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The Gift that Keep's on Giving:  Skin 
By Veronica D. Abney, Ph.D. 

 

Eczema is a skin condition caused by inflammation of the skin.  Typically, eczema causes skin to become 

itchy, red, and dry -- even cracked and leathery. Eczema can appear on any part of the body (WebMD, 

2016). 

 

This paper will use autobiography and free association to examine skin in a 

highly personal fashion and, as well, in a political way with the hopes of stimulating a 

dialogue amongst participants.  

I developed eczema as an infant. Many therapists and analysts have made   

interpretations about this condition. Excoriating oneself is probably the most popular 

genre of interpretation, and for me, the most shaming. The eczema is supposed to stem 

from unexpressed anger. 

 

The current thinking is that eczema is caused by a combination of factors that include: 

• Genetics 

• Abnormal function of the immune system 

• Environment 

• Activities that may cause skin to be more sensitive 

• Defects in the skin barrier that allow moisture out and germs in (WebMD, 2016) 

 

Growing up I had many skin infections. Whenever I sat on furniture in someone 

else's home, I recall worrying about the dirt that might enter through the tiny scratches 

on the backs of my knees, or about the dead skin or blood that I might leave behind. To 

avoid either of these situations, I always sat on the edge of my seat with my dress 

between the seat and me.  

http://www.webmd.com/skin-problems-and-treatments/eczema/default.htm
http://www.webmd.com/skin-problems-and-treatments/picture-of-the-skin
http://www.webmd.com/skin-problems-and-treatments/eczema/eczema-causes
http://www.webmd.com/skin-problems-and-treatments/eczema/ss/slideshow-eczema-overview
http://www.webmd.com/skin-problems-and-treatments/eczema/eczema-health-check/default.htm
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I now know that what I knew instinctively then is true. My skin does not 

provide the full gift of protection from the outside that skin provides to others.  

… it's thought that defects in the skin barrier contribute to eczema. These defects can allow moisture out 

through the skin and let germs in. (WebMD, 2016). 

By the time I was 8 years old, the skin on my arms and legs was noticeably 

damaged; I had lost the first layer of skin during a bad infection; my skin was thick, dry, 

leathery and hyper-pigmented. I tried to hide my skin by wearing long pants during 

summer, knee socks, stockings and long sleeves. Eventually the other person would 

recoil, ask what happened to my skin or ask if I was burned.  

The hyper-pigmentation made me appear darker in skin tone than I really was, 

and as a little Colored girl in 1960 that was not something I liked. I remember being 10 

years old when I would lean on my mother's body and grab her honey-colored arms and 

whine, "I want skin like yours." She would say, "Oh stop, your skin is fine". We both 

knew that wasn't true. My mother's skin was unblemished, and her veins were visible 

through her skin. I admired my mother's skin because it was clear; she did not have 

eczema. I viewed my skin on my arms and legs as "black, thick and ugly". I know, now, 

that she was profoundly sad about my predicament, but this is how my mother dealt 

with my emotional distress—by avoiding validation of my feelings because it is too 

painful for her and me. 

At this point in my life, skin meant several things. Skin was something I tried to 

hide. Skin brought unwanted attention and stares. Skin became a source of shame. Skin 

made others recoil. Skin hurt. Skin did not keep other people's filth out. My filth was 

unwittingly left behind in my dead skin.  It was my fault my skin was ugly; I scratched it 

or sneaked some forbidden food. 
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All of the above occurred alongside my experience of going to white schools and 

living in white neighborhoods. My battle with eczema paralleled my experience of being 

in black skin in America as well as intersecting my contact with the white world where I 

felt more self-conscious and more different; I was black and my skin was ugly. For one 

or both of these reasons, I was the other. I was seen as untouchable and possibly 

contagious for both reasons. I was black-skinned in a school with primarily white-skinned 

kids, in a white-skinned country. I knew my skin was black and that sometimes I, or my 

family, were the only ones in a particular place covered in black skin. I was aware that 

sometimes we were not liked, had to go in the backdoor of Route 66 restaurants and 

were highly scrutinized.  

At age 5, I came home from my first day in kindergarten, and I told my mother 

that there was another "colored" girl in my class but that she was moved into the 

afternoon session. I remember wishing this girl, Lynda, and I, were together in this sea 

of white-skinned children. We later became friends, but we were never again in the same 

class. The kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Stein, was in the habit of reading us Little Black 

Sambo. Since I was the same color as Little Black Sambo, I felt self-conscious, 

embarrassed and maybe even ashamed knowing the other children made a connection--a 

skin color connection between Little Black Sambo and me. I asked my father why, in the 

story, Little Black Sambo kept doing stupid things. My embarrassment sparked my 

father's shame and rage about not being able to protect me from this racist book for 

children. That was the beginning of the end for Little Black Sambo in the New York's 

Nassau County schools. Later that year, due to my father's efforts, the book was 

removed from the school system's list of approved texts. 
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My grandmother use to say about random women, "She's dark, but she's pretty." 

