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away African American clientele. Further similarities between the epistemic
stances conveyed by the African American women in episodes 1 and 2 become
all the more vivid when another student, Theresa, probes into the practical
implications of the stylist’s reported ignorance of Black hair care.

(6) Most Black Hairstylists Have a Lot of Clientele Because . ... It’s More
Complicated

34 Theresa: Question! Being that . . . how many average a week

35 <how many people with ethnic - Black people

36 did you turn away a week because you don't have a Black
37 stylist?

38 Stylist 1: A lot a lot

39 Stylist 2: Alot

40 Stylist 1: Way too many

41 Theresa: Give me a number - something. Twenty? Thirty?

42 Receptionist: Around yeah . .. I would say fifteen to twenty, up in there
43  Stylist 2: Our problem is that we had one very good Black stylist

44 who worked with us

45 She’s booth renting now

46 She built up her clientele that big ((makes a wide gesture))
47 We just haven’t been able to find one that will stay put

48 you know

49  Stylist 1: They get them [clientele] and then they leave

50 Theresa: Most most Black hairstylists have a lot of clientele

51 because there’s just so much versatility with the hair
52 Stylist 1: Yeah exactly. And there is I mean, there is . ..

53 Theresa: And we would probably make more money than you all
54 because we do ...

55 Stylist 1: Yeah heh heh it is the truth

56  Stylist 2: IU’s true it’s very true!

57 Theresa: - It is! We do the tracks

58 Katcha: - It’s it’s more complicated

59 Theresa: We do this and (we’re)/(they’re) going to whip that out
60 Stylist 1: So you can charge more for it

61 and I'm telling you being an um African American stylist
62 it won't take you anything to build up to a master stylist

63  Stylist 2: Because the clientele is here

Upon learning that many Black clients are turned away, Theresa describes
the relative advantage of Black stylists since they serve patrons with extremely
versatile hair (line 51). It is interesting to see Katcha co-construct this view by
describing Black hair as “more complicated” (line 58). Katcha and Theresa’s
co-assessment bears a close resemblance to Kamela and May’s call-anfi-
response sequence in example 1 about the versatility of Black hair. In my dis-
cussion with the students after the interview, I learned that their commentary
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was, in part, an attempt to educate White stylists that Black hair was a versatile
medium and hence not to be feared. Although the stylists agree with Theresa’s
and Katcha’s assessments and make other attempts to align with the students
(as they simultaneously attempt to recruit them), it is ultimately their own ig-
norance of Black hairstyling procedures that constrains their ability to develop
a rapport with the students.

Episode 3: Hair is not just hair

In the final interaction to be analyzed in this chapter, African American women
invoke the epistemic stance that “hair is not just hair” to censure a White
woman'’s claim that hair is independent of cultural symbolism or sociopolitical
implications. In doing so, the African American women collaborate in the pro-
duction of a counterdiscourse that invokes their shared marginalization as Black
women who are, for the most part, rendered either invisible or exotic in hege-
monic representations of beauty.

The interactions in examples 7 and 8 occurred during the highly charged
discussion of the politics of hair and identity on AFROAM-L, which I exam-
ined in detail in the previous chapter. Prior to the interactions below, list mem-
bers had debated such topics as whether Black women’s hairstyles were true
reflections of their racial consciousness (see chapter 5). Other discussions cen-
tered on the social, economic, and political factors at play in Black women’s
hairstyle decisions. The interactions I discuss here involve two sequences that
commence when Loni, a self-identified non-Black woman, responds critically
to subscribers who advocate “natural” (non-chemically treated or straightened)
hairstyles for Black women. Loni espouses a liberal feminist ideology that
celebrates all women’s right to style their hair without social repercussions.
Subsequently, she is confronted by Njeri and Marla, both African American
women, who deem Loni’s position culturally insensitive. In example 7, Njeri
provides the first response to Loni’s post. (Loni’s original post is quoted in
Njeri’s message and is preceded by the > symbols.)

(7) I Have Straight Hair . .. So I Get a Perm

Dear Loni,

Thank-you for continuing this discussion from the perspective of a
non-Black woman. I will comment.
At 06:31 PM 5/8/95 -0700, Loni wrote:

>1 guess I qualify as one of the non-Black people on the list, I don’t
>know if what I do to my hair merits any discussion, but here it is . . .
>I have straight hair that does nothing, I mean absolutely nothing.
>So, I get a perm, I mean, I always have a perm. I do this because

9  >when I look in the mirror, 1 like what I see. It doesn’t matter what

10 >anyone else thinks, it matters what I think and I think the perm looks
11 >better. I really believe that most women do their hair for themselves,
12 >not for other people. I'm the one that looks in the mirror in the morning
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13 >and I'm the one that has to live with my hair through the day, so it should
14  >be up to me to do what I want to it.

