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ALHAMDULILLAH.


TO MY ANGELIC BABY NIECE, YARA, AND THE FUTURE GENERATIONS OF KWAW-SWANZYS YET TO COME. I HOPE THAT ONE DAY YOU CAN READ THIS BOOK AND FEEL EMPOWERED AND EDUCATED!


THIS IS FOR EVERY YOUNG BLACK GIRL, PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE, WHO STRUGGLED WHILST NAVIGATING THEIR HAIR JOURNEYS. YOU AND YOUR HAIR ARE BEAUTIFUL, NO MATTER WHAT.
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This was how my friend Mags asked me to be part of her A Quick Ting On book series. My phone repeatedly buzzed as each Whatsapp message came through with voice notes. In them, Mags detailed the concept of the series and how me and my afro could fit in. To date, it is probably one of the most surprising Whatsapp messages I have ever received.


I’ll be honest, my first thought was a strong no. Me? Write a book? I mean yes, I’ve written articles and short pieces in the past, but a whole book? That was a totally different ball game.


If I am honest, writing a book about Afro hair was always a dream, but it was an opportunity that I never thought I would have access to. Then, in true serendipitous form, Mags messages me out of the blue. Before I could answer cohesively, Mags sent me some voice notes and after playing each one, I began to feel more encouraged, more confident and so incredibly grateful to be asked to write about a topic that I am so passionate about. My journey with my hair, like many Black women, has been long, complex, meaningful and beautiful and because of this, this is the book I was always meant to write.


Before we begin, I want to discuss what I mean when I say Afro hair, the afro, or Afro-textured hair. The afro is commonly recognised as a hairstyle where Black hair is left out in its natural state and often appears kinky or tight curled, commonly growing in an elevated manner all around the scalp. Over the course of this book, I will also make reference to ‘natural hair’, which is hair not altered by chemicals. Another term that will appear often will be ‘Black hair’, which refers to the hair of Black people, rather than hair that is black in colour.


The term ‘Afro’, however, is not exclusive to hair only. In fact, the prefix ‘Afro-’ has a far wide ranging definition, and one that provides more depth to the meaning of ‘Afro hair’. The prefix ‘Afro-’ means ‘of African descent’ or ‘African’. We see this in the multiple words that include the prefix, from Afrofuturism, which relates to futuristic or scientific themes which incorporate Black and African history and culture, to Afrobeats, which is a genre of music originating from West Africa. Oddly, mainstream definitions of Afro hair make no mention of Blackness or Africaness, and almost suggest that anyone can have Afro hair if they just style and shape it in the right way, but this is not true. Afro hair is scientifically different to the straight or wavy hair of non-Black people in the way that it grows—I will delve more into this later in the book.


So, the afro is not a hair style—it is a natural hair form. There is also the societal experience of having Afro hair that is unique to Black people and demands a far more delineated and detailed definition of Afro hair.


As someone with Afro hair, how we speak about it and how it is represented and understood is of huge importance to me. When having conversations about topics denoting wider Black culture and history, it is imperative that Black people are leading the conversation and that we are having the conversation in the first place. As we will see over the course of this book, the Afro is a natural hair form that has been pulled in many different directions (no pun intended), and one that has been at the centre of contemporary conversation for quite some time, yet the depth and rich societal context behind it is something that often gets misconstrued, simplified and often disrespected. This is why I am so passionate about the A Quick Ting On series—it provides space to explore these topics pertaining to Black culture in a free and unlimited way. Now, onto the topic in question: hair.


My experiences with my hair have shaped me into the person that I am today, and it has been far from a smooth ride. When I was younger, I wished that I could have the long straight hair of my white friends. As a child, I also wished that my mother had allowed me to use chemical products to alter my hair texture like some of my other Black friends did. I’ve felt frustration with my hair, I have grown tired of attempting to manage and care for my hair, I’ve had people stare at and touch my hair as if I’m an animal at the zoo and there were times where I would look at my hair in the mirror and not see its beauty. My hair and I have gone through it all. Today, I have learnt to own my hair, I have grown to love my hair and feel confident in whatever way I choose to wear it.


