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The Talk Behind Our Hair 
 

 
There was an interview taken place on October 14th, 2013 about African 

American hair on the Huffington Post and I was just three days short from removing my 

braid extensions from my head for good. My hair says a lot of things, not just to me. It 

says things to the people who walk past me on a day-to-day basis. It whispers 

statements to people of other race. It encourages discussions of history and argues and 

screams at premeditated and deeply rooted ideas in society. My hair is just so loud and 

from the time I was 12 all the way until I was 18, all I wanted to do was to shut it up.    

I had hair ties and clips placed into eight or six different hair puffs. I didn’t mind 

this until I became more aware that my hair doesn’t look like my classmates Paige or 

Kristen’s hair when I was in the 5th grade. I didn’t realize until now there’s this 

embedded underlying understanding that is taught that African American hair isn’t pretty 

and young girls start to rebel. 

From what I can recall, my rebellion started with a flower pin. The flower pin was 

on a pretty pink sweater that I loved to wear to school. It had three long ribbons 

attached to the end of the flower and what I would do was take the pin off of my shirt 

and pin it into my hair. I would flip and show off those ribbons in class as if it was my 

real hair because I wanted my hair to look like everyone else’s. Growing up in a 

predominantly white neighborhood, you learn quickly that your friend’s hair doesn’t look 

like yours, it’s not short, or kinky, or coiled, or anywhere close to being different. 
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What is African American Hair? "It's happy hair", image activist Michaela Davis 

said in the Huffington Post interview. However, my question growing up was why does 

my hair not look like everyone else’s? When I was twelve in middle school I once got, 

'Why does your hair stick up instead of lying down?" I wish I had Michaela Davis's 

answer back then because I felt that people didn't understand what different was and it 

forced me to not get it either.  

The noticing the I-was-different-feeling was planted in my brain even before I got 

to middle school. I remember being at the bus stop in elementary school. One girl told 

me, “You’re hair is always in puffs.” Another one told me, “Yeah, you always do your 

hair like that, why do you never put it down?” I stood there stumped because didn’t 

really know how to answer. I mean, how could you answer? 

 Overtime, the noise in my head about my hair grew because I couldn’t explain 

my hair to anybody because I simply didn’t have the knowledge. I felt like I was 

constantly chasing and struggling towards an understanding about myself, that kept 

slipping out of my grasp.  When I would come home from school, I would be too afraid 

to ask my mom these questions because it seemed like such an odd one. The days 

would go by, every time I wanted to ask, “Mom why is my hair different?” I choked. It 

kind of played out in my head like this: I had to question myself why I am myself. Along 

with the connotation that I should be someone else and that doesn’t make sense, now 

does it?   
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Huffington Post Black Voices Stylist, Julee Wilson said, “We were taught to 

maintain our hair in a different way, not the way it naturally grows out of our head. You 

know it was straighten your hair, press your hair, you know that sort of thing.”  

This tug of war of hating my hair gave way when I hit middle school. I remember 

the day very well, my mom sat me down in my brother’s room and asked me, “So what 

do I want to do with your hair?” This was her, “I-am-resigning-from-being-your-

hairstylist” speech. She was no longer going to comb it, brush it, wash it, or wake up at 

6 o’ clock in the morning before school to care of it. She was fed up with my hair. 

There would be no more long hours of twisting my wet hair up in bantu knots to 

dry or combing through my kinky tough strand on wash days. There would be no more 

hearing “You’re hair is so dry.” or “Your hair is so tough.” There would be no more 

beating my hair into submission. There would be no more tears because she was too 

rough. There would be no more of me feeling my mom’s exasperation on my stubborn 

kinky coily strands.  

 I knew I didn’t want to relax it. I didn’t want to chemically alter my hair so it could 

be straight forever. That decision didn’t seem right to me. So, I told her that I wanted 

extension braids. I wanted the idea of long hair. I wanted to be able to run my fingers 

smoothly through my hair and flip it, like I’ve seen everyone around me do for years.  I 

wanted people to stop wishing, questioning, hammering, why for heaven’s sake would 

my hair would not operate like theirs.  
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Julee Wilson stated, “Sometimes, [when] I would wear my hair natural, people 

would be like, ‘Did you just not do your hair today?’ ‘Are you upset?’ ‘Did you break up?’ 

