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Abstract 
Who am I and how do I feel about who I am, are essential questions that help define and construct 
identity. For Black women and girls, identity is inextricably linked to their relationship to and 
presentation of their hair. Our research presents findings from an Internet based survey con- 
ducted with 529 Black women exploring their experiences when wearing their hair in its natural 
state (not thermally or chemically straightened). These are preliminary findings from the study 
with reference to the composition of the study participants and how they responded to key ques- 
tions related to how they perceived when wearing their hair naturally. 
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1. Introduction 
Who am I and how do I feel about who I am, are essential questions that help define and construct identity. For 
Black women and girls, identity is inextricably linked to their relationship to and presentation of their hair. Hair 
is important in many cultures and its meaning and symbolism vary depending on social and cultural context. For 
African people, hair is deeply symbolic, and its meaning extends into multiple dimensions of Black culture and 
life. This meaning is both deep and wide; in other words, hair may have spiritual and religious connotations. It 
may play an essential socio-cultural role [1-5] and at other times its meaning may serve as a method of self-ex- 
pression [6-8]. Practitioners working with women and girls of African descent, who intend to have a culturally 
responsive relationship based on respect and value, must understand that part of getting to know their 
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client/student may mean exploring the meaning of hair to the individuals they serve.  
The first segment of this paper offers an extensive review of literature to orient readers on the socio-history of 

hair for people of the African Diaspora. Without a clear view of the historical and symbolic meaning of hair in 
the Black community, it becomes difficult to understand its centrality. Our research presents findings from an 
Internet-based survey conducted with 529 Black women exploring their experiences when wearing their hair in 
its natural state (not thermally or chemically straightened). These are preliminary findings from the study with 
reference to the composition of the study participants and how they responded to key questions related to how 
they perceived when wearing their hair naturally. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Historical Role of Hair for Black Women 
To understand the centrality of hair to African people one must do so through the lens of an African worldview 
and cosmology, only then will the full scope of its importance be thoroughly understood. Throughout the ages, 
from the Ancient Nile Valley civilizations to the movement West and the establishment of Western African em- 
pires, hair has maintained a spiritual, social, cultural and aesthetic significance in the lives of African people 
[2,7]. Historically, hair has held significant roles in traditional African societies, including being a part of the 
language and communication system. For instance, during the 15th century, African people such as the Wolof, 
Mende, Mandingo, and Yoruba used hairstyles as means to carry messages [2]. One of the unique features of 
African textured hair is its ability to be sculpted and molded into various shapes and forms. Hence, while hair 
may play an important role in the lives of people of all races, for people of African descent, this role is amplified 
due to the unique nature and texture of Black hair. Since antiquity, Black hairstyles have been known for their 
complexity and multifaceted nature, a notion that remains true today [6]. 

2.2. Symbolism and Black Hair 
Hair was and continues to be used as a marker of various cultural indications. In Africa hair was used to denote 
age, religion, social rank, and marital status as well as other status symbols [2]. For example, during the Medi- 
eval African period (12th/13th century), a young Wolof girl would partially shave her head to point out that she 
was not of marrying age. The extent of social messages in hairstyle choices did not end on the continent of 
Africa. As late as the 1980’s Black men wore a style known as the high top fade, a hairstyle where the sides of 
the head are shaved with the top portion growing upwards and as high as possible. The style conveyed various 
cultural and political messages such as images of Africa, corporate logos, partner’s names, and other symbols 
were etched into the hair or onto the scalp [2]. The high top fade was a modern day method of illustrating the 
multifaceted symbolism of Black hair—a thing that can be used as the message itself or to state a particular 
message. Additionally, true to African epistemology, spirituality has played and continues to play an essential 
role in Black culture [9]. Consequently, because of its integral function, hair has been and continues to be used 
to increase the potency of medicines and indigenous healing potions [2]. It is an understatement to suggest that 
hair is merely part of African cultural identity, as hair and identity are inseparable [10]. For both African men 
and women hair is intricately connected to cultural identity, spirituality, character make up, and notions of 
beauty.  

Of particular importance to the African was the comb. The comb had cultural meaning that indicated one’s 
particular group and other spiritual symbolism, personal history, and class status long before Europeans engaged 
in the mass enslavement of Africans in the 17th century. Men carved these symbols and spiritual demarcations 
into their combs that were specifically designed with long teeth and rounded tips to untangle African textured 
hair [2,3,11].  

2.3. Oppression and Repression of African Hair 
Europeans, who had long traded and communicated with Africans, knew the complexity and significance of 
Black hair. They were often struck by the various hairstyles that they saw within each community [11]. In an 
effort to dehumanize and break the African spirit, Europeans shaved the heads of enslaved Africans upon arrival 
to the Americas [6,7,11]. This was not merely a random act, but rather a symbolic removal of African culture. 
The shaving of the hair represented a removal of any trace of African identity and further acted to dehumanize 



T. A. Johnson, T. Bankhead 
 

 
88 

Africans coming to the Americas in bondage [2]. Africans with cultural identities such as Wolof, Asantes, Fula- 
nis, and Mandingos entered the slave ships, yet an enslaved unidentifiable people exited onto the shores of the 
Americas. Without their combs, oils and native hair recipes Africans were left unable to care for an essential 
part of themselves [2,11]. Europeans deemed African hair unattractive and did not consider it to be hair at all; 
for them it was considered the fur of animals and was referred to as wool or woolly [2,8,12]. In an analysis of 
Africans’ hair [12], a White anthropologist, reported that the hair types ranged from peppercorn, tufted, matted, 
to woolly. He goes on to add that the hair’s “spirality appears to have produced the matted condition. It is not the 
result of accumulated dirt or anything of that sort, as might appear at first sight” [12, p. 83]. This “spirality” re- 
fers to the unique nature of Black hair to spiral upwards naturally and form tightly coiled dense hair. However, 
instead of acknowledging its uniqueness, Black hair is described in pejorative terms. Words such as: peppercorn, 
matted and woolly, remain in the lexicon of people in the US, Africa, the Caribbean and worldwide, to describe 
Black hair. We observe that the descriptions that emerged in the 1800 and 1900’s remain current irrespective of 
societal changes [2]. 

