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MELANIN: WHAT
MAKES BLACK
PEOPLE UNIQUE,
BEAUTIFUL, AND
BIOLOGICALLY
DISTINCT

Melanin  is  one  of  the
most  fascinating  and
m i s u n d e r s t o o d
substances  in  the
human body. For Black
people, melanin is not
merely a pigment that
determines  skin  tone;
it is a biological marvel
that  influences
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
appearance  to  health,
f rom  evo lu t ion  to
cu l tura l  ident i ty .

Understanding melanin
requires  peeling  back
layers  of  sc ience,
history,  and  social
meaning. In this article,
we  wil l  explore  the
s c i e n c e  b e h i n d
melanin,  its  profound
role  in  Black  identity,
and  why  the  phrase
melanin what makes
B l a c k  p e o p l e
resonates  so  deeply
across generations and
disciplines.

UNDERSTANDING
MELANIN: THE
BIOLOGICAL
BASICS

Melanin  is  a  complex
polymer  derived  from
t h e  a m i n o  a c i d
tyrosine. It is produced
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by  specialized  cells
called  melanocytes,
which  reside  primarily
in  the  basal  layer  of
the  epidermis,  the
outermost  layer  of
skin.  Once  produced,
melanin  is  transferred
to  keratinocytes,  the
dominant  skin  cells,
w h e r e  i t  f o r m s  a
protect ive  sh ie ld
around  the  nucleus.
Th i s  sh ie ld  i s  the
body's  first  line  of
d e f e n s e  a g a i n s t
ultraviolet radiation.
But  melanin  is  not
limited to the skin. It is
also found in the eyes,
hair, inner ear, adrenal
glands,  and  even  in
certain  regions  of  the
brain. This widespread
presence  h ints  a t
melanin's  many  roles
beyond  pigmentation.
In  people  of  African
descent,  melanocytes
are  h ighly  act ive,
p r o d u c i n g  l a r g e
quantities  of  melanin,

which results in darker
skin tones. This is the
core  of  what  people
mean  when  they  say
melanin what makes
Black  people  visibly
distinct,  but  the  truth
runs much deeper.

The Two
Main
Types of
Melanin
Melanin  comes in  two
primary  forms,  and
their  ratio  determines
skin and hair color:

Eumelanin: This
is the dark brown
to black pigment.
It is abundant in
people with
darker skin tones
and provides
excellent
protection
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against UV
damage.
Eumelanin is also
the pigment that
gives Black hair
its characteristic
color and
texture.
Pheomelanin:
This is a lighter,
reddish-yellow
pigment. It is
more common in
people with
lighter skin and
red hair.
Pheomelanin
offers less UV
protection and,
under sunlight,
can generate
free radicals that
damage DNA.

In  Black  individuals,
eumelanin  dominates.
This high concentration
of  eumelanin  is  the
primary  reason  why
Black  skin  ages  more
slowly, is less prone to
sunburn,  and  has  a
lower  incidence  of

certain  skin  cancers.
When  people  refer  to
melanin what makes
Black people resilient,
they are often pointing
to  these  very  rea l
biological advantages.

THE
EVOLUTIONARY
STORY OF
MELANIN IN BLACK
PEOPLE

The  h igh  me lan in
levels  found  in  Black
p e o p l e  a r e  n o t
accidental.  They  are
the result of thousands
of years of adaptation
to  intense  equatorial
sunlight. Early humans
in  Africa  developed
dark skin as a natural
selection  mechanism.
H i g h  m e l a n i n
production  protected
the  body  f rom  the
harmful  effects  of  UV
radiation,  including
DNA  damage,  folate
depletion,  and  skin
cancer.
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At  the  same  t ime,
melanin had to strike a
delicate  balance.  The
body  needs  some  UV
radiation  to  produce
vitamin  D,  which  is
essent ial  for  bone
health  and  immune
function.  Darker  skin
allows  sufficient
vitamin D synthesis in
high-UV  environments,
making  i t  an  ideal
adaptation  for  regions
near the equator. This
evolutionary  history
explains why melanin
what  makes  Black
people is both a story
of  surv iva l  and  o f
biological optimization.

Melanin
and the
Migration

of
Peoples
A s  e a r l y  h u m a n s
migrated out of  Africa
into regions with lower
UV  exposure,  natural
se lect ion  favored
lighter  skin,  which
a l l owed  f o r  more
efficient  vitamin  D
production. This is why
indigenous populations
in northern Europe and
Asia have less melanin.
H o w e v e r ,  t h e
d e s c e n d a n t s  o f
Africans who remained
on  the  continent  or
were  taken  to  other
parts  o f  the  wor ld
t h r o u g h  f o r c e d
migration  retain  the
high-melanin trait. This
genetic  legacy  is  a
d i r ec t  l i nk  t o  t he
e a r l i e s t  h u m a n
ancestors,  making  the
study  of  melanin  a
study of human origins
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itself.

