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CHAPTER I 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

As the scene from Spike Lee's 1991 hit movie, Jungle 

Fever, opens a man and wife are in a heated discussion. 

Voices and tempers begin to flare as the argument over the 

husband's infidelity ensues. Suddenly the wife screams out 

"What's wrong? Wasn't I White enough for you?" Is this 

just a scene from a movie, or is it a reflection of reality? 

The following excerpts for Cleaver's (1968) Soul on Ice 

answers that question. 

There is no love left between a Black 
man and a Black women. I love White 
women and hate Black women. It's just 
in me, so deep that I don't even try 
to get it out of me any more. Ain't 
no such thing as an ugly White women ••• 
I love her skin, her long, soft, silky 
hair. The White women is more than 
a women to me ••• She's like a goddess, 
a symbol. My love for her is religious 
and beyond fulfillment. I worship her ••• 
Sometimes I think that the way I feel 
about White women, I must have inherited 
from my father and his father and his 
father's father - as far back as you 
can go into slavery. Yes, I want all 
the White women that they wanted but 
were never able to get. They passed on 
their desire to me, they must have. My 
desire for the White women is like a 
cancer eating my heart out and devouring 
my brain. (p. 159-160) 

This quote exemplifies the "forbidden fruit syndrome" and 

"lighter is better" philosophy often associated with Black 
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men. For the Black women, it suggests that the issue of 

skin color and attractiveness are inseparable. 

This chapter will review the research literature on 

the relationship between race and physical attractiveness. 
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I will examine the social and economic importance of physical 

attractiveness. Next, how various disciplines have addressed 

the issue will be presented, followed by a discussion of 

beauty. Last, research questions will be posed. 

America has long been termed the "melting pot" with 

diverse races and cultures abounding. Today's mobile society 

has helped to enable America to celebrate its ethnic 

diversity. The image of the all-American blond-haired, 

blue-eyed beauty (Moss, Miller, & Page 1975; Friedman & Gill, 

1978), which was once predominate, is now sharing the stage 

with other images of beauty. Today's standard of beauty 

appears to be a more ethnic look (Conand, Brailsford, & 

Witherspoon, 1988): darker skin complexion, fuller lips, 

wider nose, and prominent cheekbones, along with shorter 

hair styles. 

We will define beauty as physical facial characteristics 

of an individual that are pleasing to the eye. The above 

mentioned featutes, such as fuller lips and nose and higher 

cheekbones, have typically been considered Black features 

and, for purposes of this thesis, will define Black features. 

Caucasian features will refer to fair complexion, thin lips 

and nose, and light eye color. Society as a whole appears 
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to be accepting the more ethnic look as the new standard 

of beauty. Miss America has long been considered the nation's 

image of beauty and grace. The 1990 Miss America and Miss 

USA were both Black. 

Social Implications 

Standards of beauty influence one's self-concept and 

self-esteem. According to Goss (1983), one's self-concept 

is a learned perception based on the responses of others. 

The first Blacks arrived in American in 1619 on the Dutch 

man-of-war. As slavery ensued, those with more Caucasian 

features were given preferential treatment, such duties as 

house servants instead of field workers. This preferential 

treatment led to the perception that "lighter is better" 

among Black people. "The Negro of mi,xed ancestry thought 

of himself as being superior to the unmixed Negro. His light 

complexion became his most precious possession" (Frazier, 

1957). 

Yet, according to Poussaint (1975), light-skinned Blacks 

often face emotional as well as physical discrimination from 

within their own race; they are charged with escaping racial 

discrimination due to their skin tone. Many fair-skinned 

Blacks suffer from identity and personality crises. It is 

very hard for a light-skinned person to maintain his or her 

individuality because of the negative projections of other 

Blacks. 
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Because an individual's personality is often affected 

by physical appearance (Freeman, 1985), changes in the 

perception or standards of beauty may affect the self-concept 

and self-esteem of Blacks in addition to producing a change 

in the mindset of the general populace. Dr. Young, director 

of Penn State's Cultural Center, states "in accepting the 

White-imposed definition of a pretty girl, we are 

participating in the psychological damage done to Black women 

by a racist society" (Young, 1989, p. 124). 

Economic Implications 

The newfound fervor for a more ethnic look is not limited 

to the Black community. The changing perception or standard 

of beauty has received quite a bit of coverage from the 

popular press. This indicates that the new standards have 

economic as well as personal consequences. A 1988 Newsweek 

article entitled "Black Models Back to Stay," stated that 

in the future "nearly every major European and American 

designer will show designs on sleek Black mannequins." Not 

only are Blacks and other ethnic models becoming more 

commonplace, they are also starting to receive financial 

rewards. Becoming ever more popular, Blacks are being seen 

in store catalogs, television as well as print advertisements. 



Revlon ran their "most unforgettable women in the world" 

ad featuring four of today's top models, three of whom were 

Black (Conand, Brailsford, & Witherspon, 1988). 
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Not only are advertisers cashing in on the new standards 

of beauty, but cosmetic companies and plastic surgeons are 

tapping into this uncharted market as well. Cosmetics for 

Black skin during the 1950's and 1960's were unheard of. 

By the mid 1970's, companies such as Flori Roberts, Barbara 

Walden, Fashion Fair, and Astarte had begun to produce makeup 

for women of color in limited selection (Washington, 1990). 

With the apparent new standards in beauty, the line of 

available makeup for dark skin has increased dramatically. 

Not only have the number of companies carrying makeup for 

Blacks increased, but the range of colors available has 

widened. 