If you are reading this and thinking, “what is the big fuss? It’s just hair”. Well, as I write this book, Black children are still being suspended from schools because their naturally Afro hair is seen as ‘breaching uniform policy’. Black people are still being told that their Afro hair is unprofessional and shouldn’t be sported in the workplace and somewhere, right now there is a Black girl with her beautiful afro out and an unwelcome hand grabbing it unprovoked.


But there is hope. The natural hair movements, both in the 1960s and in more recent years, have helped defy the ideals that society places on Black women. Whether this movement is truly inclusive is a different question that we will explore later, but its message is powerful. The rise of social media has given Black women a platform to connect, share their hair experiences, obtain guidance and showcase beautiful styles. Black women in Britain hold a huge amount of economic power; the Black hair care industry is worth an estimated £88 million and Black women spend at least three times more on their hair than white women.1 In America, the Black hair care industry is worth over $2 billion. Most large manufacturers of hair products in the West have overlooked Black hair for a long time, by offering products that didn’t work well on Afro-textured hair, or not offering any appropriate products at all. The number of independent Black-owned businesses making healthy products for Afro hair both in the UK and stateside is increasing. There’s an opportunity for them to dominate the market as more and more mainstream products are being exposed as damaging and unsatisfactory for Afro hair.


This book is expansive in the topics it explores, and this was an intentional decision between me and my editor. The afro as a subject matter is wide ranging and multi-dimensional. We felt that it was important to explore it from its political and economical angle, its scientific angle and of course through the lens of the ever so important experiences of Black women. For this book, I conducted a survey with over 350 Black women. The aim of this research was to obtain anecdotal evidence about the experiences faced by Black British women in relation to their hair, and their views of various hair related topics.


I hope this book is a useful resource for Black women and girls, one that helps them feel supported in their own hair journeys. I want Black women to read this book and feel represented—we’ve all had our own unique experiences and it’s important that these stories are told. For people who may not know much about this topic, I hope you will learn something new and deepen your understanding of Afro hair.


A Quick Ting On: The Black Girl Afro will debunk some hair myths and teach you some new hair tricks. It will also explore the history and depth of Afro hair, highlighting topics such as the science of Afro hair, all the way to how the afro is represented and understood in society today. This book, at times, may make you laugh, cry and smile. It was a labour of love and I am so pleased to finally be able to share it with you.




1


ME, MYSELF AND MY AFRO
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It’s 1998. I am sitting on the living room floor in front of the TV, in-between my mum’s legs, watching The Lion King on video tape. My mum holds a thick-toothed comb and scores it across my scalp. She parts my hair into six equal sections. Taking the first section, she combs through my hair, starting from the ends and slowly making her way towards my roots. My tight curls, like always, protest against my mother’s motion. She rakes through them more firmly. I give a sharp inhale and rub my hand on my scalp, whilst trying to wiggle my way out from the clasp of her legs. She nudges my hand away with the comb and calmly says, ‘don’t move or it will hurt even more’. I know this, but I can’t help but flinch and squirm as she weaves my hair into thick plaits. She blows gently on my scalp. I’m not sure if it helps, but it gives me some comfort.


Experiences like this form some of my earliest childhood memories. My daily routine as a child involved my mum cleaning, detangling and neatly styling my hair each morning to ensure that I was ready for school. By the time my mum would collect me at the end of the day, she could barely recognise the immaculate hairstyle that once was. With the loose stray hairs and unravelled plaits all over the place, my mother was convinced that I spent my days wrestling rather than sitting in lessons. Our evenings would consist of freeing my hair of the braids and letting my hair loose. It wouldn’t be long before my mum would instruct me to sit down so that she could comb the tangles out of my thick hair—it was a moment I dreaded for many years. It was a painful ordeal that often left me on the verge of tears. To make me feel better, my mum would massage my scalp with oils whilst we watched TV. Now, I look back on these memories with nostalgia. Getting my hair done provided me with deeply intimate moments with my mother. Even though I didn’t always enjoy it, I generally felt soothed when she was tending to my hair. There was something incredibly reassuring about being in her grasp, her hands working fervently through my scalp. It felt safe. It felt like home.


