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Chapter Six

Hey Girl, Am I More than My Hair?

African American Women and Their Struggles with
Beauty, Body Image, and Hair

Tracey Owens Patton

ghout history and to present day, African American women have chal-
d white definitions of beauty. What or who is considered beautiful
mong cultures. What remains consistent is that many notions of beau-
rooted in hegemonically defined expectations. While definitions of
affect the identities of everyone, this article focuses on African
an women and the intersection between beauty, body image, and hair.
lly, this article looks historically at how differences in body image,
t, and hair haunt the existence and psychology of black women,
/ since one common U.S. societal stereotype is the belief that black
to measure up to the normative standard, Two theoretical frame-
¢ my analysis of beauty standards: Afrocentric theory and stand-
-1 argue that the continuance of hegemonically defined standards
0t only reify white European standards of beauty in the United
80 that the marginalization of certain types of beauty that deviate
tm” are devastating to all women, Further, the unrealistic expec-
Wty and hairstyle reify the divisions that exist between African
d Buro American women.
eI to understand African American women and the intersec-
eauty, body image, and hair, this article Juxtaposes beauty
ican American and Furo American women, reviewing them
al and current lenses. Second, I consider the theoretical
andpoint theory and Afrocentric theory as a means to eluci-
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date beauty issues. Third, aspects of body, image, and race are discussed. Hey Girl, 4
bility of redefind dards of b d “nor- Black , Am I More than My Hai
e posst ility of reac ining standards © eauty and 1ot ack Beauty ly Hair?
113
Women of
color lookin
g for answers through an intr
ntrospective
gaze or

Finally, L explore th
k beauty liberation.

mality” through blac
through their ¢
ommunities j
1es in order to counter white hege
monically defined

standards of be i
- auty 1s
fimes, Aftican AmtzriCaEOg a new occurrence. Historical
eauty has been disparaged isly and into modern
. As much of the i
itera-

REVIEW OF BEAUTY: BLACK BEAUTY VS.
ture on African .
Ameri
can women and beauty has pointed
€ Out: Afl‘ican

AN HISTORICAL
WHITE BEAUTY

it before T knew that my hair is

«] want to know my hair again, the way 1 knew
me, before 1 lost the right to me, pefore 1 knew that the burden of beauty—ot Accor di g
lack of it—for an entire race of people could be tied up with my hair and me.” ; ing to Michele Wallace
«A Hair Piece” (2000, 275) e bl ’
e black woman had
failed
nor the fact that sh not le to be aware of Ameri
e was not included in it; televisioflncads standard of beauty
’ and motion picture
s had

—Paulette Caldwell,
made this informati
1 .
ation very available to her. She watch
. atched as Ameri
ca ex-~

, panded its ideal to i
in .
 women. America hazlur(ieolnsh, Italian, Jewish, even Ori ]
. West, the bug eyes of Bettm among its beauty contest ental [sic] and Indian
black woman was only aue Davis, the masculinity of J ants for buxom Mae
and her features European owed entry if her hair was st(:)rar'l Crawford, but the
able from a white wo , in other words, if she aight, her skin light
man s possible, 1979, 157-38) nearly indistinguish-

ruling class. Because

Beauty 18 subject
usive commodity” (Saltzberg and Chrisler 1997, 13
d historical periods. Beau

this, “beauty is an el
and definitions of beauty vary among cultures an
jssues and subjection 10 dominant standards are 0Ot the sole domain of bla
and white women. For example, while all cultures have had, and continue
have, various standards of beauty and body decoration,
of foot binding was one that forced women t0 conform to beauty ideals t
reified patriarchal privilege and domination. «The Chinese may have o dinted
iated ima
Naomi Camp%:; O]f beauty have become more di
- Tomiko, Alex Wek, and OprGah WV\le;I]SJ?I‘ (e).g" Tyra
ey > “biaSCS

the concept that the female body
Black women b
ased ; .
on their physical appearance prsist” (
ist” (Jones and

£ foot bin

1o the hegemonic standards of the

the first to develop
altered from its natural state. The practice 0

the obj ectification of parts of the female body as well as the demands p din o

deals” (Saltzber and Chrisler 1997, en 2003, 178
s - beauty standards_) Sa (r)lli mlf'ny black women do not feel

tions of African Am. e historically popular yet r. eel “free” from

erican beauty include the 0322?;;% n_egative

Jezebel,

auty being rendered «“yoiceless”
hows to Fijl, the

rt of American television s

on women to conform to beauty i

An example O
in Fiji. After the expo
anorexia and bulimia incre
who tend to have larger, roun

ased exponentially. Further, the wome “mulatto, and the ma;
der body shapes and ar ! ﬂ;}aCk b'eauty and blacmeﬁfqre'l T}_lef3f0re, it is clear th
only became Very conscious of the fact that their body shape did , e racist past and present fnty are inextricably bound at the
Furo American standards, but their skin did not as ‘ b(?auty issues that AfricaO the U_nited States, there a.
derlich 2000). While this article focuses ont beauty stan ierican. women and their I1;,Amf?l‘lcan women face Sirrle several
is Fijian incident chows that r;taﬁg;l;ds, particularly peftzlilrtl}i,nhive been juxta;;osedC eaglflilzz
. o their ski
women who were lightef.skigizg ;llfénh zglgr and hair.
1ad features that

and white American womet, th
dards of be o
with mixed
progeny (e.g., wavy or straight hair, wh
, White/Euro-

well as to American stan
e, devastating conse s
tures) tended to
be house slaves and those black
women with

f other types of be

white standards of beauty, as
exported to other countries with, in this cas
following literature review historically chronicles some of thee /
d white women, have faced in relatl iss,tlfelzl;y hair, and broader facial featu
, Cy & i catur
ial Clasz,iﬁrclgti‘zﬁlcan American intema?iszet:zlded to Pe field
n brought about what J One(;n : fdt h;s white
1 horter-

cultures, black women an

issues and body image.
ed “The Lll
C N
y Complex.” This complex is defined as “al
s “alter-

