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Chapter 1

Straight Hair Rules

Race, Beauty and the Straight Hair Ideal

At 10 years of age, Kate’s hair was straightened for the first time. Up until that day, Kate, who grew up in England, had gone through a lot of different styles. Among those were cornrows, Afro puffs and bunches. While living in London, her mother had entrusted their neighbour, a woman from Sierra Leone, to look after her daughter’s hair, saying she ‘couldn’t do Kate’s hair because she was White’. But Kate suspected this was more an excuse for her mother’s reluctance to learn how to style her daughter’s curly hair. ‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Kate says, adding that irrespective of whether a person is Black or White, they ‘will always need to learn’.

‘Our neighbour used to do my hair when she was doing her own kids’ hair,’ Kate remembers, ‘so that was fine.’ But when Kate and her mother moved to the countryside, her mother couldn’t find anyone to do Kate’s hair. Thus, for the next couple of years, Kate mainly wore her hair in an Afro.

‘I had a hair band that I used to wear,’ Kate says, pushing her braids back with her hands to demonstrate the look, ‘so it was pushed back like this.’

Kate, who was 26 years old and a master’s student in Berlin, when we spoke in 2016, remembers chemically straightening her hair as ‘a horribly harrowing experience’. ‘It took, like, three hours,’ she says, ‘and I cried throughout the whole thing.’

Kate doesn’t face me. She is staring into the café, which is almost empty on this cold winter afternoon, and slowly undoing one of her braids. There are unwritten rules that ‘anyone who knows about hair relaxing’ follows, Kate says. One of these rules is that you should not wash your hair before chemically straightening it to avoid scalp irritation. Chemical hair relaxers use active ingredients such as Sodium Hydroxide (NaOH) or Ammonium Thioglycolate (NH4+HSCH2COO−) to break down the chemical bonds in the hair and reform its structure. These chemicals not only have the power to permanently alter the texture of your hair, but they can also burn the skin. Although the relaxer should never be applied directly onto the scalp, some recommend not to wash the hair in the 24 hours leading up to the relaxer treatment, while others err on the cautious side and stop washing their hair six or seven days before the treatment. The general guide being not to wet your hair and scalp in the days leading up to a relaxer treatment.

‘And you can’t scrape your scalp with a really sharp comb,’ Kate adds. In fact, most hairdressers and stylists will recommend avoiding any potentially harsh or abrasive action including combing, brushing or scratching your scalp to avoid the irritations and little cuts that will burn once they come into contact with the relaxer’s chemicals. But neither Kate nor her mother knew those rules. And to make matters worse, at the time, there was an outbreak of nits at Kate’s school, and her mother was twice a week going through her hair with a nit comb.

Seated in the chair of a hair shop in London, 10-year-old Kate, who was getting her hair straightened for her cousin’s engagement party, found herself in tears. ‘I was dealing with the pain of untangling my hair ’cause my mother couldn’t really do it. It was really tangled,’ Kate says, ‘and then putting burning chemicals on my scalp. It was bad, it was really, really bad, but then I was, like, “I have the flicky hair”.’

Flicky hair. Straight hair. Hair that moves in the wind. Numerous terms describe the kind of hair that many Black girls and women, as well as boys and men, aspire to have. Why? Because despite the diversity of human hair textures,1 if you have kinky, coily or curly hair, a simple walk through any major city or small town, whether in Europe, Australia, Southeast Asia or the United States, can sometimes leave you with the impression that everyone has straight hair that blows in the wind. Everyone, but you. You’ll find it on the oversized advertising posters of your favourite shops. You’ll spot it browsing the beauty section of your local drug store for shampoos, conditioners and home-dye products. You’ll watch it in full effect in the group of young women strolling in front of you, in the mother-daughter couple passing you and in the man holding the door open for an elderly lady as you head towards a department store. Straight hair is the prevailing beauty norm and it dominates the heads of people around us. So much so that, like Kate used to, millions of girls and boys, women and men around the world rely on chemical relaxers, hair extensions and wigs to emulate a straight hair look.

They likely each have a very different story to tell about how they came to straighten their hair, but it is why they are opting for straight hair that tells us something about how Black people fare in this world. Straight hair has historically become the dominant beauty norm, the yardstick against which the beauty of all other textures is measured. And somewhere along the way, straightening our hair has become a normal thing for many Black people.