I loved Disney films as a child and was particularly fond of the character of Pocahontas, not just because of her songs (although she did have some classics… give Pocahontas her Grammys right now!). My draw towards Pocahontas was because of her brown skin. Here was a character who looked more like me than any other character I had ever seen. Even so, if you have seen me and Pocahontas, you will know how wildly different we are, but she was all I had. She was the character that I always wanted to dress up as for World Book Day or any other event that required a fancy dress costume. I loved her long waist-length hair; it wasn’t the usual blonde or mouse-brown hair on all the other Disney princesses—it was black like mine. However, there was one discrepancy. Her hair was dead straight. There seemed to be no place for curly hair in Disney films. As a result, I found myself yearning for Pocahontas’s straight hair. In front of the mirror, I would hold some of my tight curls and slowly pull, stretching them out until they were almost straight. Eventually, I would let go of my hair and watch it spring back into its usual zigzag shape. I would stay staring at my afro in the mirror, envisioning what it would be like to have long, flowing, straight hair. This childhood ritual is one that many Black women could probably relate to at one stage in their lives.


Interestingly, the desire to have straight hair was not motivated by how I was viewed by others, but more by how I wanted to see myself. Over the course of my life, I have felt many emotions towards and about my hair, from indifference to curiosity, which would later become embarrassment followed by hatred. Today, I only feel love and acceptance towards my hair, which is a far cry from the young Zainab who used to pull at her curls hoping they would magically straighten.


***


Family played a huge role in how I understood and saw my hair as a child. My first memory of other people’s perceptions of my hair relates to one of my Ghanaian aunts. She was actually my late father’s cousin, but I referred to her as my auntie, as is typically done in African homes. My dad passed away before I was old enough to start school, and it was this auntie who would look after me whilst my mum was at work. Whenever I would interact with her, she would greet me with a big hug and say, ‘give me some of your hair, you have enough for me too!’ This may seem like a trivial interaction, but it would be my auntie’s positive assertions that sparked my initial curiosity about my hair. Her comments would make me feel special and proud of my hair. Unbeknownst to my auntie or myself at the time, she set an important foundation in my hair journey, one that I would at times stray from but would eventually come back to.


Being the youngest out of three, my older sisters, Zahra and Bishara, were girls I looked up to. Being respectively six and four years older than me, I witnessed them starting secondary school, entering their teenage years and discovering themselves whilst I was still a child. I would watch them experimenting with their hair at a time when I was too young to manage my own. We’d go to the local Black hair shop with my mum and scour the aisles like children in a sweetshop. These shops had it all—colourful shampoos, conditioners, moisturisers, wigs, combs, make-up, jewellery, perfumes and creams!


Under my mum’s instructions, we would grab the necessary items from the shelves and place them into our basket before rushing home to review our inventory. This hair shopping routine was not something exclusive to us; many Black girls and women have undergone and continue to undergo this sacred pilgrimage. As per the routine, once we had arrived home, we would sit eagerly in our bedroom and I would get to observe my sisters lay out their new brushes, thick and thin-toothed combs, beads, rubber bands and hair gels. It was the stuff of beautifying dreams. My sisters would trace their hands over colourful packet after colourful packet, and eventually pick up the gel container and rip open a bag full of beads. Then the fun part would begin—my sisters would begin plaiting, twisting, tying or slicking their hair into intricate styles. I would stare in awe. The versatility of Black hair, even then, blew me away and I couldn’t wait until I could learn to style my own.


I was about eight years old when my sisters first discovered hair relaxer, a chemical product that alters your hair to make it straight. Although my mum disapproved of their use of hair relaxer, it was more important to her that my siblings had the freedom to experiment with their hair. Those of you who have used or come across hair relaxers before will understand what I mean when I say that the smell of that product is truly unforgettable! For those of you who haven’t smelt the product, it is something that exudes a pungent and suffocating stench, one that takes me straight back to watching my sisters lather that thick white cream onto their hair. Once the cream’s burning became almost unbearable, my sisters would rush to the bathroom to wash out the chemical and observe the result.


