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The purpose of this booklet is to call attention to the issue/
problem of color prejudice in Belize society, briefly dis-
cuss its impact, and suggest ways of addressing it.

It is written for all Belizeans, especially for the Belizean
who are struggling to define themselves in Belize society.
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PAR;r I

COLOR PREJUDICE,
BRIEF HISTORICAL

PERSPECTIVE



THE ISSUE OF COLORISM IN BELIZE

t. COTOR PREJUDICE, BRIEF HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVE:

The origins of color prejudice or colorism, a term coined
by Evan X Hyde tn 1975, in Belize society can be traced to
European beliefs and attitudes about color, slavery, and colo-
nialism. Prior to the settlement of Belize and the introduction
of slavery, Europeans have had negative attitudes about skin
color. As a matter of fact the genesis of the white supremacy
concept has its roots in the culture of the Europeans (Burgest,
1981). Their perception and classification of people as superior
and inferior were primarily based on skin color and other physi-
cal characteristics such as hair texture and the structure of the

face and eyes. English scholars, for example, made a distinc-
tion between "white" and "black". The color white connoted
purity, virginity, virtue, cleanliness, godliness and beauty
whereas "black" connoted filthiness, sin, baseness and ugliness.
The devil is black, but the angels are white.

Their language and morality also played a role in shap-

ing attitudes toward skin color. In the English language, white
lies and white magic are seen as innocent, not intending to cause

harm. However, the word "black'o in the European world view
connotes a meaning of sinister, evil, foreboding, dirty, unclean,
death, and impending doom, while terms such as blackball,
blacklist, black market, black sheep and blackmail indicate be-

havior or situations that are unacceptable.

This attitude of cultural superiority and interactions with
others on the basis of power and dominance was the result of
the European world view concept of manifest destiny, the be-
lief that Europeans and later Euro-Americans were ordered by
God to take over the universe. This belief is closely tied to the
attitude of cultural superiority and was reinforced by Descartes



mind-body dualism, a conception of the human condition which
is a dualistic way of thinking, e.g. good-bad, master-slave, in-
ferior-superior.

This attitudc of cultural superiority also looked to sci-

ence for its justification. Darwin's theory was used to justify
that those in superior positions were there because they were

most "fit". l-his fostered the idea of a superior culture created

by a superior race. Writings of Francis Galton, a biologist, Wil-
liam Sumner, a sociologist, and G. Stanley Hall. a psycholo-

gist, were used to show that some races wcre more advanced

and some less advanced. Others wrote of racial hierarchy that

placed whites at the top, yellows in between, and blacks at the

bottom.

Undoubtedly, color prejudice justified the establishment

of'African slavery. Among the reasons why West Africans were

taken slaves was that of color. "Color was important, and per-

haps the decisive reason. By their color Africans were so otrvi-
ously of a difl'erent race, and the idca of one race enslaving
another was acceptable. However, when one race considercd

itself superior and the other inferior, the idea became more eas-

ily acceptable. Instead of color being a superficial dif'fbrence

between two races, it became the basis of all dilferences, real

and imagined, and therefore the justification o1'AXiican slavery"
(Arawaks to Africans, 1979). Although slavery has existed
throughout history, in the Arnericas the system of slavery wa-s

associated with race in iilmost all cases. In ahnost all cases the

masters were rvhite and the slaves were black (A History of
Bclize, 1996). "'in thc West Indies nearly'every black man was

a slave, so he would be imprisoned by his colour". (Arawaks to
Alricans, 1919).ln a History of tselize, ( I 996), this is also docu-

mented to be the case. lt is stated that blacks were assllmed to

be slaves unless they could prove otherwise. ancl they were dis-

criminated against on the tlasis of skin color.



In addition to Europeans' beliefs and attitudes about
color, the Protestant reformation in the l6th century which
spawned the belief in man's direct accountability to God coupled
with extremism, fanaticism, and the rise of capitalism and Eu-
ropean expansion, highlighted the need for demonstrating that
the slave was a different kind of man, less than a man. In other
words, those who are colored differently must be a fundamen-
tally different type of human. The African, who had a different
culture, appearance, and religious practice, was therefore re-
duced to a savage suitable for enslavement. European politi-
cians and religious leaders therefore found it necessary to ad-
vocate the idea that slavery was just and beneficial.

