Chapter 3

The Politics of Black Skin and Hair

When bestselling public intellectual Michael Dyson invited me to his national radio show, I knew his topics were always politically charged, but I was not prepared for what would happen that day.  We’d worked on panels together, including Tavis Smiley’s CN N Broadcast of  The State of the Black Family, State of the Black Race and the State of just about everything plaguing black folk, and crossed paths at the Congressional Black Caucus Conclave in Boston as well as Essence Magazine’s  Annual Empowerment Seminars in New York and New Orleans.  So when the show’s producer called to say the show would focus on the status and politics of something concerning urban America, I wondered what we would talk about now.  Hadn’t we covered every menace to black folk?  Not quite!  After the usual introductions, Michael told the listeners he couldn’t resist reading a rather disturbing email from a “sister.” Her letter said she hated being a black woman.  She described her skin as “jet black” and said her artistic Afro hair style was shameful to her family, church and light-skinned girl friends.  She ran down all the reasons she hated being a black woman: her black skin color was killing her; she couldn’t get jobs that under-qualified white women were getting, and she hated raising a black son; she had finally confessed to the reasons for her “depression and distressing disgust with everything.  “

The dark-complected woman’s comments attracted a quick volley of calls to the station from listeners who were taken aback and appalled that a black woman would publicly express such hatred of being a dark-skinned woman.  It was not surprising that the sisters hit the phone lines but that they personally and openly identified with her plight.  Black women have long harbored a crushing skin color and hair hang-up, almost to the day black folk were kidnapped from Africa and planted in America.  

In Africa, before the invasion and colonization of the continent, it had seemed aristocratic for a woman to have that elegant wooly crown protecting the head from heat strokes, sun burns, and skin and scalp disorders.  Plus you didn’t have to expend too much energy on maintenance.  The vogue, the custom,  was au naturalle.  When a black woman looked in the mirror, she enjoyed a good look at her native good luck.  Her brilliant jet black skin was worn with a stateliness that matched and spotlighted her strong melanin-enriched heritage.


Over the ensuing centuries, one of the harshest sources of hurt and cultural shock to the black woman has been the fickle definitions of beauty that negated and rejected her. Thus it was that radio shock jock Don Imus put his foot in his mouth when he described the stellar almost all-black Rutgers University women’s basketball team as a bunch of “nappy-headed ho’s,” humiliating a handsome coterie of young black women whose mothers and grandmothers were dragged across rivers and oceans to slave for the likes of Imus and his women and to nurse and nanny the progeny of his race.  A woman is basically valued or chosen as a mate, or as a “trophy wife,” and placed on a pedestal  based on the way she looks (with her beauty and consummate value defined by the powers- that-be and, in the case of the black woman, will wish to deny her her beauty if they have their way).

Meanwhile, according to psychoanalysts, if there is a psychological component to the sexual encounter between the male and the female, it is that the female is the receiver of the male effort to release his sexual passion while the challenge of the female is the need to feel desired and desirable.  It is at this point that the black woman confronts a special whammy, because unlike women of other ethnic groups, the black woman is rejected in her physical qualities, her corporeality, her physiognomy, the way she looks -- which conspires to strike the black woman in the heart of her feminine need to feel desired and desirable.


Plantation life and the raping of black women by white men particularly impacted this.  When the master’s black progeny, a light-skinned mulatto, was granted compensations (lighter chores, respite and retreat from the fields to the big house and the shade), the African slaves in time internalized and emulated the slave society’s notions and definitions of beauty -- blonde hair, blue eyes and light skin as the subjugated blacks, including black women, assimilated to the world they knew and its definitions that diminished the black woman and her black beauty.  Psychiatrist Franz Fanon, in Studies in A dying Colonialism, once described this reaction as “over-identification with the oppressor.”  According to Fanon, when the oppressed begins to feel too weak to do combat with their oppression, they turn upon themselves, squabbling, bickering and breaking out in fratricide (killing and shooting one another), much like we’re doing in our crabs-in-the-barrel condition that cultivates in too many of us these days a disturbing secret desire to go to sleep at night and wake up white.  Many kidnapped or abducted children and adults have been observed to identify with their captors, behavioral scientists say, and we have watched any number of high profile blacks such as in Michael Jackson, OJ. Simpson, Clarence Thomas and Koby Bryant – not necessarily in that order -- identifying so strongly with their masters they get to thinking they are white enough to step out of line or out of place (at which point their masters and their fans move quickly to disown them and you see the erring brothers slinking back to the black fold to save them from the rousing white wrath, only to scamper back into the white obsession soon as their carcasses are out of deep water).