The outcome was the transformation of their tight curls into soft, straight strands. This was the first time I saw Afro hair suddenly become straight—just like Pocahontas’s hair! As a child, this was the stuff of magic. I was fascinated at how Black hair, which was so curly by nature, could become so straight.


Once I had entered my teenage years, my ideals surrounding Black hair were almost solely influenced by societal standards of beauty, which sadly meant that Afro-textured hair was not something that I looked upon favourably. It was also around this time that my sisters realised the negative effects of chemical relaxers on their hair and stopped using it. As a result, my family forbade me from ever relaxing my hair. At the time, I was devastated—my kinky, fuzzy hair wasn’t cool, and my teenage years were meant to be my time to experiment with my hair. Upon reflection, I’m grateful for my family’s collective decision to protect my hair.


So there I was: a short, nerdy, Black teenager with Afro hair, going to school in the middle-class suburbs. You know where this is going, right?


My school days consisted of students shoving their hands into my hair to feel how ‘fluffy’ it was. The nicer kids would give my hair a squeeze or bury their face in it whilst ‘complimenting’ me by describing my hair as something relatively inoffensive, such as a cloud or pillow. The meaner kids would make nasty comments and throw bits of paper or stick pencils in my hair. I vividly recall wearing my hair in two bunches (‘Afro puffs’) and hearing a boy in my class announce that, ‘Zainab has gorilla testicles on her head’, and as you can imagine, the class erupted in a loud chorus of laughter, because that is just what teenagers do. I was 14 at the time. I rolled my eyes and shrugged the comment off as though I didn’t care, but deep down I was filled with shame and embarrassment.


With Black people my age, it wasn’t so straightforward either. Even amongst my own community, I still felt like an outsider, in part, because so many of my peers wore extensions and relaxed their hair. As the years would go by, I began to receive comments from Black people (friends and strangers alike), which added to the complex feelings I already felt towards my hair:


‘I wish I had hair like yours, mine doesn’t grow like that.’


‘If you relaxed your hair, it would look so nice.’


‘Your hair is so nice for a Black girl—where are you from?’


Despite Afro hair still being unpopular at the time, I was constantly reminded by those from my community that I was lucky or special for having hair like mine. So, I felt othered almost everywhere.


Black women relaxing their hair is like a rite of passage, but this is something that I’d never experienced. It played a role in oddly making me feel isolated when discussing hair and beauty with other Black women in my life. Of all the comments I would hear from the gorgeous Black girls who sported weaves or relaxed their hair, it was the comment of, ‘your hair would be so pretty if it was straight’ that made me feel that my natural curls made me unattractive.


When evaluating the common emotions I felt towards or about my hair growing up, guilt was always a regular one. Interestingly, the way in which guilt cropped up in relation to my hair was multidimensional. For example, there was this question that I would get that made me cower: ‘what did you do to make your hair look like that?’ I would usually mumble something that explained that this was simply the natural state of my hair, to which I would be met with a disappointing stare or an unimpressed sigh. I had wished that I could give an answer that people would find useful or interesting, but I never could. Then there was the whole hair-touching fiasco that any girl with an Afro can relate to. This interaction also invited pangs of guilt, embarrassment and, at times, frustration. The guilt surfaced when I would decline people’s requests to touch my hair, particularly those who were very polite about it. I would often resign to allowing the polite requestees to touch my hair to avoid potentially upsetting them by saying no.


DJ, CUE SOLANGE KNOWLES’ ‘DON’T TOUCH MY HAIR’!


When it comes to chronic afro touchers, there are usually two types: 1)Those who are considerate and ask for my consent beforehand, which is appreciated, I guess, though it still brings forward an uncomfortable and awkward situation, which I would rather not deal with, and, 2)Those who go straight for a grab or pet of the afro without asking, which, as you can imagine, is highly frustrating and quite dehumanising.