Cosmetic plastic surgery is also on the increase. In 

a recent article, "The New Top Models, How They'll Change 

Your Beauty," four of the top models were Black, exemplifying 

the new ethnic look that is fashionable. In the late 1980's, 

several well-known White models helped to change the desired 

lip contour from thin to full. For example, Kim Basinger 

and Brooke Shields are both known for their full pouty mouths 

(a trait commonly associated with Black features). The number 

of women now having surgery to enlarge their lips is growing 

constantly (the majority of these women are White) (Banner, 

1980; Thomas, 1988). Many fashion publications are now 



showing a change in the application of lipstick. In the 

past, lips were to be colored to make them appear small. 

Currently, the trend is to apply lipstick in a manner that 

emphasizes their fullness (Ebony, 1990). 

Race and Physical Attraction 

The subject of race and physical attraction is not a 
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new one. For years marketing, the media, sociology, and 

communication fields have studied the effects and implications 

of racial differences in physical attraction. 

Marketing has conducted numerous studies focusing on 

how utilizing minorities in promotion campaigns would 

influence racial prejudice. Most of the research conducted 

in this area found that when Blacks were utilized in 

promotional campaigns, they were made to resemble Whites 

both in appearance and speech patterns. Some believe that 

social predilection can be altered through effective 

utilization of integrated advertising (Bush, Solomon, & Hair, 

1977). 

The media has also taken an interest in the appearance 

of Blacks in television and the motion pictures. There has 

been an increased effort to cast Blacks in the entertainment 

industry (Darden & Bayton, 1977). Despite the increase in 

numbers, Black entertainers are still caramelized versions 

of Whites, for example, Jasmine Guy in Harlem Nights (George, 



1990), Vanessa Williams in The Boy who Loved Christmas, and 

Jennifer Beals of Flashdance (Norment, 1990). 
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The field of psychology has approached racial differences 

from a different perspective, focusing on attractiveness 

and interaction patterns. According to research conducted 

by Waldter and Aroson (1966) on the importance of physical 

attractiveness in dating behavior, it was noted that an 

individual who possesses socially desirable physical 

characteristics and personality traits will require that 

their dating partners possess equal or greater social 

desirability. The results of this study have been duplicated 

in more recent research. Utilizing the physical 

attractiveness and exchange theory, Murstein, Merighi, and 

Malloy (1989) found that in interracial relationships, the 

lower caste person was expected to bring more into the 

relationship in order to compensate for their less valued 

skin color. Social psychologists Omoto and Borgida (1988) 

found White male subjects anticipating dates with Black 

(versus White) females were more reluctant, unenthusiastic, 

and predicted the least pleasurable time. 

Social scientists have shown a great interest in racial 

differences such as in sexuality and partner selection among 

Blacks. Friedman and Gill (1978), Ickles (1984) Levy (1990) 

found Blacks tend to date and marry within their own ethnic 

group. Spain (1987) and Kluegel (1990) found Whites to be 
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in a higher socioeconomic status then Blacks. The 

socioeconomic distinction between the two races has been 

continuous. 

As mentioned earlier, while numerous researchers have 

observed how Blacks are portrayed in television, the 

communication discipline addressed the implications of these 

portrayals. In her article, "Women and Blacks on Prime Time 

Television," Lemon (1977) noted that during prime-time 

programming 

non-Whites represent only 10 percent 
of the killers, they comprise 35% of 
the victims. When non-Whites killed, 
they died for it; while the White group 
was more than twice as likely to get 
away with it or kill in "good cause" to 
begin with." (p. 70) 

In other words, when Whites killed they were somehow justified 

in their killing and therefore escaped punishment. On the 

other hand, although non-Whites represent a small percent 

of the killers, they usually died for the actions. Some 

researchers feel this portrayal encourages and influences 

communication practices. Auletta (1985) states these types 

of images may "block opportunities for deep friendships, 

intimate relationships, and close cooperation between Blacks 

and Whites. Television may be subtly presenting and perhaps 

promoting a new racial separatism based on interpersonal 

independence." ( p. 31 8) 
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Television is not the only medium trying to evoke change 

through characterization. Black playwrights tried to 

influence cultural assumptions about social justice through 

the depiction of White characters in drama. These characters 

were usually depicted as racists and bigots. The White 

characters were portrayed from the Black perspective. 

The opposition feel that the portrayal of Blacks in 

film is derogatory. The image portrayed on the screen 

affects the self-concepts of Blacks. Some argue that the 

downgrading of Blacks in film and the media has led to the 

desire of many Blacks to try to fit the mold of "American 

standardization" and be as non-Black as possible (Tedesco, 

1978). 

According to Tan and Tan (1979), media images and 

stereotypes are an influencing factor on one's self-image. 

They suggest that stereotyped images can become internalized 

and behavior in real life is guided by these expectations. 

Evidence has shown that self-image is directly related to 

expectations of others (Gergen, 1965; Goffman, 1959; Goss, 

1983). Therefore, if no positive images exist for Blacks 

and society relates to Blacks based on perceived stereotypes, 

a closer examination of these images is warranted. 

Beauty 

Of all the research done on racial differences, the 

concept of beauty has been of interest for years. Langlois 
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(1990) is breaking new ground with her theory of 

mathematically digitized faces and its effect on perceptions 

of attraction. She is also one of the few who has conducted 

research utilizing adults. In its infancy, the work on racial 

beauty tended to focus primarily on self-image and self

concepts. In 1947, Kenneth and Mamie Clark conducted their 

classic study on race identification; it has become the 

impetus for many of today's studies. Two hundred and 

fifty-three Black and White children between the ages of 

3 and 5 were shown four dolls identical in every detail but 

skin and hair color. Two of the dolls had brown skin with 

Black hair, while the remaining two were White with blond 

hair. The subjects were asked to select the doll that 

represented the following: 

1 • The doll you like best, 

2. The doll which is a nice doll, 

3. The one that looks bad, 

4. One that is a nice color, 

s. One that is a White child, 

6. One that is a colored child, 

7. One that is a Negro child, and 

8. The one that looks like you. 

Their results showed that 67% of the children choose 

the White doll to play with; 59% felt the White dolls were 

the nice dolls; and 60% responded that the White dolls had 

the nice color. From these findings, Clark and Clark argued 



that Black children develop a negative self-concept at a 

very early age; and in preferring a White doll, they in 

essence preferred to be White themselves. 

