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DEDICATION

For my dearest angels Ōlùwàpāmìlérìn and Ōlùwàtāmìlòrē, the sun and the moon shine for you and I pray you stay true to yourselves and own your beauty. Head up, always!
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foreword by Caroline Hirons

IN the modern arena where mediocrity is not only endorsed but encouraged, Dija Ayodele personifies the word ‘excellence’.

Never settling, always challenging both herself and her peers, to be in the presence of Dija is to fully experience what it looks like when passion comes to life.

To say that the beauty industry has ignored Black women since its inception is an understatement. We all know the names Helena Rubinstein, Elizabeth Arden and Estee Lauder, but not many people have been told the stories of Annie Malone or Madam C.J. Walker.

At a time when all SPF protocols are still written for Caucasian people, and most of the products released by multi-nationals are only trialled on white skins in global territories, the wilful ignorance shown to the Black community by the powers that be in the beauty industry is as shameful as it is unforgiveable.

In 2017, Dija majestically stepped into the skin arena and said, ‘if you won’t represent us, and you don’t talk to us or let us sit at the table, not only will we make our own table, but we’ll put it in our own house’. Spotting the huge gap in the provision for Black women across not only professional services, but general skincare information, Dija utilised her professional expertise to the maximum and launched The Black Skin Directory, connecting consumers with highly-qualified and experienced professionals and further connecting those professionals with access to deeper education and information specifically tailored to support the needs of Black skin.


We all know the names Helena Rubinstein, Elizabeth Arden and Estee Lauder, but not many people have been told the stories of Annie Malone or Madam C.J. Walker.



Whether you have purchased this book for personal use, or to support your own professional learning, you will not be disappointed. It is a manual that not only should and will be integrated into professional curriculums, but passed onto friends and family far and wide.

Dija is not only a cheerleader for her community, she’s an ally. She is a true visionary and leader in our field, an absolute expert and an exemplary human being that I am privileged to call my friend.

This book is as exceptional as the very fine woman that wrote it.

Caroline Hirons
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introduction

HELLO, I’m Dija Ayodele, (#AuntieDija to some) an aesthetician who specialises in Black skin. I want everyone to have healthy skin, especially Black women and girls. Too often when it comes to beauty, and by extension skincare, we’re the last to be considered, so I’m going to flip this around and place you front and centre within these pages.

Healthy skin is happy skin, and I know that both these two things together mean increased self-esteem and confidence. The link between these concepts is very clear and well researched. I see this link play out in my clinic, West Room Aesthetics, in London, every day when I consult with women and they tell me how much make-up they have to apply to cover up the dark marks left from breakouts and acne. Or when they ask – with pleading eyes – if there’s a way I can just peel back layers of their skin to make it flawless again.

The bulk of my clinic work is focused on hyperpigmentation concerns and general skin discolouration – key complaints on Black skin – and this has left me with a profound understanding of how confidence is related to the appearance of our skin.

You’ve heard the phrases ‘good skin day’ and ‘bad skin day’ – three little words that can put a pep in your step or trample your self-esteem, because, for many of us, how we feel about our skin impacts our quality of life, our mindset and how we choose to show up in the world. As an aesthetician, I know that, even though I have the best products and tools at my disposal, if I’m not happy about my skin it can dent my confidence and the activities I engage in. I may find myself applying more make-up, or even turning my camera off on a video call. Whilst skin is personal to each of us, it has a social element too, because how we think our skin is perceived by others can take a toll on our mental well-being. Skin is as much a social construct as it is an individual one. One of my favourite books, The Remarkable Life of the Skin by Monty Lyman, describes skin as a ‘book in which scars, wrinkles and tattoos tell our story and can be read by others’.

