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Executive Summary

This report reframes the discussion around dominant beauty standards by
emphasizing the need to expand the definition of who is considered to be beautiful by
American standards of beauty. Specifically, this report takes a look at the natural hair
movement and how that movement has propelled Black women to reevaluate the
standards of beauty that they currently operate under — and it asserts that Black women
are taking deliberate steps towards improving the language and attitudes that are
cultivated in Black beauty culture. The natural hair movement is seeking to critically
analyze how these actions are reaffirming the dominant European standard of beauty. The
use of hair blogs online establishes a special opportunity that could potentially turn the
natural hair movement into a larger social movement offline that fosters equity and

inclusion of various types of beauty.



Introduction

O*+,1=./10/112*— /12 3.14/+_.3.5+_114/15+3046 , +. /4/6! , 04317 .8095 . 15+3046 , +!
193*;.0/!,0431205!, .<119;105M, .17.09+=141 .01, _3.1.@45+. 11/ .4+, . 310! ; 978!/ *3!
; 34A0+.18*39—12, _3.1)<08C!, 043!205!8 .<. 730+. 114/1D— . 3480E!F! ) =31!G!?, 03; 5!"!

Since 1808, Black women have been altering the natural textures of their hair to
fit dominant European standards. As mentioned in the quote above, there have been few
spaces where Black hair has been affirmed as beautiful. While this may seem vain to
think or talk about hair so much, hair holds a strong meaning in United States history,
particularly for Black women. European colonists constructed these beauty standards

during slavery to eradicate African self-identity in order to psychologically



been made visible again is through the natural hair movement. In recent years, the natural
hair movement seeks to teach women how to identify with and love their natural hair
textures. At the same time, the natural hair movement is teaching women how to manage
their hair. These teachings are being distributed in the form of online hair blogs that
feature tutorials on how to style hair. Unlike the Black Power movement, the natural hair
movement has its roots based in the proliferation of social media and the internet and is
rapidly gaining momentum worldwide to help Black women embrace their natural

beauty, both internally and externally.

This research seeks to examine the natural hair movement and its influence on
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Why does this matter? This issue matters because thousands of women, including
and especially Black women, have been falsely told throughout their lives that their
societal value in this world is solely based on appearance. Hair and skin color have been
included as social criterion for success in one’s professional and personal life. Beauty,
however, must be understood as socially constructed and an important source of women’s
oppression. As a Black woman who spent a majority of my life getting my hair done in
styles that frequently used heat and or hazardous chemicals, | was once a part of this
situation. While doing an internship two summers ago with Black Women for Wellness, a
nonprofit organization in Los Angeles, | examined the correlation between Black
hairstylists and high toxicity levels in hair salons. | found through surveys and interviews
that many of the stylists either knew or were personally affected by various reproductive
and health problems such as breast cancer, uterine fibroids, and miscarriages. The stylists
also overwhelmingly noted that if they had information or access to alternative solutions,
they would prefer to use those products and methods instead of the way they currently do
hair.

| was aware, before doing this internship, that the products and procedures
frequently done at Black hair salons were chemically changing the texture and
appearance of my hair. What | did not know was how toxic these products are to health
and the environment. | recall getting my hair chemically straightened and feeling the
chemicals burning my scalp. | would cough because the scent of the fumes was so strong
and irritated my throat, yet I continued to chemically straighten my hair during most of
high school. | remember bearing with the pain because the longer the relaxer cream
stayed on my head, the straighter my hair would be and the longer my hair would remain
straightened.

During my summer research, | learned about the toxicity of certain products and
procedures. | also learned how to read product labels to evaluate and determine how
many chemicals are present in the products that | chose to use. I realized that had | not
had this experience, | would not have been informed enough to make the decision to go
natural, or abstain from altering the natural state of my hair with heat or chemical



products. The decision to go natural is more than for aesthetic reasons: it is also for health
reasons. While this project does not focus on hair stylists, it does focus on the emotional
and social impacts of a Black woman wearing her hair naturally. What made the research
so exciting for me was that | am also the subject and researcher: everything that I am

researching directly has and will continue to impact my life.

Research Question

The research | did at Black Women for Wellness led me to my senior
comprehensive research. | became interested in examining the ways Black women have
been impacted by societal pressures to conform to the dominant into beauty standards.
Additionally, | examine the emergence of the natural hair movement and the role of
social media such as hair blogs on the Internet in creating new spaces for community
building and health education among Black women.

Introduction to Methodology

I have been natural for almost two years, and | wanted to better understand the
process of going natural. While | was fortunate that so many people in my life supported
my decision to go natural, | know that every Black woman has not been so fortunate.
When | sat down and began to seriously consider where | wanted this research project to
go, I realized that how I was able to go and



blogging websites. Originally, I had planned on using survey and interviews, but
interviews are the most effective method through which to gain in-depth and personal
data from women about an often sensitive subject matter. | then utilized my interviews to
compare and contrast how Black women think about hair as well as how they perceive
hair care/hair styles. Los Angeles and New York City are the two largest metropolitan

cities in the United States and



Flow of Interview Questions



pertained to the experts’ line of work, and then I asked them select questions from my
primary set of questions. Once | created both sets of questions for my interviewees, then |
was able to go into the field and conduct my research. | spent three months interviewing
forty seven Black women from Los Angeles and New York City about their “hair stories”
to see how Black women from both coasts think about their hair. Each interview took
between 45 minutes to 1 hour, depending on how in depth the participants wanted to

answer each question.