Thus the black woman is left to the limits of her own devices and unrelenting feelings of rejection, so that even when she is happily married, she is prone to see a black man’s choice of a white woman as a personal rejection of her, the black woman; and it hurts all the more when the black man is a high profile black person or a “catch.”   Black psychiatrists William Grier and Price Cobbs once looked back over their many years of clinical work with black women and came to the daunting conclusion that:   “one aspect of the black woman’s life which attracts little attention from outsiders has to do with her hair.  From the time of her birth, the little girl must submit to efforts aimed at changing the appearance of her hair.  When she is a babe in arms her hair is brushed and stroked, but in short order the gentle brushing gives way to more vigorous brushing and ultimately combing.  Her hair is kinky and combing is painful, but her mother must hold her and force her to submit to it. ”  

Troubled by these findings the black psychiatrists went on in Black Rage to give the tragic plight of the black woman a prominent place in their bestselling late Sixties book. The psychiatrists saw the black woman’s poignant struggle with feminine narcissism and beauty as something akin to the epidemic condition emerging today that I am calling “Sexual Anorexia.”  “It may be,” the black male psychiatrists wrote, “that after a brief struggle a black woman feels that femininity as it is defined in these times is something she cannot achieve. Rather than having her heart broken every day, she relinquishes the struggle and diverts her interests elsewhere.  She has derived none of the intensely personal satisfaction she might have received as an honored and desirable sexual object.”

As a possible fallout to the white woman’s physiognomy as the standard of beauty for the black woman, from her head to her toe, Dr. Donda West, the black 58 year old Chicago State University English professor and mother of rap superstar Kanye West, died of complications of cosmetic surgery involving her deep and multiple somatic (or bodily) concerns.  In response to Dr. West’s untimely death, a black female California state legislator, Wilmer Carter, quickly introduced legislation (“the Donda West Law”) which would require a medical clearance from a licensed physician before receiving cosmetic surgery, as reported by Jet magazine.  It will very likely follow that a screening from a licensed psychologist or psychiatrist will be added to the clearance by a physician. 

In another development believed partially related to problems of obesity and mental stress, a tripling of strokes in recent years has been found among middle-aged women in the United States, from 1999 to 2004, in a sample of women on medication to control blood pressure and cholesterol, according to AP reports summarized in Jet. As a matter of fact, the researchers found “that an increase in size of a woman’s waistline corresponds with increase in strokes.” However, it is also likely that the sample of women were suffering related anxieties about their obesity and their bodies (and some may also have been enduring spasms of sexual and political anorexia) as part of the cause and/or effect of the hike in strokes. This possibility is augmented by a recent study (reported in the Los Angeles Times) by professors at Harvard Medical School and the University of California at San Diego documenting “social contagion” in women’s mindsets in the fact that the spread of obesity can be traced  through a social network, something previously associated only with infectious physical diseases. Researchers found the influence of friends on weight gain as powerful as the effects of genetics uncovered in other studies, and more than four times as powerful as the effect of siblings and spouses. Neighbors who weren’t friends had no influence on one another, presumably indicating that the effect of social contagion from a social network may well trump lifestyle (including family eating habits) and genetics!

Yet while many black women refuse to give up the right to attract a viable black mate, they are compelled to come to grips with the fact that black males and females are held together by a bio-historical imperative: that the black man and woman exist primarily in the same pond; so that there may be an occasional scouring in the ocean for a different kind of fish but, in a political sense at least, the future of the black race demands that the future of the black woman will be with the black man just as surely as the future of the black man must be with the black woman. 

