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Project Description and Purpose of Research 
“Close your eyes and stick a pin in a map of the USA. Wherever the pin lands, you can go there and probably 
be the only African American dermatologist.” This is an oft-cited quote by Dr. John A. Kenney Jr., one member 
of the first generation of Black dermatologists in the United States in the mid-20th Century.1  Dr. Kenney would 
go on to train an estimated 1/3 of the 300 Black dermatologists practicing across the country at the time of his 
death in 2003.2 However, the legacy Dr. Kenney left behind lies not only in how many Black dermatologists he 
trained. A key part of his and his colleagues’ legacies over their careers was training dermatologists who would 
come to develop the most in-depth knowledge about people with dark skin and integrate this knowledge into 
their research and clinical practices. These interest areas—still too small and new to call subfields— are now 
commonly referred to as “skin of color” or “ethnic skin” dermatology. Dermatologists working in these interest 
areas have for the last several decades made a continuous effort to make the issues of people with dark skin 
visible in the field of dermatology.3  

Only in the summer of 2020 did the importance of these neglected areas come to light for the general public. 
In the last year, news outlets from the United States to the United Kingdom have published articles on 
dermatology’s “problem with skin color,” discussing issues such as the lack of representations of diseases on 
dark skin in textbooks.4 This issue is important for a myriad of reasons, but a key one is this: Despite the ethnic 
and racial diversity in the United States—including its “melting pot” image—dermatologists and trainees 
struggle to recognize and treat conditions of people with darker skin tones with dire consequences. As recently 
as February of 2020, a study of medical students at two universities demonstrated that medical trainees were 
inconsistent in their ability to diagnose skin conditions, including squamous cell carcinoma, urticaria (or 
“hives”), and atopic dermatitis, in patients with dark skin compared to those with lighter skin.5 All this 
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culminates into disparities in dermatological care. People with dark skin are less likely to develop skin cancer, 
but they are more likely to die from it due to delays in detection.6  Dermatologists increasingly recognize that 
this is a problem. For example, a 2011 survey of dermatologists revealed that 47% of dermatologists and 
dermatology trainees found their training inadequate for responding to patients with darker skin.7 To date, 
few if any projects document the experiences and practices of the dermatologists who have attended to 
patients with dark skin since the mid-20th century. These dermatologists have created textbooks, specialized 
clinics, and organizations such as the Skin of Color Society with the goal of making dark skin visible in 
dermatology.  

This oral history project documents the development, history, and proliferation of professional practices and 
traditions in dermatology oriented toward the medical management of the skin, hair, and nails of people with 
dark skin, “ethnic skin,” or “skin of color,” in the United States in the 20th and 21st Centuries. Because patients 
with dark skin have been historically neglected, this project aims to highlight practices and traditions that have 
responded to these patients’ needs, as well as the people behind these practices. Ethnic skin and skin of color 
dermatology are still relatively new practices and traditions, and their history has yet to be well documented 
and archived in an accessible way. Prior oral and textual history projects on dermatology, such as the Victor 
Witten Dermatology Foundation of Miami oral history collection archived at the National Libraries of Medicine, 
have failed to capture people and practices focused on patients with dark skin. This oral history project will 
preserve the history of these practices and ensure that the people who began these pursuits, their struggles, 
and their motivations are documented and accessible. 

A few notable organizations and institutions have had a significant impact on this field. One of the most 
notable organizations in this field is the Skin of Color Society. In 1999, dermatologist Susan C. Taylor created 
the terminology of “skin of color” as a broad categorization for a large swath of people of various darker skin 
tones, races, and ethnicities— broadly, non-White people— in recognition that people with different skin have 
different medical needs.8 Up to that point, people with these darker skin tones were generally referred to as 
having “ethnic skin.” Many dermatologists continue to use the earlier terminology or use the terms 
interchangeably. Taylor and a small group of dermatologists established the Skin of Color Society to build a 
professional network of dermatologists dedicated to the treatment of skin of color.9 Leaders in the SOCS have 
led initiatives that include publishing Dermatology for Skin of Color, a textbook in its second edition, a doctor 
database to direct patients to skin of color dermatologists and holding annual scientific meetings. A similar 
organization is the dermatology section of the National Medical Association, the nation’s largest and oldest 
organization dedicated to the concerns of African American physicians.  