A study by Benjamin Barankin and Joel DeKoven in 20021 concluded that skin diseases such as acne and dermatitis seriously affect our psychosocial well-being, and that most people under-appreciate this connection. Anxiety and depression are common amongst sufferers, occurring in similar levels seen in patients who have arthritis or other disabling illnesses. Very visible skin disease can lead to societal exclusion and stigmatisation with a massive detrimental effect on quality of life. On top of that, when age and race are factored in, the mental impact of skin disease on Black women at any age is even greater, and I also know this from my own experience.

I’ve spent enough time speaking to women in my clinic to know that our pursuit of happy skin is an ongoing one. For some it feels like they’ve been on a desperate journey forever, throwing money and hope into a skincare abyss. By the time they get to me some women are so despondent they are simply looking for someone who looks like them to cut through the noise and bullshit and reassure them of what they should be doing to have healthy skin.

This book is me, on paper. I’ve over a decade’s worth of advanced practical experience caring for skin, mainly Black skin at that. Aside from my CIBTAC (Confederation of International Beauty Therapy and Cosmetology) Level 4 qualification in skincare, I have pursued knowledge about Black skin to the highest level, often working with medical doctors and dermatologists to keep my skills and understanding sharp and relevant. Likewise, my heritage affords me first-hand knowledge of the concerns, the physical legwork and emotional labour that Black women, and other darker skin tones, face in the pursuit to access beauty on equal terms as white women.

Note that when I speak about wanting everyone to have happy skin, I don’t say I want everyone to have flawless skin. Before you go any further, I’ll just tell you now: flawless skin is for babies. For you and me, adulting in this thing we call life, the flawless skin boat has sailed. There are kinks in everyone’s skin; what this book will do is help you iron them out so you can have your best skin, skin that is supple, clear and healthy. Skin is dynamic and my favourite way to describe it is that it’s always on the move, changing day to day and month to month. If we want to have our best skin, it’s important we move with it, both in our thoughts about our skin and the actions we take to look after it.

For as long as I have been in the skincare business, I have stood on the platform that Black women should have access to the relevant information they need to care for their skin, and without breaking the bank. I’ve always been about access, availability and affordability, and I shall continue to champion these three tenets, especially for brown-skinned girls who have always been on the back foot when it comes to skincare products and also to information about skincare itself.

Prioritising Black skin

The beauty industry – and, by extension, the skincare world – mainly caters for white skin. There is little or no information specifically focused on Black skin, so with a lot of what we read, we have to infer its relevance to us. Things are changing slowly, but I believe a book dedicated to darker skin tones’ skincare is much needed. The excuses that Black women aren’t engaged, or only want ‘natural skincare’, or don’t have money to spend on their beauty and skincare needs are complete tosh. We spend more than our white counterparts – to the tune of £137.52 more per year, according to the Superdrug Shades of Beauty Report in 2016. In addition, this report, which surveyed 559 women, found that 70 per cent of Black and Asian women feel left out of high-street offerings, and 36 per cent felt beauty advice for their skin tones and concerns was lacking. We’re eager to be included in the conversation! I’ve yet to come across the woman who tells me she’s not interested in looking and feeling good.

[image: image]

I always say that Black women come from a lower base when it comes to beauty. What I mean by that is that the beauty ideal that has been celebrated since time immemorial has always been that of the western white woman. The only way for us to gain acceptance was to try and emulate white and European standards of beauty: straighten our hair, lighten our skin, and contort our facial structures with make-up. It’s only been since the mid-twentieth century that the narrative around Black beauty started to change because of the will and courage of the Black community to carve out spaces for itself, such as Naturally ’62, a community-focused fashion show by Harlem-based Grandassa Group, which showcased models with rich Black skin, sporting full lips, proudly African noses and natural hair with kinky textures. Magazines like Ebony also supported this by feeding out images that honoured the uniqueness of Black skin. This progress and fight for mainstream acceptance was hard won, and, despite the problems that still exist today, we have come on in leaps and bounds!