It is no wonder, then that many black women find dating and mating more taxing than routine challenges such as job selection, house hunting, promotions, shopping, and church denomination.  The serious sister operates on a systematic strategy: she records her needs, her expectations and a time-frame in which to achieve them.  She knows joining her life and her body with someone will probably be the most serious mission she will ever undertake in her life. 

Sociologist Robert Staples once outlined “The Role and Importance of Beauty in the Black Community” in Black Male/Female Relationships, a journal The Black Think Tank published from 1979 to 1982. Dr. Staples based his analysis on the findings of a Jet magazine survey of black women living in Chicago, on what black women see or look for in their choice of a man.  According to Dr. Staples, black women demonstrated a strong preference for a physically attractive man and ranked the ten things they notice about men in this order:  (1) Dress/grooming (2) personality (3) eyes (4) mouth/smile (5) money (6) physique (7) thoughtfulness/walk (8) intelligence (9) chest and (10) buttocks.  

Lordy, Lordy.  What manner of man will a woman get if she places things like how he dresses number one; his eyes, mouth, money and his physique above his thoughtfulness and intelligence (which trumped only his chest and his buttocks?  Indeed, how many preferences that aren’t physical do you see on the list?  As a matter of fact, how much do we differ from black males in this skin color thing – except that we prefer the darker male and they the lighter woman?  Remember in high school when a lot of girls said they didn’t trust light skinned men?  They associated dependability, the ability to settle down and good looking men with dark skinned men; they felt that dark skinned men were more settled, dependable and, oh yes, better looking. 

We condemn black men for rating a woman by her physical features, but how much do we differ when we as black women focus on physical traits and fail to look at character? When the first black sorority was initiated some decades ago at Howard University (then referred to as “the capstone of Negro Education”), the qualities of skin color and hair were major prerequisites for entrance into the upper realm and status of Howard sisterhood -- much like a carry-over from the period of African American bondage, when the level and type of black employment was predicated on the master’s sperm, skin color, and hair texture. The “big house” servants, the pale skins and the children of the plantation master were often the master’s children (a fact frequently known but tolerated by the mistress looking the other way and seeking emotional refuge from her shame through the psychological mechanism of denial).  Exploiting this legacy, the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority had the pick of the litter, the “light, bright, damn near white.”  The second tier of the color ladder historically was claimed by the Delta Sigma Theta sorority, leaving the Zeta Phi Betas to recruit from the prototypes of Wallace Thurman’s fictional characters in The Blacker The Berry (“the sweeter the juice”), before the coeds got the news that the blacker the college the sweeter the knowledge,” based on lessons taught by such great black professors as:  Carter G. Woodson, author of The Miseducation of the Negro; E. Franklin Frazier, in Black Bourgeoisie, and Nathan Hare, in The Black Anglo Saxons. 

Today, after going through the black consciousness movement and postmodernism, a recently fashionable route for some young black women leads now increasingly to the cosmetic lip injections that Hollywood appears to regard as sexy in the white female but Aunt Jemima in the black female. The melanin-enriched black sisters with naturally pouty lips and full-size mouths are still considered repulsive or facially disfigured, despite all the praise afforded white counterparts such as “Pretty Woman’s” white star Julia Roberts and America’s ambassadorial sweetheart, Angelina Jolie.  Meanwhile, now that these white women -- some with cosmetically assisted lips and butt injections --have become international red-carpet-stars, black women born with pouting lips and years of suffering the taunts and rejections of their physical features in an anti-black world are joining the frantic new rush for collagen injected fat lips.  No wonder this is so, when we consider that both white and black employers continue to prefer the more middle class, lighter, whiter, personality in the office.  They prefer to see the darker exiles from the underclass in debasing situation comedies, films, and television roles that lack high status, power, authority and prestige.  


Happily the color complex is slowly changing.  Serious sisters refuse to mimic the Hollywood standard of beauty and skin color.  For their part, the time has come to recognize character, talent, intellect, integrity and spirituality.  A black female president of a high-flying black women’s organization makes it known that when she gets a hint of the old caste system creeping into her group, she puts the screws on it or promises to tender her resignation.