nd coverin
; gu .
active, . | . :S%’ll;r 1lzhyswal self in order to assimi
ty Standard that ) C' women deal Wlth the . lrnﬂate, to
n” (2003 17715 mauthentic and often un onstant pres-
» 177). The desire to change heraci:il:able’ the
T appear-
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114 Chapter
ance to meet 2 Furocentric ideal may 1ead her to loathe her ownt physical Hep Girl, 4
appearance and believe that “Black is not beautiful . . - that she can only be ling sessions were a b , dm I More than My Hair?
. . 3% i R a On . . ;
1ovely by 1@personatmg sc‘)‘meone F:lse (177)' ' ‘ prominent positon in th ding time for women | s
According 10 Greene, “the United States idealizes the physwal character- suming task of hai ese communities, “ . A hairstylist alwa
of color against this arbitrary swisting, and/or d;zogrc;f)mmg included W'asghe complicated and tyifnheld a
rating the hai : ng, combi ore e-Ccon~
ir with a ng, Olllng bra- .
> braiding,

and measures women
The p
TOCESS C
ould last several hou
s, sometimes

istics of white women
standard” (1994, 18). To challeng® white beauty as the stereotypical de facto
men are measured, middle-class and lower

standard against which all wo
formed Black Ladies societies t0 uplift the race to

middle-class black women
a level equal to OF exceeding that of a white woman.

ing cloth, beads
overal days” , and shells.

included “braids, plai

‘ s Plalts, H .

'f s.hells,‘ flowers, beadlsjat:)ems §haved into the sc ﬁfrlca m the mid-1400s

During this time period » OF strips of materi p, and any combinati

;; iod hair was not only rial woven into the h mation
a cosme air” (9).

To achieve this, it seemed necessary 1o make her more of a lady, more clean,
more Pr(?per than any v.vhite woxlnan could,hope to be. As if 10 b}ot 01.1t the thetic. and spir: '
humiliation of working in the white woman’s kitchen all day, of being virtual- - ) spiritual significa tic con
ly defenseless pefore the sexual advances of white me, black women enacted usands of years” (7). Reali nee has been intrinsi o, but “its social
and all the assorted paraphemalia and pretensions stern Africans, the ﬁI:St t}?‘ 1zing the prominence hC ?0 their sense of self fo ’
unspeakable crime for A]fI}llg enslavers did was shzgepti?yed in the lives orf
cans eir heads; this wa
’ s

a charade of teas, cotillions,
of society life. It was @ desperate masquerade which seemed to Increase n
turn their heads in Charlotte

frenzy as time went ol - - - Black women beganto

Forten’ 2 direction, i ir economic circumstances prevented them ftom
imitating her standard of living. Many fewer looked t0 the examples of Harriet
Tubman and Sojourner Truth, whom 10 man in his right mind would want,
except, perhaps, patient Uncle Tom. (Wallace 1979, 156-57)

oughout the centuri
4 turies of sl
o covering kinky slavery, scarv
, unstyl 7> SeaTves becam i
tyled hair or hair that suffeelieadpjf_‘;l cticable alterna-
om patchy bald-

breakage :
. , or disease. F
~ . Fo .
es, because slaves did nf_)te}? ample, in the eighteenth
ave traditional styling I;(t) land nineteenth
ols and were
not

. . O

because it can challenge perce'wed expectations. When ha élal household hair car(e1 gélwmch was used tgeu(iivelopment was a
eped for employment of for social mobility, it can soften the hair, prepare }:ded “bacon grease andalr)1 gle their hair.
istfsubscribing to dominant cultural standards of beauty. Howevel ) a?d kerosene were used] for straightening, and utter tf’ condi-
nizational situation an izati ¢ for women” (17). Hair as scalp cleaners ;lnd make it shine.

=0 erformed. If one wStYIeS were often dezerm‘ coffee became a
the women wore headaiaag ﬁelddSIave and liVeclinjend:y the kind of
s and the men took to eparate slave

Wallace challenges the cone 3 Creativity in hairstylin
be a challenge 10 assimilationist notions of beauty (regardless of style !
ir must be stt

ept of assimilation.

and Harris noted, in an Ored
«ust as [a] yound WOom

must balance her identity.
identities, SO must an organizational member who comes from an uft _ o
sented racial/ethnic group- Some organizational members may 1e€ ngtraW hats, or using ani i
cial/ethnic identities become less important as they climb ;) . }fd directly with the éVn}?l shears to cut their ha.s aving their
in organizational social mo , they often styled thei ite population, e.g., b ix short” (13)
. . use slaves were re eir hair similarly to thf's’e (?frbef’ cooks,
Wi ites. For

quired to hav
€ a “neat i
so men and w it e Pe
e Ii)men wore tight braidlz.p éllra'lnce Or
e pper class white mal L o
styled their own hair toei’ C1h (;SG "
ook like a

cess” (2001, 192). However, engaging
r substitute he _ -
. . Of the master’

not mean that on¢ will automatically agsimilate O
sority culture. Rathet
‘ ). Black male

racial, and cthnic identity for that of the Ma)
anization and being

take creative measures M surviving the 018
.s with appearance. While individually 10

self. One way 1
valorize white beauty gtandards, African A hi
ite hairstyles,

American women
their own beauty measures. I utilizing the , : _ .
ack communi particularly strai )
: unity. B aight hair, signified many

1rs 9 strai, h -
g

have had to invent
African hair fextures, which range from the kinky curls of th L
the flowing locks of the Ashanti (Byrd and Tharps 2001, 1) bl , ﬁ Eslﬂnned runaway slaves “tri
very creative ‘n hairstyling. I the early Gfteenth centuty he : b ‘lerpean features wo:;fs tried to pass themsel
Mandingo, and Yoruba signaled age, ethniC 1 ; afn(:‘ngled to that privilege dbzl enough to convinc\;ei)glflf as
oun . ass” n
t of protection. Second, li(glggérii]iﬁtglg Whitz
ed straight-