Ya know like, what is it?”  

 

When I finally got my box braid extensions, I remember the first time my 

neighbors saw my braids. I got, “Woah, it grew!” and “It looks so pretty.” I live in a small 

neighborhood and people would watch because one day someone told my grandmother 

(and she told me) that she saw me flipping my hair from side to side and skipping. I  

knew why, because for the first time I felt beautiful with long hair, the horrible thing is 

was that it wasn’t mine.   

The book, The Politics of Black Women’s Hair features Althea Prince taking this 

to bigger conversations. She holds interviews with black women who have natural 

African American hair and take care of girls who have natural African American hair.  

One woman named Taija Ryan, 22-year-old university student stated, “While 

growing up you hear ‘nice hair’ meaning straighter hair, and if you have more curly 

nappy hair, that means you’re more African, and nobody wants that.”  She continued, “I 

used to think when I was a kid, ‘I wish I had white people’s hair.’ I hear little kids say it 

all the time. They say: ‘I wish I had white people’s hair, it would be so much easier.’ 

I decided to even take up my kind of interviews and see what others are thinking 

and feeling. I interviewed girls on my campus who wear their hair naturally. They had 

beautiful kinky curly hair that look like mine. One set of girls whose hair was in a twist- 
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out and they were Ethiopian twins named Ariam and Yodit. When I sat down with Yodit, 

she told me she had similar experiences of when she was young. “We tested out the 

relaxer for a while, it did its purpose, but I never knew the effect it had on my view on 

beauty.” 

I hid into my mask of fake hair for about a month. Then my hair would grow out 

giving my head a fuzzy frizzy look until the month was over. It was time to come back 

into reality, take down the braids, and get them done all over again. My extension braids 

grew to be my comfort zone. I felt that I looked beautiful with my braids and that my 

natural hair would never be seen as pretty, gorgeous, or long but something that  

needed to be hidden. I had let the noise of other voices take over my own voice of my 

hair.  

I would always spend my time making sure my braids look as well- kept and 

perfect as possible. Every time there was a function, a wedding, a banquet, a ball, 

school pictures, or even regular school days of the week. I would get my hair done. 

Sitting in a chair for 2-3 hours infusing fake hair strands into mine became a ritual, it 

was brainwashing.  

The feeling of having my hair out in the open, having my kinky and coiled hair 

just naturally free, was terrifying. People would stare. People would look. I was a 

warped into this web of what beauty was supposed to be and it robbed me a few years 

of learning the gift of what an African American Black women’s hair is suppose to be. So 

on October 17th 2013, I took down the last set of extension braids washed my hair. I’ve 

never put them back in since. At the time, it truly wasn’t that monumental. I didn’t realize  
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the barriers I had to break mentally. I didn’t realize what embracing my natural hair was 

going to do to my perception of the world around me. All I did was make a dent into 

earth’s deep soil. 

Presently being 6 months natural, I look back at it now and I can’t believe that I 

wanted to hide something so beautiful. However, back then it made sense because I 

was so deathly terrified and afraid of, well, me.  

 In the interview with Yodit she was discussing this ‘fear’ that’s surrounded with 

natural hair she stated that, “It’s a huge identity factor, that allows people into the fear of 

going natural.” 

For me, I knew I needed time to grow out of this mentality I’ve built for myself for 

so long. Like many naturals now, I decided to blog about my experience. In my writing, I 

could see that at the very least, I could identify this unhealthy concept I’ve placed on 

myself and I zealous in breaking it, because others who were just like me, had broken it.  

 There’s something exciting about being apart of something so big, whether it’s 

being part of movement, a club, or for me going natural. Yodit and I were talking about 

our revolutionary feelings of accepting our beauty. We both agreed that when you learn 

about your natural hair you learn that, “You’re hair is not a barrier anymore.”  

 Julee Wilson stated, “We’ve created a community now where we’re teaching 

ourselves how to do our hair, maintain our hair, and love our hair in its natural state.” 

Michaela Davis adds, “And it’s a phenomenon.” 

 Women who newly go natural go through this phase where they read a lot of 

blogs, watch a ton of YouTube videos of women who go natural and figure out the  
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proper way to take care of our hair. Now that I was more aware of myself being natural, 

I started to become more active in seeing how going from relaxers, weaves and even 

wigs effect women just like me.  

