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DISCLOSURES

➢ None.



“I HAVE A DREAM THAT MY FOUR CHILDREN WILL ONE DAY LIVE IN 
A NATION WHERE THEY WILL NOT BE JUDGED BY THE COLOR OF 
THEIR SKIN, BUT BY THE CONTENT OF THEIR CHARACTER.” 



THE POWER OF METONYMY: RACE AND COLOR

King longed for a day when African Americans, as a group, would no longer be held 
back by systemic and systematic discrimination.  Color, in this formulation, is a simply 
a stand-in for their membership in a stigmatized ethnoracial category.

King’s rhetoric relies on a common linguistic substitution rooted in the alleged 
equivalence of belonging to a broad, aggregate ethnoracial category and a highly 
conspicuous marker used to ascribe individuals into this broad and heterogeneous 
ethnoracial category in everyday life.  

This slippage, however, was no bar to the efficacy of this famous line – again, the 
interchangeability of the terms race and color is so commonplace that the 
practice continues to this day without drawing much critical attention at all 
(e.g. the color line). 



SUBMERGED STRATIFICATION: A BRIEF HISTORY OF COLORISM

➢ Color hierarchies originated in slavery: Lighter-skinned Blacks/mulattos were often favored over 
darker-skinned/’unmixed’ Blacks.  After all, these Blacks tended to have direct kinship ties to whites, as 
it was often sexual violence by whites that initially created this population of lighter-skinned Blacks in 
the first place.

➢ The vast majority of the free Black population was composed of lighter-skinned Blacks 
and mulattos.  Despite the fact that after Emancipation more opportunities opened up for Blacks of 
all hues, the substantial social, educational and economic advantages of lighter-skinned Blacks 
undoubtedly gave these Blacks an undeniably immense head-start in relation to all other Blacks.  And 
evidence suggests lighter-skinned Blacks practiced homogamy and other forms of social closure. 

➢ “Within the Negro group every possible shade of color between jet Black and creamy 
white exists; and variations occur even within the same shade .” 1910 U.S. Census: 21% were ‘visibly 
mulatto.’



STRATEGIC ESSENTIALISM:

“NEW PEOPLE” AND THE ONE DROP RULE 



THE PERSISTENT SIGNIFICANCE OF COLOR

➢ Census “race/ethnicity” and skin color are not the same characteristic.

➢ There is as much socioeconomic inequality along the color continuum 
among African Americans as there is between African Americans and whites 
as a whole (Keith & Herring 1991; Monk 2014, 2015).

➢ Evidence shows significant skin tone stratification among Latinx and Asian 
Americans (immigrants and non-immigrants) as well – from earnings to education.

➢ Colorism is global. Research shows colorism has a long history and persists in India 
(and most of SE Asia), Latin America, throughout Africa, etc.
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CONCEPTS AND CATEGORIES: 

THE FOUNDATION OF SOCIAL SCIENCE

Despite how fundamental concepts, categories, and categorization are [to 

research on social inequality], most research is conducted with little to no 

reflection on or knowledge of how concepts, categories, and categorization 

actually work.

Not integrating contemporary theories of concepts, categories, and categorization 

makes our research on inequality poorer and unrealistic.

The most common measures of difference we use in inequality research, State 

categories, especially in the way that we tend to use them, stop short of exhausting 

how social difference relates to inequality.



SOCIAL INEQUALITY: A MATTER OF CATEGORIES?



COMMON FEATURES OF STATE CATEGORIES

Tend to be nominal, [dichotomous], and based on self-identification.

One declares themselves to be a “this” or a “that.”

Often taken to be an internally homogeneous “group.”

Presumption of no meaningful differences within a particular 

category. 

Every member is equally ‘in the category.’ 



RETHINKING CONCEPTS AND CATEGORIES: 

FROM ARISTOTLE TO WITTGENSTEIN.

Aristotelian Theory of Categories (Classical): 

Concepts are definitions with necessary and sufficient conditions.

An entity is either ‘in’ or ‘out’ of a category.

Every member of a category is an ‘equally good’ member of that 

category.

Wittgenstein’s Intervention: 

Concepts are not definitions with necessary or sufficient conditions.

“Look, don’t think…” Concepts are “blurry” and have family 

resemblances.



THE SHADOW OF THE STATE

“[A] common thread in studies of everyday classification is the recognition that 

ordinary actors usually have considerable room to maneuver in the ways in which they 

use even highly institutionalized and powerfully sanctioned categories. They may 

adhere nominally to official classificatory schemes while infusing official 

categories with alternative, unofficial meanings” (Brubaker et al. 2004: 35).

“[T]he categories used by ordinary people in everyday interaction often differ 

substantially from official categories. The categorized are themselves chronic 

categorizers; the categories they deploy to make sense of themselves and others need 

not match those employed by States, no matter how powerful...” (Brubaker et 

al. 2004: 35). 



STATE-CENTERED REDUCTION OF SOCIAL REALITY

The State reduces what are fundamentally continuous 

social differences to crisp, nominal differences that 

are more easily handled in their bureaucratic systems (see 

Bowker and Starr; Bourdieu 1982) and tend to reflect the 

bases of mass political mobilization that often give rise to 

said categories.  



INFRACATEGORICAL MODEL OF INEQUALITY

  

(1) Shifting our analytic lens from mere [nominal] membership in categories to the cues 

of categories, subcategories, and perceived typicality (graded membership).

