



[image: Disentangled: Why Black Hair Can’t Be Just Hair by Johanna Lukate. The cover shows a photograph of a young black girl smiling while someone braids her hair.]











Johanna M. Lukate is a psychologist and research group leader at the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity (Göttingen, Germany) and  the Max Planck Institute for Human Development (Berlin, Germany), where she established the Minerva Fast Track Research Group ‘Migration, Identity, and Blackness in Europe’ in June 2023. She holds a PhD in Psychology from the University of Cambridge and was the 2017-2018 Fox Fellow at Yale University.


 


As a researcher with a background in social and cultural psychology, Johanna Lukate explores how our identity is shaped by personal experience, social norms, and cultural narratives, with a particular focus on how identity is expressed in and through Black hair. Her research bridges academic scholarship and lived experience, offering new insights into the psychology of impression management, self-perception and belonging. Her work has been published in a number of anthologies and academic journals as well as being featured on the TEDx stage with a talk about The Psychology of Black Hair. She lives in Berlin with her husband and two children.
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Author’s note: All protagonists are real people.


However, some names are pseudonyms, often chosen by the person themselves, to protect their identity.










Protagonists


 


Alicia. Based in England, Alicia’s hair story is shaped by her travels to Ghana, Jamaica and the United States. Her hair story is included in Chapters 1 and 3.


 


Alice Dearing. Athlete and Olympic swimmer for Great Britain, spokesperson and co-founder of the Black Swimming Association (BSA). Alice’s hair story features in Chapter 5.


 


Ava. A charity worker in England whom I accompanied on her transition to natural hair. Ava’s hair story appears in Chapters 2 and 6.


 


Esther Donkor. Co-founder of the community KrauseLocke.de in Germany and author of numerous books including Wurzelbehandlung. Esther’s hair story plays a role in Chapters 1 and 2.


 


Dr. Gillian Scott-Ward. A clinical psychologist based in the United States and producer of the documentary Back to Natural. Our conversation features in Chapter 2.


Kate. A student in Berlin. Kate’s hair story is included in Chapter 1.


 


Katie. A kindergarten teacher in England. Katie’s hair story features in Chapter 6.


 


Imoisime. A chemist and doctoral student who grew up in Germany but spent periods of their life abroad, including in Nigeria and Ghana. Their preferred pronouns are he/they. Imoisime’s hair story is part of Chapter 3.


 


Joker. A primary school teacher and musician in his 40s based in Germany. Joker is a father of two and in a relationship with Maria. Joker’s hair story features in Chapters 3, 6 and 7.


 


Jordan. Jordan works for the local government in London. A former competitive swimmer, our conversation revolved around the relationship between hair, race, identity and swimming. Jordan’s hair story figures in Chapter 7.


 


Joseph. Joseph spent his childhood in Botswana before moving to England. Now an entrepreneur based in England, Joseph and I spoke about swimming, hair and the disenfranchisement of Black communities from aquatic sports and the water. Joseph’s swim and hair story is included in Chapter 5.


 


Kingsley. Born and raised in Nigeria, Kingsley, who works in IT, presently lives in Germany. Kingsley’s hair story appears in Chapters 6 and 7.


Maria. A primary school teacher and mother of two, who spent her childhood between the German Democratic Republic and Cuba. Maria lives in Germany and is in a relationship with Joker. Maria’s hair story is included in Chapters 3 and 7.


 


Maurice. A barber I met at a barbershop in England and one of my guides through the Black haircare landscape in England. Maurice appears in Chapter 5.


 


Mike. A secondary school teacher in Germany in his 20s. His hair story is part of Chapter 4.


 


Noomi. Born and raised in Nigeria, Noomi currently works as a solicitor in England. She’s in her 30s. Noomi’s hair story features in Chapter 4.


 


Rebecca Ajulu-Bushell. CEO of 10,000 Black Interns, former competitive swimmer for Kenya and Great Britain and author of These Heavy Black Bones. Rebecca’s swim and hair story is highlighted in Chapter 5.


 


Sami. A marketing manager and friend of my brother with whom I had a lengthy conversation about hair and the Black Lives Matter movement while walking through Berlin. Sami’s hair story appears in Chapters 2 and 6.


 


Savanna Jones. A civil servant in Wales and former competitive swimmer. Savanna is the older sister of Seren Jones. Savanna’s swim and hair story is included in Chapter 5.