 

‘I want hair like Princess Elsa,’ my friend’s four-year-old daughter says.

While her mother is frying plantains, she is dancing around her parents’ kitchen. Her dark brown curls are arranged into two French braids and her blue dress balloons with every turn. A single strand of hair has freed itself from the arrangement and bounces up and down as she swirls and twirls around the kitchen.

‘It’s so beautiful,’ she says, ‘my friend has hair just like Elsa. But I don’t. My hair is different.’ The realisation stops her short in her movements. Her head bowed; she is fiddling with the seam of her dress. Then she looks up: ‘Do you want to go and comb my doll’s hair?’

Around the age of four or five, we develop full awareness of ourselves and start comparing what we see of ourselves to the faces and bodies of people – family, teachers, peers – around us. We also start comparing ourselves to ideals presented to us in the media. While media consumption patterns have been changing, in 2019, children and teens in Britain aged five to fifteen spent on average seven hours and fifty-seven minutes per week watching broadcast television, not including other forms of media consumption such as playing online games or social media, which have also seen a steep rise.2 In the United States, home of Hollywood and Disney, in 2010, children and teenagers aged eight to eighteen spent an average of four hours and twenty-nine minutes in front of a TV, not counting time spend playing video games or in front of a computer.3 But this number varies greatly between children with different racialised identities. While White children in the United States spent an average of three hours and thirty-six minutes watching TV, Black children and teenagers spent almost six hours a day in front of a television.

Given the amount of time Black children and teenagers spend in front of a screen, representation matters. What and who we see on screens influences how we think about ourselves, our family and our friends. Seeing the Black princess marry the prince gives us hope that we will one day find our own prince or princess. Seeing the Black female lawyer take off her wig and win her case inspires young Black girls to become lawyers themselves. Whether in a movie or TV series, seeing characters who look like us and speak like us playing the lead and being portrayed as successful, desirable and beautiful elevates our self-esteem and helps us take pride in our own identity.4

But as far as children’s TV is concerned, a recent review by researchers from Tufts University in the United States showed that out of a sample of 1,500 characters, only 5.6% were Black.5 This is a considerable improvement from 1983, when a study looking at television broadcasts in the United States found that only 42 of 1100 characters, or less than 0.5%, were Black.6 Yet these statistics say very little about whether those characters were portrayed realistically or stereotypically, whether they were playing the hero or a villain. And the statistics say nothing about whether those characters were portrayed with curls, braids, locs and Afros or whether their hair was wavy and flowing in the wind.

Some of the most popular children’s entertainment is produced by Disney. After more than 80 years of productions like Snow White and the Seven Dwarves (1937) and Beauty and the Beast (1991), Disney debuted their first African American princess, Tiana, in the 2009 feature The Princess and the Frog. In the movie, Tiana’s hair appears to be straight(ened) and is pinned up. While her look fits in neatly with the styles of the other 12 Disney Princesses including Ariel, Aurora, Cinderella and Jasmine, viewers were left wondering what Tiana’s natural hair texture looks like: does she have tightly coiled Afro-textured hair or loose curls? Then, in 2018, Tiana made an appearance in the Wreck-It Ralph sequel, Ralph Breaks the Internet, alongside the other Disney Princesses. But it wasn’t so much the fact that the princesses had ditched their ballgowns for jeans and shirts that broke the internet as it was the depiction of Tiana with long, natural curls. While some Twitter users applauded Disney’s decision as a step towards normalising Black hair textures on screen, others were quick to point out that Tiana’s features did not clearly align with a single racial identity, but her portrayal was also ignorant of Black hair culture. To remedy this fact, one ingenious Twitter user created a thread showing how Tiana could have theoretically transformed from a girl with a head full of tightly coiled hair with lots of shrinkage to pressed, straight hair.7 Yet if Tiana had indeed pressed her hair or relaxed it, she would have to maintain this hairstyle by wrapping it, so the Twitter thread ends with a culturally more accurate portrayal of Tiana lounging on the couch with a head wrap, sipping a smoothie and enjoying herself.