Content Analysis

Apart from using interviews, | also conducted a content analysis on hair blogs. To
further contextualize my interviews, | looked at two hair blogs: Curly Nikki and Hey
Fran Hey. As chronicled in my literature review, these two blogs are examples of how
hair blogs help teach Black women how to care for their natural hair. Many Black women
have not seen what their virgin unprocessed hair looks like since they were born. Using
these two blogs as my models for how the natural hair movement incorporates health
education helped solidify my argument. | analyzed the resources that are on those blogs,
as well as how user friendly the blog is. Additionally, I also looked at the differences in
these two blogs: Curly Nikki is one of the largest natural hair blog sites in the world,
while Hey Fran Hey is a smaller blog that is rapidly gaining recognition. Using content

analysis and interviews were helpful to better understand the natural hair movement.

Methodology Overview

My interviews led to a robust data set with extensive findings and | was able to
support many of the claims made in my literature review. In the next section, | will be
documenting as well as analyzing my findings to show what information I learned during

the interview process, and what were the major takeaways | got from my 47 interviews.



BACKGROUND: THE EXPERIENCE AND IMPACT OF SLAVERY

“I want to know my hair again, the way | knew it before | knew that my hair is
me, before | lost the right to me, before I knew that the burden of beauty — or lack
of it—



and control Blacks for the economic, social, and cultural project of colonialism and
slavery, European colonists shaved the heads of enslaved Africans “to erase the slave’s
culture and alter the relationship between the African and his or her hair.” ® Shaving of
the hair and replacing with it a new image of beauty was one of many ways that
Europeans erased African identity and rationalized slavery and the need to colonize the
Black “Other.”
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Without a self-identity or the ability to relate to others, the subjugation of
Africans into slaves without their consent was quickly facilitated. As noted by Julius
Lester, “Of the minority groups in this country, blacks are the only one having no
language of their own. Language serves to insulate a group and protect it from
outsiders.”® For this reason, the mandate for straight hair was immediately enforced as
soon as the enslaved Africans were brought to the United States. The eradication of the
diverse African cultures during slavery is one of the many reasons why Blacks

collectively lack a language, a common food, or even common cultural practices.

BLACK WOMEN’S BODIES

Carolyn West argued that “women’s beauty image has historically been based on
white standards, with greater value placed on blond hair, blue eyes, and fair skin.” ** This
standard of White beauty became instituted during the period of slavery, as a means to
further eradicate African identity and replace it with a new “American” standard of
beauty. Few women fit into this standard already, but even fewer Black women have the
features that are deemed attractive, which also came to be seen as “having light skin and
more Western-looking features.” % Hair and skin color serves as cultural and societal
indicators of difference, because “black people’s hair has been historically devalued as
the most visible stigma of blackness, second only to skin.” ? When factoring race into



Within Black Communities

llH



Beyonce, whom People Magazine recently named as the World’s Most Beautiful

Woman.?®

Beyoncé on the cover of People Magazine.

Beyoncé’s image on the cover of People Magazine is an example of idealized
‘Black’ beauty, or a Black woman who is light skinned, blonde, and has long flowing
hair. The idea that the Beyonce’s of the world are the most beautiful Black women is a
reflection of colorism and the effect of hair politics. Images from the media reaffirm that
“good” hair, which is long and ‘beautiful’ is the preferred look. The classification of hair

as “good” or “bad” is



struggles and transformations related to race and gender.” ?® In the twenty first century,
more women have begun to question the validity of existing beauty standards and are
beginning to challenge these traditional ideals of beauty. With the birth of the natural hair
movement, Black women have started to resist the narrow definition of beauty and

expand that definition to include their own natural beauty.

The Natural Hair Movement

The natural hair movement is a cultural phenomenon where Black women are
shifting body and hair politics by ceasing to chemically process their hair. The natural
hair movement first received major attention within cyberspace, as women formed
support groups online on natural hair blogs and it is now beginning to filter offline and
into mainstream society. The movement is challenging and resisting societal norms of
beauty, while at the same time, reclaiming the Black body and hair as beautiful. Prior to
the natural movement, it seemed impossible to “ identify positively as a Black woman
when the socialization process is primarily based on the vision that ‘black is bad, ugly
and dirty’ and that the “‘woman has a less favorable place.” * However, many Black
women are beginning to transition — or cut off their chemically straightened hair and
embrace their natural kinky hair texture. The natural hair movement is all about helping

Black women feel more empowered about their hair, beauty, as well as lead more



LITERATURE REVIEW

Prior to conducting my original research, | developed an extensive literature
review based on existing information on my topic. Many of the sources | came across
were from sociological journals, articles about natural hair in The New York Times, and
articles on blogs such as Jezebel and Clutch Magazine. Additionally, | read many books

on colorism, feminist theory
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Millennium, “I always got teased by the boys and laughed at by the girls because my hair

was so nappy and always stuck up in the air. | hated my hair and cried many nights. | was

so glad when | got my hair straightened. It changed my whole life.” **



standards that not all types of Whiteness are valued. Many Euro American women cannot
measure up to the White normative standard of beauty promoted — beautiful, blond-
haired, slim, tall, virginal, and upper class...only a few women are privileged to be in this
“beautiful’ club.” *® In fact, in 2003, only a small percentage (16%) of the American
population were natural blondes.*” The implication of this percentage is that there are
gendered forms of oppression that accrue to all women. However, women of color
experience gender oppression more often than white women. As noted by Rose Weitz in
her study on Women, Power, and Hair, “there is widespread agreement that
conventionally attractive hair gives women power or at least makes them feel
powerful.”*® Gaining social power in the form of having beautiful hair is one way in

which socially constructed hierarchies of beauty are reinforced in U.S. society.