Wolof, Mende,

N o e community d weall orked i
7 7 ed mside the plantation ho
us

religion, war, an
1 the sl
aves relegated to the fiel ©; performing less back-

ds” (18). Because of this
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these slaves had better access to clothes, education, food, and “the promise of
freedom upon the master’s death”(18). However, the “jealous mistress of the ply self-hatred. It i .
manor often shaved off the lustrous mane of hair, indicating that white wom- your Blackn ) 1s possible to d 1
derstood the signifi  long, kink-free hair” (19 ackness” (2003, 178, s oo T 1
en too understoo the significance O ong, kink- ee hair ( ). , contacts are still ¢ >, 178). While blond esses platinum and sti
Thus, as has already been shown, adopting many white Furopean fraits " African American ontroversial and seen a Str_allghtened hair andSt111 fove
was essential to survival; for example, free vs. slaves employed vs. unem- of creativity or for community, hair-strai hts §881milationist to ma Colored
ployed', educated vs. uneducated; upper class vs. poot. Issues of hair straight- weie often a more rerlnployment reasons gA er%ng also may be an eny in the
ening wWere hotly contested n the black community- The practice Was viewed gher education Infeiab:e ticket into this SZ y il:/laﬁe noted, “Whit:I;zeislion
attempt 10 emulate whites and € uated hair » esting] ety than . atures
. ; £ hair straightenin t;;gz::: (1979, 158) %nyaedlgi?gh’ this was more trlflr: %55101131 status or
frican American Wome;on to straightened hairs(t)}r/ IWOmen than it
use in order to d es, other hai
efine air-

their own beauty

as “a pitiful
ementioned hair-

self-hatred and shame” (37
were W. E. B DuBois and
2001, 37—40)’both men Wer
and Marcus Garvey. All of these men

). The most vocal opponents O
Booker T. Washington (see Byrd and Tharp

e 1ight-skinned black males with wavy hair—

had influence n
of hair, Garvey Pro

clude afro i
s, braids, dreadlocks, and knots. A]l
. of the afor

p

consciousness (Jo
ed to or not nes and Shorter-G
, a challenge to white beau(t);(sifn §003, 187) and wheth.
andards. et in-

community. With regard to the issue
. - .
remove the kinks from your hair! Bemove them from Yo Afnc‘an American and Lat;
However, most black women felt straightened hairstyles were fronting white stand atina women have ad
lating whites but having modern hairstylse. Madame C. J. Walker was 0 1 African America ards of beauty from Sa ‘?Pted‘ many strategies
the more popularly known hairstylists who helped African American W American melil Saend Latino men in the?rclzty in general, as W:"thn
achieve modern hairstyles. tiractivene em more oft ommunities: “Lati 5
. . . . ss fi en th . es: “L
Tn the twentieth centurys the 1905 invention of Madame C. 1. Wd on standards (:)rf“":hf?ten 1t())f all ages” (“?;t‘z’vggg 1men to Tink ?2;:; }il;d
g comb, Was the t to include: e beauty in the Uni ,672). Th 1r
; : , U e thr
(1) women’s hair should ll)létjd States that won::anSt
ong, curly or are
wavy-—not

hair softenet, which accompanied a hair—straightenin

Hair straightening Was a way to challenge the predominant nineteenth-

1y pelief that black beauty was ugly. According t0 Rooks, *
s of inferiority, beauty,

long struggled with issue
.. [Walker] attempted t0

of disavowing African

nd preferabl
y bl()nd.
money and time; ari d(z(; women’s hair should look hai
oﬁii;m men’s hair (Weitz )zz;v omen’s hair should Io ?{alrsmedﬂhis
e social conditions of 01, 672). Due to th ok feminine and
of racism, sexism, and le fact that beauty is
, classism, few w
’ omen

jcular beauty practices. -
attain such neb
ulous standards. Through the d
evelopment of
strat-

significance of hair away from concerns
(1996, 35). Walker’s beauty empire, therefore, not only contributed can American
self-esteem amons the black community, but also created a new jol hat constitutes ‘;V(’n?en demonstrate Disch’ :
for those who attended her beauty schools). ik ass, culture, anfinz)lf}:gtz and masculinity Zrzlafrnn that “Expecta-
i 1 (S
e a controversid cauty msai ahgerson might Hk:C:ng.eT‘he freedom to q‘t?:liiiz ?{f:fected
mophobia, and other Culls greatly curtailed by Sg((ils r(;f

Hair straightening has continued 10

some in the African American community, particul

19708’ «“Black is Beautifal” social movement. For example,

gainst hair straightening due to had

gtraightening caused black people to feel ashame

ell as the belief that hair straightening emulat
as Taylor challenged, :

arly after th |
20).
tural constraints and expect
cta-

hrisler no
ted that *
he result beauty ca
of the j ot be quanti
e judgements of others2 (Tg;t;ecli 30 Sr objectively
’ ) Howeve
r’

ty, as W
beauty. However, hair straightening,
such racialized significance that participation in the practice 62 s
expressing black pride rather than a way of preclud‘mg it (200 , ' U?t' n the United Stat
»g hair is not SY i . - ited States (largel es, and in many countri
/ 1s a white, youn y through mediated form ties that are
dinary measares H%,O slim, tall, and upper ClassS)‘;,the current
oman, and

tionally, straightening one
Shorter-Gooden argued U
rd
er to meet such standards

«pcting white ” Jones and
who decides t0 straighten het hair or change the colot 0
contacts believes that beauty is gynonymous with whiteness 7
tacts DEHEYER L ssociated with Buropeans, 40es not d 011:015:? of absolute presence, whi
inalize othgelrc?(lieﬁ?l}orage- As sl;c;:hlvf%ltess functions as an
tties, discourses, éerspeiﬁizss asst;mes the
, and voices.




118 Chapter 6 — Tracey Owens Patton

By constituting itself as center, non-white voices are Othered, marginalized
and rendered voiceless. Whiteness creates a binary relationship of setf-Other,
subject-object, dominator—dominated, center-margin, m\iversal-partictﬂar.
(Yancy 2000, 157)

Hey Gi
For example, mod » Girl, dm 1 More than My Hair?
ple, ern bea .
b.ugor.l’ chin, ear, eyebrowul;ybstanqards encompass tatt -
fight jeans, curlers, penns’ sa;r 13, nipples, nose, tongue)o?ls.» piercing (belly
gery, botox injections, Skir,1 lig?llghteners, diet aids lipo;u ltg'h-heeled shoes

> ction, plastic i

sur-

are costly, but the : tenin, )
4 h g, and gastr
| pandards of beaut}}j czrsllcral costs of alterjng tilelzcl))gpass' All of the above
ange from b y to attain he
gemonic

plants have resulted i T
N ted 1 east canc T
anorexia, bulimia an(;1 :nie?t cancer” (Saltzber;ra[dsglcon leaks in some
, otional stres nd Chrisler 1997
, 137)]

