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1
 
It’s Only Hair



YOUNG, IRISH, AND BLACK



        It is not from my mouth
 
        It is not from the mouth of A
 
        Who gave it to B

        Who gave it to C

        Who gave it to D
 
        Who gave it to E
 
        Who gave it to F
 
        Who gave it to me.



        May it be better in my mouth
 
        Than in the mouth of my ancestors.

        (West African poem)



The year I turned eight, the consumption of Christ’s body and blood became imminent. After months of deliberation, extravagant miniature bridal dresses had been bought; lace, satin, and net hung expectantly in wardrobes. The communion money, which could quite reasonably be expected to stretch into the hundreds—a veritable fortune in 1980s inner-city Dublin—was the hot promise occupying everyone’s thoughts. After months of slaving over the catechism, of hard work and dutiful preparation, my peers were ready to make their first Holy Communion.

No catechism for this badman, though. I had elected not to take the sacrament. Young Emma’s contribution, having reached the “age of reason,” was instead the production of a spiffy little anti-slavery pamphlet called “Break the Chains.” The length of a copybook, it was based on the story of Olaudah Equiano, the eighteenth-century abolitionist. The conclusion, I remember, attempted to locate the contemporary conditions of Black America in the brutal experiences Africans had endured in that land and sought to suggest solutions. Hence the title. Nice and light. Standard childhood fare.

While I wasn’t particularly praised for my efforts, I certainly wasn’t forced to join in with the other children either. With hindsight, this is telling, if unsurprising. There was always the insistence that, despite my being born in Ireland and having an Irish mother whose maternal ancestry stretches back into Irish prehistory, I wasn’t really Irish. I was frequently singled out for special attention. I seemed to be a firm favorite of nuns, particularly those who had been missionaries in Africa. I remember on one occasion being apprehended outside the Bird Flanagan pub in Rialto and presented with a Miraculous Medal by a concerned nun who wished to bestow the grace of the Virgin Mary on my little brown body. It was not the only time I was presented with one of these—I seemed to be quite the miraculous magnet! And I remember visiting a friend’s elderly great-aunt—another nun—whose watery eyes refocused then blazed upon sighting me. “I spent years in Nigeria,” she thundered, before proceeding to pull my lips back over my teeth, because “Your people have such beautiful teeth.” Given that this rather intimate exchange occurred before even the most basic of introductions, one might think it, at the very least, rude.

So yeah, I had a complicated relationship with the world I lived in. And I think the fact that I embarked on the Equiano project was most likely interpreted as just the sort of weird shit that a “foreigner,” a “blackie,” might do. I mean, “What d’ye expect from the likes of them, like?”

Thinking about Equiano now, my decision does seem radical. I can’t remember precisely what my motivation was, but my childhood was often characterized by unusual choices and interests, informed by a strong sense that my impulse to tell black stories originated from a source that predated my birth: “It is not from my mouth . . .”

Though it might sound peculiar and it certainly felt strange to me, I felt intuitively that I had a working relationship with the past and with my forebears. It was as though the past happened to be particularly foregrounded in my present. Of course, I couldn’t articulate this, even to myself, and had I been able to, I would most likely have elected not to. As a child, I was considered strange enough. No need for further ammunition. It was only when, years later, I went to university and studied African cultures that I learned about the centrality of ancestral veneration, that ancestral spirits were intentionally invoked. On my paternal side I am Yoruba. The Yoruba are the largest ethnic group in southwestern Nigeria and one of the third biggest in Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country. Many Yoruba were sold into slavery, particularly during the nineteenth century. As a result of this relatively recent, wide-scale movement, many Yoruba beliefs, practices and customs can be identified to this day throughout the New World. During the 1980s and 1990s, a more recent Yoruba diaspora was created, as Nigerians fled their tragically failing economy to migrate to countries such as the US and the UK.

It wasn’t until university, however, that I learned that traditional Yoruba concepts of time were cyclical, and of the belief that the “past” is not necessarily dispensed with but is in fact in dialogue with the future. I discovered that Yoruba names such as Babatunde (“Father comes again”) and Yetunde (“Mother comes again”) are so common because of an indigenous belief in the transmigration of the soul. This invocation of the past, like the Ghanaian philosophical concept of Sankofa (which urges us to take from the past to design a better future), does not limit progress or place an emphasis on doing things “the old way.” On the contrary, improvement is the objective. The urge to ensure that “mine be better in my mouth / Than in the mouth of my ancestors.” It is believed that our successes are our great-greats’ successes too. Finally, I could locate my experiences in a belief system where they made perfect sense.