Women worldwide have been affected by dominant ideals of beauty. These
beauty standards “are set according to a White aesthetic—from Miss America to the
Barbie doll.”*® Within the United States, the notion of straight hair as beautiful is strongly
reinforced. As noted by bell hooks, “white women have lots of issues about their hair, but
they also have lots of affirmation for their hair. [Black people] don’t have the overall
cultural affirmation that counters the negative obsession.”° Although there is now a
greater presence of Black women in the media, the media still continues to send images
of “Black females with long hair, coupled with historical condemnation of short natural
hair...many Black women believe that to be attractive to men, they have to have long,
straight hair.” °* There is an overwhelming amount of images that are distributed and
marketed to the Black community that primarily showcase beautiful women as women
who have long, straight hair and or light skin. This is not only reinforced in the media,
but also in marketing strategies geared towards Black women to purchase products that

can ‘improve’ their appearance.

“6 patton, 32.

" Russell- Cole, Wilson, and Hall, 52.
*8 Weitz, 355.

* Byrd & Tharps, 154.

0 Byrd & Tharps, 154.

> Byrd &Tharps, 157.
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Advertisements seen in The Afro-American Newspaper on May 30, 1919

Although these advertisements were from 1919, not much has changed in the way
Black women are expected to alter their appearance to have lighter skin and straighter
hair. Moreover, the amount of advertisements targeted towards skin lighteners and
remedies for hair straighteners send the message to Black women that they “were
expected to accept that their natural features were ugly, or beastly, thereby to accept that
their best options for improving those features required imitating white features.”?
Today, more Black women are utilizing hair relaxers and exposing themselves to toxic

chemicals, such as sodium hydroxide to achieve the straight sleek look.

52 Bell, Monica. “Getting Hair ‘Fixed’: Black Power, Transvaluation, and Hair Politics,” (2011) 6.



As noted in a study done by the Urban Initiative of Reproductive Health,
“exposure to certain chemicals can cause a host of reproductive health problems such as
infertility and reproductive cancers. Disparities in pregnancy outcomes among people of
color, including birth defects, low-birth weight, still-birth, and miscarriage, may result
from chemical exposure.”™? Although a direct correlation between reproductive diseases
and chemical exposures has not yet been identified, women of color who are either
workers or clients in hair and nail salons have been diagnosed with these diseases are a
much higher rate.>* Since the Federal Drug Administration (FDA) has not been
regulating chemicals on the market, “ it is legal for cosmetic manufacturers to use
unlimited amounts of virtually any ingredient in salon and personal use products with no
premarket safety assessment.” This places the entire onus on the consumer to properly
read product labels that do not clearly mark if the product contains toxic ingredients or

not.

Since Black women face such high pressures to alter their appearance, they are
putting their health at risk for the chance to fulfill an unattainable beauty standard. Why
are Black women altering their natural hair texture with unnatural and toxic products
such as hair relaxers? It is because “hair is something that can be seen and read
immediately, especially if it does not meet mainstream standards.”® As noted in an
interview in Rose Weitz’ study, “My hair is always the easiest way to go. It’s too
expensive to buy a new wardrobe. There’s nothing you can do about your face. So your
hair, you can go and have something radically done to it and you’ll look like a different
person.”>" For Black women, black hair can be more easily controlled and concealed in
order to appeal to the European beauty standard by chemically altering the hair or

wearing hair extensions such as weaves.

%% National Women's Law Center and Law Students for Reproductive Justice. If You Really Care About
Environmental Justice, You Should Care about Reproductive Justice. (2010), 1.
http://www.nwIc.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/FactSheetEnvironmentalJusticeandReproJustice.pdf

> National Women’s Law Center, ibid.

*® The Safe Cosmetics Campaign. Not So Pretty: Toxic Chemicals Marketed to Black Women, (2010) 1.
% Bell, 3.

> Weitz, 355.






within.”®® Within the Black community, the decision on how to wear hair is rarely made
without the conscious (or subconscious) choice to please members in the community:
these members are included but not limited to, family, friends, significant others, or even
strangers. In relation to hair, “the concept of identity is a complex one, shaped by
individual characteristics, family dynamics, historical factors, and social and political
contexts.” ®* How hair is worn also plays a huge role in the identity of Black people
because “the discourses that form our identity are intimately tied to the structures and
practices that are lived out in society from day to day.”® These discourses could be

academic or colloqu

#1



Millennium, one young Black girl said, “no matter what my momma tells me about how
pretty | am and not to let anybody tell me anything different — it still hurts when | hear
songs like ‘Boyfriend Girlfriend” by C-Side and Keyshia Cole, with lyrics that say they
‘love a ...redbone®® with long hair.”® As also mentioned in Sirena J. Riley’s memoir,
The Black Beauty Myth, “I have male friends and relatives who buy into these unrealistic
beauty ideals and feel no shame in letting me know where they think | stack up, so to
speak.””® While all Black men do not have the same preferences for light skin and long
hair, without a doubt, anyone could pick up on that message from watching any major

Black television series or music videos.