15 OK, but you are not Black and therefore you don’t appear to be able to

16 relate to the issues presented heretofore. I am assuming that you are a

17 European American, Loni. I submit to you, that IF it is true that White

18 people have the power in America, then it really doesn’t matter what you
19 do to your hair because you are a member of the power clan. Your people
20 made the rules. They made the rules for beauty, throughout the world,

21 which a majority of non-White people were forced to live under.

Loni’s feminist stance is articulated clearly (though not under that name)
in lines 5 through 14 where she celebrates her own hair options and affirms
other women’s right to wear their hair in any way that pleases them. Njeri’s
response in lines 15 through 21, however, directly challenges Loni’s cultural
authority in the larger discussion. Loni’s self-identified identity as non-Black
(and perhaps her self-described “straight hair” in line 7) leads Njeri to assume
that Loni is European American and hence unable to relate to the role of hair
as an ethnic signifier for African American women. Thus, although Loni’s self-
effacing remark about having “straight hair” that “does . .. absolutely noth-
ing” (line 7) depoliticizes women’s hair-care practices in general, Njeri instead
scolds Loni for failing to acknowledge her power privilege as a White woman
in dictating the standards of beauty in America. In this way, Njeri’s post con-
stitutes a counterdiscourse that, while exposing the privilege implicit in Loni’s
epistemic stance that “hair is (just) hair,” also impedes Loni’s bid for ongoing
dialogue around the idea that women should be able to choose their hairstyles
without regard to sociopolitical implications.

Soon after Njeri’s posting, Loni is confronted again, this time through a
call-and-response sequence between Njeri and another African American
woman named Marla. Interestingly, while Marla’s comments appear to pre-
dominate in the message below, it is actually Njeri who is the editor, as it were,
of this intertextual post. Njeri’s comments are appended to quoted excerpts from
Marla’s prior post to Loni. (As before, the quoted message is preceded by the
> symbols.) Her comments act as affirming response cries (Goffman 1974),
which sporadically ratify Marla’s remarks. In this sense, Njeri’s response cries
serve to co-construct Marla’s critique of Loni’s post.

(8) Hair for Non-Blacks Does Not Have the Same . . . Consequences as It Does Us

Thanks for helping me out, here Marla!

At 04:34 AM 5/9/95 -0700, Marla wrote:

>To: Loni (a non-Black woman)

>Please understand that our discussion on “hair” may seem like an
>infringement of certain inalienable rights from your perspective as hair
>for non-Blacks does not hold the same political, social and emotional
>consequences as it does for us, from childhood thru present. Some of my
>(and perhaps others) childhood recollections include:
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9 >*Sitting in a hard chair Jor long hours as an elementary school-aged
10 >child suffering the grueling process of “straightening” (hot comb on
11 >stove), hair grease sizzling, ears and neck burning - worrying
12 >endlessly about the enemy of water in all forms - “sweating
13 >it back”, rain, swimming, showering/bathing;

14 >* Using a little White girl’s brush 10 brush my beloved “bangs”

15 >atan elementary school age and having the teacher send the

16  >girl to the nurse’s office with her brush to have it soaked in rubbin

- 17 >alcohol and hot water; )

18  Yes, break it down, Sister.

19 >* The imagery that any truly sexy woman will “let her hair down”

20 >before becoming intimate; I could 80 on but won’t cuz this is too

21 >long already. Suffice it 10 say that our natural texture of hair was

22 >and sadly still is taught 10 many of us at our earliest recollections

23 >to be inferior and in constans need of being corrected to be socially

24 >acceptable.

25 Amen!

26 >: - - We mistakenly apply the mythology of White feminism in the Jorm of
27 >its many “rights” 10 ourselves . . - this is not to say that the “right” to
28  >wear our hear | hair] however we want to does nos exist for Black

29  >women and that any one’s personal choices makes them inferior to those
30 >who make other choices, but that our discussion cannot be limited to

31 >political correctness and catch phrases and must delve deeper into our
32 >longstanding practices of self-hatred and self-abuse to be an honest

33 >discussion.

34 >You as a non-Black woman M UST respect and try 10 understand thar the
35 >sentiments being expressed by some of us are based on our own

36 >experiences in a racist and ignorant society that even today frowns

37 >heavily upon our natural attributes.
38 >Marla,
39  Well said.
40 Asante sana.