Yet antebellum slave styled practices continue to be visited upon the hair of black women.  In Ayana D. Byrd and Lori L. Tharp’s hilarious but sensitive, Hair Story: Untangling the roots of Black Hair in America, a woman spoke for millions of past and, lets hope,  present and future sisters, when she lamented, “For years, I pushed, pounded, fried, dyed, re-fried, laid down, crocheted, braided, extended, Luster-curled, Jheri-curled, hot-combed, curling-ironed, and hair-rollered, trying to make sense to the rest of the world. “ Why try to make sense to anybody but yourself.  If you’re satisfied with your tresses, your mane, extensions, ambience, and inborn splendor, you may require less high blood pressure medication.  Add to that the disgracing fact that black women are caught up with the esthetics but not the economics of black hair, which remains an unfortunate fact and appears in turn to fuel the political anorexia preventing black economic control of the black hair industry.  Recently an investigative documentary was produced and released about Korean control and distribution of black hair products.  Most black people were already familiar with the thriving Asian controlled acrylic finger nail and pedicure business. Though the owners, managers and employees are Asian, seldom do you run into Asian customers in the nail shops.   Why the Asian report shocked and angered black folk is a mystery and a state of denial.  The black hair care industry (BHCI) has known and talked about this phenomenon for years --- dating back to the days of Dixie Peach hair pomade.


Why are so many blacks surprised that Koreans are controlling products only used by black folk?  James Clingman, author, journalist and black economist, has railed for years in major black newspapers about the non-black-ownership of businesses populated mostly by black folk but owned by somebody else.  Clingman sees the main point of the report revolving around another nationality’s control over the economy of black dollars:  “I do mean control, the overwhelming majority of the distribution and sale of Black hair care products which includes shampoos, conditioners, oils and creams, and those fashionable hairpieces our sisters love to wear.”  Clingman is even more incensed that we look on and even collaborate in the face of the demise of black control of an industry that continues to brag about Madame C. J. Walker, Annie Turnbo-Malone, Anthony Overton, S.B. Fuller and other black hair care pioneers, without a peep from black women’s mouths.”  Clingman labels this black faux pas “The Black Hair Care Tragicomedy.”  We could get back control of our own cosmetics and come out of our political anorexia looking pretty, so to speak.  

As things now stand, the heavy emotional toll of this negativity of color and hair crisis isn’t visited upon white women with the intensity of the volley of degradation and rejection rained down on embattled black women.  In the 2006 October issue of First magazine, a piece was devoted to how going blond brings instant success to many white female stars.  Pictures showed Regis Filbert’s co-host Kelly Ripa as a brunette in her soap opera role on “All My Children.”  Almost as soon as Kelly dyed her locks blond, she “clinched her current position as morning-show sidekick to Regis.”  Another before-and-after shot featured Meredith Viera when her hair was brown.  The article told how when she went blond, “she caught the eye of producers and snagged her high profile job anchoring The Today Show on NBC.”  When a black woman goes blond (L’il Kim), she is immediately identified as a prostitute, a woman of the night, or at least a loose woman.  Even though this perception of the blond black woman accrues from the fact that it is women of entertainment and the night that are most likely to wear blond wigs, black women who wear blond in the daytime are considered low life.


The magazine went on to list the perks of nonblack women going blond:  “You’ll be perceived as friendly before you even open your mouth.”  City University in London researchers found that the woman with blond hair is more extroverted.  But in case you’re wondering if you as a black woman should go blond, the writers warn that you must first have light eyes and thick hair --- no mention of fake light blue contact lenses.  “Blond hair and light-colored eyes are both recessive (and therefore rare) genes, so they often go hand in hand.  This has just exacerbated the political anorexia of black women and eliminated sisters from top TV slots.  


Forgetting moments of scorn encountered in early life which can be cast aside quite easily by some women, but others carry these emotional scars to the grave. When black women see a dark-hued woman in a prominent position or enjoying national popularity, they hit the telephone lines and reminisce on how some things have gradually changed.  When Whoopi Goldberg was at the apex of her popularity, black women whispered that she and others who resembled her -- even if publicly popular, wealthy and prominent -- would never be cast as Cinderella in the typical high school play.