 


Seren Jones. Seren is a journalist and podcast producer as well as co-founder of the Black Swimming Association (BSA). Until her retirement, Seren swam competitively in Wales and the USA. In 2019, she produced the BBC documentary Black Girls Don’t Swim. Seren is the younger sister of Savanna Jones. Seren’s swim and hair story figures in Chapter 5.


 


Shannon. A California-native in her 50s who works as an accountant. Shannon’s hair story features in Chapters 4 and 7.


 


Tenelle. A journalism student in England. Tenelle’s hair story can be found in Chapters 1 and 2.


 


Valerie. A journalist in England. Her hair story plays a role in Chapter 1.










Tangled


A Prologue


At the age of 10, I wanted little more than to play the princess in our end-of-primary-school play.1 I wanted to play the princess not so much because of the glamour and the allure of the crown, which, by the way, ended up being a pointed hat in the fashion of 15th-century ladies of the castle, but because I was a bookworm who enjoyed reading and learning words by heart and this was the role with the most lines.


Aged 10, because I auditioned for the lead role, I learned that I was perceived differently from my peers. This difference has all to do with human differences, and how humans have historically constructed ‘race’ to categorise people into groups that are regarded as distinct within a given society. The hierarchical classification system created by the concept of race laid the groundwork for European colonialism, systemic oppression and exploitation. It is a classification system that dehumanises and marginalises certain groups including Black people, perpetuating social, economic, political and cultural structures of power that continue to privilege Whiteness while oppressing Black and other racialised and migratised communities. But I grew up in Germany, in a university town in the South. And in Germany, we do not speak about race, or, for those matters, Rasse. Since the end of World War II, Germany and many of its European neighbours have clung to a post-racialist attitude that leaves little room for conversations about the lingering effects of racial ideologies on the experiences of people, and in particular Black people, in contemporary Europe.2 In Germany, race is a US American problem and something that the society in South Africa reckons with. The silent assumption harboured by many: Race matters elsewhere, not here.


Subconsciously, the physical difference between my curly hair and the straight and wavy hair textures of the other girls in my circle of friends and at school must have registered in my mind before that day. On school days, I usually walked from my house to my friend’s house to pick her up for the walk to school. If I was early, I would be beckoned inside, standing by the door in the hallway as my friend’s mother brushed her dark blonde hair repeatedly until it was shiny, pulled it into a neat ponytail that would swing left to right with her every move, and then secured it with a scrunchy. Her routine involved none of the water and oil my parents used to maintain and style my walnut-brown curls. I never saw my friend standing by the kitchen sink the way my mother sometimes made me do in the morning so that she could moisturise my hair before styling it into Mickey Mouse buns. I also never saw my friend’s parents apply oil to her slick, straight hair the way my father would occasionally rub oil into my curly hair. Something he usually did unannounced and which I loathed dearly at that time because he never explained the reasons. Then again, my parents did not use a brush on my hair unless it was wet, its distinctive, curly texture being prone to tangling and knotting without the aid of moisture. Why should my hair be treated any differently, I wondered, then quickly forgot as my attention shifted to other, seemingly more important things. Only later did it register that my parents’ approach to haircare was as much a reflection of our culturally blended household as my dark auburn hair, its loose curl texture a perfect blend between my mother’s straight, blonde hair and my father’s tightly coiled, black hair.


The audition for the role of the princess in our performance of Friedrich Schiller’s The Glove resulted in a tie. Our teacher, in an attempt to resolve it, asked the class to present arguments for and against me being awarded the role versus the other candidate. With anticipation and trepidation, I watched as the little hands of the other children in my class shot in the air. I listened to their arguments, until one girl said, ‘Johanna cannot play the princess because princesses have long and blonde hair’.


I was stunned. Nobody had touched my hair. Nobody had pointed a finger at me and called me names or thrown a racial slur at me or my body. And yet my body felt burning hot as my classmate verbally pointed out the colour and texture of my hair, deciding that it did not fit the looks of a – Disney – princess. In this moment, my hair came to define me. Years later, I would remember this event when reading Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, as I was drawn into his now classic analysis of racialisation and the realisation that ‘I existed in triple: [. . .] I was responsible not only for my body but also for my race and my ancestors’. My teacher, too, must have felt stunned because she immediately shut the discussion down and decided that I would play the princess. Playing the princess, however, felt bittersweet, the joy of being given the role tainted by the hurtful comment about hair and a profound sense of Otherness.