Marla, who has emerged previously in the online debate as having a per-
sonal preference for “natural” hairstyles, begins her post with an appeal: she
encourages Loni to try to understand the cultural significance of hair an'mon
Bla‘c!( women, who, unlike White women, face a separate set of economicg
political, and social consequences for their hairstyle choices. Additionally the,
form of Marla’s appeal in lines 4 through 8 again exposes Loni’s privileg‘e as
non-Black. 'Marla first states, “Please understand that our discussion on ‘hair’
rpa):,seem like an infringement of certain inalienable rights from your perspec-
tive” and 'then provides an expansive bulleted list of her own and other Afri-
can A.me'ncan women’s painful childhood and adulthood experiences of being
ﬂ.largmallzed due to the texture and length of their hair. When read in succes.
sion, Marla’s (already compelling) bulleted items have the expressive force of
call and response in a religious sermon, and indeed Njeri employs several
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religious and cultural response cries to affirm Marla’s post (Yes, break it down,
Sister, line 19; Amen!, line 25; Well said, line 39; and Asante sana [Swahili for
“Thank you] in line 40). Moreover, in line 1, Njeri thanks Marla for helping
her redirect Loni’s interpretation of the hair discussion. At a larger level, Marla
and Njeri’s critique of Loni for failing to understand the significance of hair
for Black women parallels criticisms made of White liberal feminism by women
of color (see Carby 1996; Crenshaw 1992; Giddings 1984). In fact, lines 26
through 33 of Marla’s post to Loni explicitly critiques “White feminism” for
wrongly assuming that all women share the same rights and positionalities in
American society. Marla culminates her post with an appeal to Loni to expand
her framework for understanding the politics of hair and identity for Black
women.

Discussion

The cross-racial conversations about hair in this chapter offer a portrait of
how women of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds negotiate between vari-
ous knowledges and their own experience to construct individual and col-
lective stances about hair. African American women in particular employ such
cultural discourse styles as call and response and indirectness in their
counterdiscourse to align with one another and to critique hegemonic ide-
ologies about Black hair. European American women’s unwitting expression
of such ideologies of their own racialized privilege are the catalysts for
African American women’s expression of two complementary epistemic
stances that emerge under specific interactional conditions: “Hair is (just)
hair” and “Hair is not (just) hair.” A close investigation of these seemingly
polar views, when they are employed, and toward what ends reveals congru-
ence in their political efficacy. Namely, Black women co-construct these
stances to refute Eurocentric ways of understanding racialized and gendered
bodies that are directly or indirectly invoked by White women. Black women’s
claims that “Hair is (just) hair” and alternatively “Hair is not (just) hair” can
also be understood in light of larger debates about race. Arguments favoring
a universal perspective posit that African Americans are most fundamentally
Americans and hence subject to the same rights and responsibilities as other
citizens. In contrast, particularistic claims employ race-specific rhetorical
strategies to explain how African Americans are different from other groups
of Americans. People of color may deploy these different subject positions
and ideologies for strategic purposes (see Moore 1994) and may negotiate
their various meanings and sociopolitical implications not simply in grand
political debates about civil rights but also in everyday interactions (see also
Jones and Shorter-Gooden 2003).

Sandoval (1991: 15) argues that “weaving between and among such dif-
fering oppositional ideologies is, in fact, a common practice for U.S. Third
World women whose struggles against not only sexism, but also race, class,
and cultural hierarchies have necessitated a break with hegemonic feminist
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ideology in favor of a ‘differential mode of consciousness and activity.””
She adds, “This differential mode of consciousness depends upon an ability
to read the current situation of power and of self-consciously choosing and
adopting the ideological form best suited to push against its configurations,
a survival skill well known to oppressed peoples.” Sandoval asserts that the
potential for shifting and differential counterhegemonic discourses has histori-
cally served to mystify and confuse White feminists who have (mis)interpreted
the political movement of women of color as a sign of disloyalty, betrayal,

— -or divisiveness (see also Anzaldda 1987, 1990; Christian 1985; Hurtado 1989,

Lorde 1981). In this context, African American women’s shifting and seem-
ingly polar epistemic stances regarding hair constitute what Sandoval (1991:
14) calls *ideological and tactical weaponry” for confronting shifting cur-
rents of power.

Conclusion

In her book Nappyisms: Affirmations for Nappy-headed People and Wannabes!,
Linda Jones (2003) recounts yet another “nappy” hair controversy, though on
a rather smaller scale than the hubbub over Ms. Sherman’s reading of Nappy
Hair to her third-grade class. This instance involves Barbara, a proud member
of Jones’s “natural” hair support group, and Barbara’s friend, a White woman,
As Jones tells it, Barbara’s friend had heard nothing but good things about nappy
hair. One day, while working as a barber in a Dallas soup kitchen, Barbara’s
friend noticed a cute little Black boy waiting in line for a haircut. In the pres-
ence of several Black women, she called the boy over using words she thought
were complimentary. Her summons was something akin to “Come on over here
with your nappy-headed self!” (Jones 2003: 63) Suffice it to say that Barbara’s
friend later called her wailing, “Why didn’t you teellll meeee? 1 didn’t know
what I was saying!” (64). As Barbara tried to explain, her distraught friend
interjected, “But you’re always saying nappy. You’re even in a nappy club!
What did I say wrong?” (64)
Jones (2003: 64) evaluates this faux pas as follows:

Now you know the type of trouble White folk find themselves in when they na-
ively make the mistake of calling a Black person by the other “n-word” because
their silly Black friends convinced them that it’s a term of endearment. Well, that’s
the predicament Barbara’s friend found herself in when she thought she was giv-
ing the little boy his props! . . . She did not know that some of us believe there is
something utterly profane about cafling it what it is: Nappy.