The tragedy is that black teachers were many times the casting directors who did this in years past, who didn’t want black children playing Cinderella roles. Dark-hued talents would count their blessings to play the wicked stepmother.  A coffee-colored (without cream) public school teacher in Tulsa, Oklahoma used to curse her fate every morning when she glanced upon her reflection in the mirror.  Teenaged students gathered in the bathroom would often look in the mirror and declare that the color-struck black teacher surely never looked at herself in the mirror and asked “mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all?”  She must have known instinctively the mirror’s answer would never court her favor.  Even if the mirror wouldn’t have been antagonistic to her over-abundant supply of melanin, she was caught up in her own programmed inferiority complex.  It seems her low self esteem had settled in during the early days of her childhood, so that her angry confrontations with the mirror was but a retrospect of her youth translated into the self-hatred she transferred to the children who looked like her or reminded her of herself.  Ironically she married a pharmacist who could easily pass for white.  In her mind she had somehow escaped her color fixation.  To paraphrase psychiatrist Frantz Fanon, in his classic on the psychology of oppression, Black Skin, White Mask: she appeared to believe that if she could be loved by the white man who is loved by the white woman, then she is white like the white woman, she is a full human being. 

Unfortunately, in her role as the English teacher in an all-black school, she was also choreographer and director of school plays in which she featured only light skinned girls; their darker skinned peers were relegated to bit parts as housemaids, thieves, criminals, mobsters, supplicants and other roles of degradation.  Hollywood could have used her, a dark-complected teacher, as casting director for the racist stereotypes they continue to perpetuate.  The roles of Goldilocks (in The Three Bears) , Gretel (in Hansen and Gretel), Snow White and Little Red Riding Hood were reserved for children with skin tones like light-complexioned Halle Berry, Mariah Carey, Vanessa Williams, Niccole Riche and Beyonce Knowles.  

I am certain the black school teacher never imagined the day would ever come when the world famous black African model, Alex Wek, would star in prestigious national and international white fashion rags and magazines, with major European and  American designers literally at her feet. She has had a foot on every major runway in the world, sporting a bald, bold ego and strutting her stuff darkly.  Still,  sisters who are yet to arrive into the new millennium will huddle and giggle and whisper about her African visage and wonder out loud how in the world did it happen that a  deep-black fleshed diva could ascend to  commandeering the white fashion scene.


Such “Black Anglo Saxon” sisters stand appalled and perplexed when white femme fatales in Hollywood co-opt black women’s hair styles.  After Bo Derek copied and expropriated “cornrows,” she was almost immediately touted as the most gorgeous “10” since Greta Garbo.  While many black women have enjoyed and even profited from black hair styles, all has not been cotton candy sweet for black women.  Major airlines went berserk when black flight attendants first came to work in their “dos.”  The airlines rationalized their sudden disgust on grounds that black hair styles would terrify white passengers, though several black afro-wearing flight attendants I know snagged a husband for themselves, not to mention trysts with somebody else’s husband in their “do’s.”


Infuriated by this curious animosity many years ago, Dr. Regina Turner, a Bowling Green State University professor contacted the Black Think Tank, which was publishing the journal Black Male/Female Relationships, and sent us her article on “The Sexual Ordeal of the ‘Ugly’ Black Woman,” which we immediately published in an issue whose cover featured an inquiry into “Why Black Men and Women Kill Each Other.”  

Although Prof. Turner was not a dark woman herself -- but perhaps too dark to be a backup singer for today’s hip hop rappers -- she had told us of the many unpleasant confrontations and experiences she had suffered over her physical appearance from other children when she was a child.  Truth hurts, but if you’re an honest black woman you can also testify to many downbeat expressions aimed at children considered “unappealing.”  “Lawd, you sho’ is one ugly child.”  “You ain’t nothing to look at, but…”  “It’ a good thing you  smart.”  Or “Why couldn’t you have looked like your brother?” Or ”You look just like you ol’ ugly daddy.”  Later, as an adult, Prof Turner was particularly taken aback when five educated brothers on separate occasions told her to her face without stuttering or stammering that she was physically hideous and unattractive.  Makes you wonder who raised them.