These interpretations sparked a great deal of 

controversy. The study was replicated in 1968 by Greenwald 

and Oppenheim with one small modification. Greenwald and 

Oppenheim felt subjects were forced to choose between two 

extremes and this was not an accurate reflection of their 

1 1 

true preference; therefore, they used a dark brown, a White, 

and a mulatto doll. Their results showed 19% of the White 

children selected the dark brown doll as "looking like" 

themselves. This figure is the same as the percentage of 

Black children identifying with the White doll in the original 

Clark study. 

The Clarks' study has been replicated numerous times, 

most recently by research conducted at Hofstra University 

in 1987. Surprisingly, all the studies have resulted in 

very similar results. The one noted exception to this was 

a study conducted by Hraba and Grant (1970). They found 

Black children prefer Black dolls in the same proportion 

that Black children had preferred the White dolls in the 

classic Clark study of 1947. 

Despite the similar finding, the interpretation of these 

results has been mixed. Some researchers feel that subjects' 

preference for the White doll may be due to interracial 

contact among the children (Hraba & Grant, 1970). Others 



advocate "Blacks are more secure in their Blackness and can 

tolerate other ideals of beauty" (Reaves, 1982, p. 102). 
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The security is due in part to the "Black is Beautiful" 

movement of the 1960's (Moss, Miller & Page, 1975). Some 

researchers postulate that Black children may choose White 

dolls due to the negative attributes society has associated 

with being Black (Ebony, 1988). Lastly, it is believed that 

doll preference does not correlate with actual personal 

preference of skin color or friend selection, but rather 

is identification with the oppressor (Jones, 1972). Given 

these mixed results, more research in this area seems 

necessary. 

All of the works cited thus far have focused on doll 

color preference and its implications for a child's preference 

of White versus Black features. Although this area has been 

the cornerstone of racial attractiveness research, much work 

has been done concerning facial beauty and attractiveness. 

Much of the work done on facial attractiveness has 

utilized children as subjects. Results have shown physical 

attractiveness is related both to popularity and social 

behavior. It has been demonstrated that distinctions between 

"pretty" versus "homely" begin at a very early age in life 

for both Black and White children (Dion, 1973; Dion & 



Berscheid, 1974; Reaves & Friedman, 1982). It was believed 

that concepts of beauty result from exposure to cultural 

standards of attractiveness. 
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Langlois et al. found that not only preschool children, 

but infants as young as 6 months old, are able to discern 

between attractive and unattractive faces, regardless of 

the race of the stimulus face. This finding negates the 

idea that beauty is culturally instilled, as previously 

believed. They suggest that children as well as infants 

determine attractiveness based on a prototype or a 

mathematical average of one's facial features (Langlois, 

1987; Langlois, Ritter, Roggman, & Vaughn, 1991). 

In their article "Facial Diversity and Infant Preferences 

for Attractive Faces," Langlois et al. (1991) state that 

average faces become even more attractive as more faces are 

added to a sample. It would be logical to assume that as 

a child grows older he/she is exposed to a larger number 

of people. This exposure would then affect their perception 

of attractiveness. 

Although research seems to indicate that there is one 

shared standard of beauty regardless of race, research by 

Moss, Miller, and Page (1975) indicates that attractiveness 

is affected by the context in which the individual is viewed. 

They found "White females tend to be enhanced in a Black 

context, while the ratings of Black females tend to be lowered 

in a White context" (Moss, Miller, & Page, p. 534). 
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Research Questions 

The research on race and attraction poses some very 

interesting questions that remain unanswered. If a White 

standard of beauty has always existed and continues to exist, 

why is the fashion industry turning toward a more ethnic 

look? Why are numerous individuals trying to emulate Black 

features with techniques such as lip enlargements and the 

wearing of dredlocks? If possessing Caucasian features is 

a positive asset, why do fair-skinned Blacks feel guilty 

and suffer mental anguish about their skin tone and straight 

hair (Poussaint, 1975)? Why is it that, among college 

students, dark skin is now admired and preferred, and that 

the appearance of Black campus queens has taken a 180° turn? 

Research on race and attraction has generally focused 

on children and their ability to discriminate between 

attractive and unattractive faces, thus leaving the above 

mentioned questions unanswered. This study will examine 

whether or not cultural standards of beauty actually do exist. 

More specifically, this study asks whether Blacks and Whites 

differ in their perceptions of beauty. 

In order to answer this question we must look at two 

possible influencing variables: gender and ethnicity. 

Attraction is often correlated to perceptions of similarity 

in beliefs and values (Pearson, 1985). Due to diverse frames 



of reference, religious beliefs, and experiences of various 

cultures, beliefs and values are inconsistent across ethnic 

groups. 

Langlois and Stephan (1977) found "boys tended to like 

those who were physically attractive, while girls tended 

15 

to like or dislike other children on the basis of ethnicity" 

(as cited in Pearson, 1985 p. 223). Therefore, in this study, 

men's responses will be analyzed separately from women's 

responses. 

With these two variables in mind this thesis will address 

the following research questions: 

RQ 1: Do perceptions of Black female physical 

attractiveness differ by rater race and/or gender? 

