleaching creams. While these creams could have been prescribed for specific skin conditions
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by British dermatologists, no actions were taken to prevent the production, marketing, or
selling of these products to the masses in the immediate aftermath of this investigation.

In terms of systemic effects, the damage caused by AM depends on many factors;
including the amount of cream used, the frequency of application, the percentage of mercury
in the cream, the duration of rest between treatments, and the sensitivity/condition of the
users’ skin (the same factors also apply when considering the dangers and side effects of
hydroquinone).*3! The FTC concluded that where the amount of mercury was excessive, the
application frequent, the period of use extended, and the area of application large, “the use of
ammoniated mercury is likely to result in erythema, oedema, inflammation, irritation, or other
manifestations of dermatitis.”*3? These are serious skin conditions, and upon continued use,
some users of ammoniated mercury experienced chronic mercury poisoning, in which more
serious health instances occurred. Some of these symptoms included proteinuria (kKidney
disease or failure), a metallic taste, nerve damage, memory loss, pain and weakness in limbs,
depression, and anxiety.**? It has since been scientifically proven that even a cream containing
just 2% ammoniated mercury can cause life-long renal and skin complications.'3* This
illustrates the consequences of a lack of regulation, the choice of profiteering over safety, and
the racialised aspects of scientific research and dermatology.

In many cases concerning the continued use of skin bleaches containing AM, the FTC
also found that patients experienced some type of dermatitis on their skin or the development

of a “condition of [skin] sensitivity where none existed previously.”** Whether home
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remedies or mass produced creams, there were clear dangers of using creams containing AM,
especially when users were unaware of such. Without proper regulation, investigation, or
instruction, women were applying these creams all over their bodies, and were damaging their
skin to reach an ideal of beauty that many could not achieve. While providing supposed
solutions for women’s skin and helping to achieve ideals of beauty, these creams posed
serious health risks. However, while mercury proved popular in the early twentieth century, as
decades passed, a new, highly effective, and seemingly less noxious product appeared on the
skin bleaching mass market: hydroquinone.

Hydroquinone became the most popular bleaching chemical worldwide throughout the
second half of the twentieth century.**¢ HQ is a hydroxyphenol, a naturally occurring
compound in plants and foods such as coffee, cranberries, and blueberries, alongside being
used as a chemical to develop black and white photographs, and as a stabilizer in paints,
varnishes, motor fuels, and oils. **7 It is also used in dermatology as a chemical lightener for
skin. It is important to consider other chemical variations of HQ, such as the monobenzyl
ether of hydroquinone (MBEH) and monomethyl ether of hydroquinone (MMEH), which are
synthetically produced forms of hydroquinone. These variations in skin bleaching creams are
powerful inhibitors of the melanocytes and tyrosine, meaning that they target melanocytes in
non-exposed sites (places where depigmentation doesn’t need to be treated). As such, they
should only be used under medical supervision by severely affected vitiligo patients, of

whom, have been unresponsive to other treatments.'3 Thus, due to the level of
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depigmentation and inhibition of tyrosine, the depigmentation from these substances is mostly
irreversible, and cannot be “safely used in cosmetics.”*3® However, due to non-existent or
inconsistent labelling, MBEH and MMEH have frequently been present in skin bleaching
creams available to purchase over the counter in various shops, both historically and in the
present day.

One of the first medical reports of HQ’s capacity to lighten was seen in the research of
H. Ottel in 1936, of which the fur of black cats turned grey after ingesting hydroquinone daily
for 6-8weeks.**° However, the most well-known accidental origin of HQ’s effectiveness to
depigment skin was discovered at a tannery near Chicago in 1938. As published in the BMJ
and The Lancet, Black American and Mexican tannery workers noticed that since wearing
protective gloves, the skin on their hands and forearms had turned white. It was soon found
that the gloves were treated with HQ to prevent the rubber from ageing, but subsequently, the
HQ dissolved out of the rubber, perhaps due to the materials they were handling or
perspiration.'#! Following an investigation into the gloves by medical professionals,
researchers found that the HQ prevented the formation of melanin in the skin, though re-
pigmentation occurred once subjects ceased using the gloves.'#? The doctors who conducted
the research into the HQ in gloves “quickly recognised its therapeutic and commercial
potential” inasmuch that, by 1940, the American Dermatological Association (ADA)
recommended its use in pigmentation treatments, as well as in “bleaching or anti-freckle

creams.”**? While the initial use of this substance in therapeutic sessions proved ineffective, it
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was soon discovered that, just as ammoniated mercury did, hydroquinone prevented the
production of melanin by interfering with the oxidation of tyrosine to melanin, meaning that
no melanocytes were produced.!# As the effectiveness of hydroquinone found its way into
the mass media by 1955, and dermatologists began to capitalise on the new potential for
bleaching creams, cosmetic companies also saw a huge commercial opportunity.