It was during my final year of primary school that I realised that who I am and how I am perceived by other people – my identity, so to speak – is always going to be shaped by the ways in which the features of my body – the colour of my skin, the texture of my hair, the shape of my body – are read against and within persisting and intersecting ideologies of race, gender and beauty.


 


Located at the border between ourselves and the world, hair is entangled in our identity and our relationships with people, places, spaces, histories and futures. Even before we get to introduce ourselves by name, our hair has already started to tell stories about who we are, where we are from and where we are at. Our hair is tangled up in the interplay of race, gender, class, nationality, sexuality, power and beauty. And whether for a special occasion or in everyday life, our hair is part of how we present ourselves. It is an avid storyteller and a consummate performer – whether we like it or not. If our hair could talk, what stories would it tell about us? How do we use our hair to negotiate who we are and who we want to be? How do the ways in which we style our hair reflect and embody our identities, fears, hopes and dreams? And what does hair have to say about the effects of racial traumata and the ongoing marginalisation and policing of Black bodies by systems of power? What does hair have to tell us about the workings and mechanism of intersecting systems of oppression, including patriarchy and racism, to create and uphold beauty standards that favour one type of hair texture over other types? And how much choice does that leave us to style our hair in ways that truly and authentically express who we are? How much liberty do we have to feel comfortable with our hair rather than to appease others?


My research endeavours into the psychology of Black hair spanned more than ten years and three continents. It all started with a message on my family’s answerphone, a message that would eventually lead me into the fascinating world of Black hair and into an exploration of the complex relationships between hair, race and identity. The message was from the founders of the community website KrauseLocke.de. They had heard me speak on the radio and asked if I would be interested in talking to them. I wasn’t sure how I could be contributing to their project, but I was intrigued by what they had said about creating a website to build a community for people with curly and coily hair in Germany. It’s because of the community I found and the friendships I forged through KrauseLocke.de that, in 2014, I ventured into researching Black hair and its intersections with race, gender and identity formation for my doctoral thesis in Psychology.


Two years earlier, in the spring of 2012, ahead of commencing my undergraduate studies at Cambridge, I moved to Bonn, a picturesque university town and former capital of the Federal Republic of Germany that sits on the Rhine. The house I moved into was bright pink and right in the city-centre, a stark contrast to the suburban lifestyle and house with a garden of my childhood and youth in Mannheim. But the house and the people living there were also like a warm embrace I never knew I was missing. One friend lived on the top floor, I lived in a shared apartment on the third floor, and another friend had a studio halfway between us. Three Krauselocken in one house, we would occasionally meet at each other’s places to cook food, listen to music, get ready for parties and talk that talk whilst doing our hair. That summer was a transformative one for me because it was the first time in my life that I was doing my hair in the company of other women with curly and Afro-textured hair.


The conversations and conviviality from that summer stayed with me as I packed my bags and moved to Cambridge, England. As an undergraduate student reading Psychology, I was struck by the ways in which the scholarly literature seemed to equate ‘race’ with skin colour and treat it like a tick-box exercise or an afterthought. Returning to the third-floor apartment in the narrow, pink house in Bonn whenever school was over, I tried to reconcile what I knew and saw about doing race with the – mostly US American – literature that spoke about ‘Black people’ and ‘White people’3 as if they were two distinct groups that can be unambiguously differentiated from each other. The world I was living in wasn’t as Black and White as the literature made it out to be. The literature did not fit conversations about Blackness and Germanness, and hair straightening as a means for navigating and negotiating national identity and a sense of belonging.4 It did not fit shared experiences of styling hair to play with people’s assumptions or pass for someone else. And it did not seem to have scope for the transformative narratives of women transitioning from straightened hair to natural hair.


