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On a bright November day in 1959, a bald, black-skinned
man stepped onto a sidewalk shoeshine stand in New Orleans.
The shoe shiner, a grey-haired African-American, had almost
finished shining the shoes when the hulking man asked,

“Is there something familiar about these shoes?”’
“Yeah—I been shining some for a white man—"
“A fellow named Griffin?”

“Yeah. Do you know him?”

“I am him.”

This year marks the 61st anniversary of the publication of
John Howard Griffin’s Black Like Me, a piercing account of the
author’s experiences and observations when he disguised himself
as an itinerant black man in the Deep South of the United States.

Born in Dallas, Texas in 1920, Griffin grew up in a society
where to some the separation of races seemed as natural as day
and night. At the age of 15, he went to France to pursue further
education. When World War 1II broke out, he joined the French
Resistance to help smuggle Jewish children to safety. The
persecution of Jews during the war made him aware of the dire
consequences of racism. And living sightless for ten years due
to a war injury left him more attuned to the plight of marginalised
groups. On the first page of Black Like Me, Griffin asked himself,
“What s it like to experience discrimination based on skin colour,
something over which one has no control?”” He decided that the
only way he could reach an answer was to become a black man.

To darken his skin, Griffin took medication used by patients
with vitiligo, spent long hours under an ultraviolet lamp and
applied skin dyes. On the night of 7 November 1959, Griffin
shaved his straight hair, adding the final touch to his
transformation into a black man. He looked into the mirror and
was overwhelmed: “In the flood of light against white tile, the
face and shoulders of a stranger—a fierce, bald, very dark
Negro—glared at me from the glass. He in no way resembled
me...I was imprisoned in the flesh of an utter stranger, an
unsympathetic one with whom I felt no kinship.” Momentarily
repulsed by his new black self in the mirror, Griffin faced his
own unconscious prejudice reflected back at him.

Struck by how deeply his conventional Southern upbringing
was ingrained in him, Griffin embarked on a revealing journey
—one that would leave him shaken by how much his beloved
cities turned strange and inhospitable. With darker skin, he was
denied the basic necessities of life. The restaurants at which he
had dined just a week or so before were no longer open to him.
He found that he had to walk miles to use the restroom with a

“Colored” sign or get a glass of water at a café that served black
people. Shops refused to cash his traveller’s cheques. He was
unable to get a job commensurate with his educational
qualifications and was told by a foreman that the only jobs he
could get were the ones no white man would have. It became
clear to him that racism and prejudice were not limited to overt
displays of hatred, such as physical violence or hate stares. In
its subtler forms, racism manifested itself in the polite request
from a middle-aged white man who asked Griffin not to occupy
the park bench, and in the condescending attitude of a well-
dressed white man from New York who offered to buy all of an
elderly black vendor’s turkeys.

Viktor Frankl, an Austrian Jewish psychiatrist and
Holocaust survivor whom Griffin had long admired and met in
1977, proclaimed: “There are two races of men in this world,
but only these two—the ‘race’ of the decent man and the ‘race’
of the indecent man.” While Griffin was horrified at the fact that
some whites could be consumed with irrational hatred, he found
the human capacity for love and kindness in both races, including
a white editor who risked economic ruin to openly criticise white
supremacy, and an elderly black preacher who believed that
whites should be loved and forgiven as they were also children
of God.

Almost six weeks into the experiment, the emotionally
spent journalist finally ended the project and returned home.
When his story became widely known, he found himself the
target of intimidation and reprisals. His parents received threats
on his life, and an effigy of him was hung in his home town.
Eventually, Griffin and his family went into exile in Mexico,
where he rewrote notes taken during the experiment in the form
of journal entries. Black Like Me was published in 1961 to wide
acclaim and has become a modern American classic. A few
weeks of living as a black man could never be enough to plumb
the depths of the black experience, but the book raises the white
audience’s awareness of the indignities and injustice suffered
by blacks in segregated America.

Much has changed since Griffin crossed the colour line and
began his nightmarish odyssey through the segregated South. Yet
no society can claim to be completely free of racism. Like Griffin,
we all probably hold prejudice of one kind or another somewhere
deep within us. To keep them in check, it is always advisable to
bear in mind the first article of the UNESCO Declaration on Race
and Racial Prejudice: “All human beings belong to a single species
and are descended from a common stock. They are born equal in
dignity and rights and all form an integral part of humanity.” Skin
colour, after all, is only skin deep.

Darkness cannot drive out darkness: only light can do that.
Hate cannot drive out hate: only love can do that.

Martin Luther King Jr
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During the early days of photography, photographers had
to live with the constraint of shooting in black and white. As
successful as these photographs have been in preserving an old
era, they are mostly ignored if not forgotten by the succeeding
generations. After all, most people prefer to see the world in an
array of vivid colours.

With advances in technology, there have been several
attempts to spark people’s interest in archival materials by having
them colourised. In 2017, Michael D. Carroll compiled the book
Retrographic: History’s Most Exciting Images Transformed into
Living Colour, which features a selection of iconic photographs
meticulously colourised by professional colourists. “Black and
white can make the viewer feel detached from the subject,”’
explained Carroll. “We hope that adding colour breathes life into
historical images.”

While colourisation seems to rediscover and redefine the
historical value of archival materials, critics of the practice argue
that colourising vintage materials is jeopardising historical
accuracy. In this sense, whether colour does any good is a question
that is open to debate. By claiming that colour gives life to black
and white, we appear to assume that a monochrome image
connotes stifling boredom and dullness—something to be rescued
by colourisation.