After listening with the sensitivity and sophistication of a scholar to the black men in her sample, Prof Turner came up with what she called the “Ugly-Beautiful Continuum,” in which she painstakingly composed a poignant list of what she called “sure indicators” of how some brothers pathetically measure sisters. It was a ponderous list: no curves. too skinny (well Diana Ross would have been eliminated in her heyday), big feet, flat feet (the late first lady Jackie Kennedy)  overweight, knocked-knees, big eyes, big lips that get bigger when you get mad (but look how they love Angelina Jolie and Julia Roberts, with their unusually big lips, they stole husbands and became America’s sweethearts), imperfect teeth,  gaps (how do you eliminate the first black female Secretary of State, Lady Condoleeza) skin blemishes (hasn’t everybody heard of hydroquinone?) broad shoulders (well Serena Williams has certainly made a lot of broad bank deposits).  These brothers also included skinny legs, too tall, too short and, again, too dark (regardless of the temporary uplift in the late 1960s from the short-lived black consciousness movement.


One afternoon, I also witnessed a color complex scene that still gives me chills.  It happened at a friend’s family gathering of in-laws that took place in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.  On the day of the picnic the backyard was filled with laughter all day long, barbecuing and merrymaking, and everybody enjoying several generations of parents, cousins, step kin and church folk. Skin hues ranged from almost white to almost black.  At one point I got up to look for the bathroom.  The hostess pointed me in the right direction, back into the house and through the living room to the bathroom and down the hallway veering right.  In the hallway a picture stretching almost half the length of the wall caught my eye.  It gave me this feeling of déjà vu as by chance I had seen a copy of the photograph years before.  It was a portrait of a tall handsome man (eerily resembling The Portrait of Dorian Gray), standing posed next to a dark and hefty black woman seated in an armchair, except that this time the tall man’s hand rested on a shoulder that could have belonged to a black woman but the woman had now been cut out of the picture.


The hostess was also a heavyset dark woman.   She was the granddaughter of the man in the picture frame and the blue-black woman seated in the photograph but her loving grandmother on whose shoulder the tall light and handsome grandfather’s hand was resting, had now been removed.  Somewhat bewildered, I stood looking  long and furtively at the portrait in an effort to figure out what was missing. When the hostess caught me staring at the portrait, she poured on a cornucopia of excuses:  “You know my grandfather was part white and part Indian,” she proudly explained, “the others in the family don’t want to admit he’s half white and one-fourth black and one-fourth Indian, but I put his picture up for everybody to see.  I’m not ashamed of him,” she bragged.


When I realized she had cut her dark grandmother out of the picture – despite the fact that she herself was a replica of her grandmother – it was heartbreaking to me.  For her to look at her grandmother 24/7 every day was apparently a bleak and insufferable reminder of her negative image of herself.  I was not surprised to learn that she had long been troubled with sexual anorexia.  She complained that in college there had often been many days when she couldn’t get a date, until “Black History Month.”  Black males in her life had appeared to deepen her negative self image.  In the absence of power over everything the white man does, some black males hooked up with light skinned black women until time and circumstances changed to permit them to date the “real” light-skinned woman,  the white female, the lightest of the light.


A pitch dark sister told me one night in Las Vegas of her college days with an equally dark-skinned brother who began to ask her out to dances and to fraternity events and after-hour smooching sessions.  She swore she had met the love of her life---the starting quarterback for the football team.  I mean he was hot.  Everybody knew him or lined up to meet him and the girls all drooled.  But then the story ended.  When he was on the way up and stuck in the sandlot league he dated dark girls, the darker the berry the sweeter the juice.  Then came the touchdowns and the headlines and his headlong dash for white coeds.