2.4. Racialization of the Black Body & Hair 
The atrocities of African enslavement and the forcible removal from their homeland created a new phenomenon; 
for the first time in history African beauty, body and hair was racialized and European features were the ac- 
cepted standard of beauty. This meant that tightly coiled tresses were considered deplorable when pitted against 
the long, straight European hair that was considered beautiful and attractive. With the oppression and enslave- 
ment of Africans came the oppression of Black hair. From the arrival in the Americas to plantation life and 
beyond, history shows a common trend of repressing African hair [1,2,4,6,7,13]. On the plantation, the men who 
worked the fields wore their heads shaved, while women were expected to cover their hair with rough, course 
fabric because Europeans considered it unattractive and offensive [2,11]. Enslaved Africans who worked closer 
to the plantation “masters,” wore hairstyles that emulated the dominant trends of the times, such as wigs in the 
18th century [2]. Africans on the plantations either had to emulate white people or cover their heads in effort to 
not offend Whites, a concept that carries into our present society, in a somewhat more nuanced manner. 

2.5. Black Hair Care, Beauty & Entrepreneurship 
After two centuries of enslavement, a clear health and beauty consciousness was created through Black hair 
maintenance [6]. Due to centuries of persecution and oppression, Africans began to believe that lighter skin and 
straighter hair would assist them in attaining social and economic mobility [2,3]. This was in part due to the 
preferred treatment of biracial Blacks who often worked less physically demanding positions and received ma- 
terial goods from European Americans. Consequently, the 19th century saw an increase in hair care and beauty 
product lines that were intended to lighten darker skin and straighten “nappy” hair [3]. The late 1800’s gave 
birth to a Black hair care boom [10]. Two of the historic pioneers of the Black hair care industry are Madame 
C.J. Walker and Anna Turbo Malone [2,3,6,10], who created their hair straightening line in the late 1800’s and 
launched their company in the early 1900’s. Malone and Walker created lines that were specific to the hair needs 
of Black women. Malone urged, women of African descent to see themselves as African first [6]. The glaring 
contradiction lies within the fact that while urging African women to be themselves Malone created a product 
meant to straighten their natural, tightly coiled hair. This contradiction continues to be part of the struggle of 
many Black women, because the ideals are so deeply seated and have circulated from one generation to the next.  

Although Malone created a hair care line specific to the needs of African American women before Walker, 
history has been more favorable to Madame C.J. Walker whose popularity greatly exceeds that of Malone’s. 
Madame CJ Walker wanted Blacks to feel pampered and cared for and be given the opportunity to experience 
beauty rituals [2], something that had rarely if ever been experienced by Africans after being captured and 
brought to the Americas. Among the notable accomplishments of Walker is her popular straightening comb that 
she fashioned in 1905 [6]. Although not the inventor of the straightening comb, Walker made this tool accessible 
to Black women who desired straight hair. Instead of using a clothing iron or some of the other harmful methods 
utilized to accomplish the look of a straighter hair texture, African American women were able to more easily 
achieve a style that they felt would afford them greater social and economic mobility.  

Walker’s entrepreneurial efforts made a quantifiable impact on the African community in the United States 
and worldwide. Her products reached thousands of African women in the Caribbean and South America, as well 
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as across the United States. Walker eventually became the first female self-made millionaire in the early 1900’s 
in the United States [2,3,6]. Understanding the financial needs that often faced the Black community, Walker 
was a philanthropist who was known for giving generously to Black businesses, churches, communities, and in- 
dividuals. Madame CJ Walker, at her death, employed over 100,000 African American women [3]. Walker’s life 
and accomplishments are a clear indication of the significance of hair to the African community. 

2.6. Impact of the Civil Rights Era on Black Hair 
The 1960’s and 70’s ushered in a new wave of Civil Rights and racial pride for African people in the United 
States, the most identifiable marker of this pride and new movement was Black hair worn in its natural state. In 
particular, the Afro, a style accomplished when unlocked and unstraightened Black/African highly textured hair 
is not thermally straightened after washing, but combed upwards and outwards. During the 60’s and 70’s, the 
Afro hairstyle (also called the Natural) became symbolic of political change [2,6,8,13], Black self-love, intel- 
lectual historical knowledge, and Black Power [4,6]. This was the era where hair that was once considered “bad,” 
because of its tight curl, was now considered “good” because it was worn “free” from chemical or heat process- 
ing restraint [2]. In addition to being symbolic of beauty, the style was also representative of the social rebellion 
and civil revolution underway. The Afro demonstrated that something new was happening in the United States 
and that society was experiencing tantamount changes. It was essentially illustrative of the freeing of the Black 
mind, and those without an Afro were frowned upon for remaining in a captive state of mind. The Afro left a 
significant impression of Black power and civil unrest in the United States [2,3,4,6,8,10,13]. While society has 
undergone various socio-cultural and sociopolitical shifts, there are still those who see the Afro as a sign of mi-
litancy and Black power [6,8,10,13]. 