A few key Black institutions have also been dedicated to the issues of patients with dark skin. The one that 
dates furthest back is the dermatology department at Howard University Hospital , originally Freedmen’s 
Hospital, a key institution in the development of physicians across specialties who would help to serve the 
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historically majority-Black city of Washington, DC.  Howard University Hospital was the training grounds of “the 
Magnificent Seven,” a group of dermatologists who were the audience to Dr. Kenney’s opening quote.10 The 
Magnificent Seven would become the “forefathers” of skin of color and ethnic skin dermatology. The Henry 
Ford Multicultural Dermatology Clinic in Detroit, Michigan was established in 2003 with a similar impetus. 
These key institutions are key for understanding how the development of Black physicians, specifically, has 
impacted the historical trajectory of skin of color and ethnic skin dermatology. Notably, dermatology remains 
the second least diverse field in medicine, with only three percent of dermatologists identifying as Black,11 yet 
Black dermatologists’ impact in skin of color and ethnic skin dermatology is widely felt.12  

Previous Research of the Topic 
My previous research has focused on the intersections between race and medical education. During interview-
based research on racism in medicine in the summer of 2019, medical students I interviewed consistently 
named dermatology courses as most deficient in training for working with diverse populations because course 
materials almost exclusively featured white patients. This research resulted in a paper presented at the Society 
for Medical Anthropology’s 2020 conference and sparked my interest in carrying out research in the summer 
of 2020 toward developing a larger project on how dermatology residents learn to see disease in the context 
of human skin color diversity. This preliminary research resulted in a National Science Foundation dissertation 
research grant to study how dermatology trainees learn their specialty in the context of racial diversity. 

As part of that project, I attended virtual (due to COVID-19) conferences of the Skin of Color Society. Through 
conducting participant observations at their meetings, I learned about key actors and organizations 
contributing to skin of color dermatology. For example, organizers presented a short memorial documentary 
film at the 2021 conference that discussed the contributions of Dr. John A. Kenney Jr. 

So far, I have conducted several interviews with dermatologists and trainees. Interviews with two 
dermatologists in particular who identify as skin of color or ethnic skin dermatologists have provided me with 
some of the key leads related to this oral history project. These semi-structured interviews were conducted 
before the conception of the oral history component, so my interlocutors remain anonymous. Through this 
research, I learned that though skin of color is a new concept and category, debates about the lack of 
representation of people with dark skin dated further back than the 1999 creation of the term. Howard 
University emerged as an essential site for the development of dermatological care for patients of color, and 
the training of Black dermatologists of color charged with further developing dermatology for Black patients.  

I have also developed work related to this project into an episode for a cancer-focused medical humanities 
podcast called Meta-Stasis. I interviewed Dr. Andrea Murina who was part of a key recent study that 
demonstrated the dearth of knowledge medical students receive about patients with dark skin.13 My interview 
with Dr. Murina from the dermatology department of Tulane University covered her study, as well as other 
issues related to the lack of diversity within dermatology. 
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Since May 2021, I have been conducting digital archival research to learn more about the history of skin of 
color and ethnic skin dermatology. Through this research, I learned of the scarcity of both textual and oral 
resources on the history of skin of color and ethnic skin dermatology in both national and medically-focused 
archives. Most resources were either textual sources, such as textbooks or technical articles, though the Victor 
Witten Collection consists of interviews with several important dermatologists, including John A. Kenney, Jr. 
However, the Witten Collection of oral histories ends before skin of color became a category within the field of 
dermatology. This prompted my interest in preserving this history through a more extensive oral history 
project that would include the archiving of these interviews for future researchers. 