I wonder if my friend’s daughter would have thought differently about her hair, had she seen Tiana’s movies? I wonder if she would have recognised something about herself and the beauty of her curls in Tiana, or if she would have continued to be mesmerised by Princess Elsa’s hair? I wonder if she is missing images of people that look like her or whether she has already started to internalise the racialised and racist aesthetics of our society, which favour lighter skin and straight hair over the beauty of dark skin and curly hair. The fact that we internalise such racist messages was first shown in a landmark series of experiments by Mamie and Kenneth Clark. Mamie Phipps Clark was the first African American woman to earn a PhD in Psychology from Columbia University and her and her husband’s research into the racial identity development of young African American children in the United States would play a crucial role in the US Supreme Court’s decision to declare the segregation of schools unconstitutional in the 1954 landmark case Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. This research, which formed part of Mamie Clark’s master’s thesis, demonstrated that African American children as young as three, when presented with two dolls, identical except in skin and hair colour, prefer the White doll over the Black doll. Being born and raised in the United States, these children had developed an awareness of their racialised identity and acquired an understanding that in the socio-political context of the United States Blackness is often seen as inherently inferior to Whiteness. Their preference for the White doll is not so different from young Black girls these days desiring hair that looks and moves like that of their favourite Disney princess, Elsa, the pale, blue-eyed Frozen character whose blonde hair is almost as white as that of Game of Thrones’ Daenerys Targaryen. These fictional TV characters are manifestations of a century-long idealisation of thin, White beauty,8 an ideal that many Black girls and women (and, at times, boys and men) try to emulate by all means necessary and possible.

 

It’s dark by the time I arrive at Esther’s apartment in Cologne on a late autumn afternoon.

‘Are you hungry?’ she asks as I follow her inside, ‘I’ve just finished a Ghanaian curry.’ In the kitchen, she fixes us plates with rice, heaping on generous portions of spinach and chickpea stew. ‘I hope you’ll like it,’ she says, ‘I’ve never done this one before.’

After dinner, we sit on her couch to talk hair. ‘I used to love watching Ariel, the Little Mermaid,’ Esther says. ‘Ariel had this long, wavy hair and at night I would pray, “Dear God, please, please, please . . .” ’ So deep was her desire for long, wavy hair that moves that it became part of Esther’s pretend play and dress-up games. ‘I would tie scarves around my head or these skirts with an elastic band to imitate long hair,’ she says, ‘And I even went to sleep like that, you know? I was wishing for the skirt to transform into hair.’

Separated by almost 30 years, my friend’s daughter and Esther both looked at Disney characters and then took a long look into the mirror. As research in childhood studies shows, Disney movies convey subtle messages about gender, race and beauty.9 They teach children from a young age about body image and about what it means to be pretty or beastly, beautiful or ugly, feminine or masculine. For many young girls (and, to a lesser extent, boys), realising that their own hair is stiff and curly, while the animated hair of characters like Pocahontas or Rapunzel, much like their friends’ hair in kindergarten or school, ‘blows in the wind’, becomes an identity-defining moment.

Another identity-defining moment is the encounter with a person like us – similar skin tone, hair texture, or body – in the streets, on television or in a magazine. Since its emergence in the mass media mainstream in the 1990s, hip-hop and R&B have given millions the soundtrack of their youth and a lyrical commentary on Black lives and experiences. Hip-hop and R&B also offered Black youth a host of Black performers and artists to look up to, to aspire to and to be inspired by.

Among the most successful hip-hop and R&B artists is Beyoncé Knowles. Beyoncé first entered the world stage as a member of the girl group Destiny’s Child in the 1990s, before embarking on a successful solo career with the release of her 2003 debut solo album. Throughout her three-decade-long career, Beyoncé has always kept her hair in formation, alternating between very long-and-flowing honey blonde or darker blonde hairstyles. Sometimes, as in the video for her 2013 hit single Get Me Bodied, Beyoncé has tried darker colours including black and dark brown. In this video, we see Beyoncé entering a club in a silver cocktail dress, her hair in a neat and sleek high ponytail that caresses her shoulders with every move, as she sings about fixing her hair before she goes into the club. Later, she sits surrounded by a group of women on a couch, tapping her hair while encouraging her entourage to adjust their weaves. The lyrics invoke the colloquial expression ‘pat your weave’, which is rooted in African American Vernacular English. The expression is often used humorously or sarcastically among friends and implies that the person being addressed is wearing a weave and needs to adjust or fix it.