RQ 2: How do the facial features of "attractive" Black 

females differ from the facial features of "less 

attractive" Black females? 

It is believed that addressing these research questions 

will provide insight into several areas. First, it will 

determine if Blacks and Whites perceive beauty differently. 

Second, it will discern if Black females who possess Caucasian 

features are considered more attractive then those Black 

females who do not. 



CHAPTER II 

METHODS 

This chapter specifies the methods and procedures 

utilized during this thesis research. The methods were 

designed in a attempt to answer the research questions set 

forth in Chapter I. The subjects, instruments, procedures, 

and analysis are presented with a detailed description of 

each element. 

Subjects 

The sample size consisted of 129 subjects: 33 White 

females, 36 White males, 30 Black females, 30 Black males. 

An availability sample was utilized. All participants were 

graduate and undergraduate students enrolled in a large 

Southwestern college and/or university. Participants for 

this research were enlisted with the assistance of instructors 

volunteering their classes. Because an availability sample 

comprised of university students was utilized, caution must 

be used when interpreting any results. Generalization about 

the general populace cannot be made based on the findings 

of this study. 

16 
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Instruments 

The Interpersonal Attraction scale developed by McCroskey 

and McCain (1974) was used to measure physical attractiveness. 

This scale was based on early research focusing on 

interpersonal attraction conducted by Triandis in 1961. 

By using two sets of questionnaires with questions related 

to interpersonal attraction, Triandis found that the 

perception of interpersonal attraction is multidimensional. 

These findings were reaffirmed by research conducted by 

Walter, Aronsen, Abrams, and Rottman (1966) and Kiesler and 

Goldberg (1968). 

McCroskey and Weiner modified the scale/questionnaire 

so that it consisted of 30 statements that measure physical, 

social, and task attractiveness. McCain and Repensky (1972) 

conducted research using the McCroskey and Weiner scale that 

found the same three dimensions. In 1973, Wakschlag selected 

22 of the original 30 items for his research, and his analysis 

found physical, social, and task dimensions present. 

To further test the reliability of the scale, McCroskey 

and Weiner selected five items from each dimension for a 

research project, and again, the same dimensions were found. 

They found "internal reliability estimates for the three 

dimensions were also comparable to those in the initial study" 

(1974, p. 266). 
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The scale consisted of 30 statements that are responded 

to on a 7-point Likert scale. There were 10 statements for 

each dimension. This study utilized only those statements 

that pertained to the physical attraction dimension. They 

were as follows: 

1. I think she is quite pretty. 

2. She is very sexy looking. 

3. I find her very attractive physically. 

4. I don't like the way she looks. 

5. She is somewhat ugly. 

6. She is not very good looking. 

7. She is well groomed. 

8. She is repulsive to me. 

During her research, Hawkins (in press) found that the 

subscales can be used in isolation from the larger scale 

without affecting the scale's validity or reliability. 

Cronbach's alpha was used to determine the degree of scale 

internal consistency. Cronbach's alpha for the McCroskey 

and McCain Physical Attraction scale ranged from .85 to 

.92 for pictures A through F, which is well within the 

acceptable range. 

The Psychophysics Magnitude scaling procedure was used 

to measure the difference in attraction between "attractive 



and less attractive women.'' This scale was chosen for 

validation purposes against the Interpersonal Attraction 

scale. 
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Magnitude scaling was chosen as a form of measurement 

because it provides standardization as well as increased 

precision. By allowing subjects the freedom to choose a 

range of measurements to record their sensations rather 

then forcing subjects to select options from a standardized 

or formal scale, more subtle discriminations were recorded. 

For a discussion of the validity of Magnitude scaling, see 

Lodge (1981). 

Procedures 

In order to determine which stimulus photographs (the 

dependent variable) to utilize for the study, photographs 

of 1988 and 1990 Black Campus Queens were abstracted from 

Ebony magazine. From these pictures, three judges (one Black 

male, one Black female, and one White female) classified 

the women in one of three categories: those with 

predominately Caucasian features, those with predominately 

Black features, and those who possessed a blend of the two. 

Next, they selected those pictures that they felt represented 

the five most attractive women in each category. 

The 15 pictures were then randomly assigned a number 

from 1 through 15 and shown to a communications class. The 
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class consisted of 30 students who were divided into 6 groups 

based on race and sex. Utilizing a list of random numbers, 

the order in which the six groups would participate was 

determined. All of the even-numbered groups ranked the 15 

pictures based on the women's Caucasian features. The odd

numbered groups rated the pictures based on attractiveness. 

The results for each picture were computed and placed 

into a grid format with beauty rankings on the X-axis and 

Caucasian features rankings on the Y-axis. A point on the 

beauty axis was selected, and pictures of women who fell 

along or close to this axis were selected for use as stimuli 

for the study. This created a greater variability in 

Caucasoid features and less variability in beauty, as all 

the pictures selected were rated as being fairly equal in 

attraction. These six pictures that covered the spectrum 

of facial features were developed into slides for use in 

the actual research project (see Appendix A). 

Participants in the study first completed a short 

questionnaire containing demographic information (independent 

variables) that consisted of gender and ethnic classification. 

one-half of the participants were shown one slide at a time 

of the six selected women and asked to complete the Physical 

Attraction scale first and the Psychophysics Magnitude scale 

second. This order was labeled Form A. The other half of 

the subjects were asked to complete the Psychophysical scale 
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first, then the Attraction scale. This order was labeled 

Form B (see Appendices Band C). Although the same six 

pictures were used in both questionnaires, the order in which 

the participants saw the pictures was reversed from one group 

of participants to the next. 