This is arguably even more important today than in the past given the relative waning of formal 

categorical exclusion and increasing contestation over officialized categories (e.g. ‘mark one or 

more’ and MENA in the domain of race/ethnicity, categorical flux in the domain of gender and 

sexuality, etc.)



INFRACATEGORICAL MODEL OF INEQUALITY

  

(1) Centering the role of the body in inequality given its key role in relationally signifying 

categorical membership (especially ethnoracial and gender categories) and social status (even 

outside of explicit categorization) via bodily capital.

(2) Elevating the analysis of within-group inequalities to more equal-footing with between-

group inequalities (see Jackson, Chatters, and Taylor 1993; Xie, Killewald, and Near 2016).

(3)Turning our analytic attention to operative, yet occluded principles of social vision and 

division that tend to lack political salience and/or official recognition and don’t necessarily 

refer to “groups” (e.g., colorism, lookism, etc.).



THE COLOR OF HEALTH:
EXAMINING HEALTH 
DISPARITIES BEYOND THE 
BINARY

TWO PATHWAYS: SOCIAL AND SOCIOTECHNICAL



HEALTH DISPARITIES IN BLACK AND WHITE?

➢Health disparities between blacks and whites often remain even after 

controlling for SES and health behaviors (Das 2013).

➢Health disparities within-race are often as large or even larger than 

between-race health disparities (Williams & Sternthal 2010).



THE COST OF COLOR: MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH

➢There are significant intraracial gaps in mental and physical health among 

African Americans (Monk 2015, 2020). 

➢These intraracial gaps in mental and physical health rival health disparities 

between Blacks and Whites as a whole (Monk 2015, 2020).





COLOR-BLIND TECHNOLOGY







PULSE OXIMETRY 

REGULATIONS

 According to current FDA 

regulations, at least 2 volunteers 

or 15% of the study group, 

whichever is higher, should be 

"darkly-pigmented.“

 Who is “darkly-pigmented”?



FITZPATRICK SCALE

Fitzpatrick Scale designed in 1975 

by Dr. Thomas Fitzpatrick (Harvard 

Medical School).

Intended to categorize how skin 

reacts to UV/tanning during 

phototherapy. Inconsistent even 

when used as intended.

Adopted as gold-standard for skin 

tone classification, despite not 

being designed for this 

purpose. Sometimes is used as a 

proxy for race.

Originally only 4 tones were 

represented. 10 years later, 2 more 

were added.



FITZPATRICK SCALE

Studies find, for example, that the Fitzpatrick Scale 
"excludes the majority of Blacks and yields data 
that overestimate Black population prevalence 
of type IV skin" (Pichon et al. 2010); and that the 
"[Fitzpatrick Scale] provides a restricted range 
of options for people with darker skin tones 
that do not capture variations in their skin 
color." It is also worth noting that some studies find 
that the Fitzpatrick Scale performs poorly, even when 
used as intended (see above), especially on 
ethnoracial minorities (see Eilers et al. 2013; He et al. 
2014).

Ironically, given its selection of skin tones, which lives 
in a very restricted ‘intermediate’ zone, it may be 
simultaneously too dark for many lighter-skinned 
people and not dark enough for many darker-
skinned people.



MONK SKIN TONE SCALE

 Intended to be an easy to use (e.g., an optimal number of choices), reliable, and cost-

effective means of measuring skin tone.

 The main way the Monk Scale mitigates biases relative to prior visual scales is by including a wider 

range of carefully selected skin tones to better represent the dynamic range of skin tones we 

see in the United States (and beyond). 

 Color selection based on extensive fieldwork in the U.S. & Brazil, computer software that creates 

facial stimuli for social psychological experiments (i.e., skin reflectance spectrum scores), maps of the 

distribution of UV exposure and human skin tone around the world.

 Validated through cognitive interviewing (NIA/NIH funded research with NSHAP) and nationally-

representative surveys. More inclusive than the Fitzpatrick Scale and just as easy to use.

















Studies find, for example, that the Fitzpatrick 

Scale "excludes the majority of Blacks 

and yields data that overestimate 

Black population prevalence of type IV 

skin" (Pichon et al. 2010); 



CONCLUDING THOUGHTS



LOOKING BEYOND THE CENSUS

 Census race/ethnicity and skin tone are NOT the same characteristic.

 There is considerable heterogeneity in skin tone and other phenotypical features associated with 

race/ethnicity within and across Census race/ethnicity categories. 

 Evidence shows, globally, that skin tone is significantly associated with education, earnings, employment, 

health, and more in many countries around the world.

 While much attention is often given to race/ethnicity and racism, relatively little attention 

is paid to color and colorism, even though it has massive effects on inequality all around the world.



SOCIAL AND SOCIOTECHNICAL COLORISM

 Findings from our research show that the Monk Skin Tone Scale is as easy to use as the Fitzpatrick Scale, 
while being significantly more representative and inclusive; and that there are high levels of 
consensus, globally, using expert and crowdsourced (non-expert) annotators.

 ‘Subjective’ and ‘objective’ measures of skin tone are both important to collect. 

 Skin tone impacts the probability of diagnosis in dermatology and other ailments (e.g., wounds, AI 
applications to diagnose various diseases, etc.). Lack of proper representation of darker skin tones 
is at the center of these disparities.

 Different measures may help tap into different mechanisms – social and/or sociotechnical - through 
which skin tone may produce the inaccuracies researchers find with pulse oximeters (e.g., social 
determinants of health). There is still much to learn about the role of skin tone in pulse oximetry.



THANK YOU

Ellis Monk

Professor

Department of Sociology
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