BEYOND SKIN
DEEP: THE
MULTIFUNCTIONAL
ROLES OF
MELANIN

To  say  that  melanin
what  makes  Black
people  is  about  skin
color  alone is  to  miss
most  of  the  story .
Melan in  per forms
s e v e r a l  c r i t i c a l
functions that are often
o v e r l o o k e d  i n
m a i n s t r e a m
discussions.

1.
Superior
UV
Protectio

n
Melanin  absorbs  and
dissipates  more  than
99%  of  harmful  UV
radiation.  This  natural
sunscreen is why Black
p e o p l e  h a v e
significantly  lower
rates  of  sunburn  and
s k i n  c a n c e r .  T h e
melanin  in  Black  skin
provides a natural SPF
of  approximately  13,
though this varies with
individual  skin  tone.
This  does  not  mean
Black  people  cannot
get  sunburned,  but  it
d o e s  m e a n  t h e
threshold  is  much
higher.

2. Heat
Regulatio
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n
Melanin may also play
a  r o l e  i n
t h e r m o r e g u l a t i o n .
S o m e  r e s e a r c h
suggests  that  melanin
helps  dissipate  heat
more  efficiently,  which
w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n
advantageous  in  hot
c l i m a t e s .  T h i s
t h e r m o r e g u l a t o r y
function  is  another
layer  of  the  melanin
what  makes  Black
people  narrat ive,
connecting  biology  to
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
adaptation.

3.
Antioxida
nt

Activity
Melanin  is  a  potent
a n t i o x i d a n t .  I t
scavenges free radicals
and  reactive  oxygen
s p e c i e s  t h a t  c a n
damage  ce l l s  and
accelerate  aging.  This
is  one  reason  why
Black skin often retains
a youthful  appearance
for longer compared to
lighter skin types. The
antioxidant  properties
o f  m e l a n i n  a l s o
contribute  to  overall
cellular  health  and
longevity.

4.
Neurologi
cal and
Sensory
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Roles
Melanin is found in the
substantia  nigra  and
other  areas  of  the
bra in ,  where  i t  i s
invo lved  in  nerve
c o n d u c t i o n  a n d
protection  against
neurotoxins.  It  also
plays a role in the inner
ear, where it helps with
hearing  and  balance.
Th is  neuro log ica l
d imens ion  adds  a
profound  layer  to  the
unders tand ing  o f
melanin what makes
Black people not just
e x t e r n a l l y ,  b u t
internally  as  well.

MELANIN AND
HAIR: A UNIQUE
STRUCTURAL
EXPRESSION

Black  hair  is  another
powerful expression of
melanin.  The  hair  of
peop le  o f  A f r i can
d e s c e n t  i s

characteristically  rich
in  eumelanin,  which
gives it  its  deep color
and density.  However,
melanin also influences
hair  structure.  The
elliptical  shape  of  the
hair  follicle  in  Black
individuals  produces
tightly  coiled  hair,
w h i c h  i s  o f t e n
described  as  kinky  or
curly.  This  hair  type
p rov ides  na tu ra l
protection for the scalp
against  intense  sun,
further  demonstrating
the  adaptive  role  of
melanin.
Culturally,  Black  hair
has  been  a  s i te  o f
pride,  politics,  and
identity.  The  natural
hair  movement  of  the
1 9 6 0 s  a n d  i t s
resurgence  in  recent
years  celebrate  the
beauty of melanin-rich
hair in its natural state.
For  many,  embracing
n a t u r a l  h a i r  i s  a
reclaiming  of  identity
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and  a  re ject ion  o f
Eurocentric  beauty
standards.  In  th is
sense,  melanin what
makes Black people
is not just biology, it is
heritage.

COMMON MYTHS
AND
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT MELANIN

Because melanin is so
c e n t r a l  t o  B l a c k
identity,  it  has  also
been  the  subject  of
many myths. Some are
harmless,  but  others
can  be  misleading  or
even harmful.

Myth 1:
Melanin
Makes

Black
People
Immune
to Sun
Damage
While  melanin  offers
significant  protection,
it is not absolute. Black
people  can  still  get
sunburned  and  are  at
risk  for  skin  cancer,
though  the  r i sk  i s
lower.  The  myth  of
immunity  can  lead  to
n e g l e c t i n g  s u n
protection,  which  is
d a n g e r o u s  f o r
everyone.

Myth 2:



Melanin What Makes Black People 9

9

High
Melanin
Means
Superiorit

y
Some fringe ideologies
promote the idea that
higher  melanin  levels
confer  cognitive  or
moral  superiority.  This
is  not  supported  by
science.  Melanin  is  a
biological pigment, not
a  d e t e r m i n a n t  o f
intelligence,  character,
or  worth.  Responsible
discussions  about
melanin what makes
Black  people  must
a v o i d  s u c h
pseudoscientific
claims.