Scriptural quotes taken completely out of context were
used to justify the unjustifiable system of slavery. Black skin
color was, according to one legend, God's curse on Ham. Ham,
the son of Noah, was believed to be the ancestor of Africans.

Besides European beliefs, attitudes, and slavery, colo-
nialism also helped to shape and foster the negative view of
color. Colonialism was not a civilizing mission. On the con-
trary, it was characterized by three main components: the re-
moval of wealth, for example, the extraction and exportation of
Belize's logwood and mahogany, the right and access to any-
thing belonging to the colonized people for use of the colonizer's
own benefit, and external power base.

Colonies were/are externally dominated. The center and
control of colonized Belize was located in England. Such orga-
nized external domination resulted in social and economic un-
derdevelop-ment and stratification of people based on color. The
impact of colonialism is therefore reflected in inequality, injus-
tice, a fatalistic world view, and dependency.

The process of colonialism and consequent color preju-
dice for Belize began when the British pirates and buccaneers
came to Belize in the 17th century and brought their negative



views of color. They settled on the coast of the Bay of Hondu-
ras which later on became the settlement of Belize. These Brit-
ish settlers began a trade of logwood which later shifted to the
exportation of mahogany. The British needed help for their trade
and this resulted in the importation of African slaves. Most slaves

were brought to Belize in the 18th century from the West Indies;
many from Jamaica and some directly from Africa.

It was just a matter of time, therefore, before Belize be-
came a majority black society. The introduction of slavery re-

sulted in the mixture of Whites and Black Africans. The mix-
ture of unions between Whites and Blacks resulted in "indi-
viduals who fell on a continuum ranging from very black to
very white". (Evan X Hyde, (1975). According to Evan X Hyde
"Matings on top of matings resulted in children being born with
different fractional percentages of white and black blood. So

that eventually the prejudice in Belize became a matter more of
color than of race because race in this hodge-podge was so dif-
ficult to identify. A system of colorrating system evolved which
on the ten point rating you would get l0 points if you were
white, 9 for high brown, 8 for tan, 7 for medium tan, 6 for cof-
fee with milk, 5 for cocoa,4 for coffee, 3 for chocolate, 2 for
black, and 1 for nigger black".

In addition, the colonial administration utilized the di-
vide and rule principles to strengthen prejudices which arose

from the mixture reflected in Belizean society. "The colonial
administration and the British settlers succeeded in dividing
slaves form each other, African-born from Creole, blacks from
brown, skilled and favored from unskilled and unfavored, etc.

They also managed to divide slaves from the 'freed blacks and

coloured' by giving the freemen just enough privileges and

favours to make them identify with the whites" (History of
Belize, Nation in the making, 1996). Slaves were therefore con-
trolled socially and psychologically.

,



PART II

THE IMPACT OF
COLOR PREJUDICE



II. THE IMPACT OF COLOR PREJUDICE:

Social lmpact

In the middle of the l9th century a large proportion of
Belize's population was African. By the end of the 19th cen-

tury Belize had also developed as an extremely racist society,

with non-white people kept poor and powerless. This was per-

haps an expected product of a society built on slavery and colo-
nialism, (Assad Shoman, 1994).

This discrimination on the basis of skin color persisted

even after slavery was abolished. The pro light skinned bias is a
product of our colonial legacy which fostered discrimination
against black people and favoured lighter skin (Evan X Hyde,
r973).

In addition to colonialism, slavery also is an equally pow-
erful oppressive tool. The first stage of enslaving a people is to
have the world feel that they are subhuman; next to make his

fellow countrymen believe in his inferiority, and last to make

the person believe himself to be inferior. In Belize color preju-
dice and the resulting acceptance of a negative and inferior sta-

tus are evidence that inner feelings and assumptions from sla-
very and colonialism remain. Thus, they indicate our minds are

not yet free.

As Bolland stated (1988) "While his powerlessness and

rightlessness as a slave may be seen as related to the juridicial
idea of the slave as property, his continued powerlessness as a

free person was related to his racial identity".

Unfortunately, skin color does matter in Belizean soci-

ety. Its social impact/damage can be seen in preference given to
light complexion Belizean blacks in jobs, in social opportuni-
ties, in politics, and in education. "A light-skinned, straight-
haired Mestizo child who learns English and attends the presti-



gious St. John's College may be more likely to rise into the
elite than a Creole-speaking black child" (Boland, 1988).