And so, inspired by these conversations and observations, I decided to explore the role of hair in our identities. I approached identity as a bidirectional, dialogical process:5 as individuals, we construct and shape our identity through our own experiences, beliefs and values as well as through the choices we make about things such as what to wear, whom to socialise with or where to travel to. Our choices, most often, reflect who we are and how we want to be perceived by others. But our identity is not formed in isolation. It is also shaped by external factors such as social norms, cultural expectations and the perceptions and judgments of others. On a day-to-day basis, we are labelled and categorised by others based on our appearance, behaviour and other characteristics, and these labels can affect how we see ourselves and how we are seen by others. I wanted to understand what Black women do with their hair, and why. What can the choices Black women make with regards to their hair tell us about how Black women fare in the world? How do Black women navigate the fragile balance between personal expression and societal expectations when it comes to their hair? Beyond the physical changes, what does it mean for Black women to embrace their natural curls? And how are Black women’s hairstyling choices implicated in broader struggles against racial and beauty biases?


When I say ‘Black hair’, I am generalising, of course. Everybody’s hair is different. And I do not mean different in the sense of whether your hair would be classified as 2C, 3B, 4C or 4D. First introduced in the 1990s by Oprah Winfrey’s stylist, Andre Walker, the hair typing system used today categorises hair into four categories represented by the numbers one through four: straight, wavy, curly and coily. The letters A, B, C and D were later added to further segment hair types.6 Yet even these classifications involve a certain degree of generalisation, of brushing away differences in texture, curvature, thickness, porosity, volume and colour to say, ‘you all have 4C hair’ and ‘you all have 4D hair’. They also reinforce racialised hierarchies of hair, with type one straight hair textures ranked higher than type four curly and coily hair textures.


Black hair is incredibly heterogenous and diverse. Yet, the term ‘Black hair’ is meaningful because it captures the entanglement of our histories and cultures that shape our place in the world. Black hair is about what our hair tells us about ourselves, and what it tells others about who we are. Black hair captures our histories, both individual and collective. Black hair embodies the roots and routes of us and our communities, of where we’ve been, where we come from and where we are going. Black hair is about the fact that our hair is interwoven with our identities. Black hair has very little to do with the colour black – in fact, my own hair has always been a deep walnut-tree brown with a tinge of red that nobody can explain – and everything to do with the ideologies of race that divide our world into binary groups of people: Black and White, men and women, and so forth.


‘Black’, in other words, is the common denominator of the experiences of drug stores not carrying products for curly and Afro-textured hair texture and type, hairdressers refusing to do textured hair because ‘we do not do your hair type’, travelling for hours to find a hairdresser or barber who can cut and style textured hair, strangers touching your hair (with or without permission) and well-meaning relatives telling you ‘to fix your hair’ because in their view it isn’t ‘respectable’ or ‘acceptable’ the way it grows out of your head. ‘Black’ is the realisation that you have been marked out as different by the world you know.


Although the terminology around Black hair is complex and ever evolving, in the wake of the global Black Lives Matter protests, the term Black hair has taken on a meaning and significance that transcends national and linguistic borders and points towards shared histories and experiences. Throughout this book, I thus use the term Black hair as an umbrella term for the hair textures and styles of people who are perceived and categorised by society as Black or having African heritage due to societal beliefs about race. But the ‘Black’ in Black hair (akin to Black music or Black culture) also calls upon the ways in which our hair textures and styles are rooted in and linked to Black, African and African-diasporic people and communities around the world. The term ‘natural hair’, in turn, is taken from the Natural Hair Movement and refers to Black hair that has not been chemically altered with relaxers, texturisers or other straightening agents. However, as I show in Chapter 2, this definition is both limited and contested, and the boundaries of what constitutes natural hair are constantly shifting and changing. On occasion, I also use the term ‘curly and Afro-textured hair’ to focus on the variety and diversity of Black hair textures. And when citing studies, texts or drawing on interview transcripts, I employ the terminology used therein.


In all of this, I see myself as a continuous learner, my knowledge and understanding of Black hair cultures in Europe and around the world constantly evolving. In 2018, for example, when I stepped onto the TEDx stage to talk about The Psychology of Black Hair, I naively used the term ‘dreadlocks’. Since then, I have gained a better understanding of the contentious nature of the word and the reasons why many, particularly within Black communities, reject it – mainly due to the negative connotations and imagery the term ‘dread’ evokes. While I use ‘locs’ in this book, I maintain the terminology used by the people I spoke to when quoting from interviews and conversations.