Persons to be Interviewed and Arrangements for Interviews 
I will interview mid-to-late career and retired dermatologists across three key categories that relate to skin of 
color and ethnic skin dermatology. One category of participants will be those who have written dermatological 
books on ethnic skin and skin of color dermatology. Another category of individuals will be those who have 
held major leadership positions in organizations dedicated to these fields, such as the Skin of Color Society and 
the National Medical Association’s Dermatology Section. Finally, I will also interview dermatologists who were 
trained by Dr. John A. Kenney Jr. or other early Black dermatologists who helped to develop the field, such as 
Theodore K. Lawless, the first known Black dermatologist, who only died as recently as 1971. These 
dermatologists may be able to shed significant light on the contributions, personalities, and other features of 
these earlier dermatologists. I will conduct 25 oral history interviews beginning in July 2021 in Washington, DC; 
Baltimore, MD; Philadelphia, PA; New York, NY; Detroit, MI; and Boston, MA. The Skin of Color Society’s 2022 
annual meeting, as well as the annual meeting for the American Academy of Dermatology are scheduled to be 
in Boston in March 2022, where I will conduct all remaining interviews. For my dissertation research, I am 
based in Washington, DC where the majority of interviews will be conducted. A sample of dermatologists in 
ethnic skin/skin of color dermatology that will be asked to participate include the following, listed with the 
reason for their inclusion and their city of practice:  

• Rebat Halder, Dermatology Chair Emeritus, Howard University Hospital, Washington, DC 
• Chesahna Kindred-Weaver, Chair of Dermatology Section of the National Medical Association, 

Washington, DC Metro Area  
• Lynn McKinley Grant, Past President, Skin of Color Society, Washington, DC 
• Ginette Okoye, Current Chair of Dermatology, Howard University, Washington, DC 
• Recommended Affiliates of Howard University Hospital, Washington, DC (first program dedicated to 

ethnic skin) 
• Crystal Aguh, Dermatology Faculty at Johns Hopkins & author of texts on Ethnic Skin & Hair, Baltimore, 

MD  
• Susan C. Taylor, Founder of the Skin of Color Society, Philadelphia, PA 
• Andrew Alexis, Skin of Color Society Leader & Dermatologist at the Center for Diverse Skin 

Complexions at Weill Cornell Medicine in New York City 
• Recommended Affiliates of the Skin of Color CenterTM, Mount Sinai West, New York, NY (original skin 

of color center) 
• David J Goldberg, Author of several texts on ethnic skin, New York, NY 
• Henry K. Lim, Chair of Dermatology, Henry Ford Hospital, Detroit, MI 
• Recommended Affiliates of Henry Ford Hospital Dermatology, Detroit, MI (institution with most SOCS 

members) 
• Donald Glass, current officer Skin of Color Society, Texas (will offer interview in Boston) 

 
Although I will make the best attempt to conduct interviews in person to establish a better rapport and level of 
comfort with participants, due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, I will offer participants the option of being 



interviewed via Zoom. Based on prior research that I have been conducting during the pandemic, practicing 
dermatologists have been familiar and comfortable with using this technology for interviews, as they have 
used it daily for work.  

Oral history interview questions will focus on the following: 

• Dermatology Training 
o Tell me a little about your dermatology training. Where did you receive your dermatology 

training? Where is that? When did you do your dermatology training? What was training 
there like? With whom did you do your dermatology training? 

• Dermatology, General 
o I am interviewing you because you are a dermatologist (or X). Can you explain a little more 

about what you do? 
o Why did you choose to go into dermatology?  
o How did you make the decision to go into dermatology? 
o What were your experiences with dermatology before you went into it? 
o Why is dermatology important to you? 
o What has been the most important issue in dermatology in your career? 
o What have been your major challenges/frustrations over the course of your career? 