Received Western wisdom routinely denigrates African history. The attitude was summed up by the esteemed historian Hugh Trevor-Roper in his famous 1963 address at Sussex University, which was broadcast on national television, as well as being published both in a popular periodical and as a book:



Perhaps, in the future, there will be some African history to teach. But at present there is none, or very little: there is only the history of the Europeans in Africa. The rest is largely darkness, like the history of pre-European, pre-Columbian America. And darkness is not a subject for history.



Assessed through a biased, Eurocentric framework, perhaps this is the case. Yet if we shift the optic, we begin to realize, in the words of Nigerian Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka, that “the darkness so readily attributed to the ‘Dark Continent’ may yet prove to be nothing but the willful cataract in the eye of the beholder.”1
 
And in banishing that darkness, I am far more interested in how African peoples understood themselves and their cultures—in examining their methods for telling and documenting their lives—than I am in attempting to situate them through a European lens that proposes universality but is inherently culturally specific.

We should remember that communication and learning in oral society are not limited to the spoken word. Complex nonverbal languages are part of the milieu. Take for example the bata, or “talking drum,” as it is translated into English. Echoing the tonal patterns of Yoruba, the bata literally speaks. Were the British colonialists, unable to decipher what the drum said, illiterate too? Or is the term one we apply only to “primitive” peoples?

The Anglo-Ghanaian philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah describes African hairstyling as a “subtle interplay of the sociological and the aesthetic.” As a practice, hairstyling has much to offer and opens up excitingly decolonized possibilities for better understanding the African past in order to shape a better collective future.



In terms of my early attempts at decolonization, the freedom demonstrated by the Equiano project was sadly not to be repeated. I think it was permitted on this occasion primarily because it kept me out of the way. Until the late 1990s, being black and Irish in Ireland was to have almost unicorn status.

Except everybody loves unicorns.

There has not been a significant black population in Ireland for very long. When I was growing up, there were very few of us indeed. Many mixed-race people I met, certainly those who were any older than me, had grown up in institutions. They were often the “illegitimate” offspring of Irish women and African students. Not to put too fine a point on it, unmarried mothers were generally, in Ireland, treated like scum. Add the disgrace of a black child and, sure, you couldn’t really sink much lower. Commenting on the mixed-race children unfortunate enough to be placed in Ireland’s now-infamous industrial schools, a report submitted to the Irish Department of Education had this to say in 1966:



A certain number of coloured children were seen in several schools. Their future especially in the case of girls presents a problem difficult of any satisfactory solution. Their prospects of marriage in this country are practically nil and their future happiness and welfare can only be assured in a country with a fair multi-racial population, since they are not well received by either ‘black or white.’

The result is that these girls on leaving the schools mostly go to large city centers in Great Britain . . . It was quite apparent that the nuns give special attention to these unfortunate children, who are frequently found hot-tempered and difficult to control. The coloured boys do not present quite the same problem. It would seem that they also got special attention and that they were popular with the other boys.2 [my italics]



According to alumnae of these abhorrent facilities, this “special attention” seems to have extended to racist assaults that served to compound the physical, sexual, emotional, and mental abuse many of the children were subject to. During my own schooldays twenty plus years later, attitudes didn’t seem to have changed that much. Yet the Ireland emerging on the horizon today seems almost unrecognizable to me. There is now a visible black Irish population and, in terms of social progress, in 2015 we became the first country in the world to legalize same-sex marriage by popular vote; and in 2018, following another referendum, the draconian Eighth Amendment that criminalized abortion was repealed. This seemingly kinder, more diverse Ireland is a far cry from that which defined my miserable years at school, days when the smallest indiscretion—real or, usually, imagined—invoked punishment far disproportionate to the crime. And just like “our tempers,” my hair, too, was “difficult to control.”

From my earliest memories, my hair was presented as a problem that needed to be managed. The deeply entrenched idea of “managing” black women’s hair operates as a powerful metaphor for societal control over our bodies at both the micro and macro levels. Whether it’s historic bondage during the transatlantic slave trade, or indeed the attitude of the education system, the thousands of black women held in immigration detention centers today or the disproportionate number of black women in prison (in the US, black women are incarcerated at four times the rate of white women), our bodily autonomy cannot be assumed. Barely a month seems to go by without there being another news report about a black child excluded from school for wearing their hair natural. The 2016 case in Pretoria High School in South Africa was particularly shocking, not only for the violence of the altercation but also because of the geographic location. This didn’t happen in Britain or Ireland or America but on the African continent! Protests broke out because little girls wanted to leave their hair alone, yet Pretoria High maintained that natural hair was “messy.” The administration claimed that by not straightening their hair black female students were not conforming to the rules regarding “appropriate” presentation, and protests broke out when schoolgirls simply refused to straighten their hair.