First he dated the sister who thought she had met her future husband until he cast her aside and turned to fixate on light-skinned black women and eventually the white women who wanted his big-time jock perks and fame. Then he graduated from college and married a woman who already had several children by two different fathers.  Almost as soon as he got drafted to the NFL, he was injured and cut from his team.  When the team let him go she let him go, and he soon slipped into chronic alcoholism.  At a college homecoming game that attracted the most successful alumni, he stumbled upon the now much acclaimed pitch black sister he had dumped for the white woman.  Her past relationships with him and others from her college had turned her into a sexual anorexic.  The men ran after her but she had given up the ghost of love and no longer had the heart for a monogamous relationship.


The color complex syndrome, if allowed, can produce contention between female friends to the point of complete alienation.  Two black women I know were close friends with much in common but they were vastly different colors. One was a very short-haired well-rounded woman and the other was an extraordinarily light skinned long-haired shapely woman.  Every time you saw one you saw the other.  They had been friends since early childhood.  Whispers were rampant among sisters and brothers in the community.   Gossip had it that the dark-skinned woman always described as unattractive went around with this light skinned sister because she was thought to be attractive and, according to the tongue-wagging, the darker woman hung with her friend, hoping to be noticed and introduced to the men who flocked at the feet of the “beautiful one.” 

Throughout a white dominated society --- in schools, churches, employment, social activities – sociologists have long noted that the light skinned woman with straight locks is accorded preferential treatment.  This has also been observed in politics.  Think about it.  Several people are running for office with similar platforms, each of them having no criminal records, no religious records and no public extra-marital sexual liaisons.  The race will often be called in favor of the charismatic “looker,” whether male or female; the most attractive candidate will often be appointed or elected.


Even the fashion industry caters to white society’s definition of beauty:   pants and jeans are not designed for the female buttocks of African lineage.  Many black women have to purchase pants a couple of sizes larger to fit their hips, plus “pin” the waist. This may change now that white women are getting injections in their butts; and if this continues black women won’t have to worry because then the seat of women’s pants will be made larger.  


Sisters often complain how prospective white male employers think black women gorgeous if thin, not too dark, have straight or straightened hair, “articulate” but should be seen more than heard.  At a black male business seminar in a large Southern city, a panel of brothers addressing this physical issue mentioned some harsh realities that hadn’t been taught in their college business classes.  They testified that they were often hired and promoted on the basis of their physical features and the appearance of their wives.  It seems that when the company parties and weekend cocktail events are held, the men who come with wives or girl friends regarded as unattractive by Western standards tend to be ignored.  


Some single men exploiting this situation adopt  a strategy of  what a Howard University counselor Audrey Chapman calls the “a la carte approach” to dating – and many women in desperation are starting to adopt this “radical new way of relating to the men in your life.”  The a la carte approach to dating is like a la carte in a restaurant; you pick what you want, this from this entre, that from this side dish, something else for the appetizer.   In a la carte dating, you pick one man for a public escort, another for sex (often somebody you’d be ashamed to introduce to your girlfriends), another man for companionship, and another for his credit cards and perks. Of course you may pay a little more, but think it’s worth it for a flicker of happiness.  


These women are attempting to cope with the male smorgasbord.  One black male I know enjoys a copious stable of female friends; he selects his dates as some would choose their attire, based on the particular function.  Is the party for international sales people, corporate directors and politicians funded by the corporation, or wives of major CEOs? As soon as he learns the nature of the gathering he peeps in his little black book to find the right black female fit.  He has the women divided into categories.  One type may be invited for physical fitness activities such as golf or tennis.  Another type might seem more appropriate for the company’s annual employee or stock holder’s cruise.  In any case, the woman picked out for the company cruise is carefully scrutinized. When the man is doing the picking for his company date, she’s often picked on how she looks in a thong or a bikini.  He knows that all male eyes will trail her but this gives him a moment to play the field and one-up other men.  

Try spending several days at sea with someone if you are curious about their pedigree or the quality of their behavior.  You’ll learn more from that experience than tea leaf readers.  Most people can’t keep up a pretense for the duration of the cruise, slipping into Ebonics as the liquor loosens the tongue;  four letter words have been known to be directed to the CEO and other company officials.   You have never seen somebody act or turn into a fool until you have spent several days at sea with these people.  The liquor flows 24/7, the “get down tonight” music blares all night.  Women as well as men often wear just enough to keep from getting arrested.  All the staterooms (bedrooms) begin to look alike; relatives as well as strangers often end up wrapped under the same covers and may wake up in bed with the company CEO or, God forbid, his wife.  The next morning there are those too hung over to get over the hang- over. This is why the black male choosing a black woman to go on a cruise all but goes to the convent for his choice of a sister.