In short, many African Americans would rather not hear “the other n-word”
slip from the lips of even the most empathetic White person, whether in a soup
kitchen or a classroom.

At the time of this writing, schoolteacher Ruth Sherman and author
Carolivia Herron have teamed up to create a reading guide for Nappy Hair. 1
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am encouraged by their collaboration and hope their efforts will engender a
better understanding of how race, language, and context matter in conversa-
tions about “nappy” hair. [ also hope that their effort will not reduce the Nappy
Hair debate to a case of political correctness gone amok. As the cases analyzed
in this chapter suggest, there was much more going on in the controversy that
begs further consideration. In particular, the cautions conveyed by the African
American parents and hairstylists in the three episodes analyzed here offer
important insights. While some may disagree with their perspectives and strat-
egies, the counterdiscourses of these speakers demonstrate the politics of hair
and language in Black women’s being and becoming. We gain, from their dia-
logues, a greater appreciation for nappy as a controversial and complex signi-
fier. Further, we can better understand some of the motivations behind Black
women’s attempts to police the use of this word, even among their most
empathetic White compatriots.

Insofar as the dialogues among African American women in this chap-
ter leave little room for White women at the table, however, they also illus-
trate what happens when race, unspoken privilege, and language get in the
way of feminist alliances. I do not mean to claim that Ruth Sherman, Barbara’s
friend, Carla, and the two White stylists in the South Carolina salon are blame-
worthy. Rather, I wish to suggest that Black women’s resistance to or out-
right rejection of these women’s well-intentioned speech and action might
also be read as an explicit call to White women to interrogate where they fit
vis-2-vis Black women in the racial and cultural divide in the United States.
Ultimately, White women’s failure to recognize and address this call helped
to determine their fate in the above conversations with Black women about
hair. And Black women’s resistance and, in some cases, obstinacy reflect the
extent to which racialized experiences of both Blacks and Whites can obstruct
efforts at cross-cultural and cross-racial understanding. These issues warrant
consideration when discussing the politics of hair and language in Black
women’s being and becoming as children, women, cosmetology students, and
hair-care professionals.

In the final chapter, I offer a capstone of sorts to this multisited journey by
looking within and beyond my attempts to observe and write about this inti-
mately personal, volatile, and much-parodied subject. My hope is that this re-
flection will further clarify these themes, particularly as they relate to my own
and other scholars’ “becomings” as “native” anthropologists who, in discov-
ering the unfamiliar in the familiar, also reveal the promise of ethnography in
language and gender studies.

Critical Reflections on Language,
Gender, and “Native”
Anthropology

y pverarching goals for this book were to present situated and

‘tllved” accounts of the role of hair and language in the forma

tion of Black women’s identities. In each of the preceding chap-

. ters, I likewise sought to illuminate how, when, and why hair

matters in African American women’s day-to-day experiences and how it is

the.y work out, either by themselves or with others, when exactly “hair is just

ha}r” and, alternatively, “hair is not just hair.” We have journeyed far in pur-

Slllt'Of answers to these questions. We have seen cosmetology students become

s'lyllsts through specialized language use and hair-care skill, We have also seen

licensed stylists achieve higher levels of expertise and clout by likening them-

sel.ves to “hair doctors” and even divinely gifted professionals. Clients also

strived toward new aesthetic becomings by lobbying for hairstyles that they
and their loved ones could enjoy.

Narratives about hair and hair-care practices have been central to these pro-
cesses. Bla.xck women reflected on their experiences as children who faced a lim-
ited selection of Black dolls and years later, as cosmetologists who had little or
no access to Black mannequins. Their shared memories united them, sometimes
in c‘)pposmon‘ to empathetic Black men and White women who wished to share
their own ognions about Black hair on the Intemnet, in the classroom, or in sa-
lons. Narratives also permeate the cultural space of African American comedy
cll}bs, allowing comics and predominantly Black audiences to reflect on their
beings anc! becomings as girls, women, men, and spouses vis-a-vis shared hair-
ca{e, ,expenences and terminology and further clarify why sometimes “hair is just
hair” and at other times “hair is not just hair” for Black women and men.
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