[image: image]
Pretoria High School, August 2016. Zulaikha Patel, 13, refused to “tame” (chemically straighten) her hair and started a silent protest, insisting that black girls be allowed to go to school with their natural hair. I would like to point out that Patel’s hair is well combed and oiled, certainly not “messy.” Despite Patel’s bravery, the emotional costs of such efforts are high for children. The second picture shows a weeping Patel being comforted by a schoolfriend (who, interestingly, has straightened hair). It reminds me all too keenly of the many incidents in my childhood where I was subjected to the rage of incensed white adults who felt, I assume, that I did not know my place.

Photographs: Twitter


As a black child with tightly coiled hair, growing up in an incredibly white, homogeneous, socially conservative Ireland, I certainly wasn’t considered pretty, but that started to change in my midteens. I remember being told that I was “lucky I was pretty,” which meant I could “almost get away with being black.” However, there remained the unquestioned expectation that certain measures would be taken to keep my affliction at bay. Needless to say, the most offensive manifestations of my threatening blackness had to be rigorously policed.

As I got older, my skin color could almost correspond to the “tan” my peers were all obsessed with achieving. I still got the jokes about needing a flash to take a photograph of me, or the classic likening of my complexion to dirt, but it was my hair that remained unforgivable. Anything that could be done to disguise it, to manipulate and mutilate it, was up for consideration. The concept of leaving it the way it grew from my head was simply inconceivable.

There is long evidence of both weaving attachments as well as the use of wigs throughout Africa. In most black cultures the frequent and radical transformation of hair is typical, and the wearing of artificial hair, including wigs, is not traditionally stigmatized in the same way it is in mainstream—no, let me dispense with polite euphemisms, I mean “white”—culture.

Considering the great diversity of styles available, it is worth noting that throughout the twentieth century and until recently (with the exception of the Black Power period and immediately afterward) very few included working with Afro hair texture. Personally, I was trying to get as far away from my own texture as possible. Today, I’m much freer and, now that I’ve embraced my natural texture, I’m also happy to rock a pink body-wave wig, although I’m more likely not to. There is untold fun to be had experimenting with hair. But when I was in school it was emphatically not about fun. My actions were a bid for assimilation, by way of disguise. My efforts stemmed from a cardinal terror that people would catch sight of my real hair. From weaves, to extensions, Jheri curls, curly perms, straight perms, and straighteners, my hair was hidden, misunderstood, damaged, broken, and completely unloved. It is hardly surprising. I never saw anybody with hair like mine. Afro hair was—and in many places still is—stigmatized to the point of taboo.

Growing up, I was made to feel terribly conspicuous; always under scrutiny, an object to be examined. When people saw me, they did not see me, they saw a symbol, a poorly cobbled together approximation of an African. In the famous train passage in Black Skin, White Masks, Frantz Fanon, the renowned Martinican psychiatrist and postcolonial icon, explores the psychological effects of the white gaze upon the black subject: “Look, a Negro . . . Look at the nigger! . . . Mama, a Negro!”3

I vividly remember his analysis of these words soothing like a balm when I first encountered them at nineteen years old. I wasn’t mad. I wasn’t solely motivated by a “chip on my shoulder.” Fanon legitimized my experiences and identified their psychological cost. Such validation was met with a sense of relief I still feel all these years later. As an isolated “mixed-race” or black individual in a predominantly white environment, you become a cipher, a representation of a coming anarchy. The barbarians have breached the gates and you are the manifestation of all the fantasies, fears, and desires that have been absorbed by a population fed a steady diet of racist discourse. You are constantly under surveillance. You become achingly aware of your every gesture; your movements, your very posture, are at all times under analysis. Mundane details, the minutiae of your daily routine, are a performance for public consumption.

While I could not articulate it at the time, I experienced the suffocating weight of such an existence deeply. I felt like some kind of experiment, like a sideshow freak, and I eventually became incredibly paranoid. It got to the point where I was extremely uncomfortable with people even looking at me. My hair, in particular, was a spectacle, the site upon which most of this attention was concentrated.

When we think about what we are taught constitutes beautiful hair, the characteristics of Afro hair are notable only for their absence. Straight, shiny, glossy, smooth, flowing . . . that’s certainly not my hair. What’s my hair like again? Oh yes, of course. Coarse. Dry. Tough. Hard. Nappy. Frizzy. Wild. The English language has bequeathed us this list of pejoratives, which are perceived as adequate to describe Afro-textured hair in its entirety. Now don’t get me wrong, I know Caucasian hair can be described as greasy, lank, or thin, but it is not routinely described thus—and can you imagine the horror if I casually referred to a white woman’s hair in this way, to her face!

The words we use to describe Afro hair do not relate to its texture and, judged by another’s metric, it will always come up lacking. But we do not possess a list of words that reflect the qualities of Afro hair, words that demonstrate its strengths, beauty, and versatility.