Adherence 10 white beauty standards also can be traced throughout the centu-
ries and since many of these beauty standards largely, but not exclusively,
affected white womer, the standards mentioned below can be juxtaposed
against African American beauty ctandards. As galtzberg and Chrisler illus-
trated, sixteent _century Europeant women «pound themselves into corsets 0
whalebone and hardened canvas. A piece of metal or wood ran down th
front to flatten the breasts and abdomen. This made it impossible for wome:
to bend at the waist and difficult to breathe” (1997, 136). In the seventeen
century, the waist was still cinched, but fashions were designed to enhan
the breasts. «Ample breasts, hips, and buttocks became the beauty ide:
perhaps paralleling 2 generally warmer attitude toward family life” (136
the eighteenth century, corsefs Were still worn; howevet, the introducti
Jarge crinolines exaggerated the smallness of the waist and made MOVe
difficult (The Victorian Era, nd, np) In the nineteenth century, We
corsets and, paradoxically, dieting to gain weight, became popular in B
and North America. Physicians and clergy spoke against the use of ¢

because the tight lacing often led to “pulmonary disease, internal organ
age, fainting (also known as “the vapors”), and miscarriages” (S ANDPOINT THEOR

Chrisler 1997, 136) Y AND AFROCENT

, 136). RIC THEOR
In the twentieth century and twenty-first century, Y

to fluctuate. For example, I the 1920s slender legs, hips, and sma
were popular. “Women removed the stuffing from their bodices a
their breasts to appear young and boyish” (Saltzberg and Chrisler L
In the 1940s and 1950s, the hourglass shape (e-g- i
popular. In the 1960s, 2 youthful, thin body and long,
popular. 1n the 1970s, a thin, tanned physique and the “‘sensu0
4p’” (137). In the 1980s, the mesomorph body type was prefert

Finally, N

virginal, and u
’ pperclas i
w0t all Euro American fv Because of this exclusion
. 2 few women are privi1: men emulate the stereo ar}'l standard of beau-
rican women who deviategzrd to be in this ‘‘beautitf}Lllllj’l’Ca]1 hite woman;
om this stand club. Tho :
a se Euro

hnic minori
ty women for their departurerirzlfn whiteness are displaced

In order to
Chaﬂen e 13 s
ge the homogenized standards pure” white woman-

and Afrocentri
c theo ‘
Iy are appropriate theoreticafft;:;auty, standpoint
eWOrks to use

, blondhaired, slim

t. Further, it f
‘ H ocus
Mecs hor or his es on how the circumst
perspective, values, beli fances and culture of
> eIs.

w gender, rac
s € “ i
 class and other social categ Standpoint theory

> OprOp]e’S live . PR
muscular and toned body) with Jarge breasts. In the 1990s, tWO Xperiences fosterz’de\srs? f}fll ally the social positiogllles influence the
beauty images prevailed: (1) the heroine-chic, gaunt, waiflik ' to Allen, Orbe andlol,n those social positionss’athey have and
some breasts and (2) the very thin body with large breasts. . acts of OPPressi’on and 1vas feminist standpoint (Wood 1994,
[were] a disease that required surgical intervention” (137). In. 0 describe and discﬁssi(;s.of resistance by askigl; (:1ry “Sfieks
a eir eXperien ces 1sentran-

of the twenty-first century, youthful, glim body types with | reveal otherwi .
ty y y erwise unexposed aspects OP’I:}? hope that their
e

still preferred. dpoint theory ca
i n :
There are several things learned from this brief history , 9 bf{cause “To esgzéll'te cleavages in and assi::) cial order”
First, women were subjected t0 hegemonically defined stan! int is to prepare to lih a woman’s and ethn-m Sl}bvert_
Second, history, and our knowledge of history and women :to validate the self ; allenge hegemony” (P:;t minority
w0 ' y on 2004,

leges and largely traces Furo American body-image 1s§

1d embrace resisting th
both/ g the oppositi )
currently continue o be held to hegemonically defined $ and ( positional binary

tow . a dialecti
ard engaging in diaIOguZCtlcal perspective) is trans-
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Standpoint theory coupled with Afrocentric theory isan extremely power-
ful critical tool in which to examine body image, haif, and race. Afrocentric
theory is another way to redefine and confront the marginalization and racist BODY IMAGE AN
beauty standards felt by all women. Asante’s Afrocentric theory has allowed - DRACE
for a centering Of Africans and the African diaspora in research and practice. p{; rained and thundered just beau
This move 18 important since African experiences n communication have Ne; (‘)I[le]t:: rain, except my ha?uéloful' I got soaked, but I lo
often been analyzed through a Buropeai framework (Asante 1998). As Clif- by society Z::’eaf our hair natural, I t:nkm.' I wish it would b: Zli(i) walk and
ford iflustrated, the black diaspora seems to be «complexly related to Africa white child (V;’lg’;?y I got soaked anyway, lglpoks good but it’s not [illt for us
and the Americas, 10 shared histories of enslavement, racist subordination, —Valerie Turner, ‘?leimer [Valerie Jean]: ] 2:68152'&11 and mommy neaﬂt;ptded
tance, and political rebellion” (1997 o Am , Two: Searching for Self” (’11999?5737%)6 fourteen).” e
" e . )
litical strugeles, erican standard of beauty continues to b
e stringent and marginaliz

cultural survival, hybridization, resis

252). Therefore, diaspora represen
cal community, and historical displacement (252). The
gles contribute to the fluidity and fixity of diaspora
sciousness, which ultimately impacts i
dislocation. Afrocentric theory “rejects
monic OF alleged universal tendencies
(Berkie 1994, 136-37)- Additionally,
agency through collective consciousness (Asante 1
« Afrocentricity is an intellectual P
This mission is pursued by first affirm
defining and naming phenomena that €
Tt is about exercising one’s agency. 1t is a theory that
the mind, and ring the bell of harmony” (148).