In short, “the child is taught directly or indirectly that he or she is pretty, just in

proportion as the features approximate the Anglo-Saxon standard.”"*



In Ingrid Banks’ book, Hair Matters: Beauty, Power, and Black Women’s
Consciousness, Banks asked her interviewees about how Black women are pressured to
maintain their hair in a particular fashion. One interviewee noted, “It’s like there are

sisters that don’t feel like they have a personal choice and they don’t exemplify that and ,



hair and light skin that her dark skinned husband, Jody, frequently lauds. Janie’s features
“conform to the black version of the white ideal designated as the most important: light
skin and long hair.”’® However, Janie’s character actively rejects the notion that light is
better than dark, yet she was still physically and verbally abused by her husband for the
way she looks. Ironically, Halle Berry was casted to play Janie in the made for television
version of Their Eyes Were Watching God.

In the novels Song of Solomon and The Bluest Eye, author Toni Morrison uses
her characters to juxtapose the ways in which Black women think about their hair. The
two novels were written in the 1970s, yet still hold much relevance today. In Song of
Solomon, Hagar believes the notion that White beauty is ideal and feminine while Pilate
wears her hair short, natural, and more masculine haircut. However, in Song of Solomon,
Pilate asks Hagar, “how can he not love your hair? It’s the same hair that grows out of his
own armpits...it’s all over his head, Hagar. It’s his hair too. He got to love it...He don’t
know what he loves but he’ll come around, honey, one of these days. How can he love
himself and hate your hair?””® Even in Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye,
Morrison addresses the psychological effects of racism and colorism that young black

girls someti



beaut

What Morrison and other Black women have sought to do is redefine female
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maintain, and it looks ‘good.” Yes, | wear my hair short, but I’m careful to adorn myself
with markers of femininity and heterosexuality such as lipstick and large earrings...|



cultural representations of Black women.?” Each stereotype established caricatures whose
body and hair were constructed in various demeaning manners. For example, the Mammy
is overweight, with “nappy” hair and coal colored skin tone whereas the Jezebel or the
tragic mulatto “was often portrayed as a mixed-race woman with more European
features, such as thin lips, straight hair, and a slender nose that tended to be closer to the
White standard of beauty.”®
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Yet, it wasn’t until the twentieth century when for the first time, Blacks were
collectively free as a people “to resist accepting this image” of White beauty.®” This
resistance has most commonly been documented within the Black Power movement. The
Black Power movement of the 1960s and 1970s “boldly proclaimed that hair is both
important and political. The afro directly challenged the traditional ideal of beauty that

devalued natural black features.”®

While the Black Power movement sought to rectify
the marginalized experiences of Blacks, the movement also managed to make hair
political, helping redefine blackness as “a positive attribute.”®® For the first time, the
saying ‘Black is Beautiful” was acknowledged as well as black beauty and the pride to go
with it. '%° Self- love and self-determination became the model of the movement for

uplifting the self-



“the most obvious marker of one’s attempt to emulate whiteness.”** What happened to
the Blacks that had naturally straight hair? They were pressured to rock the Afro look,
even if it required putting chemicals in their hair to make it look nappy, or even rock Afro
wigs. In short, there became an “overemphasis and narrow defining of Blackness [that]
was leading to “increased confusion and danger [of] a game of trying to ‘out-Black’ or
‘out-militant” one another.”*% The policing of Blacks again proved to be exclusive and
damaging to the overall progression of the goals of the Black Power Movement. While



decide to stop chemically processing, or relaxing their hair.”*® While the natural hair
movement does revoke the Black Power movement’s slogan “Black is Beautiful,” it is
distinct because the movement is occurring solely online. Some examples of the hair
dialogue going online can best be followed via a natural hair blog, natural video log, or
even on social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter. What is unique about the
natural movement is that Black women are able to connect with others and share their
hair experiences, which are commonly referred to as hair stories. As noted by Byrd &
Tharps, “I think part of the stories that bind us together as Black [people] are our hair
stories. | just look forward to the time when the hair stories won’t be as traumatic.”*%’
The sharing of stories via hair blogs and video logs have created an outlet for Black
women to bond over shared experiences. As noted by Jamila Bey in her New York Times
article, “I thought, “Why don’t I just document my own journey to keep track of what’s
working for me?...1 want to contribute to the wealth of knowledge that’s out there.”*%
Since many Black women have not seen their hair in its unprocessed state since birth,
learning how to embrace their hair is a psychological process of growth, love, and

acceptance.
Natural Hair as a Form of Political Resistance

Part of what makes the natural hair movement a movement is the goal of
empowering Black women to reclaim and see themselves in the definition of beauty.
Indeed, “change is occurring within the Black community, as more and more people
embrace natural styles that emphasize the unique texture of Black hair rather than trying
to hide it.”** While it may seem trite, as noted earlier, beauty issues particularly in the
Black community are deeply engrained within our culture. What makes the movement so
incredibly powerful within the Black community is that “over 60 percent of Black
American women [wear] their hair relaxed and an estimated 5 percent [use] a hot comb to
straighten it, there are precious few natural-hair role models out there for visual
106BeyJamllaForAfrlcanAmerlcans ‘Going Natural’ Can Require Help,” (2012)1.