2.7. Symbolic Representation of Black Hair and Its Importance to Black Female  
Identity 

For many women of African descent, hair is emotive, symbolic and an inseparable part of their identity [6,8,10]. 
In a study conducted by Chapman [6] participants recalled hair related childhood experiences with their mothers 
and grandmothers. A common thread was a message from the elders emphasizing, “your hair is your crown and 
glory”. One of the current authors distinctly recalls a conversation with a middle school student who refused to 
go to class because her hair was “not done.” A colleague, a White female school counselor, felt as though she 
did not have enough cultural competency to facilitate this young girl’s understanding of the importance of in- 
structional time versus the shame of seemingly unkempt hair. It took over half an hour of this author’s counsel- 
ing and a demonstration of a significant cultural connection, including the offering of resources and ideas of 
how to resolve the concerning hair issues, to convince this young girl to return to class. Unfortunately, this is 
one of many examples of the emotive role hair plays in Black women’s self-concept, identity development, and 
life experience [8]. The concept of “getting” one’s hair “done” holds paramount value with African communities 
in the United States and globally [6]. The Black hair care industry amasses over half a trillion dollars annually 
[14]. In 2012 the leading Black hair care companies saw $185M in revenue [15].This industry has been able to 
withstand the latest US recession as sales have yet to experience a significant decline. These staggering figures 
reveal just how much hair and its proper care play an undeniably critical role in the lives of Black people. 

2.8. Black Hair Care and the Role of Normalized Whiteness 
In the Western world, Black identity has been constructed to normalize whiteness [4]. Thus, society deems 
Blacks and other people of color as the “other” [6]. While hair is significant to Black women, hair is a part of 
every woman’s identity to some degree. Hair is a distinct “marker of womanness, gender and identity” [6]. Be- 
cause of this “othering” of Blackness, which includes Black hair, Black women have historically been seen as 
inhuman objects. Black women’s femininity, body, and physical features have been under attack since the cap- 
turing of Africans who were removed from their homelands with force and disregard for their humanity. Hair is 
particularly meaningful to women of African descent because it has been “displayed as beautiful and decadent 
and used to display culture, beauty and spirituality” [6, p. 25]). This traumatizing phenomenon coupled with its 
socio-cultural, historic, and spiritual relevance has resulted in a hyper-awareness of hair for Black men and 
women, but in particular Black women and girls. Of all physical features, hair is the one most easily transformed 
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[1]. The often taken choice to straighten natural Black hair has clear historic and psychological underpinnings 
[16]. Black women spend more money, as high as three times as much, on hair care [14] than any other racial or 
ethnic group of women [3].  

Power [6] and political relations [2,4,6,13] can be studied through Black hair. For instance, the Afro or “Nat- 
ural” continues to symbolize Black power and militancy. “When the New Yorker set out last summer [2008] to 
satirize [the United States First Lady], Michelle [Obama] as a militant, country-hating, black radical, it was no 
coincidence that the illustrator portrayed her with an Afro [16, p.56]. The Afro is equivalent to militancy and 
revolution [10], and it evokes strong feelings of power and political confrontation for Blacks and Whites alike. 
Hair also offers the opportunity to examine the politics of women of African ancestry’s body. One simply has to 
examine advertisements in popular media. They are typically void of Black women and if featured the Black 
women represented are usually those with Caucasian features (i.e. straight hair, less developed lips, and small 
straight noses) as opposed to those with what is commonly thought of as distinct African features (i.e. tightly 
coiled/kinky hair, full lips, broad noses, etc.). Misrepresented, distorted or missing images send direct and indi- 
rect messages about what it means to be beautiful, and have beautiful hair and a beautiful body, as well as who 
has the power to define these beauty standards. It becomes evident that women of African descent must resist 
powerful oppressive and unfavorable forces that would have them believe that their hair, skin, and physiques are 
naturally inferior. Thus, Black hair has been and continues to be symbolic of both power relations and resis- 
tance. 

2.9. Hairstyle and Social Status 
“Black people tend to assume that a certain (hair) style say(s) something about a person’s socioeconomic status” 
[2, p.158]. Hairstyles have historically represented social class and political stance [3,6]. Since the days of chat- 
tel slavery in the Americas there have been contradictions over the meaning of wearing Black hair straight. 
During the 1900’s many Black women denounced hot combing and chemical relaxing hair straightening me- 
thods, since these practices were perceived to emulate European beauty standards [2,3,6]. Some disagreed with 
this perspective, arguing that hair straightening was simply a style option and not an attempt to become white 
[2,6]. “Conking,” a popular term used in the early to late 1900’s to refer to chemically straightening African 
highly textured hair with lye, was a popular trend in the mid 1900’s [6]. The contradiction regarding the mean- 
ing of hair straightening is most evident and popularized in Malcolm X’s autobiography. Upon transitioning 
from Malcolm Little to the more self-aware, race conscious, social activist, El Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, he re- 
moves his “conk” (chemicals) from his hair to indicate a physical, social, political, and spiritual transformation 
[17]. This symbolic patterning of removing the oppressive mind/thinking (chemicals) from the hair to free one’s 
mind and embrace the natural self was also evident in the 1960’s as discussed previously. Today there is an in- 
creasing emergence of Black women who are typically young (20 - 35), who are “transitioning” from using 
chemicals to straighten their hair to wearing their hair naturally [18]. For these college-educated, modern, young 
Black women, hair continues to indicate social and economic status and for some even a woman’s character and 
personality. 