Therefore, Afrocentricity isnottobep
equally peside other cultural theories and hi
theory challenges hegemony by moving the
calnorm to 2 horizontal equalizet. Afrocentricity
tive nature of beauty- With its focus on humanity,
through Afrocentric theory is transformative. Afroc

because it «embraces an alternative set of

tities” (Delgado ,
American to embrace Afrocentricity and ©
y exercise

(Asante 1991). A womah cannot onl
ty creates a per

choices, but Afrocentrict

acceptance that has room for all types ofb
context of a Euro-supremacist frameworK.
beauty standard but 2 celebration of the s
challenged through Eurocentric beauty stan

race.

and practices

ts transnationality, PO
aforementioned sty

Afrocentric the
998). As Berkie sta

ursuit that endorses
i humanity. It 18 pursue

jaced above other perspect'
storical contex{s. Afr
Furo standar ‘
also allows fot a
the diversity on
entric theory i , 1
realities, experiences ' lieve that African-Ameri
. ‘ , eed to lose weight erican males prefer |

, and therefore, feel more a?;ggiel;.women, they

ctive.” Whereas

d not necessarily be
onduct Afrocentit

formative space 9
eauty because itisn
There is not an &

elf. This celebra
dards of body ims

s “many wome )
th not being abllé ?:V:}i:.)? distorted body image
cul . . o American women w }illn the ‘ideal figure” ,g(;land become frustrated
ain, African American o are plagued by Waif_lﬂgﬂqy 1998, 1). Unlike
e.iHowever, this is du women are relatively po (€ 1mages they cannot
different stereotypes te tg the fact that Africa r? Aiﬁlv? about their bod:
questioned the differe(;t emythologize. A 1998 2Oe/l‘lcan women tend tg
rican women see thems ‘I’VaYS in which African zi?n tel'evision broad-
an women, as Compare (\;es. The 20/20 broadc erican and Euro
rone to anorexia and b 1? 'to Affrican Am@ricanaSt found that Euro
 what they need to | ulimia due to the mediated bWom‘en, tend to be
d beauty reified ang()k like. Euro American w ody images that tell
American women thﬁ;cfbgted b.y mainstream Sgglen see their body
° Ody Image has traditioileatl}ll;as Oppgsed to
; een defiled.

ory seeks t0 dev

d from a hi
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c.ond, African .
sing androgynoﬁsmzn.can women are more lik
‘Masculine and aaclit s, whereas Euro Ameri ely to describe
m, have more polsl. gogynous individuals eilﬁ?n- women use
ality than those w}ll ive body image, and ar ibit higher lev-
entification ma 10 are feminine or un d'fz mor? satisfied
| interact mosi]] play a role. “To the eth erentiated” (2).
m‘ white norms 1‘}; Wlth‘ other African- Ameer?t that [African
impact body ].miardmg body styles” (2) FCans, they may
d in Molloy, “loy According (o Allan, Mayer o e
r and perceived }‘I’Vef socioeconomic A’fricayo’ and Mi-
Occonomic black eavier body styles as m an-American
women and white womegrf)fattlrla(;tive
all soci-

agency with
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American women who
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s overweight as

122

s” (1998, 2)- Additionally, African

oeconomic group
tended to be heavier were slower 10 identify themselves @
compared to Euro American womet, and tended not 10 «denigrate their more a month for outp
e who tend to interact with women who are thinner” atient tr
‘ i)r;efi;r(l?cdt}), An eating disorde: ?;ment, $100,000 or more fi
ity, as well as somethin, or inpat
m g that patient treat-
en, may face; the disease (Z‘émen, regardless of r:e:;
S not dlSCr]m
Inate

weight as much as thos
(Molloy 1998, 3).
Finally, according 10 the study shown on the 20/20 broadcast, only 10
ent of Euro American women were happy with their bodies due to the
sure Euro American women feel about their bodies and beauty expecia-
tions. Conversely, 70 nt of African American women were happy with

beauty standards are not

lass prejudice
, and rejecti
Jection of the disabled are clearly refl
y retflected in
current

erican beauty sta
. nd s
e, the high cost of Vzlrr?(s) (Saltzberg and Chrisler 1
lons, perms, hair Straightélzelrbseauty regimens such a9S9Z, 140). For exam-
» gyms, osmetics, tanni
s ng

ery eludes, excl di :
udes, and marginali iets, nice clothes :
izes poor women who , and plastic sur-
cannot afford
the

ch cost of fulfilli
ing he :
gen'der is perfonna%i?zoﬁlcal.ly defined beauty stand
ention” (1995, 31); beau?;d is “p?o duced as a r?tllll Ell.rdS. Butler argued
and hair are also Perforrr?ai.zed repetition of
ive. Haircare a
nd

perc

perce
their bodies (1993). However, while research has shown that African
American women tend to have 2 more POSitive attitude
image than white women, as Lester and Petrie noted,
African American women are protected fails to take into acc

dividual differences and the complexities associated
(1998, 3

of within group in
developing 8 self-image within an oppressive and racist society
women, like all women, are corisi‘;lﬂzl exptoield :1(: E g] become a performance in ad
andards outside e iple ways i . n adher
ys in which women Comzmt:s t;) b;auty standards. In listing th
crrorm beauty h . mgt (5]
» hairstyling for

African American

centric messages and images that question beauty S
Americ
an women
not o
nly becomes a permelanc
€ or ritual i
in hege-

celebrities such as Halle Berty,

inant realm. Some African American
Jones, and Oprah Winfrey have struggled with beauty image issues.
In addition, many African Americ':an women (younger and oldet {0 attempt to be , but also hair is perform
those who grow up in predommantly Euro Ameﬁcan; African America I‘;Oge centered in a world :}1 SS a way for the margi-
rm to the white s of white beauty, “Vr\ll?liste?fhzzluwa AMrican Af;::lrti}:::ﬁalt) fends not to
and “white” nom o IS the

dmg to Wood, «
, “a .
ks. They must bepg:::;nce still counts. Women are still j
). Lorde found that “insj['tsiu'n’ and well-dressed l”te still judged by
itutionalized rejection of g';;‘e desirable”
ifference is an

tion), including

state that they are beginning t0 feel pressure 10 confo

of beauty. For example, while research about women of color and

and bulimia is an under-researched area, Crago, Shisslak, and Est
nt among Hispanic an

that eating disorders Were more freque C
American femal 4 less frequent among black and Asian Americ necessity in a profi
‘ profit
97. 17 : economy whi
7). This quote hich needs outsiders as surpt
us

es an
en (1996). However, they also found that risk factors associated W
i mmon am thnic min i a
o e, e common Ao et ideclogy of gender ply suppors the idology of
> s anothe ons th of raci
;o one type of woman supeart' states one type of gellilzl1 and
ior to another er is
s and