97 Byrd & Tharps, 139.

108 Bey, 1.
109 Byrd & Tharps, 170.






processed hair. In Ingrid Banks’ ethnographic study on hair, one participant noted “I feel
like you have to be a strong woman to wear your hair naturally when you know it may
not be so popular a thing. But you have to look at yourself and know how beautiful you
look and go ahead and do it, and the rest of the world seems to accept you.” '’ However,
not all Black women have the support of family members or other significant persons in
their lives and thus, the act of daring or resisting these norms can be more easily
facilitated with support elsewhere. As Rose Weitz writes, “certainly resistance is easier if
supported by others, such as husbands or friends, who place little emphasis on meeting
appearance norms. Resistance to appearance norms is also easier when an alternative
ideology exists that can provide a basis for challenging dominant ideologies, especially if
that alternative ideology is supported by a broad social movement (as was the Afro
during the late 1960s).”**® The natural hair movement, particularly the presence of hair
blogs and video logs are some ways in which transitioning into natural hair is easier:

especially if women who are transitioning lack support offline.

Natural Hair as Apolitical: Hair is Just Hair

On the other hand, going natural is not necessarily seen as a political movement
for all Black women. For some Black women, “returning [hair] to its natural state was not
explicitly tied to changes in her consciousness about race and racism.”**® Even for
proclaimed naturals, some argue that hair is just hair, and that in some ways, the natural
hair movement isolates Black women who are either not ready or do not want to go

natural. As Cassandra Jackson writes,

I do not miss the fiery sensation of chemicals caustic enough to smack the kink
out of my hair. Nor do | miss treating an element as basic as water like it was
napalm because it made my straight locks explode into kinky curls. I do, however,
miss black beauty culture, spaces where laughter, love, information, and insight
commingled freely...the beauty shop was our space, our time, our
community...."?°

17 Banks, 87.

8 Weitz, 363.

19 Caldwell, 104.

120 Jackson, Cassandra. “Is Natural Hair The End of Black Beauty Culture?” (2012) 1.
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The exclusion of certain Black women is not just related to the processing of hair,
but also by class. As noted in The Color Complex: The Politics of Skin Color in a New
Millennium, “Black women who wear natural styles, like braids, cut across
socioeconomic lines, but a politically defiant style like locs is generally a middle-class
expression of Black consciousness. Inner-city girls and women are probably the least
likely to wear locs.”*?* While inclusive in many ways, the natural hair movement is not
being accessed by all Black women. Some have attributed to the lack of overall
mobilization to the digital divide, or the fact that not everyone has Internet access.
However, with the increasing amount of mobile devices with Internet capability, it seems
that the movement is strictly focused on the *hair stories,” or experiences of middle-class

to upper class Black women.

! Yot



Instead of debating about relaxed vs. natural hair, we should discuss how this movement
is bringing about important cultural change in attitudes towards our hair.”*?* Divisions
among women who consider themselves ‘outside’ or ‘inside’ the movement, have led to
the distancing of Black women who could become involved or embrace the natural hair

movement.

There are divisions outside of the natural hair movement with “natural” and “non-
natural” women, and also within the natural movement, since there is no concrete
definition of what natural means. Some have noted that even natural women have only
lauded specific curl textures to be “natural.” The preference for specific curl patterns is
known by naturals in the movement as curlism. In her blog post titled, “How Natural is
Too Natural? Jessica Andrews delves into one aspect of curlism and policing within the
natural hair movement. Andrews writes, “look at the images of black women in the media
— if their hair isn’t straight, it’s a very particular type of curly look meant to represent
natural hair. It’s another way for the arbiters of mainstream beauty to divide our
community...we often see this long voluminous curl as a lust-worthy style. It’s a societal
norm that’s hard to break. 2 On the other hand, some people within the natural
community have been excluded from the movement for having ‘good’ hair. Some critics
have noted that mixed race women or even Black women with less kinkier hair textures

cannot truly go “natural.” As noted by blogger Veronica on xojane.com writes,

While the mainstream narrative is that society isn’t always generally welcoming
of the spring, coily texture of unaltered black hair (and it’s true, it isn’t), some
naturals turned the table way too far in the other direction. There were more than
a few discussions about whether certain women were “nappy” enough to be called
natural —the equivalent of questioning whether one can be “black’ enough....a
movement that began as a way to encourage black women to be free with their
hair suddenly turned hostile to women doing just that. *%°

While unwarranted, many nasty comments on hair blogs are byproducts of the

anonymity that the Internet creates. Resentment towards women with less kinkier textures

123 Muhammad, Shahida. “The Natural Hair Movement: Changing the Conversation. (2012) 1.
124 Andrews, Jessica. “How Natural is Too Natural?” (2012) 1.
125 Miller, Veronica. “Why | Stopped Blogging About Natural Hair,” (2012) 1.
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is again, something that has been engrained as ‘normal’ within the Black community,
which can be unhealthy and just as harmful as discriminating against women that have
kinkier curl textures. Some of the hostile comments in the natural hair movement have
not only been directed at other women who posts photos of their hair online, but also
towards celebrities. One of the most common targets of the “natural hair police’ is none
other than singer Solange Knowles, the younger sister of Beyoncé Knowles.