In Formation (2016), Beyoncé presents a very different version of Black womanhood and debuts a number of new hairstyles. In scenes reminiscent of the Antebellum South, Beyoncé dances in the hallway of a plantation house, wearing a dark-red, puff-sleeved bodysuit, her dark-blonde hair braided and pinned up in a protective style. In another room, her daughter Blue Ivy dances with her hair combed out into an Afro and in a veil alongside two girls in white dresses. Switching between these scenes, Beyoncé dives into an homage to her heritage and identity. She vocalises her parents’ differing cultural backgrounds, with her father hailing from Alabama and her mother from Louisiana, and the blending of African and Creole heritage, which gives rise to her own distinct identity, symbolised by the term ‘Texas bama’. Moving through the generations, Beyoncé also pays tribute to her daughter’s looks and the beauty of Black aesthetics.

This love note to Black aesthetics and to her Black ancestry sounds so very different from the messages that an earlier generation of Black girls had taken away from watching videos and collecting posters of their favourite Black performer.

‘When I was a teen,’ Esther says, ‘Beyoncé was already really famous, she was in the charts, with Destiny’s Child and so on. And like all the idols I had who looked like me, they had those long tresses. They had the same skin colour as me, but they had long, straight hair – Beyoncé had long, blonde, straight hair and she could dance, and she could sing, and everyone was loving her.’ And so Esther tried to emulate that look. ‘I started dying my hair and relaxing and on top of that straightening the hair with a hot iron, all to come close to that look,’ she says. What Esther didn’t know at that time was that Beyoncé, like many famous women admired for their long, voluminous, bouncy hair that flows in the wind, was wearing weaves and wigs. Oblivious, Esther found herself going to the extreme to imitate people who, in reality, were having access to and could therefore leverage state-of-the-art hair and beauty technologies including weaves and wigs to create hyper-feminine, voluminous, long hairstyles. ‘We just didn’t know.’

These days many know otherwise. While the veil has been lifted with regards to weaves and wigs as technologies of Black femininity and beauty, new questions about the artificiality of beauty are raised by technologies feeding us algorithmically enhanced images that shape our beauty ideals.10 In our hyperconnected, hyper-visual world, the White male gaze has been intensified by a technological gaze that has the power to bind us in a perpetual cycle of knowingly striving for a beauty that is artificial. In this situation, it has become ever more challenging to separate authentic self-expression from digitally mediated images and ideals.

And so, from the subtext of television productions to the visual language of a now globalised hip-hop culture to the main text of women’s magazines all the way through to the algorithmically enhanced images we scroll through on social media and that script our understanding of beauty, the mass media and, recently, social media, have long had but one message for the curly and Afro heads of this world: straight hair rules.

As 20-year-old Tenelle tells me during our conversation at a Starbucks in London: ‘I just hated my hair because I’d kind of been socialised not to view Afro hair as beautiful.’ She continues: ‘I think it was just going to school and seeing other children who weren’t Black or who weren’t Afro-Caribbean, who had, like, different hair, who had the straighter texture and just seeing how their hair moved and how their hair behaved and me looking at mine and thinking, “Ooh, why is mine like this” or “Why is my hair not like that?” And also because of the images I would see in the media. I would read a lot of magazines and I never remembered seeing women who had Afro-textured hair, so naturally that makes you look at yourself and think, “Oh well, is there something – you know – wrong with my hair or something bad about it that you never see it in magazines or films or the telly?” ’

Through ignorance and indifference, mainstream beauty magazines for women and girls have long failed to cater to Black women. In a review of 219 covers of the bestselling beauty magazines in Britain in 2017, only 20 covers featured a person of colour.11 Four magazines did not feature a single person of colour on their cover between January and December, and for two months, March and May, none of the covers analysed featured a person of colour. But it isn’t just the covers where Black and mixed-race women fail to see women like themselves. Flick through any of the big beauty magazines and you find advertisements for shampoos and conditioners along with advice on make-up and haircare which is ‘unfailingly irrelevant’12 for Black girls and women.

Print magazines like Ebony (founded 1945) and Essence (created in 1970) and, more recently, the US-based quarterly print magazine CRWNMAG (launched in 2015) as well as digital magazines like UK-based Black Ballad (launched in 2014) and Germany-based RosaMag (created in 2019) provide Black perspectives on politics, culture, lifestyle, fashion & beauty and more. But those magazines aren’t deemed mainstream. The exclusion and omission of Black faces, bodies and hair textures from the covers and, at times, advice sections of mainstream beauty magazines have a visceral impact on the person looking at them. Their absence is yet another reminder that beauty standards are organised hierarchically and that Black women don’t come in at the top.