Even the labels on our bloody natural hair products can’t seem to shift out of this mode of thinking. We are assaulted by words like “defiant,” “wild,” “unruly,” “unmanageable,” and “coarse.” We might manage to squeeze out a “cool” or a “funky,” but our hair is never just “normal.” Beauty is, as ever, imagined through the characteristics of a standard not designed to include us. The only way Afro hair can seemingly fulfill the criteria for beauty is if we make it look like European hair—if we make ourselves look like something we are not.

The world around us fuels a powerful narrative about hair and femininity. From fairy tales to advertisements, movies and music videos, our icons tend to be lusciously locked. For girls and women, femininity is intricately bound up in hair. For a long time, long, flowing hair remained one of the most powerful markers of being a woman. But that is not how Afro hair grows; generally, it grows upward. Of course, femininity—like beauty—remains a culturally specific project, and certainly not one designed with the physicality of black women in mind. Nonetheless, we are expected to conform to these standards, and woe betide us if we cannot.
 
This pressure to conform to European standards of beauty is far more than the grass-is-always-greener type of vanity it is often dismissed as. In the Pretoria High School incident, these little girls were told they couldn’t come to school looking like themselves because they had to look “neat.” Two weeks later, a US federal court ruled that it was legal to fire a female employee for having dreadlocks, deeming them “unprofessional.” But the terms “neat” and “professional” are both highly constructed, and to deem black people’s hair as it grows naturally from our heads neither neat nor professional is incredibly revealing. The way language operates in the politics of power here is significant. “Unruly,” “defiant,” “unmanageable,” “coarse.” Consider these terms in the context of the regulatory nature of policies around our hair. Language that is now culturally unacceptable—the language of the colony or the plantation, the language once employed to describe black people—has not vanished; it has simply shifted to head height.

Hair-straightening for people of African descent emerges from a traumatic historical legacy. Since the advent of the slave trade—the centuries-long transatlantic trade in black flesh—our humanity has not been something straightforwardly assumed. While most of the world’s population is melanated (is that a word? It should be!), there are few populations beyond those of African descent (and some Polynesians, Micronesians, and Melanesians) who have Afro hair. Our hair is the physical marker that distinguishes us from all other racial groups.

In denying black people their humanity, the hair that grows from their heads was—one might argue, still is—considered more similar to the wool or fur of an animal than to the straight human tresses of Europeans. One of the enduring problems of the modern age, the real reason that racism continues to plague us, is that we continue to advance ideas of blackness that were invented during the psychotic period of European global expansion. The “knowledge” produced in that era remains with us to this day, its echoes ricocheting down through the centuries and settling to fix and frame people of African descent as characters not of our own making. The idea that Africans are culturally inferior to Europeans was widely advanced from the 1700s, but by the nineteenth century this had evolved into “scientific racism,” which established the idea that empirical scientific evidence could be used to demonstrate that “Africans” were an entirely distinct species.

An Essay on the Inequality of Human Races, written by Arthur de Gobineau in 1853, famed for his development of the idea of a superior Aryan race, had rejected unity between humans, proclaiming, “According to the natural law already mentioned, the black race, belong[s] as it does to a branch of the human family that is incapable of civilization.”4 “Negroes” were granted the privilege of occupying the lowest rung of all the species, closer to apes than to whites. Gobineau’s writing inspired many, not least American white supremacists. Types of Mankind, a collection of letters and articles by six scholars attempting to explain the most “cutting edge” scientific knowledge regarding race, written a year later in 1854, stated, “The differences observed among the races of men are of the same kind and ever greater than those upon which the anthropoid monkeys are considered as distinct species.”5 Josiah Nott, one of the contributors to Types of Mankind and himself an owner of slaves, conveniently claimed that “the negro achieves his greatest perfection, physical and moral, and also greatest longevity, in a state of slavery.”6 He ignored the sections in Gobineau’s writing where the latter spoke disdainfully about white Americans themselves, whom he believed to be an inferior, racially mixed population.

[image: image]
University College London, Galton Collection


Yet despite the centrality of hair texture as one of the primary features in marking “blackness,” its importance is routinely overlooked. The Harvard sociologist Orlando Patterson explains:



Hair type rapidly became the real symbolic badge of slavery, although like many powerful symbols, it was disguised—in this case by the linguistic device of using the term “black”—which nominally threw the emphasis to color. No one who has grown up in a multiracial society, however, is unaware of the fact that hair difference is what carries the real symbolic potency.7



Patterson argues that during slavery it was hair texture more than skin color that distinguished Africans specifically as degenerate. Think about it: an African albino is still read as black due to their hair and features. There are East Asian and South Asians who have darker complexions than some Africans and who are certainly darker-skinned than many African Americans and African Caribbeans, yet they are not “black.”