better educated, an:

middle-class values.
Tna 1999 Univer
and men, researchet
physical appearance

jed with Eu:co}

d more identifi
one type of

- men were be .
tter lnf 1139
ormed of each other’s beauty" if the two
issues, the
> ISy

that the]'r .
t‘pan .White': woqlen and that Bl:ack a.nd n by the S::;"i;ngly contradictory attitud
had similar levels of dissatisfaction with body and weight 8128 7 men who “fi ,}mderlying concern: i es about tan skin were
women were more satisfied with their weight than hegw . . Ve a better o }llt the social constru'ct;?proved social status”
(Jones and Shorter-Gooden 1003, 180-81)- However, this £ ' ¢ stan dardiZeche of getting [the] jobn of the stereotypical
belie the fact that black women, like their white countetp ¢ also more Iikmodel of beauty. “Th s as opposed to those
dissatisfaction with their body and feel pressure ;1(2 confor , nfident Sexyely to be rated mtelligztwﬁf) Z"ere judged to
Gometimes this conformity can take ? , assertiv , kind, h

ty riils)uclzissﬁﬂ than th(f;es t;ogg’ outgoing, friendgil;pl};’ .ﬂeX'
: ideOIO u ged unattractive” > Olseda
gy of race and gender relati‘;ils Eiatltzberg
at states

sity of Alabama survey of 3,70

s found that «Black womenl wer

beauty standards.
measures in the form of anorexia and bulimia. For example,
have been diagnosed with eating disorders (N ational AssO is supers
Nervosa and Associated Disorders n.d.). The cost of treat o inltor. to another is embedded i
ften includes medical monitoring, 1€ e ain the current he ed in cultural symbol
. inequalities amon gemonic order—a he ols
Y Faludi (1991) motod ap bon oo A0S gemot-
noted that, “American g and Chrisler
women haV e th
e







ey 0wenS1 att
s M [y

126 Chapter 6 = Trac
MEDIA STEREOTYPES: BODY IMAGE, HAIR, AND RACE
wave, or shake h
. . . . thei ands. Eve

Historically, the relationship between African Americal women and their Sefllrl 51;16gers through their hzyirszgnd of their lives is consumed wi #

ck to the days of slavery and is connected with the notion of the , 82) getting their sight back (W?;i with raking

1or, the better one This im ‘ son and Rus-

2 age
ge, while directed toward Euro Am.
erican women. i
, impacts Afric

an

hair goes ba k
color caste system: the belief that the lighter one’s skin €0
is and that straighter hair is better {han kinky hair. This thinking creates a ‘
oted and supported by slave
considered more .

hierarchy of skin color and beauty that Was prom
The woman with the wavy hair was
ith the kinky hair
hair come from

masters and slavery.
attractive and had “good” Thair, as opposed t0 the woman W
who had «ppad” hair. The notions of “good” hair and “bad”
the social construction of beauty standards. According t0 Wallace, “the blac
community had for quite some fime been plagued by color discrimination.
The upper echelons of black society in particular tended to rate beauty an
merit on the basis of the lightness of the skin and the straightness of the ha
tions are still maintained in some )

American wo
men, because it i
i s tandard of beauty Wlt is often not our image th
‘fnedu_lted images to befiev ¢ are socially constructed at becomes the vision
telligence or her inn ¢ that what makes through language
er beauty but her outer b a woman beautiful is ng ! élllnd
eauty. ot ner

HISTORICAL
RESISTANCE: BODY IMAGE, HAIR
, , AND RACE

s James Baldwin sai
said, “Th
neself” (n.d., n ’ © power to defi
d., n.p.). Whether i ine the oth ’
ether intended or not haire;lzlizls one’s definition
> S a political stat
e~

and features” (1979, 158). These 00
tions of the African American community and in the media.
In the media, many of the African American women who are glorifie t. To counter hegemonic E
{heir beauty tend 10 be lighter-skinned women who have long, Wavy e past and present contin urocentric standards of b
dard does not come solely not and is not predomina: u? to create resistant strat cauty black women
ns and African Ameri ntly represented. The reSiS:gleS as their beauty
cans was in the Counter-hega;; (s)trfnegy used by
nic creation of

fication of the beauty stan

However, this ret
the Euro American con

a W

the African American community
nity, which promotes the acceptable standard of beauty. All one has 1o
pickup a hairstyle magazine for African American womett and see that rough the use of curls, d
of the models have very light skin (some models could be mistaken for I; ‘i Om;mentation in th,e hr:iidllgwks’ plaits, scarves, wa
- _seen duri . Popu . H Ves,
and most of them have o “Blacllzril;ggthe Black Power nfo‘llz;fesmtant strategies We;:;e:es’
cautiful” campaign. ent that simultaneously Pl?cft

have blue or green eyes,
: ons include Tyra Banks

Americans), SOme
straight or wavy hair. A few notable exceptions
Campbell, Tomiko, and Alex Wek. Despite these exceptions, itis
{0 note that while these models may have their own definition of be ' allenged white supremacy i
media may promote of single out a MOTe Eurocentric—looking mode i = hair. What this socialcy in many areas, and one .
Furo American standards of beauty are paramount and mediated st , was work to “interveil: vement did with sloganasrfs:a briefly chal-
beauty promote adherence t0 whiteness. ‘ PmSISted black was ugl 1n and alter those racist s’c:al ¢h as “Black
o of beauty comes 10 us through 2 variety , aotwwez movement raised z;l(rill (?1? aSltITOUS, undesirable” lr(i(;tggeslg_hat
. : Te a en, : R B 0
nd are perpetuated by Eurieilgleerilélag;: H’lre};i Stereotype)s'
' € movement

d the
. pSyChOIOgiCa] :
1ican girls a impact such b
nd wo . eauty st

ue and embrace the ;l}fefn First, the Black psndards had on
his meant that Afri itferent complexions of bl WIZI movement
the divisive color c::tn Americans would ex::;l' CSs};’ (hooks

e system. e the racist

The performanc
ith daily. These messa

images that We are
i ake themselves lo

in
away age- Subseque!