Solange Knowles: Natural Hair Darling or Enemy?

Solange Knowles is an independent artist who has been characterized as having a
‘bohemian’ soul. While Solange has been successful in her own right, she has also
become the poster child for the natural hair movement. As noted in her interview with
Essence Magazine, Knowles underwent the Big Chop in 2009 that “transformed her into
a natural hair icon.”*? It is a title that is difficult to bear, especially considering that her
sister Beyoncé Knowles is considered to be the antithesis of natural beauty. In her
Essence interview, Solange stated that she wasn’t expecting that many people to be
inspired by her decision to go natural. As Solange noted, “I get women all the time on
Twitter and face-to-face saying, ‘I did this [haircut] because you did.” That’s really really
humbling, and I think it’s amazing.”*?’ For this reason, it is clear how Solange Knowles
has challenged norms of beauty within dominant and black culture: albeit it unknowingly

or not.

Despite being cherished as the natural hair darling, Solange has rejected the title
of being a natural hair icon. As Solange commented, “I guess you just go through
different phases in your life. | was pretty much at the point where I needed the change
and | needed to focus my energy on more productive arenas...| felt like I was being
distracted by something as simple as hair...I didn’t quite understand yet that my hair did
not define me.”**®However, despite the positive comments made towards Solange’s
appearance, there were also many serious attacks against her decision to go natural.
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Within the mainstream media, some critics went so far as to say that Solange was ‘batshit
insane’ for cutting her hair and accused of her of doing a “Britney”: or irrationally
shaving her hair off.**® Solange has also received criticism by people within the natural

hair movement.

Some of the comments Solange has received from the “natural hair police’ is that
Solange’s “curl type is not like other 4C’s” and that she “needs a twistout.” These
comments were posted via Instagram and on blogs like Curly Nikki.”**° In response to
their comments, Solange tweeted multiple tweets, the most memorable one being: “I’ve
never painted myself as a team natural vice president. | don’t know the lingo and | don’t
sleep with a satin cap...”™*" Also, there is natural hair terminology used to describe hair
procedures or styles; for example, naturalistas use words such as twistout. ** In the
natural hair community, the usage of the hair texture system was created to help women
find products that would best be suitable for their hair type. However, as blogger
Veronica on xojane.com comments “natural hair forums divided themselves in camps
according to texture — 3b, 3c, 4a,4b,4c, according to the system devised by Oprah’s hair

guru, Andre Walker.”*33

The natural hair craze exponentially became thrust into the mainstream consumer
market once Carol’s Daughter, one of the larger natural hair care companies at the time
asked Solange to become their new spokesperson. Carol’s Daughter was a small business
that started in 1980s in founder Lisa Price’s kitchen, which then turned into a multi-
billion dollar beauty empire.
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by being the ‘spokesperson’ for one of the largest natural hair care companies in the
world. As Solange responded to her decision to leave Carol’s Daughter,

[We] couldn’t see eye-to-eye with messaging. | was constantly fighting for the
right message to be heard. The message that the way we wear our hair is a
personal choice, there’s no right or wrong way...| really, truly was not even
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are also a source of empowerment and change...”**® Major instances of this within the
last few years include the election of President Barack Obama, Occupy Wall Street, and
the Arab Spring. Social media refers to “activities among people gathered online who
share information using conversational media that makes it easy to create and share
content in the form of words, pictures, videos, and audios.”**® With social media gaining
more of a presence, the natural hair movement has been able to spread its influences in

ways that it could not have accomplished had the movement been based offline.

The most popular form of social media are social networking sites, particularly
Facebook. According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, “the most
popular social networking site is Facebook, which has over 750 million users.”***On
Facebook, users can create fan pages or groups that “could also be created to acquire
information from a segment of the population that has experience with a particular topic.
Discussions on these Facebook walls could also provide insight.”*** However, as noted
by the CDC, within Facebook users in the United States, “55% are female, 50% are in the
18-34 age group, and Caucasian users make up 78% of users while 9% are African
American and 9% are Hispanic.”*** While some have argued that the Internet is an
racially and gendered neutral space, statistically, it is clear that Facebook is a
predominately young white female space. Therefore, it is no surprise that Black women,
while still on Facebook, have used alternative spaces to communicate with one another
about hair.