The nifty little “hair gauge” opposite resides in a collection at University College London. It was designed by the German scientist Eugen Fischer in 1905. Fischer used hair texture to determine the “whiteness” of people of mixed race, the offspring of German or Boer men and African women in modern-day Namibia. He carried out experiments on these people before recommending that they should not be allowed to “continue to reproduce.” Accordingly, interracial marriages were banned in all German colonies in 1912. Fischer’s “work” in Africa was hugely influential in German discourse on race and went on to inform the Nuremberg Laws, the legislative framework for Nazi ideology. Fischer’s interest in the “hereditarily unfit,” as mixed-race people were classified, didn’t end in Africa. In fact, Fischer was just getting started. Between 1937 and 1938, he oversaw tests on 600 mixed-race children, the product of liaisons between the French-African soldiers who occupied western areas of Germany after the First World War and German women. Following this, the children were forcibly sterilized to prevent the contamination of the white race “by Negro blood on the Rhine in the heart of Europe.”



HAIR TEXTURE DISCRIMINATION



My own hair has been disappointing people since my birth. Its texture didn’t correspond to the expectations accorded someone of my skin color.

Although I was born in Ireland, a couple of months after that happy event we relocated to Atlanta, Georgia, where my pops was studying at Morehouse College. We lived in the black mecca of the South for four years. I was too young to remember a sense of the colorism that is so deeply entrenched there, but my mother tells me people would frequently express sentiments such as “What a beautiful [read “light-skinned”] child. Let me see her hair.” When they peeked under my bonnet and were confronted with my kinky naps, disappointment and awkwardness would quickly replace their enthusiasm.

Colorism in black communities is a product of slavery and colonialism. Under the laws of slavery black people were considered property and as such subject to rape at a systemic level, at the hands of their owners and other whites. One result of this was the rise in mixed-race slaves. Mixed-race blacks were more likely to make up the free colored populations and, even when enslaved, might receive treatment preferable to that bestowed on their non-mixed brethren. These relative advantages often carried over post-emancipation, and the elites of negro society were often individuals who possessed a significant amount of European, as well as African, ancestry. Georgetown professor Michael Eric Dyson describes colorism as such:



There is, too, a curious color dynamic that sadly persists in our culture. In fact, New Orleans invented the brown paper bag party—usually at a gathering in a home—where anyone darker than the bag attached to the door was denied entrance. The brown bag criterion survives as a metaphor for how the black cultural elite quite literally establishes caste along color lines within black life. On my many trips to New Orleans . . . I have observed color politics at work among black folk. The cruel color code has to be defeated by our love for one another.8



But there exist other important dimensions too. Ayana Byrd and Lori Tharps echo Patterson’s observations about hair, explaining that “essentially the hair acted as the true test of Blackness.”9 They point out that, historically, the fact remained that, if the hair betrayed the tiniest trace of kinkiness, the person—regardless of their complexion—would be unable to pass as white. Like the paper-bag crew, they describe black churches to which membership was dictated by hair texture. A comb had to pass smoothly through the hair for membership to be awarded, for which purpose one was placed on a string at the entrance to the church. If successful, you may proceed, pass go, collect $200 on your way. If, on the other hand, the comb snagged, you needed to get the hell gone; the good lord Jesus didn’t want to see you or your nappy head in this exclusive house of prayer. This is like an early precursor to South Africa’s pencil test, where a child’s race was determined by whether or not their hair could hold a pencil.

Colorism is undoubtedly about proximity to racial whiteness, but proximity is determined by far more than just complexion. In addition to lighter skin, the texture of one’s hair, one’s facial structure, the shape of one’s nose and lips, and even one’s body type are assessed in calculating who has, and who is denied, proximity to whiteness. Consider Iman, a dark-skinned Somali model who achieved success in the 1970s, when African features were emphatically not “in.” In 1976 an Essence magazine article by editor in chief Marcia Gillespie referred to Iman as “a white woman dipped in chocolate.” Quite understandably, the model was enraged and retorted: “I don’t look like a white woman. I look Somali.”10

And she does indeed. Yet despite Iman’s dark complexion, her facial features, in comparison to those associated with West Africans, have a look that is perceived as more comparable with Caucasian features and are therefore understood as superior to the looks of those who remain further from the European standard.

In “Hair Race-ing: Dominican Beauty Culture and Identity Production,” Ginetta Candelario examines the role of hair texture in racial identity on the Caribbean island. She shares an exchange between herself, a “white-skinned and straight-haired Dominican,” and another “white-skinned and straight-haired Dominican” woman named Doris. Doris is married to a “brown-skinned, curly-haired Dominican man” and is describing their children. Doris explains that, in Dominican society (which remains notoriously anti-black, despite the fact that most of the population are to varying degrees of African descent), entry into whiteness and its subsequent “rewards” are determined by your features and your hair texture far more than by the color of your skin: “For Dominicans hair is the principal bodily signifier of race.”