 When I watched the Huffington Post interview there was a mass amount of 

commenters all stating their stance and what they see and observe of how African 

American women wear their hair.  

 One women user named Dorothy Winterman stated, “Many black women also 

fight natural. I work in Newark and the weaves reign supreme there. Women and young  

girls will straighten all the life out of their hair, create bald spots, and then plop the dead 

hair of Asians strangers as some sort of ‘fashion’ statement.”  

Another interesting stance that I fought when I was younger was, how were boys, 

now men, going to feel about natural hair? Dorothy Winterman continued, “ What’s 

really sad is that I dated a black man for 6 years and wore a weave trying to be visual of 

what he deemed the ‘ideal.’ I stopped relaxing my hair but still wore a weave. I tore out 

the weave and let my natural hair grow after meeting my white husband who accepted 

it.” 

This wasn’t the first time I’ve seen something like this or heard a conversation 

similar to this. I was in high school, you had boys that share the same skin that you do 

say: “I would never date a girl with natural hair because it’s Negro naps.” It’s almost like 

a war amongst ourselves, where some invisible oppressing force just keeps pressing 

against our own kind and I hated it. Yodit even had her own war stories, “I was once in  
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class and I decided to straighten my hair and this professor, she saw me and she said 

to me “Oh you changed your hair, it looks more sophisticated.”  

She was telling me that she went to another class and got a similar reaction 

except this professor said, “Oh you changed your hair, it looks more mature this way. 

This happened within the same day.”  

 She went on to tell me about another experience she had with a roommate on 

campus, “I know she didn’t mean it like that, but one night I was doing my hair and I was 

complaining because I decided to do my hair late..” Yodit and I laughed because we 

relate and understand that our hair simply just takes more time and requires a little more  

maintenance than others, make that a lot more maintenance. “But she said, ‘Oh I’m so 

glad I don’t have black people’s hair ‘cause I wouldn’t want to be up all night doing my 

hair.” 

 In The Politics of Black Women Hair these stories continue back with Taija Ryan 

she states, “When I wear my hair straight, some people ask me, ‘Why don’t you just get 

a weave?’ And when it’s natural, some people ask, “Why don’t you straighten your 

hair?”  

 I remember when I was home on winter break. I had my hair out and not styled, 

just a big large poof, like an afro. I simply wanted my hair to be out an about. My mom 

takes a look at me and says, “You’re hair looks like it needs to be washed and styled 

and taken care of!” I replied, “What’s wrong with it the way it is?” I guess she could 

sense the ‘natural pride’ aggressiveness coming out, so she backed off and tried to  
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explain more of what she meant. However for me, I knew it was statements like these 

that make women, want to either chemically alter their hair, or hide it.  

When I watched the Huffington Post interview with Julee Wilson she stated that, 

“No, this is just how my hair is…accept the fact that this isn’t unkept, it’s styled.”  

 Althea Prince’s book kept my glued with these interviews, this woman wanted to 

stay anonymous and she from Toronto. She stated that:” …while she likes wearing her 

hair in its natural state, she does not dare do so if she hopes to attract a Black man. 

Until she knows how a man feels about natural hair, she plays it safe and wears her hair 

straightened, for she believes that Black men in their 30s and 40s assume that women 

with short natural hair are lesbians. Natural hair, for the most part has a lesbian  

connotation, while straight, long hair considered beautiful. I have had both natural and 

relaxed and the difference in reaction from both men and women told me this.“ 

The war goes on for now and it made me more aware of what my hair is always 

constantly saying to others and how others have to say about it. However, I think I 

should clarify, I’m not a hair activist.  I am just one woman who went through a heated 

battle with herself and others and I survived. I’m just retelling the tale. I’m explaining 

what I’ve witnessed.  I know its just hair, but I think what people don’t realize that in 

some way or another no matter what you do with it, you identify yourself with it.  

When I made the decision to go natural it was huge for me. I was rediscovering 

me. It was liberating because as the months went by I learned to see my hair as more 

beautiful than as a matter of ugliness, that the bigger it is, the more beauty it has. That  
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it’s not nappy, it’s just versatile. It’s beautiful. It took me a long time to get there, but I 

did. I hope the others get there too.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