Changing the narrative

For centuries we were actively told that Black is not beautiful. Black skin was derided, our features were denigrated, and we were told we were beastly and put on show as spectacles to be gawped at and ogled. In the 1800s, Saartje Baartman, an enslaved African from where we now know as South Africa, was held in a cage and put on display as a biological curiosity in both London and Paris. Ota Benga, a Congolese Pygmy, was captured in Africa and in 1906 he was exhibited next to apes as part of the Monkey House exhibit at Brooklyn Zoo. Sadly, he subsequently committed suicide in 1916.

I receive hundreds of messages a month on social media, mainly from Black women, in different parts of the world, asking for skin advice. From Lagos and Dubai to Tokyo and Los Angeles, Black women worldwide are craving skincare advice that is tailored them. I get all sorts of queries: ‘Are chemical peels OK for Black skin?’ ‘How do I get my top lip and bottom lip the same colour?’ ‘How do I get rid of dark marks?’ ‘Any tips on how I can safely lighten my skin?’ (I only have one: don’t!) It breaks my heart because, as a rule, I don’t give personalised advice on social media. Without taking into account your current skin condition, general health, lifestyle, products and routines it is improper – not to mention nigh impossible in the majority of cases – for me to give any tangible, useful advice. I am limited to being very general in my comments and, trust me, I hate having to generalise as much as you dislike having to read it. I always imagine you screwing your face up and saying, ‘She hasn’t really told me anything!’

Additionally, there is so much information on the internet it can make your head spin. From bloggers and influencers to brands and professionals, everyone and their mama is giving advice. We are awash with plenty of pseudo skincare experts who lack the experience and qualifications on which to base their ‘advice’. I know that some of this information can appear well put-together, but be careful. It can also be sometimes downright confusing or extremely technical; many a time I’ve consulted with a client who has been the victim of a dodgy blog post or spent their rent money on products that sadly haven’t delivered.

    The number of products, and the sheer amount of advice, out there is humungous – even I sometimes get fed up. But I’m driven by the same passion that used to get me up early, aged 6, to sit in my mama’s dressing room to watch her meticulous grooming ritual. The standout parts of this routine were Oil of Ulay (I am old enough to remember when it was Ulay, not Olay as we know it now) delicately massaged into her skin, a deliberate dusting of Fashion Fair face powder, a maroon lipstick that oozed Madame-like power, a spritz of something expensive (YSL Paris or Opium) always behind ears and on the wrists, and she was ready to sashay into the day. My 8-year-old now watches me get ready, and I want to make sure that as she grows up her Blackness is celebrated and reflected back at her in what she reads and consumes about her beauty, that she is armed with the tools and knowledge to navigate the skincare world, and to know that she isn’t anyone’s afterthought. I have this same desire for every Black woman, regardless of age.

The only book you need

So, I’m putting some of my skin health knowledge together in one place for you to access. I’ve cut through the noise to bring you the real deal of what you actually need to know and what you actually need to be doing for healthy skin. I admit now that some of the ritualist romance of skincare has been cut out in some places, because, fundamentally, a lot of what we’re sold sits in the ‘nice to have’ category rather than being absolutely fundamental to good skin health. I’m proud to carry on my tradition of writing in simple English, because you shouldn’t need a science degree to know how to care for your skin.

This book is my way of making the latest skin health advice available to all Black women in a way that is quick and easy to digest. A sassy tour in skin health if you like – from the function of skin, the difference between Black and white skin, why hyperpigmentation is such a pain, what treatments are safe for Black skin, whether Black people need sunscreen (spoiler: yes!), and whether there is any truth in the statement ‘Black don’t crack’.

Myths and misconceptions are plentiful in the Black community, as is the reliance on heritage skincare items like shea butter and coconut oil. I will start by examining this reliance from a historical, cultural and race-relations perspective, because to understand our present relationship with skincare we must understand our past interactions.

That said, whilst my writing centres on Black and melanin-rich skin, this book is also for everyone and anyone interested in skin, whether you’re in the wider beauty industry as a student, a therapist or in management, or you may be Mum to a mixed-race child or your partner is Black, this book will widen and sharpen your understanding of what it means to have Black skin and how to care for it.