cteristics of a womai
jsion

encompass ways

products that can tone,
one of the defining chara

that beauty is
among the fiumerous beauty products advertised on telev
ucts. Most often the hair commetcials show Buro American W -
their bouncy., shiny, long straight hair. Even humorist Erma - laclg Power movement agend,
0 suffered discrimg genda all
served (0% ' ilies and/or iﬁﬁ?ﬂlnaﬁon and wh(()) w‘:;i for an examination
. ‘ ; 1 re “ .
after watching supermodels Cindy Crawford and Christie Brinkl ). This allowed fgrszilool systems because thI::;}’ChOloglcally
- face over and OVeL again n. Third . examihation were not the
‘ : eans that ﬁl?can American wom(;it?ti effects of the color
re : .
was a decade of acceptggsg ;tralghtemng
or “natural”

many peo
ple wh
o had stood passively by observi
ing the
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mistreatment blacks received on the basis of skin colof, «felt for the first time Hey Girl, Am [

that it was politically appropriate 1o intervene” (1 22). Finally, in addressing ’ More than My Hair?

issues of skin color and hair, African Americans could “militantly confront

and change the devastating psychological consequences of internalized ta-
e of the tools or mechanisms that

cism” (122). Hair, therefore, became ON
African Americans could utitize in order to confront the damaging Eurocen-
tric standards of beauty that African Americans wWere unable to attain. Fora

brief moment, African Americans Were able to create and reify their own '

standards of beauty. ,
However, the progressive changes made during the Black Power move
e more dominant in the late 1970s an

ment eroded as assimilation becam
throughout the 1980s. As African Americans Were told that the key t

American Success was through assimilation of hairs

African American women began 10 press Of chemically straighten their ha

again and «follow the latest fashions in Vogue and Mademoiselle, to I

her cheeks furiously, and t0 speak, not infrequently, of what a disappoin

ment the black man has been” (Wallace 1979, 172). Many women found look at the whole pack

. . . . . ; age: hair. &b

it was easier 10 don Wigs, weaves, of undergo al pr on carries herself (1998) ge: .halr, disposition, dres |

instream hairstyles rather than wear their hair approach begs the qu ). With this coun’cer-h,e S, style, and the way a |
estions: who determin gemonic strategy in place .

in order tO replicate ma
afro, braids, Of dreadlocks which may convey a political statement or
again the fate of black

oeconomic status. According to hooks, “once
rested with white power. 1f a black person wanted a job and found it ea
get it if he or she did not wear 2 natural hairstyle, etc. this was percety

many tobe a legitimate reason {0 change” (1995, 122).

Consequenﬂy, white standards of beauty became BLACK BEAUTY
further reified by both African Americans and Euro Americans in ¢ - HEGEMO LIBERATION: C 1
NICALLY DEFINED EEZIALLENGING | |
UTY NORM: |
S |

munities and through mediated images. Assimilation, in essen

African Americans more socially mobile. This assimilation also
many black folks were rejecting the ethnic communalism that I

crucial survival strategy when racial apartheid was the norm and
, black folks co

bracing liberal individualism. - - - Consequently
that the way they wore their hair was not political but simply
ons of the mind

choice” (hooks 1995, 123). Not everyone saw African American

1ItSs

American w
omen b .
one another. ut also pitted African Ameri
can and other
women again
st

In the 1990s

e through th.

resistive strategy of e present, African Ameri

Y of acceptance. In this counter hel‘lcans have begun to use

being creative i . -hegemonic turn, y

eing creative in their own indivi d , beauty dif-

zqr outside acceptance OXélclngdeual beauty s tailzieingOd, because one 1iS

rector of Essence . ording to Sus , tather than looki
magazine, Afric an Taylor (20/20 ooking

’ an Americ 1998), editorial

y seen themselve an women, have not trad
s repr s
presented positively in an 1 t’ t tradition
y mediated form, so Afri n-
. frica

erican women cre
X ate thei
,'Pegemomc ereation thee]I own standard of beauty. B
can American wom’en arf(el s a wider range of .b ecause of this coun
. ea -
cights. Some of the African more acceptance of differ uty norms among
ent said that they do not American women intervi ent body types and
concern themselves wi’dlleweFl }for the 20/20 \
weight, but ra
> ther

h : q
S
S T
g

point theory and A

frocentri

e of hegemon ¢ theory b

y and beanty ecause they allow

‘ for a cultur,
al

eanings over tim.
and can im; . e by people, gro
pact identi » groups, and politi \
ity. Rather than being % uiICEICfdbecome fixed to ]
g entiﬁes beCOme

ma y Iy.
g

a “freedom Of choice.” This can be seen from the Euro Americ -
braids and comrows at work. In addition, the color caste gystem , preCI?}tlon of difference
, ,, oundaries of beauty b —appreciation of Afric under- I
ccome deeply entrenched an(;xm erican ”
and thus are |

place. This system pitted 1ight-sk'mned African American W

dark-skinned African American women. African
returned to valuing highly desirable white Of lighter-
long hair, as opposed to 1ighter-skinned or darker-S
women who may have chosen to wear shorter Of

return to the overt and internalized system of assimilati

3

1cal tension b.
. twe i
o oo body image, hai
O . £c, hair 5 I
! ppression and marg , and race will continue |

g to be buj inalizati
: e built, the boundaries inalization. In order for bridges ”

ginalized beauty needs to bet};;ftzi :10 be redefined
ed.
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How do we transcend the interlocking system of domination that reifies
the hegemonic order to the detriment of all women? Marable found that “the
challenge begins by constructing new cultural and political identities, based
on the realities of America’s changing multicultural, democratic milieu”
(2000, 448). According to Moon, “it might be more useful to think of identity
as a habit rather than an essence. Identity-as-habit is an idea that allows both
for the ingrainedness of habits (as anyone who has attempted to break a long-
term habit can attest) and for the possibility of movement away from such

habits” (1998, 324). One way to enact “identity as habit” is to think of
African American women and the intersections between beauty, body image,

and hair through the lens of womanism and black beauty liberation.

Standpoint theory and Afrocentric theory support a womanist critique o
beauty, body image, and hair. Both theoretical perspectives are important i
allowing for a critique of marginalizing Eurocentric beauty standards. Firg
standpoint theory allows for a centering of individual experience and allow:
for a space for that story to be told. This space for alternative narratives
experiences allows room for acts of oppression and resistance to be expos
Standpoint theory also considers how social categories, like gender, ra
sexuality, and socioeconomic class influence our lives. Finally, standp
theory allows one the ability to validate the self by resisting participation
the continuance of the hegemonic order.