• Career Trajectory 
o What professional jobs or appointments do you hold? Can you describe what each of these 

entails?  
o Can you sketch out your dermatological career for me? 
o What was your first job as a full and independent dermatologist like? Can you describe the 

clinic? What were the most memorable aspects of that place? What kind of tools did you 
have then? 

• Mentors in Dermatology 
o Who are/were some of your mentors in dermatology? How long were they/have they been 

your mentor? Tell me a little bit about them. How did you meet? 
o Who are your greatest heroes in dermatology and why? 

• Defining and Naming Ethnic Skin/Skin of Color/Dark Skin-oriented Dermatology 
o So first, what do you call the sort of emergent field in dermatology that focuses a little more 

on ensuring the concerns of people with dark skin are met? Why do you call it what you call 
it? What is your experience with [ethnic skin/skin of color/other preferred term] of 
dermatology?  

• Development of Ethnic Skin/Skin of Color/Dark Skin-oriented Dermatology 
o How did you learn about [ethnic skin/skin of color/other preferred term] dermatology? Who 

taught you about it? When did you start to hear about this or pay attention to this? Where—
what cities or institutions or clinics—have helped to expose you to these issues? 

• Experiences with Ethnic Skin/Skin of Color/Dark Skin-oriented Dermatology 
o Who are the key people in [ethnic skin/skin of color/other preferred term] dermatology? 
o Why is this important to you? 
o What kinds of traditions or practices are relatively unique to [ethnic skin/skin of color/other 

preferred term]  dermatology? 
• Role in Ethnic Skin/Skin of Color/Dark Skin-oriented Dermatology 

o Tell me about the publication of ____ (book). How did that come about? What was your role 
in that? Who else was involved? Why was the book published? 



o Can you tell me a little about the ________ Center/Institute/Organization? What is it? What 
do you do there? How did that come about? What was your role in that? Who else was 
involved? Why was that site/organization developed? 

• Future(s) of the Field(s) 
o What is the future of dermatology? 
o Where is [skin of color/ethnic skin/other preferred term] dermatology going? 

 
Proposed Scholarly Outcomes 
The Charlton Oral History Grant will allow me to conduct the interviews for this oral history project as well as 
pursue scholarly projects related to it. This project will be publicized through the production of a physical 
exhibit and a digital exhibit. I also plan to present this work at the 2022 Oral History Association conference, as 
well as the Society for the Social Studies of Science (4S)’s 2022 conference. Because a major aim of this project 
is popularizing this history, especially within the medical community where it is still not well known, I will also 
publish blogs about these materials, ideally on the National Libraries of Medicine Blogs by incorporating 
materials from their collection. 

First, I plan to create a digital exhibit focused on the narratives collected in this project. The project will be 
launched in February 2022 in celebration of Black History Month. This will be an interactive (play on-click) 
narrative around ethnic skin/skin of color dermatology featuring excerpts from interviews and images. 
Through a collaboration with the Digital Oncology Initiative at Rice University, I have hosted a digital medical 
humanities exhibit on dermatology called undertones on the meta-stasis Podcast website where I will publish 
this exhibit as well.14 

I will mirror the digital exhibit with a physical exhibit for wider public consumption. I hope to develop a physical 
exhibit to be ideally housed on the Rice University campus, such as at Fondren Library for Black History Month 
in February of 2023. This exhibit will be interactive and use excerpts from narrators to detail the history of skin 
of color and ethnic skin dermatology, along with photographs of narrators and their mentors and artifacts 
(such as books). I plan to also host an opening of the exhibit to the public, including people who may be 
interested in working with the collection, such as Rice University and Houston Medical Center students and 
faculty, as well as local Houston dermatology associations. 

Finally, this material will be key for developing my dissertation. I will use information gathered through this 
project as substantive material for my ongoing dissertation project on how dermatology trainees have learned 
their specialties while attending to diversity. As the narrators included here are the exemplars of such work, 
they are critical to developing especially the main historical chapter of my dissertation project which will 
document how, historically, dermatologists—especially dermatologists of color—have worked to make dark 
skin visible in dermatology. 
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