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This paper ;:/;;;:erni:£ji;ﬁ the evaluation and preference responses

of preschool children to liglit- and dark-skinned human figures. The general

thesis which I will offer is that the often-observed bias favoring light-
skinned persons over dark-skinned perséns is related to a.more general
color bias which has its origins in early learning experiences of young )

‘children which have little or nothing to do with race. The major sections

of the paper include: first, a review of the well known molar phenomena
regarding racial attitudes and p;gferences, and of the social-cultural
learning theories usually advanced to e*plain thesé phenomena; §econd, a
summary of some recent research findings which challenge the adequacy of
an exclusive dependence uponléocial—cultural learning theories; thi}d,
the proposal of a reviged theoretical interpretation which take's inte
account the early learning experienges ofﬂthe child as well as his sub-
sequent contact with ggcial normg; and, finglly, a brigf consideration

——————

of some of the practical implications which stem from the reviéed theory.

< ¢
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Molar Phenomena and Customary Explanations

¢  Beginning with the classic 'studies of Clark and Clark in the late

193@s and 1940s,’ it has been demonstrated that preschool children‘generally

tend to evaluate light-skinned human figures more positivelﬁjthan dark-skinned
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human figures. In addatiqn; preséhool children also tend to express a

§

preference for{light-skinned figures over dark-skinned figunes, both as
playmates and as- the person they themselves would rather be. While these

tendencies are more -pronounced among Euro-American childre® than among
Afro-American children, theyare usually présent in the majority of
children in both racial groubg (Morland, 1962, 1972; Williams, Best,

1

Boswell, Mattsom, § Graves, 1975; Williams § Morland, in press).
“ A second-weilldocumented finding is that preschoollchildren aisplay
a ténd?ncy to-eyaluate the color white more positively than-the color
' blackt .This tenden;y is also found améng both Euro- and Afro-American
children although the tendency is more pronounced in the form%r éroup
(Williams, Boswell, §. Best, 1975). o

It has also béen demonstrated that the racial attitudes and white/
black color attitudes of preschool children have a significant co;relation,
’ usnilly of the order.of about .40. This.indicates that those children
who view the color white more pbsitively than the color black, tend 'to

viewylight-skinned persohs more positively than dark-skinned persons.

The foregoing phenbmena are usually explained by reference to the

:,'f

child's social learning experiences involving cultural norms. Preschool

A .

children in our society have many opportunities to learn that Euro-Americans
generally occupy more éavored positions than do Affo-Americans. They also
are exposed td the use of the color white to symbolize goodness and the
color black to symbolize badﬁess in a great variety of contexts ranging
from religion, to children's literature, to television advertising. In
addition, since the color names "white" and "black" are often used to
designate Euro- and Afro-American persons, it is not considered surprising

-

that there should be some correlation between the child's attitude toward

»
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the colors white and black and his attitude toward the Euro- and Afro-

American persons designated by these color names. Such has been the con- .

-ventional social-learning explanation.

-

It is not a question of whether influences such as those just mentioned
[ 4 [ ;
have an impact 'on the preschool child. I am certain that, in fact, they
) .
do. The question is whether such influence$ are sufficient ta explain

the race and color bias which we observe in preschool children. My belief

'] .

~is that they are insufficient. Let me now share with: you soméﬁacent

research findings which seem to cast doubt upon the adequacy of an ex-

clusive reliance on social and 'cultural influences. In order to place

- these findings in context, let me look ahead to say that I now believe

that the typical young child develops a diffuse pro-light/anti-dark bias
as a result of early learning experiences in the first years of life,
and that this bias provides a generai frame of reference for the encor-

poration of subsequent cultural influences.

»

Recent Research Findings

" My first observation is of a rather general nature, and consists
of noting th; fact that many two- and three-year-old children demonstrate
a pro-;hite/anti-black célor bias, at a ‘time of life when exposure to
cultural influences of the type noted above have certainly not been very
extensive (Williams § Morland, in press).