The skincare and beauty industry has long failed to consider and reflect the needs of Black skin. Awareness of physiological differences is lacking, such as why melanin is more impactful on Black skin, and cultural sensitivities such as colourism and the effects of slavery and racism often fail to be considered or engaged with empathetically. For this to change, we have to look at history and understand how it has shaped and contributed to our experiences in beauty today: a process that is both poignant and empowering.

This book will unpack it all. It is the book I wish I had all those years ago when I fell in love with beauty and aesthetics. The information is timeless and will never be out of step in how you care for your skin at any age, so I hope you will treat this guide as a close companion and refer to it frequently.






black skin

a history

It’s a cliché but beauty has always been more than skin deep. The ability of Black women to enjoy and partake in the rituals of beauty today is rooted in our historical experiences. It is so important for us to be included in and to lead beauty and skincare conversations, and to claim our identities by owning our beauty, our skin colours and our heritage.


It is my hope that this chapter will galvanise you as much as it strengthened me to take back control of my image and to take even more concerted pride in my ethnic and cultural heritage. We cannot understand the underlying significance of this book if we are unable to find, place and appreciate Black beauty in a historical context. This is the only way we can create equitable concepts of beauty for all women.



Beauty and skincare are close bedfellows; to understand the attitude of Black women towards skincare, we first have to examine and answer the question, ‘What is the relationship between Black women and beauty?’ Likewise, we must also understand the impact of perceptions of beauty, especially perceptions of Black beauty, and which must extend also to understanding the hierarchy and guardianship of the concept of beauty.


‘You can’t really know where you are going, until you know where you’ve been.’

Maya Angelou



African Beauty

The concepts of beauty and beautification have been expressed in different ways across the continent of Africa. The Pharaohs of Egypt bathed in milk and honey to keep their skin smooth and soft and drew attention to their eyes with the use of kohl, whilst the rituals of communities in sub-Saharan Africa demonstrate more physical expressions of beauty: the Makonde people in Mozambique practise facial cutting; the Yoruba people in Nigeria inscribe tribal markings; and there’s scarification in Benin and Togo. In the Democratic Republic of Togo, the Barega tribe performs both facial cutting and scarification, whilst the Wanyabungo tribe consider trimmed teeth a mark of beauty. In Kenya, the Maasai tribe pierce and stretch the earlobe as a sign of beauty and strength.

[image: Lip-plate of an African woman, probably a Makonde native in east Africa, mid-1800s. © Alamy]
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Within the tribes of Southern Nations, Nationalities, and People’s Region in Ethiopia, the women are known for their clay lip plates (sometimes up to 16cm in size), which stretch their lips. The bigger the stretch the more beauty is bestowed. Additionally, the tribes are famous for adorning their bodies with paints and flowers to draw attention to their beauty. In South Africa, the Khoikhoi community removed their front teeth in a practice that is now largely attributed to beauty and fashion but has its origins in the concept of owning their beauty during slavery. Teeth were used a barometer of health by slave merchants and their removal made sales more challenging.



For generations, the Himba women of Northern Namibia have considered their hair and skin as a mark of their power and beauty. They are known to spend a considerable amount of time on their appearance, rubbing their skin with Otjize – a special mixture made from tree resin, animal fat, soil, and a milled red-pigmented stone. They use this paste not only to cleanse their skin and hair but also as a form of sunscreen, and to look good too. The paste gives their skin a glowing red look, which symbolises blood as the essence of life and earth.


Africans have always taken time, care, and pride in their beauty. The desire to be and feel beautiful is omnipresent. The richness of Black skin was admired and preserved. As was Afro hair, which was a tool for expressing status, rank, and power. All these practices served a dual purpose – beautification, but also to identify and define belonging to particular families, groupings and communities.




The concepts of beauty and beautification have been expressed in different ways across the continent of Africa.