Mass produced bleaching creams were an ever growing industry in the U.S and U.K.
(and worldwide), and prominent dermatologists also noted its potential to cater not only to
people with notable skin conditions, but to capitalise upon racialised beauty politics: women
with darker complexions who wanted to appear lighter. Following a similar pattern to the
proliferation of products containing mercury, mass production led dermatologists and medical
practitioners to realise the damaging effect of HQ on the skin, due to its increased use by a
larger number of people as these creams became more widely available. In 1952, an article in
The Lancet explained that cosmetic dermatitis was becoming increasingly popular due to the
rise in cosmetic products, noting specifically that “synthetic organic compounds can be
responsible for dermatitis...one of them, an anti-oxidant - the monobenzyl ether of
hydroquinone, may also cause depigmentation of the skin.”'4> The true seriousness of this,
however, was not realised until 1975, when South African dermatologist G. H. Findlay (and
others) discovered that skin bleaches containing HQ caused exogenous ochronosis (EO).
Coinciding with a rapid increase in the sales and use of bleaching creams in South Africa,

Findlay explained that “before 12 years ago, none of us [dermatologists] had taken much
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interest in the cosmetic habits of black Africans.”?*® Only the emergence of “a new
dermatosis in the face” provoked the curiosity of the dermatologists to investigate the
cosmetics used by Black women.'# In the years that followed (the late 1960s), the dermatosis
became “more frequent and the cases began to crowd in the clinics,” illustrating the
increasing use of HQ bleaching creams. This statement proves revealing when considering the
lack of research on the cosmetic habits of Black African women — as this was not just an issue
in South Africa, but a transnational instance of ignorance and unimportance. This lack of
interest from Britain, the U.S., in the Caribbean and African countries, on what Black women
were applying to their bodies, alongside poorly regulated dangerous cosmetics, points to the
embedded structural racism and racialised politics of beauty, not only in Britain, but globally.
Findlay examined Black African women who had experienced a dermatosis of the face
and neck which presented as a blue-black hyperpigmentation. Upon investigation, Findlay
discovered that all of the women had used skin bleaching creams which contained HQ, and
while it had initially made their skin lighter, over time with continued use, it had caused
exogenous ochronosis.# An irreversible skin condition, the blue-black hyperpigmentation of
EO impacted all three layers of the skin, damaging the collagen and cartilage tissues, and
making the skin extremely sensitive to UV radiation.**® As such, women applying these
creams needed UV protection, as the use of skin bleach without this not only caused EO in
extreme cases, but damaged the skin and made it extremely sensitive. Consequently, creams

produced toward the end of this period contained UV protection and many women avidly
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avoided the sun in the attempts to minimise these issues. Once they had completed their
research, in 1975, Findlay and De Beer (another South African dermatologist), travelled to
Britain to present their research at a conference held by the British Association of
Dermatologists, and published their findings in the British Journal of Dermatology that same
year.1%° Nevertheless, they noted, “our efforts provoked tangible interest in the UK, Europe
and the USA,” — yet there appears to be little change in attitude toward skin lightening
regulation or scientific investigation after this.*5!

Following Findlay’s study, medical professionals Dogliotti and Leibowitz, again in
South Africa, published their research on exogenous ochronosis caused by HQ in skin
bleaching creams in 1979. However, interestingly, they noted that “no additional papers have
been published either locally or abroad” and as such, their research on 43 Black women
affected by this condition was particularly important.*>? With their results, Dogliotti and
Leibowitz provided recommendations for usage including that:

“(1) cosmetic products should be tested for harmful properties before they are released
for public use; (ii) a list of all the ingredients must be provided,; (iii) an additional tag
must provide an impressive warning of possible adverse effects, clear instructions for
usage, and the duration and sites of application.”153