A second finding concerns the individual differences in racial bias
and color bias obtained when one is testing preschool childgen. The
interesting thing is that neither individual differencesin racial bias

<

nor individual differences in color bias show any appreciable correlation

with IQ or with age during the preschool years (Williams, Best, Boswell,

Mattson, § Graves, 1975; Williamg, Bosﬁell, § Best, 1975). What is the

4
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significange of this? ZSimply, that behaviorallt;ndencies which presch601
children are acquiring as a result of cultural influences u;ually correlate
with both IQ and age. - For éxample, in some of our studieé‘of racé bias

we have used & measure of the child's knowledge of ;onventiOnal sex roles
as é4control measure. During the preschool years; individual differgﬂces
ip knowledge of sex ;oles correlates positively with both age and IQ-- ,
that is,vbrighter children know mpré(apoﬁf sex roles than do less briéht
children, and older preschooler; know more about sex roies than younger

'

preschoolers. By contrast, there is little relationship of this sort with

v

the individual differences in racial bias or color bias during the preschool
years.

Another finding which seems contrary to the notion that racial bias
is lea;ned solely through exposure io cultural ihflhences is the fact that
pro-light-skinned bias may be found in'children who show little awareness
of conventipnal racial glassification. While it is true both Euro- and
‘Afro-American children who are aware of racial clasgifications show a
greater degree of pro-Euro bias, this ﬁias is also observed in preschoolers
;f both races who show }ittle awgrenésé\of formal racial classifications
(Williams § Morland, in press). Apparently, the ability to classify

persons according to race is not necessary for a child to have a pro-light- -

skinned person bias. ,

.

Another line of evidence comes from studies conducted éutside the-
United States with children from c;untries in which there iS'little concern
with raée, as we ﬁndérstand it‘igltﬁe United States. We have cenducted
studies with-preschool children in France and in Italy, and havi,found

appreciable degrees of pro-light-skiQ bias, aﬁd pro-white color bias, in

both groups. For example, on our racial attitude measure, 63% of our

3
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French préschoolers sh%wed a pro;light-skin bias, while only 5% 'showed a
pro-dark-skin bias; and,\among Italian preschoolers, 75% showéd a pro-
light-skin bias, with, only 12% showing a pro-dafk-skin bias. From these
data it apbears th‘!p;t is not necessary to have contact with a culture
which emphasizes race in order for children to have biases favoring ligﬁt-
over ‘dark-skinned persons (Best, Naylor, § Williams,. in press).

Another study Ypich suggests the opera;ion of a general bias favoring;
iight over darkness is that of Robért.Baugher (1973). Baughér developed
a racial attitude procedure in which there were three pairs of stiﬁulus
figures which differed in skin color; a pinkish-tan figure paired with é
light-browﬁ figure; a pinkish-tan figure paired with a dark-brown figure;
and-a light-brown figure pairéd‘zith a dark-brown figure. Baugher demon-
strated that, among both Euro- and RfroﬁAmerican‘children, éhere was a-
tendency to positively . evaluate the lighter of the two figures, regardlkss
of the particular cpmbiﬁhtion eﬁployed. This heantvthat when the light-
brown figure was paired with thezdark—brown figure it was generally judged
to be the ''good'" one, but when thé?light-browh figure Jas paired with

the pinkish-tan figure it was judged to be the- "'bad" one. Somewhat analogous

to this are the findings of Ken Morland with regard to the preference re-

 sponses of Euro- and Afro-American children to photographs of three types

of persons—-Euro—American,‘Afro-American,and Chinese (Williams & Morland,

<

in press). For both Eufo- and Afro-American childq.’, the strongest

preference was expressed for the Euro-American figures, the next most

T

frequént preference was for the Chinese figures, and the least preference -
was expressed for the Afro-American figures. These findings suggest the -
operatioﬁ of a light/dark gradient in the evaluative responses of pre-

school children to human figures.
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In a study completed at Wake Forest this spring, Frank Kuhn demon- "

strated that the bias favoring iight over dark stimulus figures is not . :