If the terminology around Black hair is complex, writing about other people’s racialised identities often feels like a minefield. The term ‘Black people’ seems intuitive and it helps this book find its mould in the world. And yet, I admit, that I struggle to confidently and happily use ‘Black people’ throughout this book. As a researcher and social scientist, I am a firm believer in everyone’s right to identify and be identified by others on their own terms. The denial of identity negatively impacts our well-being and our self-esteem and the imposition of an identity can cause great displeasure and discomfort.7 As a German citizen, I am more than aware of the complex relationship that Germany in particular, and Europe more broadly, has with the ideologies and concept of race and ethnicity. In fact, I have lived it. Unlike the US and the UK, the majority of countries in Europe do not use race and ethnicity to classify or categorise their citizens.8 And while labels such as Black, White and people of colour float around everyday conversations and are increasingly used in interactions, publications and public discourses, they are neither as established nor as accepted as elsewhere in the world. Although this adds complexity, in writing about other people’s hair stories and identities, I use the words and terms by which they define themselves. A practice honouring the importance of respecting everyone’s right to self-identify and to tell their story on their own terms.


 


(Dis)entangled is the culmination of more than 10 years of listening to hair stories and researching Black hair in Europe and around the world. It is an assemblage of true hair stories that explore what Black people do with their hair. It is also an examination of the relationship between hair, race and identity at a particular moment in time, shaped by the empowering forces of the Natural Hair Movement and the consciousness-raising power of Black Lives Matter.


In the autumn of 2018, my friend Rhianna invited me to host a workshop on hair stories at be’kech, an anti-café then located in the Berlin neighbourhood, Wedding. be’kech’s mission was to foster collaboration in one of Berlin’s most multicultural and diverse neighbourhoods and the anti-café (rather than to pay for food and beverages, be’kech charged customers for time spent, buffet included) offered guests a mix of comfortable living room away from home and functional co-working space. Rhianna was working at the anti-café as an events manager organising its evening programme.


A couple of weeks before the date of the workshop, Rhianna and I met to discuss the format of the workshop and strategise how to advertise it. One of the planning questions she asked caught me by surprise: Should the workshop be for women only, or would I be open to including men? Up to this point, my research had been focused on Black women. It was a methodological decision taken very early on into my PhD and one that, interestingly, no one ever (openly) challenged. As a result of which, I never sought out male hair stories, nor, for that matter, genderqueer or non-binary hair stories. I talked to men and, on occasion, I heard men speak about or volunteer parts of their hair story, especially during the ethnographic parts of my research when I spent time at hair events and hair salons. But as far as my research was concerned, it had always been clearly focused on women, and Black women at that. And yet, faced with Rhianna’s question, I immediately agreed to open the space up, to anyone. As much as I did not want to exclude people based on their gender identity, coming from a biracial family, I also did not want to create a space exclusively for Black and People of Colour (BPoC) that would exclude those most dear to me – my mother, my children – because they are seen or read as White.


It was the hair story of one of the Black male workshop participants that convinced me to write a book about Black hair that includes female, male and genderqueer hair stories. The workshop had consisted of different stations – one station invited participants to take part in a group discussion on combing hair, another station allowed participants to create a playlist with songs on and about hair, one corner was dedicated to ‘healing’, and in the ‘letter corner’, participants were invited to reflect on their relationship with their own hair by writing a letter to their future or past self. At the end of the workshop, Rhianna and I invited anyone who felt like it to come up on stage and share what they had written or produced during the workshop.


The letter the workshop participant had penned was in the form of a poem. And while I don’t recall the exact lines, I remember how each line struck a chord with me, connecting to the hair stories of the women I had interviewed over the years and then adding something new, something I had not previously heard. As I listened to him read, I realised that there was more to Black hair than what I had heard in my conversations with women and that, ultimately, we all carry a hair story.


And yet, frustratingly, the most common response I heard once I actively sought out the hair stories of Black men was that: I don’t have much of a hair story. I always wore my hair short. This answer is telling in and of itself as it reveals the underlying story of societal pressure for Black men to conform to gendered grooming norms. Norms that many of those who did speak to me described as limiting their options for self-expression through hair. Unfortunately, this common answer is the reason why the stories of Black men are underrepresented in this book.


The protagonists of this book are friends, family and people I have met along the way, some of whom have become friends over the years. Some I call by their given name; some I cannot name and I have made changes to protect their identities. Our conversations about hair, race and identity are sometimes printed word for word. At other times, I have paraphrased what has been said. Even though I may not always be using the exact words that were said, the essence of what we have spoken about is preserved.