Back in 1966 when black folk were asserting their African heritage and Afro-American dignity, Howard University was graced with its first football queen who would dare to sport an Afro hairdo.  You’d think such an historical moment as that would unleash pride and dancing in the streets.  Not quite.  Howard administrators recoiled in horror, writhing in collective angina pangs reminiscent of someone forced to go from caviar to pig’s feet.  This was an institution priding itself on being called “the Black Harvard.” These University overseers rushed in to bolster their disdain for “natural black hair,” an acknowledgement of being black and proud.  To have the Howard University queen sporting an afro was a depravity and a disaster in the minds of the administrators.  They were afraid it would get to the media, to the public, to their benefactors and their bread-and-butter financiers, including white Southern federal officials in the District of Columbia 


The Howard administrators and the “Academic Uncle Toms” hurried and scurried to stop what students and faculty saw as progress. To the administration, choosing an African American queen was like creating a plantation insurrection.  They were exhibiting what Richard Wright described in Native Son as a choice “between amputation and Gangrene.” “Chocolate City” won.  Only history will tell if that historic struggle on the elite campus has continued, not to the exclusion of our light skin sister, but to incorporate high melanin endowed sisters into the exhibition gallery at Howard and other “historically black” college campus caravans of queens.


This brings us to the Comb Test about which there are still conflicting reports.  Opinions and research are not the same.  Scholars prefer research to validate their statements.  Down home black folk trust personal experiences and observations to validate their conclusions. Some historians say the Comb Test literally existed; others claim it to have been invisible to the eye but ever present in the psyche.  It’s like not seeing the wind but feeling its bone-chilling presence.


Bards and troubadours of the time often told the story of “silk stocking churches” requiring the comb test.  If the comb could pass through your hair without stalling in your “kitchen” (not the one with the cooking stove - it’s the one where the hair meets the neck) you were IN.  The Brown Paper Bag Test was also integrated with the Comb Test, meaning your complexion had to be at least one shade lighter than a paper bag, if you wished to partake of the Holy Eucharist with these well positioned high heeled parishioners.


With all this stress and mental indigestion behind color and hair, no wonder the black woman has remained in the aesthetic second class.  In November 2006 issue of Allure magazine, Winnie Holzman explores the widespread “Dreaming of Good Hair.”  A white woman had spent years fighting frizzy locks while hoping for straight hair.  She was quoted as saying “This isn’t my hair.  I can no longer be silent.”  And she did not stand still.  She went to a salon and had her hair chemically relaxed to the tune of $400 dollars.  Now she says, “This is my hair on drugs.”  Her real natural hair was curly.  She referred to it as Frizzy curly, fuzzy curly, Jewish curly.

She went to a Japanese hair-relaxing salon to have her hair “transformed from curly and frizzy to silky and amazing.”  She finally had something she’d “wanted since birth.”  She still wondered why Japanese people who are assumed to have straight hair, would know how to rid folks heads of kink, frizz and unwanted curls. She was told that some Japanese have “difficult” hair.  But this is what she said:  “if you’re Japanese with coarse hair, you’ve got a problem.  It’s called mortification.”  Ms.  Holzman  worked for television, where she also “noticed that on TV there is only “good” hair.”  “Bad hair isn’t just rare on television – it’s the only real taboo left.”  She never mentioned all of the fake extensions almost every white female anchor is sitting there flaunting, while flinging the extensions constantly or pushing them back with one hand constantly pretending to keep out of their faces while pulling their too-short skirt down repetitively with their other hand.

Could this “bad hair” taboo be the explanation for the rarity of black female news anchors? Does this explain why the high paid chatter boxes on talk shows are seldom black? If black women feel helpless and hopeless to stop this genetic DNA racism, political and sexual anorexia will continue to increase to pandemic proportions.

