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Foreword

Ethnic Dermatology is being published during a renaissance
in the study of human variation, when studies of the
significance of variation in human skin have gained new
importance and legitimacy. For most of the history of
dermatology, human skin was “White,” northern European
skin. White skin was the normal human condition, from
which all others deviated. Dermatology rose as an
independent discipline during the late 18th and early 19th
centuries, at the same time as naturalists and
anthropologists were describing human races and
philosophers were arguing for hierarchical ranking of those
races. People with moderately or darkly pigmented skin
were viewed by many at that time as lesser beings and the
normal properties of their skin were seen as pathological by
definition. The need for books like Ethnic Dermatology today
arose from the misconceptions about the nature of normal
variation in human skin that developed in those benighted
times. As institutional and governmentally sanctioned
racism declined worldwide in the late 20th century,
knowledge and appreciation of the importance of variation
in the properties of human skin increased. This promising
trend was retarded, ironically, by the power of popular social
movements which advocated equality among races and
sexes in all matters and which viewed the study of human
variation as inherently divisive and socially destructive.
Dermatology, more than other medical specialties, is subject
to the vicissitudes of social and political movements
because it deals with the organ that is humankind’s most
visible interface with the physical and social environment.
Dermatologists working to describe and study “ethnic”
skin or skin of color and its diseases face many practical



problems, one of the most serious being an impoverished
vocabulary with which to describe variation. The glossary of
descriptive medical terms for skin pigmentation is bereft of
accurate and precise words to describe hues, shades, and
tints of skin color. “Darkly,” “richly,” and “moderately”
pigmented are commonly used in medicine and are socially
acceptable, but are miserably imprecise and are less exact
than the rich colloquialisms they seek to replace. The
Fitzpatrick scale of skin phototypes, which has dominated
dermatology for nearly a half century, is also deficient
because it is based on subjective assessment of one
phenotypic trait, tanning ability. While this classification
method can broadly inform us of an individual’'s sun
sensitivity and likelihood of developing skin cancer, tanning
ability is not determined by a single gene or a single unique
set of genes nor is it necessarily informative of other
immunological or physiological properties of skin that are
relevant to disease susceptibility. Genetic and genomic
studies have revealed that pigmentation phenotypes have
evolved multiple times as modern humans have dispersed
out of and back into the tropics. We now know that lightly
pigmented (“White”) skin seen in natives of Berlin and
Beijing, for example, was the product of two independent
genetic mutation events leading to the evolution of two
depigmented human lineages that came to inhabit
northwestern Europe and northeastern Asia. The
classification of these two individuals as Fitzpatrick type Il is
of limited usefulness. Similarly, natives of Brasilia, Cape
Town, and Naples who are classified as Fitzpatrick type IV
are likely to have three different sets of pigmentation gene
polymorphisms contributing to their enhanced tanning
abilities. The point here is that we are in need of new ways
of defining and describing the normal range of variation
present in healthy human skin because the current
vocabulary and scales for describing variation are
inadequate and outdated. The genetic bases for the



complex mixtures of melanins and keratins found in skin,
and for the interaction of these with various immunoglobulin
isotypes, are now beginning to be understood and their
significance for health and disease appreciated. As this body
of information grows, and our understanding of individual
responses to environmental insults develops apace,
dermatology will truly come of age.

The synthesis of knowledge on skin and skin diseases
presented in Ethnic Dermatology is inspiring and provides
the foundation for a modern and comprehensive science of
dermatology that is based on an inclusive concept of
“normal human skin,” including its aging and scarring
characteristics and susceptibility to disease. Specialists in
ethnic dermatology will find this book to be an excellent
guide, but also a call to action. This field requires much
more research and many more avid clinicians and scientists
interested in carrying out that research. This book is your
starting point.

Nina G. Jablonski, PhD

Distinguished Professor of Anthropology
Pennsylvania State University
Pennsylvania, PA, USA



Preface

In the face of life's many challenges we have to ask-
ourselves why do we do what we do? This simple question is
one we have had to reflect upon prior to and during the
writing and editing of this textbook. For us the answer to
this question is simple: a need to make a difference and/or
impact in our community, combined with a genuine interest
and passion for the subject matter.

Broadly speaking, mainstream dermatology in most
western countries continues to have a eurocentric standard
and viewpoint, despite an increasing interest worldwide in
the issue of ethnic dermatology. This has primarily been
driven by the changing demographics of most western
countries, coupled with the emerging economies of many
African and Asian countries. While several textbooks now
exist on this topic, most originate from the USA, giving an
American perspective to this issue.

The purpose of Ethnic Dermatology: Principles and Practice
is to provide a comprehensive, yet practical perspective of
the subject matter. Both medical and cosmetic dermatology
are extensively covered in this textbook. Ample use of good-
quality clinical images supplements the text, which are all
clinically relevant. Furthermore, there is an excellent
foreword written by Professor Nina Jablonski discussing the
issue of terminologies pertaining to ethnic dermatology.

This textbook will suit clinical dermatologists, primary care
physicians, physicians from other specialties, and specialist
nurses. It is our hope that all will find this book of direct
relevance to their daily clinical practice. Long-term, we also
hope that textbooks such as this will encourage acceptance
and incorporation of ethnic dermatology into mainstream
dermatology forums in many western countries.



Ophelia E. Dadzie
Antoine Petit
Andrew F. Alexis
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