Contrary to what its name suggests, a black-and-white
photograph is not limited to two tones, but encompasses multiple
shades of grey. American photographers Ansel Adams and Fred
Archer developed the Zone System around 1940, which divides
the tones of a black-and-white photograph into a grey scale of
11 zones. Adams’s carefully exposed and developed black-and-
white photographs, which illustrate the majestic wilderness of
the American West, often make use of the full tonal range to
highlight the contrast between landscapes, from snow-capped
mountains to steep dark rocks and thick masses of foliage.

Ansel Adams’s aesthetic sense in photography is the
embodiment of the words of Lao Tzu, the founder of Taoism,
who said, “Colours blind the eye (1144 A\ H §).” Even though
this philosophical observation was made a long time before the
invention of photography, it is a fitting explanation of why certain
photographers continue to eschew colours in favour of black-
and-white prints.

Ted Grant, the father of Canadian photojournalism, was
quoted as saying: “When you photograph people in colour, you

photograph their clothes. But when you photograph people in
black and white, you photograph their souls.” Bright clothes and
shiny accessories might please the eye, but they can also make a
portrait photo lose its power by distracting us from the individual
character of the depicted subject. Through the interplay of light
and shadow, a black-and-white portrait can intensify the
expressive force of facial expressions, laying bare the subject’s
feelings and developing emotional resonances with viewers.

One might argue that in the realm of news coverage, colour
photography is better at giving an accurate portrayal of current
events and bringing a sense of immediacy. Yet, with a knack for
capturing moments of humanity, photographers are able to
deliver riveting works that are made all the more intriguing by
eliminating colour. James Nachtwey, one of today’s best-known
contemporary photojournalists, has covered humanitarian crises
around the globe. He takes most of his pictures in black and
white because he believes that this can distil the essence of what
is happening without colour competing for our attention. Rather
than a distortion of reality, his monochromatic works are
regarded as a powerful and eloquent testimony to the extreme
brutality of wars and the immense suffering endured by innocent
victims.

One of James Nachtwey’s best-known photographs was
taken while he was covering the war in Afghanistan in 1996. It
depicts a grieving woman kneeling down in front of the grave
of her brother, who was killed in a rocket attack by the Taliban.
In a futile attempt to get close to her loved one, she lays her hand
on his gravestone. Behind her are many more graves, stretching
to the horizon. Here, black and white not only builds up a sombre
and melancholy mood but also brings out details that would
likely have gone unnoticed in a colour photograph—the wrinkles
on the woman’s hand that stand as marks of a life of hardship,
the barren land honeycombed with cracks that describes a
landscape as desolate as the war-ravaged country’s near future.
If the photograph had been taken in colour, it would have been
difficult to evoke the same level of poignancy and sympathy.

In an era flooded with information, colour photography is
a faithful reflection of an elusive reality that comes and goes in
the blink of an eye. All hues and tones are preserved as they
were. Still, time has not rendered black-and-white photography
obsolete. As a beautiful art form in its own right, it can imbue
works with meaning and emotion. Look beyond black and white
and you will see more than meets the eye.

Colour is descriptive. Black and white is interpretive.

Elliott Erwitt
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Compared with other colours, black carries many more
negative connotations, such as death, misfortune and evil. The
word “black” is often seen in expressions that describe something
unpleasant or unfavourable. A blacklist, for example, consists
of people deemed untrustworthy or unreliable. To talk about
someone who is a disgrace to a group or a family, we can use
the phrase black sheep: Peter is the black sheep of the family.
He always gets himselfin all kinds of troubles. Another example
is black dog, which is used metaphorically to refer to melancholy
or great sadness: After his wife passed away, his children have
been the source of strength for him to keep the black dog at bay.
This term was also used by famous English writers, including
Samuel Johnson and Winston Churchill, to allude to their
episodes of depression.

On the contrary, white is a symbol of hope, purity and
kindness. For businesses that are struggling to stay afloat, their
employees are likely to welcome the arrival of a white knight,
which is to say an investor who comes to the rescue of a struggling
company by either taking control of it or by providing new capital.
To describe people who are of strong moral fibre and integrity,
we can say that they are whiter than white: 7o gain support from
donors and the public, charity workers are expected to be whiter
than white. Interestingly, a lie, when associated with the word
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“white”, becomes somewhat less undesirable than it generally
seems. A white lie is a benign untruth told to avoid hurting
someone’s feelings. One example of a common white lie is: “Of
course I remember you!”

If only everything in life were as simple as black and white.

Some phrases with the word “black” are neutral or positive in
meaning. Black swan, for example, refers to an unexpected or rare
event that has a huge consequential impact. Business owners will
make every effort to capitalise on a black swan event to keep their
company in the black, which of course means profitable. Before
computers became common, accountants recorded income in black
ink and expenses in red ink. No individual or business wants to be
in the red, which means owing a debt or operating at a loss.

Similarly, expressions related to white might not necessarily
be so complimentary. Unlike whiter than white, white as a sheet
is not used to heap praise on someone who is decent and honest.
Rather, it refers to a very pale face, usually the consequence of
poor health or unpleasant feelings such as shock and fear. An
elephant may look adorable, but the term white elephant is used
to describe something that is expensive but utterly useless: The
pavilion has become a $30 million steel and glass white elephant.
Of late there have been views that it should be torn down.
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The following winners will be notified individually by email:

Department Department
Chan Hei-tung Department of Justice Tsui Yuen-yee Department of Health
Chan Kong-yiu Housing Authority Wong Man-kin Social Welfare Department
Chan Pui-hei, Ivan | Architectural Services Department Wong Mei-chi Department of Justice
Chik Wai-nam Housing Department Wong Wai-lun Public Service Commission
Lee Kin-wing Housing Department Yiu Yeung Immigration Department
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Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please click here for details.
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