The influence of skin color is reflected also in hiring
practices in Belize particularly in the banks and civil service.
Social opportunities for lighter skinned blacks are clearly bet-
ter than for those of a darker complexion. Therefore it is easier
for light skinned blacks to get ahead in Belize society. This, as

Assad Shoman (1994) stated, is the result of color and cultural
assimilation. "Those with lighter skins used their closer assimi-
lation to the whites as a means of their own advancement and
of their right to assume ruling positions along with the whites".
Light complexioned blacks were also more acceptable to whites.

In addition to hiring practices, the influence of skin color
is also reflected in business. In an article in Amandala, (1979)
Evan X Hyde asks, "Where are the black men in business?" He
responds, "The black man of African descent plays almost no
role in the business life of the community of Belize City". He
further states "Start with the banks, black man can't borrow
$50 to open a snow cones set. But white boy from America can
get $50,000 to buy snow making machinery." This issue con-
tinues to hold true today.Very few Belizean blacks are owners
of stores and businesses. Also very few black Belizeans can
readily obtain loans from the banks. However, their chances of
getting a business loan from cooperative institutions such as

the credit unions are better.

The influence of skin color or color prejudice is also re-
flected in Belize's history of restricted membership in social
clubs. For example, prior to the 1930's, Belizean blacks were
refused membership at the Pickwick Club. Although this re-
striction was not enforced in the 60's and 70's, it was clearly
understood that blacks were not welcomed as members even
during this period.

In politics, it continues to be openly stated today, 1998,



that a black man or "Carib" cannot become prime minister of
Belize. An unwritten qualification for the office is that of being
light-skinned, Mestizo, or "white". Some of our black political
leaders, party supporters, and a high percentage of voters of
Belize still hold this view. This view, however, has always been
prevalent in Belize and cannot be attributed now to the fact that
blacks are no longer the dominantraciaVethnic groups in Belize,
or to the claim that one must have membership in more than one
ethnic group of Belize to gain support from all ethnic groups.
Nor would I agree with those who argue that this is simply a
reflection of a bias attitude of other ethnic groups in Belize,
because those of black/African ancestry also hold this view. In-
stead this view is clearly a result of our colonial history and also
an example of the social and psychological damage of color
prejudice. Unfortunately, such beliefs are also held by other black
Caribbean nations, butrecently they were challenged in Jamaica
with positive results.

In education, color prejudice was also reflected in the
school system. For example, it was known from the 50's but not
openly stated, that St. Catherine's was for the light skin elite
and Pallotti mostly for dark skinned blacks. Just about a year
ago, Selvin Wade shared his experience of division and preju-
dice with newspaper readers. He stated "At the convent school
for boys by the seaside we had three classrooms-black, brown
and lighrskinned. Sister always said "my little black boys", then
"my little brown boys", and then "my little angels" (Amandala,
te97).

While I was growing up in Belize, I used to hear
some Belizeans boasting about their light-skinned child or their
white ancestor, or hear some dark complexion Belizeans state
that they did not care to go to the cayes because the sun at the
cayes make them very dark. Comments such as nappy head, black
skin, and tar baby were used as derogatory terms, and young



people with such hair texture and skin color were told by par-
ents to uplift themselves try entering into relationships with
lighter skinned individuals. One way for a dark-skinned male
to get aheacl, uplift himself" and improve his social position.
was to marry a light-skinned woman. I still remember a color
incident which occurred during rny high school days. My friend,
a dark cornplexion and attractive young lady, was friendly with
the son of a light complexion Belize creole. She was approached
and asked by his tather to ciiscontinue her friendship with his
son because her complexioii was too dark. I can also recall many
Black Belizeans becorning very offended when they were re-
ferred to as black; they would respond that they were not black
but brown.

Psychological lmpact

The negative attitueies and beliefs about dark-skinned
individuals and preferential treatment of individuals with lightcr
skin resulted in a riesire or preference for iighter skin among
Belizeans. Social Scientists theorize that this preference is seen
as the acceptance of the stanclards set by the "establishment"
for appearance and behavior by those who strive for success.
Conformity therefore was one price of success. Psychoanalytic
explanations on the other hand suggest that it is the result of
identification with the aggressor, the oppressed imitating the
oppressor in order to survive.