The natural hair movement grew from online blogs, which showcases individual
“hair journeys,” or hair stories on transitioning into a natural look. Blogs receive millions
of views worldwide on a daily basis, and uses can share information within the blogs
fairly easily. The whole concept of hair blogging highly encourages fostering virtual
communities with Black women around the world. In a 2007 study conducted by Byrne,
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he noted that there was a relative absence of culturally specific social networks for
Blacks, yet he uses research that showed that Blacks are more likely to interact with one
another to build community versus their White counterparts.*** What is interesting to note
that in his own personal research, Byrne discovered that heritage and identity were the
most commonly researched and used threads on blackplanet.com, a social network forum
for young Black professionals. The need for either a physical or virtual space is one that
is clearly desired within the Black community, and hair blogs and video logs have

successfully formed as a way to satisfy those needs.
The Emergence of Blogs and Video Logs: Social Media for the Natural Hair Movement

What has made the social media so appealing within the natural hair movement
are what the Center for Disease Control and Prevention calls the three ‘p’s’ of social
media. The 3 P’s are: “personalization — content tailored to individual needs, presentation
— timely and relevant content accessible in multiple formats and contexts, and
participation — partners and the public who contribute content in meaningful ways.
Additionally, many social media channels facilitate social engagement, viral sharing of
information and trust.”**® The first P, or personalization, is one of the most important
factors of the use of social media, particularly within the natural hair movement.

The personal nature of sharing stories about hair, whether they are positive or
negative stories, helps women work through their issues and connect with other women.
Blogs are “web logs [that] are regularly updated online journals that almost anyone with
an internet connection can use...blogs can be used to discuss a topic that may be too
complex for other channels and to give [a] topic or program a more personal and

engaging presence than a website allows.”*
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out that she can confide things with them that she would never share with her family or

even her best friend “in real life.”**’

For many women going natural, it is hard to maintain that lifestyle without some
form of support. Without the offline support of family, friends, or significant others, the
decision to remain natural becomes harder. However, with the personal nature of the
blogs, women can relate to each other and have the strength to continue on their natural
hair journeys. In other words, the personal nature of blogging is “...of the upmost
importance because it aids in the development and empowerment of the self...”**® Social
media has been used as a way to mobilize people who otherwise may not be able to meet
in person. Additionally, social media also has the potential to be used as a support group.

Hair blogs and video logs are frequently used within the Black female community
as a safe space to discuss hair, find new products, and support in going “natural.” Hair
blogs are often times the first spaces where Black women can openly talk about and with
each other about their experiences going natural. As stated by Nikki Walton,
psychotherapist and creator of CurlyNikki, “my career as a therapist is very important to
who | am, and what | do even with my persona as Curly Nikki, it’s called hair
therapy.”**® Hair therapy is a great way to describe hair blogs, because it provides a
forum of support for women in all stages of their transition as well as a space to talk
about societal pressures to alter our hair to fit the European model of beauty. Similar to
group therapy, participation on hair blogs “are helping Black women to achieve self-
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logs are to learn how to manage and care for hair, and to connect with other women who

are experiencing and seeking to clarify their experiences as a “natural Black woman.”

Participation

Within the natural hair movement, social media has been utilized to share hair
narratives, photos demonstrating hair growth and transformation, as well as sharing tips
and product suggestions. With the emergence of social media, it is becoming increasingly
easier to share and access content information rapidly, especially on the smart phone
(iPhones, Androids, and Blackberries). According to the Pew Research Center, almost
half, or 42% of all cell phone owners own a smart phone, 87% of smart phone owners use
the internet or email on their phones, and 68% of smart phone owners use their phones to
go online every day.™ Not only that, but 76% of people between the ages of 18-29 years
old and 57% of people between the ages of 30-49 years old watch online videos. **2 It is
clear that there is a huge demand to connect with one another and watch videos.

Hair video logs on YouTube are capable of showing how to videos with clear
before and after results that are easy to utilize. Part of the appeal of making a video log
instead of a blog is that “anyone with Internet access can upload, view, share, and
comment on video footage... YouTube or Google video help provide an engaging
experience for consumers to view and share.”*** Participating in a hair video log allows
people to see results, to comment to the video logger (who usually responds back in the
comment sections), and, if they feel so inspired, to allow online users to also create their
own video channels and upload content. Essentially, “using YouTube as a promotional
platform [leads] to high exposure and generated strong engagement from viewers.”*>* For
this reason, there are thousands of hair blogs and video logs online that people can access
immediately.
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Another element of the natural hair movement involves the role of bloggers. Hair
bloggers and video loggers are revered as ‘experts’ in the field of natural hair care, yet
anyone can become a blogger or logger. However, not all bloggers and loggers garner
significant success or in turn, can create an entrepreneurial business off of blogging. The
key in gaining a stake hold in blogging is creating and maintaining an audience. The core
of blogging and video logging is facilitating viral information sharing, or essentially
making it easier for followers to share bloggers’ messages. Bloggers such as HeyFranHey
uses social media sites such as Tumblr where a person can “reblog” or share on their own
Tumblr pages the information HeyFranHey posts. Not only do bloggers help connect
themselves to their audience, but they also help connect and share the work of other
bloggers and loggers.

Many times on natural websites, other bloggers will give shout outs or post links
that other bloggers shared, thus emulating a virtual community of bloggers. Additionally,
bloggers are not just limited to a blog: many bloggers have Facebook fan pages, or
uploading videos on YouTube and posting photos on Instagram. In these ways, the
movement has expanded and began to make a very strong online presence. With so many
bloggers and video loggers out there, followers can choose whom they wish to follow and
also interact directly with bloggers via making comments or sharing visual content on

social media.