2.10. Racism, Sexism and “Bad” Hair-Ism 
Europeans’ physical attributes have been and continue to be the yardstick for beauty in mainstream society [1-4, 
6,8,13]. The beauty standard has created dichotomies as binary opposites to distinguish African features from 
European features such as kinky and straight, long and short, dark and light, good and bad [6]. These beliefs 
have seeped deep into the psyche of many communities of color. Particularly in African communities through- 
out the Diaspora, to have “good hair,” or a “good nose” means that one’s hair is closer in texture to that of 
people of European descent or that the nose is straight and resembles that of a European ideal. Beauty has been 
socially and politically constructed to emulate those in power, White people. In her research study of Black hair 
among Black women enrolled in study aboard programs, Chapman [6] reported that a standard of beauty is a 
tool used to control the image and esteem of the woman. Thus, the ideals surrounding who and what is beauti- 
ful have real consequences in the lives of Black women. Consequences that often impact their lives socially, 
economically, and politically. 

To wear natural Black hair is a political act [10,13] within itself, since depending on the environment such 
hair may be deemed socially and politically unacceptable. In 2007, Glamour magazine editor, Ashley Baker, 
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gave a presentation entitled “The do’s and don’ts of Corporate Fashion,” to over 40 lawyers in New York City. 
The first “don’t” slide depicted a Black woman with an Afro, with the caption “say no to the fro”. She then 
commented, “As for dreadlocks: How truly dreadful!” She went on to add that it was “shocking” that some 
people still think it “appropriate” to wear those hairstyles at the office. “No offense”, she sniffed, but those ‘po- 
litical’ hairstyles really have to go” [6, p. 70]. These statements are clear indications of structural racism and of- 
fer an indictment on Black women’s beauty, and mere physical characteristics. After all, is it really a choice if a 
people are routinely criticized for simply wearing their hair as it naturally grows from their scalp? It is also evi- 
dence of race privilege—a White woman has the authority to define what is considered beautiful and what is not. 
There is also then an assumption that others must also hold these same beliefs to be truths and cooperate with 
White hegemony. One of the issues is that this form of structural racism has economic, social, and political con- 
sequences for Black women. 

2.11. Identity & the Black Body: A Multilayered Oppression 
Black women face a double “othering” through gender and racial oppression as Black hair is politicized and ra- 
cialized by class and gender [13]. Chapman [6] conducted a research study of 20 Black women who were ethni- 
cally diverse (Continental African, African Caribbean, African American, bi-racial) and had previously partici- 
pated in a study abroad program. Chapman conducted interviews to investigate African and European cultural 
influences on African American ideas about beauty, hair, and identity. She found that Black women’s hair is 
subjugated to restriction and rules that Black men do not likely confront. The concept of “othering” had real im- 
plications in the lives of Black women. One participant was asked, “to get rid of her vibrant red Afro” [6, p.68]. 
Another participant was told that her Afro was “too out there”. It is apparent that the dominate message is that if 
a Black woman is working in a corporate setting it is assumed that she will follow the ascribed standards of 
dress, speech and behavior, which is normed on Whiteness. Since the Afro is commonly considered symbolic of 
resisting White supremacy—it was thus “unacceptable” in the corporate environment. In another setting, a par- 
ticipant who was a schoolteacher was informed that she was able to wear her natural hair as long as it was “neat”. 
This teacher did not define the construct of “neat,” it is instead designed through a Eurocentric concept of beauty, 
which is oppressive to African people. The above examples illustrate the resiliency and strength that Black 
women must display in order to do something as simple as wear their hair as it naturally grows from their scalp. 

Racist views of the Black body impact the identity and identity development of Black women and girls [4,6]. 
Historically, skin color [17] and hair texture [4,6] have shaped the lives of Black women in the Caribbean, 
United States and throughout the African Diaspora. Women of color feel great negative effects of skin color and 
[19-22] hair texture prejudice [1-4,6,13]. From birth women of African descent are taught through the popular 
cultural messaging that there is something wrong with them based upon their hair and skin [13].  

Beauty is related to the transference of power. “Good” hair is perceived as the hair closest to White people’s 
hair—long, straight, silky, bouncy, manageable, healthy, and shiny; while “bad” hair is “short, matted, kinky, 
nappy, coarse, brittle and wooly” [6, p.28]. Consequently, terms such as “good hair” have become a code for 
White, straight hair, granting more power and social capital. Similarly, “bad hair” is a code for highly textured 
African hair and signifies less social capital [6]. Erasmus [13] tells of a grandmother’s gesture to her grand- 
daughter regarding her “Nigger-hair (grandmother laughs) ‘You’ve got real nigger-hair’ ” [13, p.13]. The beauty 
myth of the good/bad hair dichotomy where straight hair is the “most desirable” and thus “good” were created 
during the colonial era [19] and the concept continues to be rampant throughout the African Diaspora. Body 
parts are used to highlight racial inferiority, thus curly, kinky hair is seen as a badge of inferiority [2]. In the 
United States, Caribbean, Africa and wherever African people reside, African textured curly hair carries a social 
stigma [7]. For women of color, in particular Afro-Latinos, Latinos, or other people of African descent, light 
color skin continues to serve as social capital [19,22]. Hair stories are very similar and almost identical wherever 
African women live [13]. These are painful narratives for likely a majority of Black women who grow up hear- 
ing statements about their hair being too nappy or their skin being too dark. Hair mediates the effect of skin col- 
or, so if one has dark skin but looser curls or longer hair these positive attributes act to lessen the “burden” of 
dark skin [4].  