‘I used to read more the Eurocentric magazines at first. And then in my early teens, from about maybe 13 or 14, that’s when I started reading the Black beauty magazines more,’ Tenelle tells me. ‘I wouldn’t say that it was the same case with them because they did used to have a lot of images of natural hair, Afros and braids and twists and things like that. They were quite well-rounded. They would push the images of the – you know – weaves and the wigs and the relaxers, but at the same time they would also have a lot of natural hairstyles. It was more the mainstream, Eurocentric stuff I was seeing and consuming that put those negative ideas about my own hair and identity in my head.’

 

As a child, Tenelle wore braided hairstyles. Her aunt, a skilled braider, would style Tenelle’s hair every week or two. ‘She would enjoy combing it and braiding it and experimenting, so to speak, with her designs,’ Tenelle says. Most importantly, her aunt would complement Tenelle on her hair: ‘She always used to tell me that my hair was beautiful,’ Tenelle remembers, ‘that made me happy and I think that encouraged me to take pride in my hair, especially when it was natural.’ At school, Tenelle was well-known for her intricate braiding styles and received praise from other children as well as her teachers. Even the school’s headteacher took notice. And yet, Tenelle desired straight hair.

‘I’d always had the dream of not having Afro-textured hair, having the kind of long, silky European hair that blows in the wind, and that’s just down to my bum,’ Tenelle says. Much like Esther, Tenelle incorporated hair alterations into her pretend play as a child. ‘Sometimes I used to find things and pretend they were wigs and just put them on my head and, swish my hair around and things like that just to mess around. I think that wishing for a different kind of hair was always there at the back of my mind from quite a young age. And so I started relaxing it at about 14. I was very happy when I started relaxing it.’

During our conversation, Tenelle hints at another reason why relaxing felt like a natural course of action. ‘As far as I remember, my mum relaxed her hair,’ Tenelle says. ‘I do know she had natural hair when she was growing up in Trinidad. She was there until she was about 17 or 18. But I remember, certainly from my birth and looking at her and growing up with her that she’d had it relaxed. I haven’t really seen her natural hair ever, only in pictures. I’ve seen her with braids and I think at one point she did have dreads as well. But that’s all I’ve seen, from pictures. As my mum, she has chemically straightened hair. That’s how I knew her hair.’

Exposure to straight hairstyles normalises straight and wavy hair textures. Exposure to straightened hair normalises hairstyling practices that enable women and men with curly and Afro hair textures to emulate straight hair. Tenelle’s decision to chemically straighten her hair was influenced by seeing her mother relaxing her hair all her life. It was also influenced by the hairstyles of other, relevant female relatives and friends. Tenelle remembers that, except for her aunt, ‘the women on my mum’s side had relaxed hair or weaves or wigs.’ In contrast, the women on her father’s side tend to wear their hair naturally. But because Tenelle spends most of her time with her mum’s family, their practices and styles shape her own views of natural hair and towards haircare and styling for people with curly and Afro-textured hair. ‘I think the fact that I’m just exposed to them having hair that’s not natural influences my own view of certain things and in relation to hair.’ Between the mass media, her family and her friends, Tenelle learns to think of straight hair as the norm and straightening her hair as a way to achieve that norm. ‘I got a lot of compliments on my relaxed hair,’ Tenelle says, ‘and it just seemed to me the normal thing that a lot of Black girls would do. A lot of mixed-race girls as well, come to think of it, they would straighten their hair in some way or relax it. It just seemed the normal thing.’

So how did straight hair become the dominant beauty norm?

 

Popular wisdom knows two big stories of how straight hair came to be the norm. Both of these stories are connected to the colonial endeavours of the Portuguese, the Spanish, the Dutch, the British and the French, and the onset of the transatlantic slave trade with the Portuguese sailing enslaved Africans to the Americas in 1526.

Departing initially for the South American colonies of the Portuguese and Spanish, and later expanding to the Caribbean and North American colonies of the British, the French, and the Dutch, the transatlantic slave trade set into motion an unprecedented network in human trafficking. Until its ban by the British and the United States in 1807, the transatlantic slave trade accounted for more than 12 million women, men, girls and boys being transported from their homes to the Caribbean, the Latin Americas and the United States. At least 1.2 million lost their lives on this gruelling journey across the Atlantic.