Whether the theories of the acceptance of established
standards or identification with the aggressor are plausible, the
fact is that the price of accepting this presumed inferiority is
psychological darnage. The process of attempting to identily
with whites entails negating and denying our black/African char-
acteristics. This affects identity and self esteem, and it may re-
sult in racial self hatred, interiority complex, and the inability
to accept oneself. Let's look at the impact of the inability to



accept oneself. Ifan acceptance ofselfdoes not occur, a person
develops self hatred and low self esteem. This in turn is re-
flected in an incomplete image of self, negative self image, pref-
erence for white, and rejection of and expressed hostility to-
ward one's ethnic group. Such an individual suffers anxiety and
feels limited in his/trer sense of personal control over hisftrer
environment. Consequently, he/she also experiences a lack of
personal power. Personal power is defined as the belief or knowl-
edge that one is at least equal to everyone else in our society
(James Robinson, 1995).

Another consequence of rejection of self or self hatred is
the rejection of and expressed hostility toward one's own group.
A person may also experience a sense of shame for having the
qualities of one's group and for belonging to thp group. Many
lighrskinned blacks, for example, not only choose to identify
with whites but also discriminate against blacks who are darker.
As Ernest Vernon stated in The Belize Creole, (pg,8) this trend
of discrimination continues up to this point... Many Creoles with
fair or brown skin are sometimes abusive to their black broth-
ers and sisters. Creoles in high positions are mostly arrogant in
their association with what they term as subordinate people.
This impacting self hatred and lack of pride and respect for self
and race is also seen in the creole proverb "...Di moos kaman
mine in Belize da bad mind". This proverb reflects, as Ernest
Vernon stated, the lack of unity amongst Belizeans, our tearing
each other down, and our low-rating each other with negative
criticism, our negative self concept.

Also the inability to accept oneself spawns not only dis-
respect but also intolerance of others. This disrespect of self
and own can and does result in increase crime against each other.
It may also account for the fact that Belizeans welcome strang-
ers and are helpful to them but not to each other.

The inability to accept oneself also results in the need
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for white validation or validation from the outside. The unfor-
tunate aspect to this is that validation never comes. As Malcom
X stated "One thing the white man can never give the black
man is self respect". The sad price that has been paid is the
acceptance and internalization of negative white standards and
beliefs. This has resulted in the issue today of "not so much a

black-white issue since blacks have internalized the standards
held by whites. It is black on black color consciousness" (Evan
X Hyde, 1973).

Color prejudice also has a damaging impact on one's
ability to form a clear and healthy identity. Identity is a self-
image about who and what we are. It is formed by integrating
what we think of ourselves and what others think of us. In other
words, it combines one's personality and one's social role. One
way to achieve an identity is to identify with a social group. If
our social group is evaluated in a negative way, for example,
black means bad, ugly, backward, etc. and. we internalize and

accept these negative evaluations and meanings, we cannot form
a positive identity. Likewise, if we do not know who or what we
are, where we carne from, where we belong, or where we are
going, we will lack a clear and positive self-image or identity.
Despite the fact that there are many races, the three major racial
groups of mankind are Mongoloid, Caucasoid and Negroid.
Black Belizeans therefore need to acknowledge in a positive
andproud mannerourAfrican heritage in order to fosterahealthy
identity.

Color prejudice can also impact negatively on self
concept and self esteem. Self concept is described as a
many fauceted entity. It is the most basic of who we are. It
is the foundation on which we base our actions, thoughts, and

directions in life. Self esteem is one important aspect of self
concept. Itrefers to the judgements we make about our self worth.
Self esteem is also interwoven with group identity and group es
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teem.

Damage to one's self concept and self esteem caused by
the acceptance of negative views about self is reflected in low
self esteem, internalized negative self image, rejection of self,

feelings of insecurity and inadequacy and anxieties, to summa-

rize, adirect assault on the sense of self. Examples of such indi-
vidual or psychological damage can be seen in some dark-
skinned individuals feeling unattractive and even experiencing
shame about their appearance. Some try to change themselves

through the use of hair chemicals and the use of skin bleaching
crearns in an effort to become like the "ideal" standard of beauty,

pale skin, blond hair, and more worthy of white acceptance.