Considering the prevalence of skin bleaching in Britain (and the U.S.), there was a clear under
acknowledgement or ignorance among medical professionals of the dermatological research

conducted by South African dermatologists, alongside the earlier investigations of British

dermatologists. While practitioners were discovering both the apparent usefulness, and the
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side effects of ammoniated mercury and later hydroquinone, there existed no official
regulations on the use of chemicals until Britain joined the European Economic Community
(EEC, now EU) in 1973. By consequence, no official cosmetic guidance was published until
1976. While these requirements were mandatory by law in Britain by 1979, South Africa did
not enact specific laws regarding skin bleaching creams until 1980. It is important to question
why such regulation did not happen earlier in Britain, regardless of its joining of the EU, a
reticence that could be seen as a consequence of deeply embedded systems of racial
inequality, which subsequently fed into scientific and medical research and practice.
Ultimately, because this skin condition impacted Black women and not white women,
legislation and guidance came slowly and inconsistently.

Prior to these regulations becoming law in Britain, regulation published in 1972 by the
EU stated that cosmetic products must be categorised, and labelled with a list of ingredients
and directions for use.'® The 1976 directive stated that “cosmetic products must not be
harmful under normal or foreseeable conditions of use.”*® The directive provided a list of
cosmetic categories, these included: creams; sunbathing products; products for tanning
without sun; skin-whitening products; anti-wrinkle products. In the list of ingredients which
cosmetic products must not contain, mercury and its compounds were listed.*>® Hydroquinone
was regulated as a substance which cosmetics should not contain, except when in compliance
with certain restrictions. In this instance, the maximum concentration was 2%, and it was
specified that the label must state that the product contained HQ, and not to use the product to

dye eyelashes.'®” Although the danger of using hydroguinone was well known, apart from
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these warnings, HQ use was still permitted. However, in 1989 researchers discovered that
even with a percentage of 2% hydroquinone, EO still occurred among users of skin creams. %8
This finding was repeated by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in 1994, alongside the
recommendations produced twenty years prior.' This final point demonstrates that these
regulatory requirements for safeguarding specific cosmetics were still being ignored, even
with evidence of serious and permanent harm to skin.

Understandably, if the medical profession used HQ creams professionally and these
were available only by medical recommendation and under medical supervision, this perhaps
would not have presented such an issue. However, women could and did access these
treatments without medical supervision, and were impacted very differently—both personally
and in society — by their use of bleaching creams. Black (and other Women of Colour) were
assumed to be desiring lightness or to be closer to whiteness, while white women’s use was
attributed to their desire to remove blemishes, freckles and make their own complexion
whiter.28° It could also be argued that all women using these creams were seeking a form of
whiteness: aesthetic whiteness. Yet, even if these creams successfully lightened Black skin
considerably, women could not achieve the racial whiteness (or whiteness-as-identity), that
afforded white superiority. Many women used mass produced skin lightening products
containing HQ all over their bodies, multiple times a day, and for a prolonged period of time.
For many, it resulted in serious skin and health damage. However, for a long time many

medical officials gave bleaching and its consequences a low priority, due to western medical
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authorities not seeing the dangers of Black women’s bleaching as a pressing or important
issue.'6! Bleaching to achieve whiteness, respectability, and beauty, then, meant that Black
women’s skin bleaching was deeply impacted by the “politics of whiteness...in the context of
a worldwide dominating culture of white supremacy and colonial representations of race.” 162
Thus, this makes the use of ammoniated mercury and hydroquinone impossible to be seen as
just a medical issue, as its use highlights the “racist culture within which racialised bodies are
created, constrained, exploited, and silenced” to understand the social, cultural, political, and
economic realities of skin bleaching.'63

Since regulation, HQ has unsurprisingly continued to cause dermatological issues
among users of skin lightening creams, including the synthetic productions of HQ and its
natural derivatives. An article in the BMJ in May 1984, evidenced that the British cosmetic
regulations were inadequate with regard to HQ in not acting in the interest of the consumer.
While the regulations stated that HQ must be named on the product, there are chemical
variations of HQ which can make the product more noxious, and the regulations did not state
that these should be specified. Upon investigation, products such Drula Bleaching Wax, while
labelled to contain hydroquinone did not specify the presence of the much stronger and more
dangerous derivative, MMEH. As a result, they subsequently suggested that manufacturers
need not only to name the constituent product (HQ) but also the variation (MMEH) and its
specific function.'%4 They also argued that “neither the 1978 cosmetic regulations nor the new
cosmetic regulations deal adequately with this point” and as such, regulations 