       GINETTA: Tell me something. You’ve just told me that we value hair a lot and color less, in the sense that if hair is “good” you are placed in the white category. What happens in the case of someone who is very light but has “bad hair”?



       DORIS: No, that one is on the black side because it’s just that the jabao in Santo Domingo is white with bad hair, really tight hair. Well, that one is on the black side, because I myself say, “If my daughters had turned out jabá, it’s better that they would have turned out brown, with their hair like that, trigueño.” Because I didn’t want my daughters to come out white with tight hair. No. For me, better trigueña. They’re prettier [trigueños]. I’ve always said that. All three of my children are trigueños.11



The examples from the Dominican Republic demonstrate the fact that in non-English-speaking countries different terms exist that recognize the role that hair texture and phenotype play in proximity to whiteness. In English, terms like “colorism” place all the emphasis on complexion. The word “colorism” comes from the US and was coined only as recently as 1983, when Alice Walker used it in In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens, identifying the phenomenon as an impediment to black progress. The word acknowledges the huge discrimination faced by people with darker skin in black communities but overlooks the other factors of racialization. The use of the word “color” also arguably contributes to a false equivalency between complexion and racial categorization. Most “black” women are brown! Being racialized as black isn’t reducible to skin color. We have to remind ourselves that “black” is not merely a descriptive term for skin color; rather, it is a historically loaded ideology.

Being light-skinned mediates my experience of blackness, placing me highly within a distasteful ranking of value and worth, yet I also have tightly coiled Afro hair, for which my status, alas, tumbles several notches. (Within this perverse hierarchy those with both dark skin and tightly coiled hair would feel the weight of it most fully.) But as a black South African friend told me, when a mixed-race child is born with my hair texture, the consensus is usually, “Ahhh, what a shame!” Of course, hair is far easier to disguise than one’s complexion. But look at the lengths to which many black women go to hide their natural hair and we start to see where some of that motivation might originate. We need to interrogate the fact that, despite one feature being easier to disguise than another, the expectation that we hide our African features still remains.

Hair has the power to confer classification as black or not. Growing up, I knew another girl who had a Nigerian father and an Irish mother. We shared a similarly light complexion—she was perhaps slightly darker than me—but our experiences were very different. Somehow, the fates had bestowed upon her a head of glossy, tumbling black curls by virtue of which she could—and did—pass as Spanish. Now, don’t get me wrong, “Spanish” wasn’t a particularly easy path to tread in 1980s Ireland either, but it was a far sight better than “African.”

African was not the one. My family returned to Ireland around the time Bob Geldof’s Band Aid had a number one hit with “Do They Know It’s Christmas?” and the nation was united in song. And so we all learned that not everyone was as lucky as us. That, beyond the pale, firmly located in the valley of tears, lurked “darkest Africa,” a world of dread and fear, where the only Christmas bells are the clanging chimes of doom. Or something.

Two themes filled people’s imaginations when it came to Africans and black people more generally. The first was crushing poverty, the result of an inherent black backwardness. Hope, it seemed, appeared only through the benevolence of “white” saviors like Jesus, missionaries, or Geldof himself. The second, more gendered, theme hung loosely along the lines of the criminality of the men and the sexual promiscuity of the women. There was a healthy intersection between these themes, so I was fortunate enough to experience the full hand. These were the ideas my presence provoked, marked by stigma and a sense of “dirtiness” that was only compounded by ideas about sin and cleanliness, a consequence of the toxic Catholicism that still held the country in its grip.

[image: image]
Isn’t it crazy to think that this is what all the fuss is about? Black hair starts from 3A, although there are plenty of nonblack women who have this curly hair texture too. As we work our way to the world of 4s, we enter a realm inhabited only by black people and, unsurprisingly, we move further away from what is considered “good hair.” For the record, I’m around 4b. Shout-out to my Nigerian ancestors.


Type-4 Afro hair—the tightly coiled type—is elliptical in shape. This means it is very tightly curled. Asian hair is generally round, while Caucasian hair is round also, or slightly oval, but much more similar in both shape and appearance to Asian hair. Many people who are racialized as black, even some who might have a dark complexion, are in fact of mixed ancestry. Their hair might be a combination of all these types, and this is the reason we see more African Americans and African Caribbeans whose hair conforms to the standards of “good hair” than West Africans.

Generally, in black communities there is an acceptance that loose, curly hair is the ideal, while tightly coiled hair demands serious intervention. The expectation is that you will radically transform it in some way, whereas curls can (these days) require a lot less interference. Tatyana Ali, who played Ashley Banks in The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, has spoken about her personal experiences of the phenomenon of colorism. Although she is not light-skinned, her mixed heritage (her father is Indian) has bequeathed her a head of long, thick, silky black hair. Ali explains that, growing up, she was “singled out” and experienced what was essentially “light-skin privilege” (you see we need a new term for when these processes relate to hair) because of her “good hair.” Although her hair texture has undoubtedly been advantageous to her career, by her account, however, she did not like it as a child and desperately wanted the same hair texture as her black mother, cousins, and aunts. Similarly, the Bahamian British journalist Elizabeth Pears has spoken about the way in which her hair informed both others’ and her own perception of herself.