In the slave societies in the Americas, skin tone soon lost its significance as the main marker of difference between free Europeans and enslaved people of African descent. As historian Orlando Patterson stipulates,13 not only is the variety of skin tones among both Black people and White people much wider than commonly thought, but continuous and constant exposure to the heat and sun of the tropics gave many White people a permanent suntan. Miscegenation further eroded differences between Black people and White people. With the offspring of an African woman and her White master often being lighter in skin tone than the average White person, White settlers soon became indistinguishable from enslaved people with light skin tones. Instead, Patterson argues, hair texture became the defining marker of slave status.

In reading runaway notices,14 the importance placed upon hair as a distinguishing marker becomes noticeable. Descriptions of those trying to escape enslavement as having ‘bushy hair’ and ‘wool’ show that hair became a medium through which racial difference could be identified and, importantly, classified. With the smooth, silky, straight Caucasian hair textures on one end and the ‘woolly’ Afro textures on the other end, hair classification systems were used to corroborate the supposed superiority of White people over people of African descent.

Varieties in hair textures differentiated enslaved people from their masters but it also became a distinguishing factor among those enslaved. Women and men with wavy and curly hair textures, common among mixed-race individuals, often held a higher social status and were more commonly tasked to work inside the house than on the field. These differences have reinforced the lasting dichotomy between ‘good hair’ and ‘bad hair’, perpetuating the notion that straight, wavy and curly hair textures are more beautiful than tightly coiled, Afro textures.

The stories of the transatlantic slave trade, too many to be told here in any way that would do justice to those involved and truly honour the immense suffering and devastation endured by those who were enslaved, account well for the popularisation of straight hair textures and styles among Black populations in the Caribbean, Latin Americas and the United States. It also sheds light on how a fascination with straight hair travelled to the United Kingdom aboard the Windrush. In England and Wales almost 600,000 people15 (1.1% of the total population) identify as Black Caribbean. In contrast, the Caribbean population in Germany is likely much smaller, though actual statistics are unavailable. What is known about the genealogies of Germany’s Black population suggests that, aside from the African American soldiers who resided in Germany post 1945, the majority of Black people in Germany are immigrants from various countries in Africa.16

This brings us to the second big story. When some slave ships set sail towards the Americas, others stayed behind. Starting in 1482 with the building of Elmina Castle in Guinea, the Portuguese and Dutch built forts and small cities along the African coastline, mainly in the Mediterranean and Southern regions of the continent. From here, traders, settlers and colonists advanced further inland. Small outposts were transformed into cities, and by 1913, the European empires – Britain, Portugal, Spain, Italy, Belgium, France and Germany – had divided almost the whole continent among themselves.

The colonisation of the African peoples was propelled by the same racist ideologies that justified transatlantic slavery and brought with it a set of assumptions about the inferiority of African peoples. The presumed inferiority was seen as manifesting itself in cognitive ability and bodily differences. Whiteness became associated with civilisation, enlightenment and beauty. Blackness, on the other hand, was misinterpreted and stereotyped as foolishness, mere physical strength, and a lack of beauty.

The entanglement of racism and imperialism in the (hi)stories of slavery and colonialism thus helps explain how straight hair was normalised on the African continent. But there is a third big story to be told here. The story of globalisation. Globalisation accounts for the movement of people and ideas. It explains the presence of Black people in almost every country around the world and why, from London to Berlin, Cape Town to Sydney, New York to São Paolo, women and men are emulating straight and wavy hair textures.

In fact, globalisation makes possible one of the most popular ways of achieving ‘silky, long, European hair’: human hair extensions.

 

‘Up until 2013, I wore a straight weave or very long, often Brazilian, wavy hair,’ Valerie says.

The sun is barely showing on this chilly autumn morning in London. Valerie, a 28-year-old












































 (Dis)entangled

An Epilogue

‘Mama, no! Stop. Brushing. My hair.’ My child briskly pushes my hand away and scoots around me to escape the brush and the daily ritual of combing and styling their hair. When the first, golden curls showed up on my oldest child, I was livid. Hair and haircare would be something connecting my child and me. Four years into our mother-child curly-hair story, our day-to-day reality looks a little more like continuous lessons in patience and perseverance, and a whole lot of detangling. I practice daily the language of negotiation and exploring new ways of trying to put the knowledge, which I have accumulated over 10 years of researching the psychology of curly and Afro-textured hair, to use as I aim to instil in my child a positive relationship to their curls and encourage them to learn how to care and maintain their curls.