\ \

confined to animate figures, nor is it confined to what might be called
“race-related" colors. Kuhn employed three types of stimulus figures:

animate figures, either persons or lower animals; inanimate objects, for,

r

example, houses, ships, cars; and geometric and nonsense figures. In each
- o N - P

case the child was presented with two stimuli which were identical except
that one was a lighter color and one was a darker color, and was asked

to indicate which of the two was positively evaluatéd, or which was negatively ,
evaluated., kn'analyzing his reswlts, Kuhn found a general main effeét
through all of his data, such that lighter figures were positively eval-

uated more often than were darker figures. This was true regardless of

the type of stimuli employed, and was true for such non-race-related colors

as blue, green, orange and red, as well as for other race-related colors

such as shades of tan and brown, black and white, etc. In the context

s

of XKuhn's study, the preschool child's tendency to select light-skinnéd

¢ -

of racial bias, can be viewed as a special dase of a more general tendency

to evaluate light-colored.things more positively than dark-colored things.
» = : '

There have been some recent findings in| the area of discrimination -
learning in young children which seem to beal on the general point I am
trying to make. These findings suggest thadyit ma} be easier for preschool

A
children to learn a discrimination when the correct cue is relatively

light in color, as opposed to when the‘correct cue is relatively dark in
coz?r. Phyllis. - Katz, in her well-known ?mdogman" study (Katz, 1973),
presented preschool children with a pair of schematic faces. For some
subjects, the stimuli were light and dark green; for 6thcr subjects,

light and dark brown, and for other subjecis, light and dark pink. The

~
(
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child;s‘task was to léirn,whiéh of his pair of stimuli was the moomn person
which "we should éake backﬂwith us." Half of the children were reinforced
on the lighter member of the pair and the other ﬁalf of the children were
reinforced on the darker member of thé pair. What Katz discovered was a
significant main effect df'tﬁe colog‘of the stimulus figure, s;ch that
when the light member of the pair was correct the children learned the
discrimination in significantly fewer trials than when the darker member
of the pair was correct. | ¢ :

Another discrimination learning study with generally similar findings

was conducted at Wake Forest this spring by Charles Richmah and Susan Selvey.

-%These investigators studied the effect of white and black stimuli on dis-
crimination learniné in two groups of four-year-old children. Using white
and black geaometric forms, it was found that the children for whom the
white form was corréct took an .average of 16 trials to learn the dis-
crimination, while the chiidfén‘for whom the black form was correct took
an average of 39 trials. Whe% the exée{imental situation was reversed
so that each group was now rewarded for responding to the other cue, it
was found that the group trained on black and switched to white shifted ;
more ra?idly than the group wh$sh was trained on wh}te and shifted to black.
Thus, in bbth the original learning and the shift it”ﬁﬁpea}ed'tha the
white -cue facilitated learping and the black cue inhibited learnin I

A

do not want to make this sound too pat, however. In another study CQ?ddcted

by one of my students this year, it was found that several variables =

% interacted with the white/black color dimension in discrimination learning

in young children.
A final line of rescarch which bears on the question of a generalized

pro-light/anti-dark bias in young children is represented in a study

e ,. ES
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conducted by Donna Boswéll (Boswell &IWilliams, 1975). In this study,

b mothers and their kindergarten-age children were interviewed to ascertain
the degree of the child's aversion to the dark of night, thunderstorms, etc.
When a composite measure was developed on the basis of both the child's
and mother's responses, it was found that this measure co?related signifj
icantly with individual differences in pro-white/anti-black color bias, as

assessed by our color meaning test procedure. In other words, children

3
’

;ho were judged to have a strong degree of aversion to darkness showed
more evidence of pro-white/anti-black bi?s than did children with lesser
degrees of aversion to darkness. -