The procedure for administering the Psychophysical 

Magnitude scale was as follows. Subjects were told they 

were going to see a series of six pictures. Their task was 

to rate the attractiveness of the women by assigning numbers 

to them. The first picture was to be their reference picture. 

They could assign any number they chose, keeping in mind 

that the following pictures may be more or less attractive. 

They were then to assign a number for each of the following 

stimulus pictures by comparing the attractiveness of the 

women to the reference picture. For example, if the reference 

picture was assigned a ten and the following picture is 

perceived as twice as attractive they would assign the number 

20 to the second picture. There was no limit to the range 

of numbers that could be utilized. 

Analysis 

The data were subjected to a variety of statistical 

analyses in order to answer the research questions. Included 

in the analysis were correlations which were run in order 

to determine the relationship between Caucasian features 
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and beauty rankings. The Psychophysical Magnitude and the 

Physical Attraction scales served as the dependent variables, 

while race and gender served as the independent variables. 

Because the Psychophysical Magnitude scale allows subjects 

the freedom to select any numbering system, all Psychophysical 

Magnitude scores were standardized to 100 for the purpose 

of analysis. 



Research Question 1 

CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

The first research question addressed the issue of 

whether perceptions of Black females physical attraction 

differs by the rater's race and/or gender. This question 

was answered by utilizing the Physical Attraction subscale 

of the Interpersonal Attraction Scale developed by McCroskey 

and McCain (1974). The Psychophysical Magnitude scale was 

also utilized in order to answer the research question. 

Race and sex were used as independent variables, and 

attraction as the dependent variable in an analysis of 

variance for pictures of six Black females. Results from 

the Attraction and Magnitude scales show race and sex 

significantly affect perceptions of beauty. 

The Attraction scale showed race to be a significant 

main effect for picture c (F(1,125)=5.18, £=.02, picture 

o (F(1,125)=15.49, £ .001, and picture F, (F(1,124)=6.65, 

£=.01. The Psychophysical scale showed race to be significant 

for picture C (F(1,125)=8.30, £.001 and pictureD 

(F(1,125)=19.63, £ .001. Mean attraction scores reported 
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by Whites for pictures C and D were 14.92 and 15.71, 

respectively. Mean attraction scores reported by Blacks 

for pictures C and D were 27.17 and 31.97, respectively. 

Mean attraction scores for the Attraction and 

Psychophysical scale for pictures A through F are presented 

in Table 1. Of these pictures Whites scored pictures c, 

D, and E as less attractive than did Blacks. 

Table 1 

Attraction scores for Pictures A through F 

Picture A B c D E F 

Attraction Scale 

Overall Mean 6.52 4.14 5.82 5.97 4. 51 6.79 

Whites Mean 6.67 3.91 5.53 5.56 4.42 6.98 

Blacks Mean 6.33 4.40 6.20 6.42 4.60 6.55 

Psychophysical Scale 

Overall Mean 28.78 1 5. 61 20.62 23.28 17.76 25.42 

Whites Mean 24.44 12.50 14.92 1 5. 71 1 3. 98 24.25 

Blacks Mean 33.74 1 9.19 27.17 31.97 22.08 26.74 



The second independent variable, sex, was shown to be 

a statistically significant factor only for the Attraction 

scale. The effects of sex appeared in pictures B 

(F(1,125)=10.02, £ .001, and E (F(1,125)=14.73, £ .001. 
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White and Black males reported lower attraction scores (M=3.76 

Whites, 4.06 Blacks) than did women (M=4.37 Whites, 4.97 

Blacks). 

Results showed that there was a significant interaction 

effect between race and sex for picture F (F(1,124)=6.65, 

£=.011 (See Table 2). Findings reveal that there is a 

significant difference between White males and Black females 

in their perception of attraction in that White males scored 

the picture as more attractive then did Black females. Also, 

White females differ significantly from Black females in 

their perception of attraction for picture F, again scoring 

the picture as more attractive. Finally, although not 

significantly different, White females rated picture F as 

more attractive than did Black males. Table 2 shows the 

interaction effect scores. 
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Table 2 

Cell Means for Interactive Effect for Attractiveness of Female 
in Picture F. 

Sex 

a£ =.04 

b £ .001 

Males 

Females 

Research Question 2 

Race 

Whites Blacks 

6.81a 6.79 

7.20b 6.33ab 

The second research question asked: how do the facial 

features of "attractive" Blacks females differ from the facial 

features of "less attractive" Blacks females? This question 

was answered in two steps. First, facial features were 

ranked. Second, Physical Attraction and Psychophysical scales 

were scored. 

In the first step of the procedure, initial data were 

gathered prior to administering the Attraction or 

Psychophysical scales. The six stimulus pictures along with 

nine other pictures were shown to a communications class 

consisting of 30 students. The class was divided into six 

even groups based on race and sex. All even-numbered groups 

ranked the 15 pictures according to the women's facial 
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features. Due to the small number of Blacks enrolled in 

the class, five additional Blacks were solicited to rank 

the women's features. This was done in an attempt to obtain 

a representative sample. Pictures were ranked from those 

possessing predominately Caucasian features to those 

possessing predominately Black features. The summed rankings 

for those who possessed strongest to weakest Caucasian 

features are as follows. The sum for picture C=70, picture 

0=93, Picture A=106, picture F=107, picture B=145, and 

picture E=160. A lower score indicated stronger Caucasian 

features were noted. 

In order to completely answer the research question, 

attraction ratings had to be gathered. The second step 

was to score the attraction of the pictures. On the 

Attraction scale, means scores were as follows: 

A= 6.52(SD=1.16), B= 4.14(SD=1.43), C= 5.82(SD=1.56), D= 

5.96(SD =1.33), E= 4.51(SD=1.40), F= 6.79 (SD=.96). On 

the Psychophysical scale mean scores were as follows: A= 

28.77(SD=25.45), B= 15.61(SD=19.81), C= 20.62(SD=24.26), 

D= 23.27(SD=22.13), E= 17.75{SD=19.12), F= 25.41(SD=21.74). 