Second, Afrocentric theory is complementary to standpoint theo
cause it allows for a centering of black people and black experiences.
like in standpoint theory, Afrocentric theory allows room for acts of op)
sion and resistance to be exposed. In this case, it allows the cente
black beauty and counter-hegemonic experiences to be exposed. Afr
theory also allows room for the possibility of diversity in beauty an:
sity in beauty standards among this group. Rather than this the
rigid, Afrocentric theory is used in a dynamic way that allows one to
to look at the beauty diversity within black women, instead of fr
black women as a monolithic group. Just like in standpoint theory,
tric theory allows one the ability to validate the self by resisting th
ance of hegemony. Finally, Afrocentric theory allows one to sec t
among black women in terms of body image, body size, hair, an
because of the focus on valuing the personal experience, allof
name and define her own experience(s). As Delgado aptly stated,
theory, “embraces an alternative set of realities, experiences,
(1998, 423). Through embracing alternatives, Afrocentric theo
myth that black women constitute a monolithic group because ¢
to be considered intragroup diversity . "

In using the standpoint/Afrocentric theoretical matrix, t
Alice Walker’s womanism are complementary because

vocates the inclusion a
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- (Pat-

f-]is through this framewor ghg I
Liberation campaj Lo
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ly different from being a Whit
lie behind each social identity of point of intersec
formed across these differences if both parties consent to the repression of
difference involved” (Fiske 1996, 93). BY resisting ascribed identities, we
may begin 10 challenge the notion of beauty as it is currently defined because
we are critically and actively challenging hegemony. Through the standpoint/
Afrocentric matrix we are able to challenge the hegemonic narratives that
ies of White—beautiful, black-ugly. ‘

confine beauty into binar
ite supremacist beau

Such libratory stances against wh
ly challenge the assimilat

Challengin,
. g and redefini
ny 15 very difficult, “T}?;sgethe self, ingrained identiti
e);st t(c)1 define the social pOSitSitereOftypes and the Cultsrs’ ﬁglld white hegemo-
of gender to all me on of black e that sustai
n, re women ) ains the
-women. These negativegifqdless of color, and on tlfes ;u‘b_ordmate on the baslil;
interlocking system ages also are indis asis of race to all oth
of oppression based Opensable to the maintena "
n race nce of

the detriment of
all w
omen and all blooke (o, g gender that operates

however, it is now time to direct
that are c]:\(/)Intinually promoted through the me(ga. Reality TV shows Tik & the myth of wh
Extreme Makeover and The Swan attempt to produce the same type of wom what is b (Calad
. he hell with eauty would . well 2000, 280
b t ——that , what o requir )00, 280). Debunk-
hegemoniC eauty S andards—tha ay “the heck withn‘?:l?a:hnﬁk and African < E:rriz American WOmenetOu:;(y
all of White cul an women wi
ture thinks” ould have to

an—one Who aintains
ional beauty gaze an appreciation !
996, 85). This is quite a di
a difficult position for all (Wilson and Russell
wom:

naturally attain.

black beauty has flourished n children’s books [€-Z: Happy to be Napt Aftica _

(Jump at the Sun), by bell hooks; Nappy Hair by Carolivia Herron] an n Am‘_?rlcan women en

hairstyles be ond straightened styles (e afros, dreadlocks and twists llenge an entire rac because African Ameri and even more s

" : .g.,l artis’ts athletes ,and on co i fo forget our rhizzrzftpe()ple and system of th erican women have tg
) s ' diasporic connections {a)el:vfast (Gilroy 1993), a ;:sgth;h As a society, we

een people and ’ at is im y
cultures. pacted by

again considered stylish for black musica
s are not enough to promote the feel
For example, much

campuses)- However, these venue
beauty acceptance on a large scale. With liberation comes & critical tran A
(ation. “Liberation means challenging systemic ass i orldwide: pierced e :
tules (')r roles that aré flawed” (Harro 2000, 463) Thr elfth century and \,:ZS’ rlose, nipples, and other b Is now mainstream
> “omination th > 1 . nslaved; music (spi ere introduced to Eur, ody parts come fr
challenging the systems of domination t at exist in regar to body ! hop) all h (spirituals, gospels, ja 0 Americans once Afr om
hair, and race, a Tt centerin; of mar inalized beau can begin. . ave origi » Jazz, rock icans
_and race, a recente g g ty ; an culture. “No n%::: or have been inﬂuenc’eglge ifefxrss, country, rap
er what a wo y African e
man does or d or Af1'ICan
oesn’t do with h
er

black communities have already taken smaller steps that
beauty whether through lawsuits or i their 0

success in redefining unc
tices. In order 10 be a liberated self, white hegemonic beauty nee g uncovered—her hair will aff;
affect how others respond to h
Y er: and her

) ) . ill i
challenged. Tnstead of succumbing 1o the white supremaclst st mcrease or decrease .
. . . , € messa accordmglyn Wei
African Americait women need t0 continue to challenge the norm. o ge of stereotypical st (‘ eitz 2001, 683). Unti
to demand the same recognition of diversified black beauty. A .' ‘Willen’ and all women in gen andardizations of beautgz :[ﬂ- we
noted, “Silencing the stories of marginalized group never get past the wallef;l’rz?d the dispamgemer;t o frtfa,n

1SuUn CIr

s aids in the cfe ‘, 1
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one’s experiences of reality as a ¥
minimized and we come 0 understand that there are different W alization
ing” (1998, 72). Through acknowledging and recognizin i ation in white supremaci ¢
beauty exist 0 the world beyond white supremacist definitions . Arento cause self-esteem anillst society” (1995, 131). We wi
understand that there are different types of beauty in the wotl aci;ncan women Speciﬁcanp Sl};chOIOgjcal damage {0 We will
more immediate offects of beauty challenges can be seen in M 7 i ways to generations ofy’ ut we will continue to o
sity largely on «plack” television shows on UPN: Girlfriend: ' ‘ societal standards of b young people. We have IT;EIISS o
of hairstyles and gkin colors. And esteem, anore eauty wreak upon women atl seen
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both showcase 2 variety
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