Final}y; there are some findings from comparative psychology which
are worth noting. In a series éf studies’ conducted with the squirrel
monkey,‘a }iurnal primate with a visual apparatus highly similar to our

own, Parker (1966) demonstrated that the squiriel monkey will endure long

periods of extreme hunger rather than leave his perch to obtain food, when

the consequence of leaving the perch is that the lights go out. It seems
 clear from Parker's studies that for these diurnal primates total darkness
elicits an aversive reaction which is sufficiently strong to compete

\

successfully with the prfmary drive of hunger. Zimmerman's (19%3)'findings

with neonate‘rhesus monkeys are also relevant here. Zimmerman t;ained

each newborn monkey to obtain food in a box attached to the home cage. For

some monkeys the box was painted white; for other monkeys the box was painted
« black. 'Aftef~20 days of such training,lzimmerman reversed the situation so

that the young monkéy‘now had to learn to go to a box of the other color,

Under these conditions, the monkeys trained initially in the white box and

shifted to black took over twice as long to learn the shift, as did the

monkeys who were trained in the black box and shifted to white. By inference,

Y
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it appears that these infant monkeys had an attraction to tﬁe white box

PR 14

relative to the black box which facilitated the sh%ft to the white box,
and/or retarded the shift to the black box. As a final comment ‘on ;he
biological side, we can note the work of George Ungar and his associates

at the Baylor Medical School which suggests that there may be a bio-chemical
basis for dark avoidance in some épecies.- These investigators'have/isolated
and synthesized a brain protein, called scotophobin, which when injected

produces dark avoidance in the laboratory rat which is, of course, a

nocturnal creature which normally prefers darkness to light.
s’

A Revised Theoretical Interpretation

It seems to me that all of the research findings which I have just
reﬁiewed challenge, in one way or another, the idea that what we observe
and designate as racial bias in preschool children is a simple result of
the child's learning from cultural influences. Again, this is not to say
that cultural and faﬁilial influence; are not important, but rather to
propose that such‘inéluences may constitute the second stage of-a learning

process which is based on the earlier, individual learning experiences

of the young homo sapiens. I now;hypotheéize that, well before cultural

and familial influences have much impact, there develops a generaiized

pro-light/anti-dark bias which is based on the biological characteristics

of the young human. Am I proposing an innate fear of darkness? No; altﬁOUgh

such is possible and something like this seems to operate iébthe case of

other primate species. And one can even make plausible evolutionary arguments

as to why such an innate fear of darkness might have been selected as an
adaptive characteristic during the millions of years ,of human evolution.

Such evolutionary speculation is, however, highly conjectural, and I prefer

" to base our revised theorizing on the early learning experiences of the

young child. 1_0
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We .are all familiar with the phenomenon qf'”feér of the dark" in

young children, and the -solvency of the night light industry attests to

the generality of the phenomenon. We speculate that cRild;en are fearful

of the dark primarily because of their experience of loss of stlmulu.

control under low levels of illumination. ,Alone in the dark, the (hxld

- e . \

is subject to his own vivid imagirnation and dreams which he is unable to

check out satisfactorily, because of % highly visual nature and the

low level of illumination at night. This is an aversive experience and
darkness comes to be associated witp\negétive affect, In addition, there

is the fact that for most children the daylight hours are the hours 1n

whiéh their major needs are satisfied--needs for nuirition, attention,
affection, contact comfort, curiosjty, etc. Nighttime, even if it }- not
avé;sfve, is a time of déprivation " Out of their own particular constellation

~

of such experiences, most young children develop a pro-light/anti-dark bias,

[
~

Thus, I have come ¥v believe that there is a generalized pro-light/anti-dark

bias which develops in most children and which antedates any cxperience

.

wiih cultural and familial learn{ng regarding race.