Recently, my mother told me a story of myself as a child. When strangers approached me and said things such as: “Isn’t she lovely?” or “What pretty hair you have!” I would innocently answer: “I know.” My unassuming arrogance would take people aback, then everyone would laugh at the adorable curly-haired prima donna . . . Many of these compliments came from white women, but the majority came from black women, inside and outside of my own family. I was light-skinned with long thick hair thanks in part to my father’s white English heritage. That was all that qualified me to be considered “beautiful.” It had nothing to do with being funny or smart but plenty to do with physical attributes over which I had no control. 12



By contrast, my hair was a constant source of deep, deep shame. I became fixated on it, imagining that, if it just looked “normal,” I, too, might be normal. I wept myself to sleep most nights between the ages of eight and ten, desperately imploring the nighttime to work its magic and by morning to have transformed my tight, picky coils into the headful of limp, straight hair I rightly deserved. But yeah. That didn’t happen. With hindsight, I can say, “Thank God.”
 
It may seem unimaginable that an adult would cosset or indeed be abusive to a child depending on the gradation of their shade of brown or their hair texture, but, as many of us know, it happens more often than you might think. I have witnessed it many times, for example, when a lighter-skinned sibling is put on a pedestal while the darker-skinned one is ignored or mistreated. And it happens in the public eye too. Consider Blue Ivy, the first-born daughter of Beyoncé and Jay-Z. At the time of writing, typing Blue Ivy’s name into search engines produced “Blue Ivy ugly” as a top result. Blue Ivy’s biggest crime seems to be that she wasn’t born with hair that has the texture of one of her mother’s weaves. Blue has the audacity to have tightly coiled hair, hair that is uniquely black. This is the source of most of the abuse; in fact, the public was so incensed by Blue’s hair that a petition called “Comb Her Hair” was launched when she was two years old. Although it was ostensibly concerned with her parents combing Blue’s hair, the evidence of the hatred that more than 6,000 signatories felt toward its texture is palpable:



         Blue Ivy’s hair looks despicable.

         Nappy-headed child.

         Her hair is out of control.

         She’s the kinda person to shame black people’s name.

         Her momma wears weave. Does she perform looking like that or does she have to look her best? Why does Blue not have that choice?

         It’s not right for a child to have nappy hair.

         She needs not to be neglected. Look at that crazy hair.

         She ugly, bruh.



You get the picture. It goes on and on. These comments are taken from the petition itself, but four years later, both Instagram and Twitter are awash with the same sentiments, and the vitriol shows no sign of abating: “That’s got to be the ugliest fucking child I’ve ever seen. Admit it, she is ugly.”

When you look at the way Blue Ivy and North West, the daughter of Kanye West and Kim Kardashian, are compared to and pitted against each other, the whole thing becomes even more sinister. Not only is there the fact that the physical appearance of two little girls is being forensically discussed by grown men and women, it is also a clear demonstration of the way in which colorism is about more than complexion alone. Both children are light-skinned. There is little difference between their complexions. However, North is declared infinitely superior, partly because of her ambiguous racial features but mostly because of her hair: a very loose curl that can achieve a long, straight look with ease. The difference in attitude to North is glaring:



         OMG I love her hair. She looks pretty.

         Say whatever you all want about Kim, but you can’t deny North is gonna be one of the prettiest women on the planet when she’s older.

         Northie is too damn gorgeous.



While people created petitions about Blue Ivy’s hair, Vogue declared North West “a natural hair icon” in a 2015 article entitled “How North West’s Curly Styles Are Inspiring a Generation of Natural Hair Girls.”

It seems that all people of African descent are subject to scrutiny, fetishization, or censure, and sometimes all three, because of our hair. Plenty of people with this looser curl associated with mixed ancestry have experienced the pain of not knowing how to care for it properly, especially those with a white primary caregiver. All black hair requires knowledge, skills, and products that are not always easily accessible. So rather than gorgeous curls, many people with “good hair” still spent their childhoods with straightened, dried-out, or even matted hair. Even if they had known how to keep their hair well maintained and make those curls pop, goddammit, the tyranny of straight hair was such that almost everybody felt they needed to achieve it. So ingrained was the culture of hair-straightening that many girls with “good hair” didn’t even realize they had it until they were much older and finally quit relaxing it.

The direction your hair grows in is important. Does it grow down rather than up and out? The direction hair grows in dictates whether it can conform to beauty standards such as “shiny” and “glossy.”