This desire for light skin is not unique to Belize, it is nearly
universal.

The effects of the psychological damage of color preju-
dice are also reflected in adaptive inferiority and inferiority com-
plexes. Roderick Pugh, 1912, defines the process of internaliz-
ing negative beliefs held about blacks as adaptive inferiority.
Blacks adapt in order to manage the anxiety provoked by the

behaviors of whites toward them. Without question such an

adaptive stance affects self concept, ideas, images, and feelings
a person holds about self worth, value, and esteem.

In addition to adaptive inferiority, many individuals pay

the price of developing an inferiority complex. Inferiority com-
plex results when one feels inferior or is made to feel inferior.
Feelings of inferiority are conscious and unconscious. In the

case of color prejudice, howeveq a person with an inferiority
complex misjudges his/trerpersonal worth and internalizes nega-

tive attitudes and beliefs associated with being black. There-
fore a person suffering from this complex may respond in vari-
ous ways in an attempt to achieve acceptance. He/she may at-

tempt to overidentify with whites and reject or negate self. An
example of this type of person is a "high brown", a person who
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pretends to be white. According to Evan X Hyde (1995) "it
means his mind has been white washed to such an extent that

he considers himself almost Caucasian, Caucasian like, or a lover
of the said Caucasian".

Others, however, may be driven by a quest for status or
striving for superiority in order to compensate. Even though
this may result in positive social success, such a quest is un-

healthy because it is a misdirected striving which is unusual,

abnormal and inflexible. Also, other forms of ego compensa-

tions may be reflected in overdoing things, for example, over
dressing, or getting extremely dressed up in an effort to seek

acceptance. By doing this, one is materially overcompensating
for what he/she feels he/she is lacking as a person. This is some-

times described as a symbol of striving for status denied.

Furthermore, others may respond by compliant accep-

tance of their defined status and worth of being a substandard
human being. Yet others may assume the role of the entertainer
or clown, always feeling that they have to'perform and enter-
tain, or play the fool in order to be accepted.

Unfortunately, even though we see some of these be-

haviors in our society, we dismiss them and label them as ri-
diculous. Instead we need to see them for what they truly are,

reflections of psychological damage and ego defenses resulting
from color prejudice. Color prejudice, which began as a set of
attitudes, was rationalized during slavery to exploit black and

non-European people.It was then fostered by the experience of
colonialism. This socially derived prejudice has since become

internalized at the personality level and consequently has be-

come apart of the personality system of individual Belizeans.

Therefore, we cannot in the face of psychological and social

damage continue to boast of our racial harmony and continue
to deny color prejudice.
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III. ADDRESSING THE ISSUE OF COLOR
PREJUDICE:

With every problem awareness and acknowledgment are

necessary first steps. Black playwright George C. Wolfe once

stated "wounds heal better in open air".

We Belizeans, like other people of color throughout the

world, must become aware of and accept the fact that we are all
affected by color prejudice. If this issue is not dealt with, it will
simply not go away. The Belizean culture is not a static one. If
it was static, then it would not remain viable. Colorism, or color
prejudice, is a dysfunctional aspect of the Belizean culture that
has remained static for too long. There has been a lack of change

in this area because many would prefer to ignore this problem.
For example, Black pride is viewed as a divisive attempt or
threat to other ethnic groups. Unfortunately, some Belizeans
from other ethnic groups do not see the danger and damage

inherent in people internalizing negative attitudes and beliefs
about themselves such as denial of self and heritage. Neither
do they see a problem with one learning to be ashamed of what
he/she is.

An individual's ethnic identity should not be ignored.
Identifying oneself as black, white, or other serves as a locust
of origination to concept of self and other and to values and life
styles. Therefore suggestions for fostering a healthy change in
attitude about skin color is being advocated not only for indi-
viduals with Black ancestry but for all Belizeans. Dealing with
the issue of color prejudice in Belize in no way should be re-
duced to an Us vs. Them issue. Such separation is an inherent
aspect of discrimination, an issue that is at the core of color
prejudice.