I ﬁropose that what we observe as racial bias in the young preschool
child is often not racial in its origins, although it may ;ory well
become }acial in its implications. ‘This generalized bias coming out of
ea;}y ch)ldhood sets the stage and facilitates cultural learning, wﬂcn
the child later encounters the cultural messages indicating that light- K
skinned, Euro-American persons are socially favored, hc may fcel that that
is "as it should be." When he learns that the color white is used to symbolize
goodness and black is used to symbolize badnc;s he may say "it makes sense
to me." When he further discovers that 11ght skinned luro Americans are

designated as white, and dark-skinred Afro-Americans as black, he may say

-

i1
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"why not?" In addition to such general cultural iaglﬁenégs there' ;re, of
course, more idiosyncratic family jnfluences which may‘further acixtp
amplify or suppress the child's bias. We now have research evidence
suggéstiﬁg that in addition to the model provided by their owqxattitudes
toward race, parents may also influence their children Sy.meanﬁ-df t£e
degree of sigﬁifiéance which they attach to race, and~algq_by means of

authoritaridan childrearing practices (Williamsbé Morland, in press).

- . . 8

Implications of the.Revised Theory

N

Let me now comment briefly‘upon some of the implications of the’
revised theory which I have proposed. One implication is that a pro-
light-skinned person/anti-dark-skinned person bias in yodng chiidrén‘may‘

. . ’ ’ . "
be considered as natural, and should not be over-jnterpreted as evidence -~ ik L

‘

of racial prejudice among Euro preschoolers, nor-as evidence of self-

rejection among Afro preschoolers. Although éhe theoby suggééts that“the‘
development of some degree of pro-light[anti-&ark bias is iheVitabie'éﬂ

most young children, it does not follow f?om this that guzh bias is immutableé.'
Our own studies show tﬁat race and color bias i;\>oung'childfen is*ﬁodifiabie
under the proper learning conditions (Best, Smith, Graves, § Wiliiam;, in

v

press). - ; . - o .
3

" The theorx aléo suggests that the generalization of projlight/anti;dark

’

bias to Euro- and Afro-Americans might be partially avoided by abandoning

the "color-coding'" practice by which Euro-Americans are designated ''white'
3
. . \ - ) o
and Afro-Americans are designated as 'black." This practice can be.criticized

on a number of counts including the fact that it is descrjiptively innaccurate,

that it tends to be exaggerative of differences between racial groups, -

and, of course, the fact that it is intrinsically evaluative in nature. '

Ey

J
~ To illustrate the problem, wé’inow that most Afro-American preschoolers

¢ |
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negatively eValuateﬂxhé-color black. To tell a young Afro-Ameracan ghlld
/

"You are Black,, nd Black is beautiful" may not accomplash the intended

Y
!

e
objective, and could result in the ch11d rece1v1ng a garbled message such

%

-as, "I am bad, and it is ggod to be bad.”

With Tegard to the generalized pro-light/anti-dark bias, it would seem

!

A} . ’ f ) .
o best‘for’paren%s,and teachers to recognize -and admitAthe bias,. and discuss
/ - iy

.

» »

"¢ it with their children. [Coupled with this is the need for adults and

. a . . ‘e SO ;
children to. léarn to talk about 'race™ in a sane and ‘sensitive manner, while

‘avoiding the over-simplified ragist thinking which is so pgevalent in the

United States today. [Racial bias may also be reduced by teaching children

{

_about human dlfferences and the1r historical origins, and by encouragLng

a

'1nterpersona1 fr1endships among children across racial. 11nes.

In conclusion, let me summarize what I have been saying hy noting ‘that

I believe that Ame ican social scientists have been guilty of a serlous over-

interpretation of;some of the customary findings regarding the responses

]

of young childrey to light- and dark-skinned persons. I believe that. evi-

dence of such pj s;in\the younger preschool child is often mereiy a reflection

. of a pro-light nti-dark b{asuwhich has not been learned in the context ¢f

,racei and has .s yet no clear racial 1mp11cat10ns. On the other hand, if.

“this bias is Aot corrected, it would appear likely that it may predlspose the

. -
e

ch11d to the development of bonafide racial b1as, as he encounters ‘the cultural

, I

messages 1nd1cat1ng that Euro-Americans are advantaged, that.wh1te is .

2

beautiful, and that Euro-Americans are called white.

o
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