Picture F was ranked most attractive and picture B as least 

attractive (higher mean scores indicate higher positive 

attraction level). Mean Attraction scores reported by Whites 

and Blacks for pictures A through F are presented in Table 

3. 
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Table 3 

Attractive Mean Scores for Pictures A Through F 

Picture A B c D E 

Attraction Scale 

Whites 6.69 3.91 5.53 5.56 4.42 6.98 

Blacks 6.33 4.40 6.20 6.42 4.60 6.55 

Psychophysical Scale 

Whites 24.44 12.50 14.92 1 5. 71 1 3. 98 24.25 

Blacks 33.74 1 9.1 9 27.17 31.97 22.08 26.74 

Although the means are not significantly different, 

it is important to note that Whites consistently scored the 

pictures as less attractive than did Blacks. The only 

exceptions were on the Attraction scale for pictures A and 

F, where Whites scored them higher in attraction than did 

Blacks. 

On the Attraction scale, both Whites and Blacks found 

picture F to be the most attractive. On the Psychophysical 

scale, Whites and Blacks ranked picture A as most attractive. 

Picture B was consistently rated as the least attractive 

in both scales and among both races. 

The two women who were rated as most attractive share 

very similar facial features. Neither possesses predominately 

White or Black features, but rather a blend of the two. 



Picture B, which was rated as least attractive, possessed 

strong Black facial features according to the initial data 

gathered (see Caucasian rankings on p. 25). 
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Spearman correlations were run in order to test the 

linear relationship between attraction rankings and Caucasian 

features. The correlation between the Attraction scale and 

Caucasian features resulted in a significance level of £= 

.429. The correlation between the Psychophysical scale and 

Caucasian features resulted in a significance level of £=.371. 

Utilizing the Spearman correlation with only six items, the 

significance level is .8. The relationship between attraction 

rankings and Caucasian features showed no significant 

difference for either the Attraction or Psychophysical scales. 

According to Banks (1988), individuals who possess a 

blend of Caucasian and Black features are perceived as more 

attractive then those possessing predominately Caucasian 

or Black features. In order to test this assumption, a t-test 

was conducted on the two pictures rated as most attractive 

versus the four rated as least attractive. Results for the 

Attraction scale showed p= .001. Results for the 

Psychophysical scale showed p= .001. Significance differences 

were found in both scales. These results showed how 

attractive one is perceived to be is determined by their 

composition of facial features. 



CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter will address the results and interpretations 

for the two research questions. The limitations of the study 

will be discussed. Last, implications and future research 

areas will be addressed. 

Research Question 1 

This study was designed to examine the relationship 

between race, gender, and perceptions of beauty. Results 

of data analysis indicate a significant difference in the 

perceptions of Whites and Blacks. Although overall attraction 

rankings were similar between the two races, Whites tended 

to report lower attraction scores than did Blacks. Results 

showed significant differences in the perceptions of White 

males and Black females. Additionally, significant 

differences were noted between Black and White females. 

White males and females reported higher attraction scores 

for picture F then did Black females. 

These findings may be the result of several factors. 

First, Whites may have reported lower scores due to lack 

of exposure to Blacks. The percentage of Blacks in the South 

Plains area is very small. This figure is reduced further 

when we look at the college population, which is the sample 
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utilized in this study. Therefore, possible exposure to 

and interaction with Black females is limited. This allows 

very little basis for Whites to make comparative judgments 

of beauty. With limited exposure to Black females, those 

viewed as attractive or unattractive will tend to be rated 

at either extreme of the scale. This is consistent with 

Langlois's (1991) findings. She suggests that average faces 

become more attractive as more faces are added to a sample, 

regardless of the rater's race or gender. It would be logical 

to assume Blacks would report higher scores as they are 

exposed to more Blacks than are Whites. 

Secondly, the results may be due in part to the fact 

that Black females related personally to the study. Black 

females may have reported higher scores because they felt 

somehow they were being evaluated. Questions such as "I 

have light skin. Does that mean I am unattractive?" or "I 

have a small nose but dark skin. Does that mean I have White 

features?" were asked by Black females. This would appear 

to support the idea that Black females internalized the survey 

and felt they were being judged. 

In addition, the "lighter is better" philosophy, which 

is still present among the Black community, may have had 

an effect, with Black females reporting higher scores in 

an effort to counteract or offset, this mentality. The 

"lighter is better" mindset may also be the direct result 



of why men reported higher mean scores for pictures C and 

D; both of which were rated as possessing the strongest 

Caucasian features out of the six pictures. The average 
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Black woman is the one outcast by this philosophy. Therefore, 

it seems logical that she would report lower scores for light-

skinned women. Darker skin for Whites, such as a deep tan, 

is considered desirable. This may be why White females 

reported lower scores for those possessing fairer skin. 

Research Question 2 

This question asked how the facial features of 

"attractive" Blacks females differ from those perceived as 

"less attractive." The analysis showed women who were 

considered most attractive did not possess strong or dominate 

Black or White features, but rather possessed a blend of 

the two. 

The pictures rated as "less attractive" possessed strong 

Black features according to the initial data gathered. These 

results seem to support the findings of Banks (1988). He 

states: 

Overall what we know from the work 
that has been done is that Black people, 
when asked to make judgments about 
complexions, tend to prefer something 
in the middle of the color range. They 
prefer brown. They tend to associate 
some negative attributes with being light 
and others with being dark. (as cited in Ebony, 
1988, p. 184) 
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Analysis from the Attractiveness scale show men scored 

pictures C and D as more attractive then women. These two 

pictures were rated as possessing the strongest Caucasian 

features during the initial data gathering. These findings 

suggest that the "lighter is better" philosophy and "forbidden 

fruit syndrome" still holds true, at least for men. 