Returning to the issue of color prejudice, I believe that

there is a need for change in attitude, beliefs and behaviors.
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There is also a need for self respect and for pride in self and
race. As Bob Marley rightly sang "emancipate yourself from
mental slavery none but ourselves can free our mind...". Indi-
vidual self acceptance and knowledge of one's ancestry, ori-
gin, and history will be essential to this liberation process.

As stated in Amandala, l9J2, "the people of this society
are oppressed, and they are oppressed because they are brain-
washed. Before they even begin to realize how oppressed they
really are and can begin to find solutions to the problem, they
must first re-educate to a true knowledge of self and kind, and
understand our culture, history, and experience as a Latin Car-
ibbean people who have been enslaved, colonized and ex-
ploited..".

The teaching of Black history and history of people of
color is a reactive and proactive stance. It is a way to combat
negative information and attitudes and a way to foster positive
information about Black people. Black people cannot achieve
racial and self pride without a knowledge of their origin, his-
tory and ancestry. As Karenga (1982) stated "to know oneself
is to grasp the essence of one's past, one's present, and espe-
cially one's future possibility...". Knowledge can provide iden-
tity, racial pride, purpose and direction.

In addition to the teaching of Black history, Belizeans of
Black ancestry need to become more active in assuming re-
sponsibility for their lives. In addressing the issue of color preju-
dice, we need to accept the fact that slavery and colonialism
did shape our mentality and that being colonized people, we
find it difficult to seriously deal with our own self definition
and existence because dependency, a consequence of colonial-
ism, has restricted our ability to act independently and to deter-
mine our own destiny. In order to promote psychological well
being Belizeans of Black ancestry need to stop seeking accep-
tance from Whites and to stop using Whites as areference point
for what is positive. We must independently define ourselves
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in order to regain our personal and social sense of control. We

need to define who we are and where we are going. We need to

develop a sense of personal control over our own attitudes,

behaviors, and consequently our society.

Additionally. language has beconre a very integral part

of color prejuclice. Therefore, black must loose its negative

rneaning. It was not until the Iate 1960's with the forn-ration of
IIBAD that ideas such as being proud to be black and other
positive associations with the term black were encouragcd in

Beiize society. Belizeans will need to become more arvare of
s tereoty,pical a i-rd prej udicial :;tatements, to moni tor prej udi ci al

remarks and language, and to become more aware of instances

in which we are engaging in put downs of sell-or others.

Furthermore, attitudes conveyed in statcments such as if
you are black, stay back, if you are brown. stick around should
he worked at. We need to tre aware of the fact that we have

l"reen sociitlly conditioned to associate negative attribt-ltcs and

meanings to the color black, and therefore we need to monitor
messages given to our children about who they are. We need to

teach our children not to lef others define thern and not to live a

script written by others" We need to realize that the affectivc-

n'reaning o{"color can change and that color bias can be modi-
tied. Howe'ver, chilnge will have to occur in both Belize's so-

cial stnicture and in lnclividual personality structure.

Althr:rugh some sense of black pride was e stablished with
ihe UBAD m<-:vernent" there is a lot ol work that remairts to be

donc. In 1998 tslack history has '/et to bcconie an integral part

of llelize's educational systeni.

In order for us Belizeans to take thc process of nation

buitding seriously, we have to confront issucs such iis that of
color prejudice and wc have to understand thc impact and thc

experience of colonialism" It is stigge sted tirat we l'oster respect
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for differences present in all ethnic groups in Belize and instill
racial and ethnic pride in all our ethnic groups in Belize. By
doing this we can build healthy self and racial identity and there-
fore a healthy national identity which we can all take pride in.

We need to keep in mind that prejudice and racism, both
low-level defense mechanisms used in a social context by
groups, lead to intergroup conflict and a malfunctioning soci-
ety. An issue such as color prejudice is harmful to all groups in
society and indeed to that society as a whole. All Belizeans
who tend to engage in prejudicial behaviors need to keep in
mind that no one can ever be fully secure, and no one can pos-
sess good self esteem if his/her sense of worth depends on main-
taining the belief that he/she is better than others.

The intent of this booklet is to call attention to the issue
of color prejudice while briefly outlining its impact. Further
research and more in-depth analysis of color prejudice and co-
lonialism are needed and are advocated.
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African, East Indian and Hispanic. She is married to Cliff Au-
gustine, a Garifuna. They have three beautiful children, Kafara,
Clifford Jr. and Karena.
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