(Dis)entangled then starts where my own inquiry began, trying to understand the world’s obsession with straight hair and the marginalisation and stigmatisation of curly and coily hair textures. From there, it disentangles how gender, race, dress codes and grooming standards have shaped people’s identities and explores how hair becomes entangled in our experience of the world. Part I, Hair That Moves, is concerned with the textual properties of our hair. Chapter 1 is about Straight Hair Rules and explores how straight hair came to rule societal definitions of beauty, elegance, attractiveness and professionalism, as well as the rules for straightening Black hair. Between Chapters 1 and 2, I share my own hair story. This interlude provides a glimpse into my hair journey and reflects on my experiences in relation to the broader themes of identity, race, and belonging explored throughout this book. Chapter 2 zooms in on the Hair (R)evolution and the reshaping of beauty standards in the wake of the Natural Hair Movement. Part II, Hair Moves, is focused on hairstyling and the performances our hair becomes entangled in in everyday life. Chapter 3, Hair Scripts, combs through the intricate ways hair serves as a medium for gender expression, exploring the entanglement of gender norms and personal identities. Chapter 4 explores the unspoken rules and underlying biases and expectations related to Black hair within professional contexts, and the delicate Professional Choreographies Black people perform as they negotiate Black hair at the workplace. In Chapter 5, Black swimmers are Making Waves as we dive with them into the unique relationship between Black hair and swimming, exploring the intersection of aesthetic, cultural, practical and recreational considerations that shape Black people’s relationship with the water. Part III, Hair on the Move, takes us on journeys around the world and spotlights how Black hair is entangled in our experience of – historic and contemporary, imaginary and real – places and spaces. Chapter 6, Urban Strands9 is a tour of the cityscape and to the places where Black hair is styled, groomed and maintained – from private apartments to hair salons, from barbershops to parks. Chapter 7, Global Strands takes us on a world tour to explore the cultural nuances, unique challenges and opportunities and the global connections that unfold when navigating Black hair abroad.


(Dis)entangled provides one perspective on how hair, race and identity are entangled. In writing this book, I have taken heed of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s warning regarding the danger of a single story. In every chapter, I share the hair stories of multiple people and I have invited differences, dissonances and contradictions into this book. Nevertheless, the story of how hair, race and identity are entangled remains incomplete. It’s but a snapshot based on a select number of conversations and interviews that I have had with Black people about (their) hair over the past 10 years. I hope that you can read this book with an open mind, honouring your choices and respecting the choices other people make with regards to their hair. The details of your hair story may be different from the ones you read about in this book, but it is my hope that you can relate to some aspect of the stories because they speak to wider and broader issues around hair, race and identity in modern times.


 


‘Do I have a hair story?’ Shannon wondered ahead of our conversation. Then she started to talk, her hair story slowly unfolding in front of us and now woven into the discussion around professional hair in Chapter 5 and vacation hair in Chapter 7. Halfway through our conversation – her in California, me at my parents-in-law’s house near Heidelberg – Shannon said something that stuck with me. She shared with me how she had never talked to her sister or late mother about the meaning and significance of Black hair; the impact that different practices – chemically straightening the hair, wearing wigs or weaves, keeping it natural – around Black hair have on our self-perception and self-presentation; the systems of power and beauty that teach us the notion that some hair textures and styles are more beautiful, more attractive and more professional than others; the entanglement of hair and self-esteem and the possibilities for loving your hair and yourself. She concluded: ‘I want to have a conversation like that with my sister today, like I’m talking with you now’.


My hope is that (Dis)entangled inspires and makes possible these long-overdue conversations. Ultimately, it’s not just Black people but all of us who face questions about the entanglement of hair, race, beauty, and identity. Whether you are on your own personal Black hair journey, a parent or caregiver instilling in their child a love for their hair, or a swim coach striving to make your classes more accessible, whether you are striving to broaden the training for the next generation of hairstylists, or are a curious person interested in questions around hair, race, and identity, (Dis)entangled is for you. It’s an invitation to grapple with the complex and entangled ways in which hair shapes who we are – our sense of self and being in the world, our identity, our social position, and our relationships with other people.










Part I


Hair That Moves










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.
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