Although the Attraction rankings of Whites and Blacks 

coincided, it is important to note that Whites consistently 

reported lower attraction scores. It is possible that lack 

of exposure to Black females accounts for a great deal of 

the difference in perceptions of attraction. 

Limitations 

Before any conclusions can be drawn from this study, 

some limitations should be noted, and caution must be used 

when making generalizations about these results. First, 

the effects for regional differences cannot be discounted. 

The study took place in the Southwest, which possesses its 

own mentality and culture; it is impossible to discern how 

much influence this may have had on respondents. Second, 

many female respondents expressed difficulty in rating other 

women as "sexy" (statement two on the Physical Attractiveness 

scale). Most stated they recorded a neutral response. 

Therefore, the results that emerged may be the reflection 

of male respondents and may not give a true and accurate 



picture. This problem may be alleviated in the future by 

rewording the statement. For example, instead of reading 

"she is very sexy looking" as the statement does now, it 
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may be reworded to read "I think this person would be 

attractive to a member of the opposite sex." This rewording 

would eliminate the possible effects of homophobia. Men 

use sexual attraction as part of overall interpersonal 

attraction. Women also utilize sexual attraction as a part 

of determining interpersonal attraction, but not nearly to 

the same extend. This rewording will limit any socialization 

differences between men and women. 

Another factor which may have influenced the results 

are the scales which were utilized for the study. Both scales 

were determined to be reliable and produced similar results. 

However, the two pictures rated as most attractive were in 

reverse ranking on the two scales. An anomaly which may 

have occurred as a result of the scales was that the picture 

rated mathematically as being least attractive did not 

coincide with the raters' vocalizations about the pictures. 

For example, when subjects were show picture E, consistently 

negative verbalizations were made. Attraction rankings 

revealed picture E was not ranked as the least attractive. 

Further work needs to be conducted utilizing the two scales 

to ensure they are measuring the same elements. 



Implications and Future Research 

Although these findings may provide some insight about 

racial perceptions of beauty, many questions remain 

unanswered. The work of Langlois et al. (1991) found that 

average faces were viewed as more attractive as increased 

numbers of faces were added to the sample, regardless of 
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the rater's race or gender. Average faces are those created 

by digitizing and mathematically averaging a series of 

individual faces. This process would help to isolate what 

facial features of Whites and Blacks are considered attractive 

or unattractive. This may be accomplished by maximizing 

the variability of attraction and minimizing the variability 

in features. Not only facial features but preferred skin 

tone can be determined by this method. Thus, a more accurate 

assessment of racial beauty and its interaction with other 

variables could then be determined. 

Moss, Miller, and Page (1975) state that attraction is 

determined by the context in which one is viewed. By 

utilizing Langlois' method of digitizing features, the work 

of Moss, Miller, and Page can be expanded upon. Isolating 

certain features can determine if these features are perceived 

as more attractive in certain contexts than others. For 

example, is a thin nose and wide lips perceived as more 
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attractive on a White woman who is seen among a group of 

Black women. Or are these same features perceived as more 

attractive on a Black woman seen among a group of White women? 

Other areas that may be influenced by further studies 

in this area are promotional campaigns. Most Blacks in 

promotional campaigns are made to resemble Whites (Bush, 

Solomon, & Hair, 1977). This research found that Black women 

who possess strong Caucasian features are not considered 

most attractive. Thus, ad campaigns utilizing caramel 

versions of Whites may not be reaching their target audiences, 

and if so, they may not be as effective as they could be. 

This could apply to the movie, entertainment, and fashion 

industries as well. 

The most significant impact of these findings is the 

effect on self-image (Tedesco, 1978). For years light

skinned Blacks suffered emotional and social crises, often 

being ostracized by their own race due to their skin color 

(Poussaint, 1975). The social and economic value and negative 

connotation associated with possessing light skin should 

decrease as the perception of beauty for Black women slowly 

changes. 

For the average Black woman, these findings should be 

helpful. As American continues to celebrates its ethnic 

diversity, the definition of beauty is expanding. With the 

new ethnic standard of beauty (Newsweek, 1988), more Black 



women will develop a renewed sense of self, as they (the 

average Black women) will be included in the broadening 

definition of attraction. 

Another area that remains unchartered is how beauty 
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is perceived within the Black race. Do those individuals 

who possess fair skin and Caucasian features define beauty 

in the same manner as those with darker complexions? These 

questions are important areas for future research and must 

be answered in order to develop a better understanding of 

how diverse cultures communicate. 



REFERENCES 

Anonymous. (February, 1990). Lips are in. Ebony, 64-70. 

Anonymous. (May, 1988). Why skin color no longer makes a 
difference. Ebony, 178-184. 

Anonymous. (May, 1990). Beauty in diversity. Science News, 
139, 298. 

Auletta, G.S., & Hammerback, J. c. (1985). A relational 
model for interracial interactions on television. Western 
Journal of Speech Communcation, 49, 301-321. 

Banner, L. W. (1980). American Beauty. New York: Knopf. 

Bush, R. F., Solomon, P.J. & Hair, J. F. (1977). There are 
more blacks in TV commericials. Journal of Advertising 
Research, 17, 21-25. 

Cleaver, E. (1968). Soul on Ice. New York: Dell Publishing. 

Conand, J., Brailsford, K., & Witherspoon, D. (1988, September 
12). Black models back to stay. Newsweek, 78-79. 