The Concepts of Light and Dark, Good and Evil, White and Black

The idea of light and dark standing for good and evil can be traced back to teachings of the early Christian Coptic church. Many credit the scholar Origen as the first to explore these dualities in the third century AD. Yes, that’s right, I’m taking you to way back when because, believe me, when I say that our twenty-first-century understandings have to be grounded, they have to be grounded. As we like to say, how can you know where you are going if you don’t know where you are coming from.


In many of Origen’s works, he refers to Jesus Christ as being the ‘light’: ‘The word of Christ opens the soul and we see differences between light and darkness, and choose in everyday to stand in the light.’ The act of choosing to stand in the light is a rejection of the dark, therefore implying ‘something bad’ or not worthy of being chosen.



Overlay the conceptual teachings of good and evil on to light and dark and we can see how the physical colours of white and black come to take on a new meaning: white used to imply lightness, divine intelligence, purity and innocence; black being associated with absence of life, ugliness, evil and fear. Within religious iconography and art it was common for devils and demons to be depicted as black or in black clothing. Blackness had come to represent something that was against good, and these ancient doctrines give us the first insights into colourism.


Though unclear (and subject to much interpretation by scholars and religious leaders) the Jewish Talmudic texts refer to Black skin being a consequence of the curse of Canaan. The Book of Genesis tells us that Noah cursed his grandson Canaan, for the sins of his father Ham. The curse was to blacken the skin of Ham’s descendants and subject them to slavery. This curse has even been used as a justification for slavery. Records show that in 1578, English sea captain George Best was one of the first to start a narrative



Black Riches and Fertility
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Seize, Season and Strip
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FROM ALABAMA WIT]{OUT RFSERVE

BY N. VIGNIE, AUGTIONEER,

Offices----No. 8 Banks’ Arcade Passage, and corner of Conti street and
Exchange Alley.

THURSDAY, MARCH 25, 1858,

AT 12 0°CLOCK, M.

‘Will be sold in the Rotunda of the
ST. LOUIS HOTEL,

1. ABSALOM, aged 28 years, Plantation hand, fully guaranteed.
No. 2. NED, aged 45 years, Plantation hand, fully gmr,.nteed
3. T()M aged abo ut 46 years, Planlatlon hand, fully guaranteed, except
having a defect in the right knee.
4. BILL, aged about 23 years, Plantation hand, fully guaranteed, except
a slight defect in one finger.
5, FRANEK, aged about 25 years, a plantation hand, fully guaranteed,
except a burn on his back and right side.
No. 6. ALFRED, aged 35 years, plantation haud, a good subject, has worked
1t
8.

‘p
-

gg'

in a Blacksmith shop ; powerful built man.

. POLLY, Negre: aged 23 years, No. 1 plantation hand and fair
Cook, Washer and Ironer, fully guaranteed.

. GEORGE, (xml aged about 23 years, good plantation hand and car-
riage lll‘l\rel, very likely and intelligent. MARTHA, his
wife, aged about ars, Cook, Washer and Ironer, with
her four children : NED, aged 7 years; NANCY, aged 6
years ; HORACE, 4 years, and MARY, aged 1 1-2 years.

All of the above Slaves are from the State of Alabama, and sold under
ull guarantee, excq)t the defects above stated.

ALSO, at the same time and place the following
LIST OF ACCLIMATED [ES.

No. 9. DAN, Black, aged about years, a good Cooper, acclimated.

No. 10. LEWIS, aged about 35 years, general laborer, and accustomed to
work in a brick yard.

No. 11. FIRMAN, aged about 40 years, general laborer, and accustomed to
work in a brick yard.

No. 12. MARY, Griff, aged about 27 years, a good house servant and child’s
nurse, and No. 1 washer, and ironer, having absented herself
once from her former owner.

No. 13. JIM, Black, aged about 26, a general laborer, and good subject.

§3 All the above Slaves are fully guaranteed against the vices and dis-
eases prescribed by law, except the defects made known.

Terms---9 months for approved city acceptances, bearing 6 per ct. interest
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