Among Black women there is a belief that social and cultural capital are attained through hair status. This be- 
lief is based upon lived experiences, cultural messages and societal cues and it is disseminated from one genera- 
tion to the next [22]. Chapman [6] found that her bi-racial participants were more likely to be approached by 
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men because they had “desirable hair”. Straight hair or hair of a straighter texture is seen a symbol of sexual de- 
sirability [3,6]. The idea of hair as a tool to allure a mate has a long history throughout the Americas. During the 
late 1800 and 1900’s advertisements from White, manufacturers targeting a Black audience indicated that their 
products would add to African women who “lacked”, beauty and feminine grace [2,3]. The ads played upon al- 
ready held notions of hair and race inferiority that were prevalent in White and Black communities. Young 
Black girls learn at very young ages that their hair will help them attract a man [1]. In the popular novel Their 
Eyes Were Watching God, by Zora Neale Hurston [23], the main character Janie ties her hair up in the store un- 
der her husband’s orders so that other men will not touch her. Hair is a tool for sexual desirability across races 
and ethnic groups; however, the issue within the African community is that the “type” of hair that is often de- 
sired [1] is not necessarily one that many Black women naturally possess. In other words, straight textures are 
often desired, but it is not the natural texture of most women of African descent. As African American men at- 
tend school and are socialized and acculturated with the dominant White culture, their preferences are influ- 
enced [5]. This means that men, just like women are conditioned to desire textures that more closely mimic a 
White European ideal. Some Black women will often “shift” to adapt to societal norms and be accepted by 
White people and Black men [6]. Some Black women have chosen a permanent shift in wearing their hair 
straight because their husbands or mates do not like their “curly/kinky” hair [1]. For Black women discrimina- 
tion against their person can lie within the walls of their very homes.  

Hair is a marker of femininity [6], so to restrict or demean one’s hair is a direct attack on women’s being. This 
implies that when the hair is covered—as it had to be on the plantation or other places where African women 
existed, they were deemed less feminine and thus less womanly [1]. While many Black women’s accomplish- 
ments may be impressive and outstanding, reflections of their imagery may depict a less impressive self-regard, 
because of continuous comparison to their European-American counterparts. Young Black girls are conditioned 
to admire the woman with “long, light, hair and beautiful blue eyes” [3], while loathing their “nappy” hair. 
Many women have internalized beliefs that their hair, skin, and body are sub-par to that of women of European 
descent.  

The Black body has been socially and culturally constructed by a racist and sexist society and is seen as “vul- 
gar” [6,24-26]. Historically the Black female body has been a sexual object—something to objectify and use 
[24-26]. The story of Saartjie “Sarah” Baartman [25,26] illustrates both the historic and modern perspectives of 
the Black body. Baartman was a South African woman with steatopygia (large buttocks), as well as large hips, 
breasts and full lips who was taken from her native land in 1810 to be in a circus display. She was placed in a 
cage and forced to dance and perform other human tricks because of protuberant buttocks. Completely dehuma- 
nized and striped of her identity and basic rights to live a peaceful life with human dignity, Baartman was forced 
to perform under any circumstance. Solly, Moojen & Lindfors [26] share one spectator’s account, “She was ex- 
tremely ill, and the man insisted on her dancing, this being one of the tricks which she is forced to display. [She] 
pointed to her throat and to her knees pleading with tears that he would not force her compliance. He declared 
that she was sulky, produced a long piece of bamboo, and shook it at her: she saw it, knew its power, and, 
though ill, delayed no longer” (p. 135). Even after her death her body was placed on display in a British museum 
[24]. It was not until 2002 that this woman’s dead body was returned to South Africa so the interment of her re- 
mains could find an honorable final resting place. This story illustrates how many white people in the main- 
stream public seem to have a morbid fascination with the differences of the Black woman’s body. Even in death 
the Black body was disregarded and objectified. Large buttocks, breasts, hips, and lips have been viewed more 
as sexual toys than “regular” parts of the anatomy to be respected or admired.  

Black hair has not escaped this notion of vulgarity. Black hair continues to be seen as wild, untamed, and 
frightening [4]. One popular and normative way to describe Black hair is “kinky”. The Merriam-Webster dic- 
tionary gives two definitions of the word kinky: 1) closely twisted or curled; 2) related to, having or appealing to 
unconventional tastes especially to sex; also: sexually deviant. How is it that this word both describes the texture 
of many variations of African hair and sexual deviance? This is a poignant example of the powerful cultural im- 
plications of Black hair. Understanding these socio-cultural underpinning brings clarification to why the Black 
body and hair at times evoke feelings of fear and promiscuity.  

Young girls growing up in a society that deems their physical appearance unnatural and unattractive are 
taught in their formative stages to dislike themselves. Scholars [27-29] have illustrated the harmful effects of 
negative self and racial esteem and its implications on academic achievement. Having a positive racial identity 
increases self-concept and leads to greater school success [30-37]. The negative psychological implications of 
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being taught to dislike one’s self cannot be ignored, as the cycle of has lasting effects within the Black commu- 
nity. 