The darker the hair, the more light is reflected; the rounder the hair strands, the less light is reflected—so elliptical hair would be shinier if it weren’t for its kinks, which are the cause of its matte appearance. However, if your hair can “clump,” making all the strands fall in the same direction so that they reflect light in a uniform way, then it will shine. Hair that doesn’t clump directs light in multiple directions and will not appear to shine. That’s why, in the chart here, from 1 through to the 3s, straight, wavy, or curly hair that aligns together can look shiny, while type-4 kinky and coily hair looks matte.13

The use of relaxer was in many ways a great leveler because you couldn’t really see what anyone’s real hair texture was, although, of course, the length to which it grew, as well as the degree of white-girl swish one could achieve, were indicators.

The sad spectacle on the next page is childhood Emma. Childhood Emma is sporting the type of hairstyle commonly associated with being mixed race and having a primary caregiver who doesn’t know how to maintain your hair.

[image: image]
“The ugliest fucking child in the world” sporting the bun-and-scrunchie look. My expression says it all, really.


Like so many mixed-race girls, the blogger Nikisha (formerly Urban Bush Babe) knows all about it.



[Her] one ponytail braid with a scrunchy just killed it for me!! The constant teasing and abuse made me want to crawl under a rock and disappear. I saw changing my hair as the easiest way of fitting in. So in an attempt to fit in, I turned to relaxers, hot combs, flat irons, curling irons, blow driers, and lots of sheen. Oh Lawd, the sheen put grease stains everywhere, the mats in gym class, headrests . . . You name it, I stained it!



I am often struck by the points of shared experience between black women when it comes to our hair, despite the fact that we might be continents apart. Little Nikisha was in New York, baby Dabiri was in Dublin, but these words could be straight out of my mouth. I tried it all! My mum was sound in that she would let me do anything to my hair and often went to great pains to take me to the UK to get my hair done, even though money was tight. I have a sneaking suspicion that the Jheri curl perm I traveled to Tottenham, north London, for as a twelfth-birthday gift (shout-out to my aul wan) puts me in the running as one of the first people staining up the cushions and couches of Ireland with my curl activator* in early 1990s Dublin.

At this time there was no online information available, and certainly there were no suitable hair-care products in Ireland, and, although my mother had a handful of black female friends, black people overall were pretty scant in 1980s and early 1990s Ireland.

The few products I did manage to get my hands on were from my mum’s work trips over to the long-gone rag-yards of Liverpool’s docklands. My mum was one of the first people to import secondhand clothes—their status later upgraded to vintage—to Dublin. Unless one of her friends—who were quite emphatically not hairdressers—cornrowed my hair or texturized it—it was pretty much left in the aforementioned scrunchie bun. Thinking about it now, all the wahala seems so unnecessary because, if you know how to look after it, my hair is beautiful and capable of so much; but even the black friends my mum had were more used to applying chemicals than caring for hair in its natural state. The freedom I was granted to do anything with my hair extended to the application of any known chemical under the sun.

I remember one particularly traumatic attempt at texturizing. A friend of my mum’s left the chemical solution on longer than recommended to take into account my unusually defiant bonce. The immediate result was long, silky waves. I was ecstatic! By the following morning, however, it was coming out in handfuls.

Today, in globally connected, multicultural London, I still see mixed-race children with dried-out, matted hair. I’m not talking about hair that is untidy—I am no stickler for precision myself—I mean hair that, like mine, was clearly never oiled and certainly rarely combed or untangled. A lot of people ask for advice about raising mixed-race kids. One of the most practical answers I can give is to learn how to oil and comb their damn hair. (Don’t forget to cream the skin too. Sheesh!)

In her beautiful, heartfelt essay “Cassie’s Hair,” feminist scholar Susan Bordo, who is white, details her immersion into the world of black hairstyling through her adopted daughter, Cassie. While Cassie is in preschool, a hitherto unknown world opens up for Bordo. For the first time in her life she becomes privy to black mothers’ “bemused disdain for white mothers of black and biracial children who don’t know or learn how to take care of their children’s hair.” Bordo proves a keen scholar, listening attentively as her black female friends include her in their conversations about hair care. She learns that, “for many black women, anything less than perfectly coiffed hair (which, by default, means not respectable, not cared for, or liable to be seen as ‘wild’) is a big no-no.”14* She acknowledges that her own lack of regard for the neatness of her child’s hair was, in her own words, a “privilege of [her] race.”

Black hair intimidates a lot of white people, and this can extend to parents as well. Bordo described one mother who was so stressed out by the very prospect of combing her daughter’s hair that she just left it, and, sadly neglected, it tangled into one matted clump and had to be cut off. It’s a familiar story: I know a number who suffered a similar fate
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