Presentation of Hair Blogs and Video Logs

The concept of hair blogs is based on community and uplifting other women. The

information on hair blogs is culturally sensitive and relevant, which is important in
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Additionally, the information on hair blogs is culturally sensitive and relevant,
which is important in making popular education tools. Indeed, “individual knowledge
levels, vocabulary, and customs must all be considered in selecting both the language
used and the way concepts are presented.”® As a popular education tool, the blog itself
is created by Black women and uses words with colloquial meanings within the context
of hair in the Black community. Words such as breakage, the kitchen, and hair journeys
are used to express difficulties with hair maintenance strategies, difference in curl texture
on the head, as well as progress, change, and evolution into a more holistic life. The
presence of these words gives power to members who use cultural colloquialisms to refer
to their hair instead of using the dominant definitions of Black hair, which are more often
than not, negative. By using these colloquial terms, oppressed groups have the ability to
frame their ideas in their own words. Reclaiming Black hair and black hair terminology is

one of the many ways in which hair blogs function as popular education tools.

Case Study: Curly Nikki and Hey Fran Hey

Curly Nikki
Curly Nikki is the largest natural hair blog and was created in October 2008 by

psychotherapist, Nikki Walton. As noted on her blog, CurlyNikki receives over 3 million
views worldwide, making it one of the most visited and popular natural hair blogs.
Walton created the blog “to make even more women aware of the hair options they

believed to be non-existent.”**

Photo of CurlyNikki Homepage © 2012 CurlyNikki.com
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On her site, CurlyNikki has a plethora of information on different topics once a
user clicks on the tabs as seen in the photo above. Users are also encouraged to comment
and submit photos of their hair growth and transformation. What is unique to the
CurlyNikki blog is that she facilitates meet-ups offline with followers. The meet-ups are
hair workshops were people can meet one another offline as well as get product

recommendations and hair consultations.

What makes separates CurlyNikki from other bloggers is that not only is her blog
incredibly user-friendly (in terms of navigating her blog and connecting with other users),
but Nikki Walton is also a licensed psychotherapist. As Walton notes, “people will say on
this site sometimes: “it’s just hair, it’s not that deep,” but they come to the site
[CurlyNikki.com] everyday, so maybe it is that deep. For black women especially, it’s
wrapped up in our quality of life.”**® CurlyNikki is so successful because she
deconstructs the psychological aspects behind hair and helps facilitate hair therapy
through her blog posts and with followers in the comments section. For this reason,
CurlyNikki has garnered unprecedented success in the hair blogging world and is now the
author of her newest book, Better Than Good Hair: The Curly Girl Guide to Healthy,
Gorgeous Natural Hair. For more information, please visit 0 Tm /F1.0 k
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fundamental level.”*®! Unlike other blogs, HeyFranHey shows the parallel benefits from
living a holistic life: if one is physically healthy, the results will procure a healthier body,
lifestyle, and hair growth. As she stated, “it’s a beautiful thing to have 400,000 views

1162

about me talking about cocoa butter.

Screenshot of HeyFranHey’s Tumblr, ©HeyFranHey 2012.

Unlike other bloggers, HeyFranHey posts videos, photos, do it yourself all-natural
remedies, recipes, hair suggestions, and workout regimens that can be easily replicated at
home. HeyFranHey is incredibly popular because she makes health fun and shows how
taking better care of hair is not mutually exclusive: it is just as equally important to take
in healthy foods and exercise on a weekly basis. Since her blog is smaller in size and
overall traffic, HeyFranHey frequently reblogs other bloggers as well as post and adds
positive affirmations to the photos that followers sends her of their hair growth.

HeyFranHey really embodies the core elements of the natural hair movement,
because her blog is a space that is all about empowerment, seeking inner beauty, and
uplifting others. As she noted, “This blog has taught me that life is so much more than
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your personal goals and achievements. It’s not just about becoming a leader so people
can follow you, it’s about being a leader so that people can also be a leader and empower
others. I’m so humbled that people trusted me to create this community of trust and
support.”*® The intimate nature of HeyFranHey’s blog is what makes her blog stand out
amongst larger blogs such as CurlyNikki.

HeyFranHey’s blog is incredibly user-friendly and all-encompassing of many
different elements of holistic living. HeyFranHey shows that going natural — in terms of
hair as well as eating organic foods-- is affordable and doable. As a blogger, she also
has made featured appearances with Carol’s Daughter and on YouTube mini web series
about hair. For information, please visit her blog at www.heyfranhey.com.

How The Natural Hair Movement has begun to take off offline

While the natural hair movement has its base online, many non-profit organizations
have been mobilizing Black women around these issues. Organizations such as Black
Women for Wellness, West Harlem Environmental Action Inc. (WEACT), and the
Arthur Ashe Institute for Urban Health have been helping continue the dialogue offline
and communicating about hair. These three organizations have each focused on
organizing around Black women and hair: Black Women for Wellness and WEACT have
been mainly organizing to reduce the presence of toxic chemicals in hair products
marketed towards the Black community, whereas the Arthur Ashe Institute has focused
on creating salon-based health education programs. I will briefly detail what each

organization as done in relation to the natural hair movement.

Black Women for Wellness

Black Women for Wellness is a non-profit commu