2.12. Black Hair Care and Its Consequences 
Upon forcible arrival to the Americas, Africans lost control of both their lives and their physical bodies. Their 
bodies were subjected to traumatic physical harm including but not limited to: beatings, maiming, and rapes 
among other gruesome acts of violence experienced at the hands of white people. Losing control of one’s phys- 
ical body causes serious and long lasting psychological trauma [38]. This has led to what DeGruy [38] terms as 
posttraumatic slave syndrome and what we will refer to here as the multigenerational traumatic legacy of slavery 
(MTLS), since the effects of African enslavement are actively noticeable in modern society. Within the Western 
frame, the body is a thing to be controlled [6] with hair being the most controllable physical feature [1]. Conse- 
quently, Africans have had a long history of using drastic measures to attain “desirable” hair.  

Straightening highly textured African hair often requires the use of toxic chemicals or heat intensive tools 
such as a straightening comb or flat iron, which may be heated to over 400 degrees. Hair relaxers are used by 
millions of Black women and expose them to various chemicals through scalp lesions and burns [39]. In addi- 
tion, harmful chemicals cause minor to severe hair loss including balding, burns, and color change [2,3,39-41]. 
DeGruy (2000) noted that chemicals used in hair relaxers caused injury in the mouth and esophagus when in- 
gested and such products must therefore be labeled poisonous. Wise et al. [39] tested hair relaxer use in relation 
to uterine leiomyomata (fibroids) incidence among 23,580 premenopausal Black women. Women who used 
chemical relaxers had higher incidents of uterine fibroids than those who never used relaxers. More precisely, 
7146 cases of uterine leiomyomata were reported as confirmed by ultrasound (n = 4630) or surgery (n = 2516). 
The incidence rate ratio comparing ever with never use of relaxers was 1.17 (95% confidence interval (CI): 1.06, 
1.30). The findings indicate that hair relaxer use increases uterine leiomyomata (fibroid) risk. There are clearly 
dire risks involved with continuing the use of chemical relaxers that often require application every 6 - 8 weeks 
after the new hair grows. In cases where parts of the hair cannot be straightened, for example, what is often re- 
ferred to as “the Kitchen” the part of the hair that resists straightening—many women cut or shave what is 
sometimes the rear part of their heads [13]. 

Hair texture is an important part of beauty, thus many women of African descent will knowingly take risks to 
attain “beauty”. Etemesi [41] conducted research in Kenya with 245 women who ranged from 15 - 51 in age and 
used relaxers to “manage” their hair and look “beautiful”. One hundred and thirty-four women (67%) had prob- 
lems with the relaxers used (at least once); the injuries included those previously noted. Despite these harms, the 
women did not stop using the products. In the 1990’s Rio Corp came out with a new product that promised to 
straighten hair naturally [2,3] instead, after using the product hundreds of women suffered from permanent 
baldness and other scalp injuries [41]. These risky behaviors, to many, are worth a chance of being seen as beau- 
tiful in the eyes of society. 

2.13. Where Are We Today? 
There is a growing trend among Black women to return to their “natural roots” and eliminate the use of chemical 
strengtheners. In 2010, Design Essentials, a hair care company, conducted a study to measure the popularity of 
natural hair; they found that while 26% of women eliminated chemical relaxers in 2010, there was a 10 percent 
increase in 2011 making the new figures 36% [42]. In addition, USA Today and Mintel [42], a consumer 
spending and market research firm, found that relaxer sales have decrease 17 percent since 2006. Cyntelia Ab- 
rams, a marketing coordinator for Design Essentials commented, “Natural hair has been a movement for several 
years. What we’re seeing now is a confirmation that this is a lifestyle that is very important to a lot of women” 
[42]. Unlike the natural hair movement of the 1960’s and 1970’s today women of African descent are choosing 
in increasing numbers to wear their hair naturally simple for the sake of their hair. For many, it is less about a 
political statement and more about self-acceptance and the opportunity to embrace their natural tresses in its 
natural, unaltered state. 

3. Methodology and Design 
An Internet-based survey research endeavor was undertaken by the two authors to explore the responses Black 
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women received in society when wearing their hair in its natural state. This was a pilot project of a larger mixed 
methods study planned on Black Hair Narratives. The study used a quantitative, exploratory, online survey re- 
search design. We were interested in examining the relationship between discrimination experienced by Black 
women and their comfort and thoughts about wearing their hair in its natural state. 

3.1. Sample 
The population of interest included adult women of African descent living in the United States. A convenience 
sample of Black women was solicited from the personal contacts of the two researchers who identify as African 
American and African Jamaican. Researchers constructed a Facebook page for the study under the name, Black 
Hair Narratives and encouraged potential participants to ask questions and engage in discussion about natural 
hair using this forum and through direct email exchange with the researchers. The researchers then sent a num- 
ber of group email messages to their personal and professional contacts. Both women are members of a number 
of professional Black women’s organizations in New York City and the San Francisco Bay Area, and they used 
these contacts to generate interest in the study. Respondents were encouraged to complete the survey online, as 
well as forward the email message and link to additional personal and professional contacts. Over a 3-month pe- 
riod, 529 people responded to the survey. 

