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ASDC Chemistry of Colorants  

Key Terms and Definitions 
 

Afterchrome: A method of dyeing in which the fibre is dyed with a mordant dye and afterwards 
treated with a chromium compound to form a dye –chromium complex within the fibre. 

Anionic dye: A dye that dissociates in aqueous solution to give a negatively charged coloured ion. 

Auxiliary: A chemical or formulated chemical product which enables a processing operation in 
preparation, dyeing, printing or finishing to be carried out more effectively or which is essential if a 
given effect is to be obtained. 

Auxochrome: A substituent group in a chromogen that influences its colour 

Azoic dyeing: The production of an insoluble azo compound on a substrate by interaction of a 
diazotised amine and a coupling component 

Basic dye: A cationic dye characterised by its substantivity for the acidic types of acrylic fibre and 
tannin mordanted cotton. 

Bathochromic shift: The absorption spectrum of a substance is shifted to a longer wavelength 
(Towards the red end of the spectrum) 

Cationic dye: A dye that dissociates in aqueous solution to give a positively charged coloured ion. 

Cellulose fibre 

Chromogen: Coloured compound containing a chromophore 

Chromophore: A chemical group found in the chromogen (molecule) which is responsible for the 
appearance of colour. Colorants can be classified on the basis of their chromophore. (e.g. Azo dyes 
contain the –N=N- chromophore) 

Colour Index Constitution number (CICN) – a six-digit number that is used to identify the chemical 
class of the colorant. 

Colour Index Generic Name (CIGN) – the classification system used to identify a colorant by its 
application class. 
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Diffusion: The movement of substances due to a chemical potential gradient, usually caused by a 
variation in concentration. 

Direct dyes: An anionic dye having substantivity for cellulosic fibres. They are normally applied from 
an aqueous dyebath containing an electrolyte. 

Disperse Dyes: A substantially water-insoluble dye having substantivity for more hydrophobic fibres 
and usually applied from a fine aqueous dispersion. 

Hypsochromic shift: The absorption spectrum of a substance is shifted to a shorter wavelength 
(Towards the blue end of the spectrum) 

Leuco dye: A reduced form of a dye from which the original dye may be regenerated by oxidation 
(see vat dye and sulphur dye) 

Levelling acid dye: An acid dye that migrates readily when applied to wool by the optimum method 
for that dye. 

Mass pigmentation: A method of colouration by incorporating the pigment before the extrusion 
process. 

Metachrome method: A single-bath method of dyeing in which the fibre is treated in a dyebath 
containing a suitable chrome dye together with a chromate, whereby a dye-chromium complex is 
formed within the fibre. 

Metal-complex dye: A dye having a coordinated metal atom in its molecule. 

Migration: The movement of a dye or pigment from one part of a material to another.  

Milling acid dye: An acid dye of good fastness to acid or alkaline milling 

Mordant: A substance, usually a metallic compound, applied to a substrate to form a complex with a 
dye which is retained by the substrate more firmly than the dye itself. 

Mordant Dyes: A dye that is fixed with a mordant 

Pigment:  A coloured substance in particulate form which is substantially insoluble in a medium, but 
which can be mechanically dispersed in this medium. 

Reactive Dyes: A dye that is capable of chemically reacting with a substrate to form a covalent-dye 
substrate linkage (covalent bond) 

Retarding agent: A substance that, added to a dyebath, reduces the rate of dyeing, but does not 
substantially affect the equilibrium exhaustion. 

Solubilised sulphur dye: A thiosulphuric acid derivative of a sulphur dye which during dyeing is 
converted to the substantive alkali-soluble thiol form. 

Substantivity: The attraction between a substrate and a dye or other substance under the precise 
conditions of test whereby the latter is selectively extracted from the application medium by the 
substrate. 
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Sulphur dyes: A dye, containing sulphur both as an integral part of the chromophore and in attached 
polysulphide chains, normally applied in the alkali-soluble leuco form and subsequently oxidised to 
the insoluble form in the fibre. 

Vat Dyes: A water-insoluble dye, usually containing keto groups. Which is normally applied to the 
fibre from an alkaline aqueous solution of the reduced leuco form, which is subsequently oxidised in 
the fibre to the insoluble form. Vat dyes have no ionic groups  in their molecules. A key structural 
characteristic of these dyes is a pair of conjugated carbonyl groups. On reduction, the carbonyl 
groups become anionic phenolate groups so that the leuco compound is water-soluble and able to 
dye cotton. An example is indigo (CI Vat Blue 1) 
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