This drove my brown skin father insane. What was she saying about him?  "He's dark, 

but he's handsome?" As an adult, after getting an extreme sunblack I placed my arm next 

to my father's, smiled and said, "Look, I'm almost as dark as you now." He gave me his 

bullshit laugh, and when not in my presence, he said to my mother, "Can you believe she 

said that?" That's when I first consciously realized he had issues about his skin color. I 

was not fully conscious about the issue of color in my family. Yes, I knew that my 

mother was fair like honey and my father was brown like milk chocolate. I assumed that 

my father was proud of his skin; he was the first black musician at NBC in New York 

(the result of a big battle directed by National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People). Once, he wanted the family to move to West Africa. He also routinely 

kept my sister and me from watching blacks on television, if they played stereotyped 

characters. We could not watch the Little Rascals, Beulah, Amos and Andy or Steppin 

Fetchit and Shirley Temple movies if he was at home.  

So when my mother revealed my father's horror to me, I was surprised. I did not 

know that my paternal grandmother would not allow my 22 year-old father to marry 

my older half sister's pregnant mother because she was "too dark" (and not well 

educated). My mother passed the brown paper bag test (meaning she was lighter than a 

brown paper bag) and was an RN; she was deemed suitable. The more I thought about it 

the more distressed I became. My mother inappropriately shared other evidence of my 

father's issue with skin color that left me feeling consciously unattractive in the eyes of 

my father. I say consciously because, on some level, I had to know this about my father.  

Over the years, I learned how to tolerate daily microaggressions, usually with 

minimal distress, but when Barack Obama ran for President, my balance was tilted. This 
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paper is one of a few attempts to get my balance back. If we thought America's 

obsession with skin color had decreased, we were wrong. It is still here. I cannot watch 

the news without being reminded of it. I have again become hyper-aware of my skin 

color and it's meaning in my thoughts and fantasies and in my interactions with friends, 

colleagues and patients. The attacks by "the deplorables" on Obama's every decision, 

strength, birthplace and comments are endless.  

There are those in this country that cannot tolerate the fact that black skin found 

its way into the White House through the front door. The Black comedian, Larry 

Wilmore, labeled the current election as "The Unblackening of the Whitehouse" 

because he understands that this upsurge of racist rhetoric has everything to do with us 

having an African-American President. The blatant racism that had quieted down has 

reared its ugly head once again. Tea Party Republicans and the now The Republican 

candidate for President, have again made it acceptable to insult an entire ethnic group 

or to disrespect a black man, even when he is the President of the United States. Law 

enforcement murders black men every day because they are black-skinned. White-skinned 

people echo "Make America White"--oops I mean--"Great Again".  Trump was tolerated 

by America when he insulted Latinos, African-Americans and Muslims, but it wasn't 

until he went after white women that he was unendorsed by other Republicans.  

Skin color is something about which I am conscious most of every day. It's 

exhausting to have to think so much about it. I think about it even when it's not really 

the topic of the conversation. "Oh yes, it was such a dark film." "Pure and white." "No, I 

only eat white meat." Sometimes I just look at someone with white skin and decide she is 

a racist. I might find myself just feeling hateful towards someone white for being white. 

I wish I did not feel this way, but it is my reaction to the hate that is directed toward me 
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and other black-skinned people. Sometimes when I am with white-skinned people I feel 

absolutely compelled to bring up my blackness. Is this my reaction to tension stemming 

from the unmentioned skin color difference? Is it my need to get ahead of the situation 

before the white person says something insulting?  Maybe I just cannot forget that I 

have black skin when I am with someone with white skin whom I do not know well.  I 

think it a test of the white-skinned person's tolerance for my authentic self. I am sure I 

have negatively influenced relationships because of my inability to stop talking about 

skin--my skin, black skin, white skin.   

In the Consulting Room 

My journey to become an analyst started with a search for a possible training 

analyst. There were no black-skinned analysts when I started my analytic training, so I 

hesitantly took the risk to see a white-skinned woman. This was an interesting 

experience for us both. Being a Jew born at the end of the holocaust, she did not 

consider herself white. Being Jewish myself, I had heard this before so even though she 

was a child of Germans and blond and blue-eyed, I took her at her word. It helped that 

she recognized that her white-skin gave her privileges that non-whites did not have. 

Intuitively I knew she had never treated a person with black skin and at moments this 

worried me.  