More than a decade after a message on my family’s answerphone led to my introduction into the world of the Natural Hair Movement and Black haircare and styling, this is what I know about hair:1 Human hair is primarily made up of a fibrous protein known as keratin and grows from tube-like structures, called follicles, in the skin. Scalp and body hair share the same morphological and physiological structure, though humans are distinct in that they are the only mammal which does not grow a full coat of fur. In humans, hair generally accumulates on the head while the rest of our body is ‘functionally naked’2. The human hair growth cycle can be divided into three distinct phases and scalp hair, on average, can grow to around 90cms before the completion of a growth cycle. Yet we may not always see that length because scalp hair (and body hair for that matter) exhibits exceptional diversity in terms of length, thickness, pigmentation (or colour) and curliness.

Human scalp hair provides protective as well as cosmetic functions. From an evolutionary perspective, differences in hair morphology may have adaptive reasons. In fact, a recent study led by Tina Lasisi found that, from an evolutionary point of view, tightly curled hair offers better protection from solar radiation, reducing the need to sweat and potentially giving our ancestors an evolutionary advantage, which allowed humans to grow larger brains.3

Thinking about human hair in terms of its chemical, biological, physical properties makes human hair measurable, recordable, comparable. One strand of hair measured against another person’s strand of hair. This type of knowledge about the chemical, biological, physical and evolutionary anthropological aspects of human hair has taken a backseat in (Dis)entangled.

Ideally, such scientific comparisons are value-neutral. In reality, and as shown in this book, variation in hair length, thickness, colour and curliness have historically been vested with meaning and social value that shape how we view hair today. Take length, for example. From the perspective of the physiology of hair, it’s easy to see why someone might say: it’s just hair. If you shave it off, it will – in all likelihood – eventually, grow back. The average human hair grows around 13 to 15 cm per year.4 It will take time. But it will grow back. Eight chapters later, and from the perspective of the social and cultural aspects of hair, I hope you may see why someone might say: it’s never just hair. It’s always about more than the hair. It’s about what our hair – its texture, curliness, colour, length, and style – means, to us, to other people, to the world.

 

My hair means . . .

my hair represents . . .

me.

 

In 2019, the movie adaptation of Hair Love, a children’s book written by former US National Football League player turned book author and movie producer Matthew A. Cherry won the Oscar for Best Animated Short Film. The six-minute film tells the story of a father who learns how to style his daughter’s hair. The movie opens with Zuri viewing hairstyling options on her tablet while her cat offers a silent commentary on each hairstyle. Side-swept hair puff balls has the cat gesture ‘so so’ with her paw and the cap right away jumps from the sink at the idea of Zuri straightening her hair. In the end, they agree on a braided Mohawk style, which Zuri herself fails to accomplish. The movie tells the story of Zuri’s faith in her father’s ability to learn how to style her hair and her father’s determination to make his daughter happy and style her hair. Following their hairstyling journey and father-daughter relationship, the short film breaks down stereotypes about absent Black fathers and gendered hair practices. With patience and perseverance, the movie seems to tell us, almost any parent can take care of their child’s curly and Afro-texture hair.

The movie and book are not the only ones breaking down stereotypes. In the last couple of years, a number of viral YouTube and TikTok videos show Black fathers styling their daughters’ hair with skill, humour and love. And as a new generation of children with curly and Afro-textured grows up, parents all around the world comb, braid and weave positive affirmations into their children’s hair, mind and soul:

 

I love your hair.

I love the patterns of your curls.

You are beautiful. You are confident.

You are worthy of love and respect.

You and your hair deserve joy.

Your hair is your crown.

Your hair is beautiful.

 

Already, I wonder, what will be these children’s hair stories? I hope that they will, one day, tell us stories of affirmation and self-love. That they will tell us stories of sprawling creativity and the unbound freedom to style their hair as they please. That their hair stories are free from racist stereotypes. But to achieve this vision, we will all need to come together to learn and unlearn the stereotypes, biases, and beliefs that favour one hair texture over another.

So what’s your hair story?
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