3.2. Instrument 
The survey included 52 questions that explored responses to Black women when they wore their hair in its nat- 
ural state. The purpose of this project was to explore measures of hair esteem levels. We used the Bank- 
head/Johnson Hair Esteem Scale (see Appendix A), adapted from Rosenberg’s [43] self-esteem scale (see Ap- 
pendix B) to gain understanding how they examined how hair esteem relate to self esteem and discrimination 
experiences of Black women. We were interested in whether Black women who wear their hair naturally (not 
straightened nor chemically altered) would report unfavorable responses from their workplace colleagues, 
friends, family, and/or strangers. 

The survey consisted of mostly closed ended Likert scale and nominal type questions. The survey included 6 
distinct sections, they are; 1) general questions about hair styles worn and hair texture, 2) acceptance of natural 
hair in different environments, 3) responses received from different social groups, 4) discriminatory experiences, 
5) a Black “hair-esteem” scale and Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale, and 6) demographics. The survey questions 
explored the relationship that respondents have with wearing their hair in its natural state, as well as how they 
were received by distinct social groups. 

3.3. Data Analysis 
Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 20.0, the commonly used statistical software package for analy- 
sis in the social sciences. Data was run for frequencies of responses on individual variables related to the above 
mentioned survey areas, including demographics. 

4. Findings 
4.1. Who Were the Respondents in the Survey? 
Demographics of survey respondents. Respondents to the survey represented a wide range of diversity among 
demographic characteristics within the context of being women of African descent (see Table 1 for raw demo- 
graphics values). Participants indicated that they belonged to 7 different racial/ethnic categories with representa- 
tion in the African American/African Canadian group being the highest at 72%. The median age of women in 
the study was 32 years of age, however, participant ages ranged from 18 to 71. Annual household income ranged 
from $0 to $25,000, to over $250,000 with the median household income being in the $46,000 to $60,000 range. 
The median highest level of education achieved was “some graduate school” with the most common response to 
this question being receipt of a graduate degree (n = 141, 32.8%). Most people lived in New York, however, 29 
states and the District of Colombia, Canada, the Caribbean, Europe and Asia were represented in the sample. 
The most prevalent work sector was work in education.  

A full 96% of respondents indicated that they at least sometimes wore their hair in its natural state. When 
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asked if women who wore their hair naturally manipulated it to create curl or wave definition when going out in 
public, 63.5% indicated that they did. How often did respondents wear their hair naturally? A full 41.8% of res- 
pondents indicated that they wore their hair naturally on a daily basis or 30 days each month (see Table 2 for 
raw values). About 58% of respondents indicated that they wore their hair straightened at least 1 day each 
month. 

4.2. Responses When Wearing Hair in Its Natural State 
Respondents indicated their perceptions of environments in which they were in that were accepting of Black 
women wearing natural hair. Overall, the women felt that they were in very or somewhat accepting environ- 
ments at work, in their families, in their communities and among friends (see Table 3 for raw values). Respon- 
dents were also asked about favorable responses that they experienced while wearing their hair naturally. They 
consistently indicated that they received somewhat or very favorable responses to wearing their hair naturally 
with co-workers, supervisors, in their communities, with family members, in their friendship circles and with 
their romantic partners (see Table 4 for raw values). 

Women were asked whether they have been subjected to discrimination due to wearing their hair naturally. 
About 1/3rd of the respondents had experienced discrimination because of wearing their hair in its natural state 
(see Table 5 for numeric details).  

Women were asked whether they were teased, taunted, or ridiculed in specific social groups because of wear- 
ing their hair in its natural state. The respondents indicated that the groups they most often received negative  
 

Table 1. Demographics of survey respondents.                                    

Variable n Valid % Highest Frequency 

Race 304 72.2 African American 

Age 418 79 Median = 32 years 

Annual Income 62 14.6 $46,000 - $60,000 

Highest Education Level 141 32.8 Graduate Degree 

State 111 26.9 New York 

Work Sector 130 24.6 Education 

Ever Wear Hair in Natural State 443 95.9 Yes 

Manipulate Hair to Create Definition 294 63.5 Yes 

 
Table 2. Days per month hair worn naturally.                                     

Variable n Valid % 

Natural hair worn daily (30 days) 221 41.8 

Wears straightened hair some days 308 58.2 

Total 529 100 

 
Table 3. Accepting environments for black women & natural hair.                    

Variable n Valid % 

Work 408 90.3 

Family 409 90.3 

Community 421 93.4 

Friendship 439 97.3 
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Table 4. Favorable social group responses to black women wearing natural Hair.         

Variable n Valid % 

Co-workers 416 93.7 

Supervisors 387 89.2 

Community 421 94.6 

Family Members 395 89.1 

Friendship Circle 436 87.4 

Romantic Partner 396 91.4 

 
Table 5. Subject of discrimination because of natural hair.                          

Response n Percent Valid % 

Yes 131 24.8 29.7 

No 310 58.6 70.3 

Missing 88 16.6  

Total 529 100  

 
responses from were family members (43%), strangers (28%), and friends (25%). Ironically, the friendship 
group was also the group offering the most favorable responses and support for wearing natural hair (see Table 
6 for raw values). 

Respondents were asked how common they believed discrimination against Black women was when wearing 
their hair in its natural state (see Table 7 for raw data). A significant percentage of the respondents (47%) indi- 
cated that they did “not know”, or they skipped this question. Of those who did respond, they believed that 
Black natural hair discrimination was somewhat or very common (85%).   