Darden, B. J., & Bayton, J. A. (1977). Self concept and 
Blacks' assessment of Black leading roles in motion 
pictures and television. Journal of Applied Psychology, 
63, 620-623. 

Dion, K. K. (1973). 
attractiveness. 

Young children's sterotyping of facial 
Developmental Psychology, ~' 183-188. 

Dion, K. K., & Berscheid, E. (1974). Physical attractiveness 
and peer perception among children. Sociometry, 37, 1-12. 

Frazier, E. F. (1957). Black Bourgeoise. New York: Free 
Press 

38 



Freeman, H. R. (1985). Psychology of Women Quarterly,~' 
311-322. 

Freidman, s., & Gill, G. w. (1978). 
physical attraction preferences. 

Psychology, 105, 43-52. 

Sex differences in 
Journal of Social 

George, N. (1990). Women of color. Village Voice, 35, 26. 

39 

Gergen, K. J. (1965). The effects of interaction goals and 
personalistic feedback on the presentation of self. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, lr 413-424. 

Goffman, E. (1959). 
life. New York: 

The presentation of self in everyday 
Doubleday. 

Goss, B. (1983). Communication in everyday life. California: 
Wadsworth. 

Hraba, J. & Grant, G. (1970). Black is beautiful. Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 16, 398-402. 

Ickles, w. (1984). Compositions in black and white: 
Determinants of interactions in interracial dyads. Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 47, 330-341. 

Jones, J. (1972). Prejudice and racism. Massachusetts: 
Addison-Wesley Publishing. 

Kluegel, R. J. (1990). American Social Review, 55, 512-525. 

Langlois, J. H., Ritter, J. M., Roggman,L. A., & Vaughn, 
L. s. (1991). Facial dive~sity and infant preferences 
for attractive faces. Developmental Psychology, 27, 79-84. 

Langlois, J. H., & Roggman, L.A. (1990). Attractive faces 
are only average. Psychology Science, lr 115-121. 



40 

Lemon. J. (1977). Women and Blacks on prime time television. 
Journal of Communications, 27, 70-79. 

Levy, G. D. (1990). Sexuality and partner selection. Journal 
of Psychology, 124, 371-389. 

McCroskey, J. c., & McCain, T. A. (1974). The measurement 
of interpersonal attraction. Speech Monographs, 41, 
261-266. 

Moss, M. K., Miller, R., & Page, R. A. (1975). The effects 
of racial context on the perception of physical 
attractiveness. Sociometry, 38, 525-535. 

Murstein, R. I., Merighi, J.R., & Malloy, T. E. (1989). 
Physical attractiveness and exchange theory in interracial 
dating. Journal of Social Psychology, 129, 325-334. 

Norment. L. (March, 1990). Who's black and who's not?. 
Ebony, 134-148. 

Omoto, A. M., & Borgidam E. (1988). Guess who might be coming 
to dinner? Personal involvement and racial sterotyping. 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 24, 571-593. 

Pearson, J. C. (1985). Gender and communication. Iowa: 
Wm C. Brown 

Poussaint, A. F. (February, 1975). The problems of light 
skinned blacks. Ebony, 85-88, 90-91. 

Reaves, J. Y., & Friedman, P. (1982). The relationship of 
physical attractiveness and similarity of preferences 
to peer affiliaion among Black children. Journal of Negro 
Education, 51, 101-110. 



Snyder, M., Tanker, E. D., & Berscheild E. (1977). Social 
perception and interpersonal behavior: On the self 
fullfilling nature of social sterotypes. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 34, 656-665. 

Tedesco, J. L. (1978). The White character in Black drama. 
Communication Monographs, 45, 64-74. 

Thomas, V. G., & James, M. D. (1988). Body image, dieting 
tendencies, and sex role traits in urban Black women. Sex 
Roles, 18, 523-529. 

Walster, E., Aronnson, V., & Abrahams, D. (1966). Importance 
of physical attractiveness in dating behavior. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, i' 508-516. 

41 

washington, E. B. (May, 1990). The beauty of black. Essence. 
20-29. 

Y L W (January 1989) Isn 't she pretty? Black Issues oung, • • , • 
in Higher Education, 124. 



Appendix A: Pictures 

Picture A 

Picture B 

Picture C 
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Appendix A: Pictures 

Picture D 

Picture E 

Picture F 



Gender: Male 

Race: 

APPENDIX B: ATTRACTION SCALE 

Female 

Anglo/European American 
Hispanic American 
Other 

Age: 

African American 
Asian American 

You will be shown pictures of six women please respond to 
statements 1-8 for each picture. 

1 • I think she is quite pretty. 

strongly strongly 
agree disagree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. She is very sexy looking. 

strongly strongly 
agree disagree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. I find her very attractive physically. 

strongly strongly 
agree disagree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. I don't like the way she looks. 

strongly strongly 

agree disagree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. She is somewhat ugly. 

strongly strongly 

agree disagree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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6. She is not very good looking. 

strongly 
agree 

1 2 3 4 

7. She is well groomed. 

strongly 
agree 

1 2 3 4 

8. She is repulsive to me. 

strongly 
agree 

1 2 3 4 

5 6 

5 6 

5 6 
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strongly 
disagree 

7 

strongly 
disagree 

7 

strongly 
disagree 

7 



Gender: Male 

Age: 

Race: 

APPENDIX C: PSYCHOPHYSICAL SCALE 

Female 

Anglo/European American 
African American 
Hispanic American 
Asian American 
Other 

Rank the attractiveness of the following women by assigning 
them a number using the first picture as a reference point. 
For example, if you rate the reference picture as a 10 and you 
believe the next picture is twice as attractive you would assign 
it a 20. 

A B c D E F 
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