The difference in our skin color was frequently highlighted for us. Sometimes it 

was my use of English, once it was a blind assumption made by her about the color of 

one of my friends, and many times it was my rants on 10 Reasons Why I Hate White 

People. Despite our differences, I had an unbelievably excellent analysis, and this was 

because my analyst allowed me to be myself. Being myself included being someone with 

black skin.  She felt no need to defend whites.  This was a small part of why I loved her 
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so very much. She died last year, and there are few words to describe her absence in my 

life.  

When white-skinned analysts refer me a white-skinned patient, I always fantasize 

about whether or not to mention my blackness to the patient. In my head I hear them 

say, "Oh, by the way, she's black. Is that a problem for you?" In recent years, as a result 

of the Internet, referrals know that I have black skin because they have gone online and 

seen my photo. In the past, it was obvious that a patient did not know that I was black. 

Like the time a parent of a hospitalized child left my outstretched hand empty and said, 

"You’re Veronica Abney? I thought you were a nurse."  Do you get that? It's okay for 

black-skinned people to portray nurses on TV or even become nurses; it's okay for us to 

be caretakers of white-skinned folks. Another time a new patient interrupted her 

dialogue with me and said, "I'm sorry; I just have to say, I can't believe that you're 

black!" In her world experts were not suppose to have black skin. Not surprisingly, this 

treatment ended prematurely.  

I attempt to explore my patients' fantasies about my black skin, but some are 

afraid to go there. Most of my patients are liberal Democrats, which is probably why 

they are okay with being in treatment with me. When an analysand has been brave 

enough to open up, I am sometimes surprised at what I discover. One patient revealed 

that after their first session she told her partner, "S*** she's black; she's not going to 

feel sorry for me." What did this mean? The first comment was based on the patient's 

belief that I had a much harder life than theirs because I was black. The patient then 

realized the meaning of the thought and being the one with the education, I may have 

had a better life than theirs.  
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I should say that there have been many times when patients of color have said to 

me, "I'm so glad you're black". Two days ago a man who had gone through some 

changes to start treatment with me came for an initial consultation. He chose me 

because I have black skin. Oliver explained that his distress is related to the attacks on 

black-skinned men by law enforcement. Sometimes he is too frightened to leave the 

house.  He may need food, but if his anxiety is too intense, he will go without. Oliver has 

numerous physical ailments. He loses his balance easily, and his movements are 

awkward. Oliver fears that he will attract police attention, be viewed as a threat and be 

shot. I was struck by how Oliver has been so profoundly affected. I have feared for the 

males in my family but only entertained a passing thought about what it is really like 

for them. 

The task for me with Oliver will be to not just validate his experience and 

commiserate with him. I will need to help him understand what it is about his unique 

experience that makes it difficult for him to cope with his life as a black-skinned man in a 

racist America. 

I have another patient right now who is voting for Trump despite being 

financially dependent on state and federal programs. No matter what Trump says, this 

person remains in his camp stating, "He's going to give us jobs". I have to confess that 

despite my efforts to interpret their position as related to their trauma, I have slipped 

out of that analytic space when asked questions like, "Don't you care about 

immigration?"  At these moments, I need to be silent, but on a few occasions, I have 

tried to get them to see that their position is ridiculous based on their predicament of 

not even being able to afford to buy fresh vegetables. Fortunately, there is something 
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about this very hurt and cognitively impaired person that I like which prevents me from 

dismissing them as a redneck and assassinating them with my tongue.  

When I last saw this patient, s/he said something that gave me hope regarding 

the power of my interpretations. S/he stated, "I wonder why I hate Hillary so much. 

Maybe it's because she's a woman like my mother."   

 Skin color organizes everyone's self-perception, worldview and political 

landscape. Whether one is conscious of their skin color or not, skin color organizes how 

we see the other, despite the liberal myth of color blindness. Skin can be both a gift and 

a curse. It is a safety barrier. It can give one the gift of privilege if those in power share 

one's skin color. It can segregate one, if one is a different color from those in power. My 

skin color has organized my worldview positively and negatively from the time I was at 

least four years old. With a bit of tongue in cheek, I can say, it is "the gift that keeps on 

giving".  In the Western world, white skin offers one the gift of privilege, which up to 

now, keeps on giving. Black-skinned people receive the gift when they are routinely 

stopped by law enforcement and given unnecessary violations. White-skinned people 

receive their gift when stopped by law enforcement and told, "This is just a warning". 

I was struck by the quotation on the program brochure from Audre Lorde's, 

poem Hanging Fire. "My skin has betrayed me," she writes. Although, Lorde was not 

talking about her color as some might assume, I did think about it in terms of my own 

experience. I have felt like my skin betrayed me because of my eczema but not because it 

is black. Whatever feelings I may have had about being black, I do not believe I would 

ever trade my skin in for another color or wish it away even though I feel powerless to 

change the hatred of black skin in this country.  

Veronica Abney may be contacted at: vabney@pacbell.net 

mailto:vabney@pacbell.net
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