Finally, respondents were asked the degree to which they felt that they were discriminated against as a result 
of wearing their hair naturally. Only 3.2% of respondents indicated that they were very much discriminated 
against, however about 25% experienced some or very much discrimination. It is important to note that a full 74% 
of respondents indicated that they experienced no discrimination or not very much as a result of wearing their 
hair in its natural state (see Table 8 for raw values). 

5. Discussion 
This study has found that in the sample available, 95% of the women wore their hair naturally at least some days. 
Of these women, they tend to feel that they are accepted in multiple social environments and they received fa- 
vorable responses from most social groups. When they experience teasing, taunting, or ridiculing about their 
hair in its natural state, it is usually from family members, friends or strangers, but not co-workers or supervisors. 
While 84.5% of respondents feel that discrimination targeting Black women for wearing their natural hair ef- 
fects Black women, only 3% indicated that they have been very much affected, and 23% indicated that they 
were somewhat affected. 

These preliminary findings challenged the expectation that they researchers had upon approaching this study. 
We were surprised to find that so many Black women indicated frequently wearing their hair naturally while 
experiencing favorable responses and feeling accepted in multiple environments. As a cautionary note it is im- 
portant to remember that the sample for this study includes a relatively young, highly educated group of Black 
women who likely wear their hair naturally more than most in the general population of Black women. Could it 
be that higher socioeconomic status is associated with a greater likelihood of wearing Black hair in its natural 
state, and having a favorable social response for doing so? 

While large scale survey research methods have not historically been employed to assess feelings about natu- 
ral hair wear among Black women, the researchers believe that the findings from this study may indicate a new 
and progressive trend towards natural hair styles and societal acceptance, particular among younger, highly  
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Table 6. Teasing, taunting or ridiculing as a result of wearing black natural hair.         

Variable n Valid % 

Co-workers 82 18.3 

Supervisors 32 7.2 

Family Members 194 43.3 

Friendship Circle 111 24.8 

Strangers 123 27.5 

Note. n refers to frequency of negative response participants received from specific subgroup. 
 

Table 7. General discrimination against black women for wearing hair naturally.         

Variable n Valid % 

Not at all common 9 3.2 

Not very common 35 12.4 

Somewhat common 161 56.9 

Very common 78 27.6 

Missing or Don’t Know 246  

Total 529 100 

 
Table 8. Discrimination that respondents have experienced due to wearing natural hair.  

Variable n Valid % 

Not at all 114 32.9 

Not very much 143 41.3 

Somewhat 78 22.5 

Very much 11 3.2 

Missing or Don’t Know 183  

Total 529 100 

 
educated women of African descent. 

Implications for Identity Development 
There is an association between favorable responses from society, earning middle class income, having ad- 
vanced degrees, and wearing hair naturally among Black women. We also found that Black women who wear 
their hair naturally generally felt better about themselves. We maintain that feeling good about oneself leads to 
greater life and academic success. The narrative that deems it necessary for Black women to wear their hair 
straight in order to attain success is challenged by our research findings and suggests that this conceptualization 
may be outdated, particularly among younger, more highly educated and upper or middle income Black women. 
It is important that we teach Black women and girls self-acceptance of their natural hair and how to have a posi- 
tive natural hair identity. No longer should it be acceptable to state that one must conform to European ideal of 
beauty in order to gain academic success and overall well-being. We put that forth a new narrative that Black 
women can wear their hair in its natural state, feel good about themselves and achieve financial and academic 
success. 

6. Significance and Conclusion 
This study is significant because it emphasizes the importance of natural hair for Black women and their devel- 
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oping relationship with it. Minimizing the role of hair in lives of the African people continues the trend of mar- 
ginalizing Africa and her people. The long-term impact of the dismissal of a group’s cultural identity cannot go 
ignored. Many may feel as though hair was not an important academic research topic, but we reject this notion 
because of the evidence of mental and emotional damage caused by such claims. We argue that young black 
girls need positive images of themselves that allow them to feel normal in an oppressive society. We hurt the 
spirits of our girls with messages that they are inferior when we reject any aspect of their natural physical beings, 
cultural experiences, or authentic lives. It is crucial that as a society, we send the message to Black women and 
girls that they are worthy of admiration and respect in their natural states. Hair plays a crucial role in identity 
formation that cannot be ignored. Giving voice to this issue sends a message of self-acceptance, which is neces- 
sary for well-being and overall health. 
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Appendix A. Bankhead-Johnson hair esteem scale.                                                    

On a whole, I am satisfied with my hair. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

At times I think my hair is no good at all. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

I feel that my hair has a number of good qualities. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

I am able to care for my hair as well as most other people. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

I feel I do not have much to be proud of about my hair. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

I certainly feel my hair is useless at times. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

I feel that hair is of value, at least on an equal plane with others. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

I wish I could have more respect for my hair. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

All in all, I am inclined to feel that my hair has failed me. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

I take a positive attitude toward hair. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

 
Appendix B. Rosenberg self esteem scale (1965).                                                     

1) On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

2) * At times, I think I am no good at all. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

3) I feel that I have a number of good qualities. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

4) I am able to do things as well as most other people. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

5) * I feel I do not have much to be proud of. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

6) * I certainly feel useless at times. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

7) I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least  
on an equal plane with others. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

8) *I wish I could have more respect for myself. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

9) *All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

10) I take a positive attitude toward myself. Strongly Agree   Agree   Disagree   Strongly Disagree 

 
 