***


My university experience was a truly testing period when it came to my hair. Let me tell you, attending a predominantly white university when you have an afro is an experience that will stay with you! In part, this is because university is a place where young people, drugs and alcohol meet in abundance and not to forget, many attendees do not come from big, diverse cities, so seeing an afro in person was a new experience for many white students.


Before I delve into my university experience, I would like to shout out all the drunk white girls from the University of Bristol whom I met whilst partying in clubs, who gushed over my hair whilst complaining that they wished they had a curly afro like mine because it has so much volume, or asking whether I think their hair would look nice if it was braided because they really wanted to get canerows when they went on holiday. It was an overwhelming amount of information to unpack in the middle of the ladies toilets on a Monday night, but hey, that’s student life for you.


Personally, these types of interaction didn’t particularly bother me—I actually found them amusing, tolerable and at times a little flattering. The people I had absolutely no patience for, however, were the students (usually male) who used my hair as the butt of their jokes and carelessly messed with it for their own entertainment. Once, I had my hair braided and was walking back to my flat after a long day of revision, and a group of white boys ran past me shouting, ‘love your shitlocks, babe!’ Imagine being so ignorant that you can’t even insult me correctly. Sir, these are BRAIDS, not locks. Tragic.


One night, I was so sick of my hair being mocked and touched that when a guy came up from behind me in a bar and buried his hands into my perfectly shaped afro, I turned around to face him and ran my hand through his neatly gelled hair to ruffle it up. He immediately shoved me and told me not to touch him because I had ruined his hair. Therein lies the hypocrisy of it all—people understand that invasion of privacy is unacceptable if it happens to them, but my afro was the exception—it was everyone’s property.


Another facet of the guilt I held as a Black girl with an afro was the conspicuous nature of my hair. As strange as it may sound, I was constantly concerned that my hair was in the way of others. There is a heightened sense of self-awareness that comes with having Afro hair in public. Whether it is at the cinema, theatre, university lecture or work conference, the feeling is always there.


As a result, I would automatically sit at the back of rooms or at the end of a row of seats. This burden was ingrained in me due to the number of comments that people made about my hair.


‘Excuse me, I can’t see anything because of your hair.’


‘Your hair is in the way, love.’


‘Do you mind moving to the back?’


One particular space that invited perhaps the most heightened sense of self-consciousness about my hair was public transport. Public transport in London is chaotic at the best of times, and during rush hour it is truly the devil’s playground. I’ve found myself stuck underneath armpits, pushed against chests, and people have also found their faces stuck in my hair. Usually, when the underground was particularly busy, in an attempt to keep my hair out of anyone’s way, I would stay as close to the train doors as possible until, one day, the doors closed ON my hair. Awful, right?


Typically, if something gets caught between the tube doors, the train is able to detect it and the doors will reopen until the obstruction is removed. Unfortunately for me, my hair was not thick enough for the tube doors to detect that it was there, but it also wasn’t thin enough to fall out from between the doors. As a result, I was stuck there with the tube hurtling through the tunnel with my hair trapped in the doors. If I had softer, straighter hair, I’m sure my hair would have slipped right through, but as a woman with an afro, even public transport can oppress you!


So, in my long list of awkward afro chronicles, having my hair stuck in the tube doors is definitely in my Top 5. The embarrassing and slightly traumatic ordeal did, however, come with an important lesson, one that as a young adult, I take everywhere. That is, do not hide, tame, or conceal your afro for other people because if you do, you will end up getting your hair dragged in the doors of a dirty train along the Piccadilly line.


Nowadays, I relish the fact that I have big hair when I’m commuting to work. My hair acts as my very own shield, protecting me from the horrors of the London underground. My fellow commuters, in true polite British fashion, try their best to, quite literally, stay out of my hair. This means I always have a small amount of space around me, which is much appreciated.


***


It saddens me to think that I once felt hatred towards my hair. Any feelings I’ve had towards my hair, good and bad, have never started and ended solely with my hair. They were inexplicably linked to how I viewed my own Blackness at the time.
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