Myth 3:
All Black
People
Have the
Same
Amount
of
Melanin
There  is  tremendous
diversity  within  Black
populations. Skin tones
range  from  very  dark
to  relatively  l ight,
depending  on  genetic
m i x t u r e  a n d
geographic  origins.
Melanin  production
v a r i e s ,  b u t  t h e
underlying  biology  is
shared.
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THE CULTURAL
AND SOCIAL
SIGNIFICANCE OF
MELANIN

In  Black  communities,
m e l a n i n  i s  o f t e n
celebrated as a source
of  pride.  Phrases  like
"melanin  queen"  or
"melanin magic" reflect
a  positive  reclamation
of what was once used
t o  j u s t i f y
discrimination.  The
phrase melanin what
makes Black people
has become a cultural
touchstone, a reminder
of  beauty,  resilience,
and  connect ion  to
African  ancestry.
T h i s  c e l e b r a t i o n
counters  centuries  of
colorism  and  racism
that  devalued  dark
skin.  Social  media
movements,  natural
h a i r  b l o g s ,  a n d
representat ion  in
m e d i a  h a v e  a l l
c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  a

broader appreciation of
melanin-r ich  skin.
Today,  the  phrase  is
used with affection and
empowerment,  not  as
a  scientific  statement
but as a declaration of
identity.

Melanin,
Colorism,
and
Communi
ty
It is important to note
that even within Black
communities,  colorism
exists.  Lighter-skinned
Black  people  have
often  been  afforded
more  privilege,  while
d a r k e r - s k i n n e d
individuals  have faced
bias.  Understanding
melanin what makes
Black  people  also



Melanin What Makes Black People 11

11

means  acknowledging
this  internal  struggle
and working toward a
m o r e  i n c l u s i v e
appreciation  of  al l
shades.

MODERN
SCIENTIFIC
RESEARCH ON
MELANIN

Scientists  continue  to
study  melanin  for  its
potential  medical  and
t e c h n o l o g i c a l
applications.  Some  of
the  most  promising
areas  include:

Biomaterials:
Melanin's ability
to absorb UV
light and
scavenge free
radicals makes it
a candidate for
sunscreens,
antioxidants, and
even
biodegradable
electronics.
Drug Delivery:

Melanin can bind
to certain drugs
and metals,
offering potential
for targeted drug
delivery and
detoxification.
Neuroprotectio
n: Understanding
how melanin
protects brain
cells could lead
to therapies for
neurodegenerati
ve diseases like
Parkinson's.

T h e s e  r e s e a r c h
frontiers  show  that
melanin what makes
Black  people  is  not
o n l y  a  m a t t e r  o f
personal  identity  but
also a subject of global
scientific  interest  with
f a r - r e a c h i n g
implications.

EMBRACING
MELANIN IN
HEALTH AND
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WELLNESS

For  Black  individuals,
understanding melanin
can  in form  bet ter
health  practices.  For
example,  because
m e l a n i n  r e d u c e s
vitamin  D  synthesis,
Black  people  living  in
northern  latitudes  are
a t  h ighe r  r i s k  f o r
vitamin  D  deficiency.
Supplementation  and
d i e t a r y  s o u r c e s
become  important.
Similarly, awareness of
melanin's  protective
role  can  encourage
regular  skin  checks
w h i l e  a v o i d i n g
complacency.
Health  professionals
a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y
recognizing  that  one-
size-fits-all  advice does
not  apply.  The phrase
melanin what makes
Black  people  is  a
reminder  that  medical
g u i d e l i n e s  m u s t
account  for  biological

d i v e r s i t y .  F r o m
d e r m a t o l o g y  t o
endocrinology, melanin
matters.

CONCLUSION:
MORE THAN SKIN
DEEP

M e l a n i n  i s  a
remarkable  molecule
that shapes the lives of
Black  people  in  ways
that  are  biological,
cultural,  and  deeply
personal. It is a shield
against  the  sun,  a
marker  of  ancestry,  a
source of beauty, and a
symbol of resilience. To
say  that  melanin
what  makes  Black
p e o p l e  i s  t o
a c k n o w l e d g e  a
p r o f o u n d  t r u t h :
melanin  is  not  just
about color. It is about
h i s t o r y ,  h e a l t h ,
i den t i t y ,  and  the
enduring  legacy  of
human  adaptation.
In celebrating melanin,
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we  honor  the  science
that  exp la ins  our
differences  and  the
shared  humanity  that
unites us all.  Whether
you are learning about
melanin  for  the  first
time or deepening your
u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,
remember  that  this

p i g m e n t  i s  n o t  a
s tereotype ,  not  a
l i m i t a t i o n ,  a n d
certainly not a divider.
It is a gift of evolution,
and  for  Black  people
around the world, it is
a  source  of  endless
pride  and  power.


