Black Natural Hair Vloggers on YouTube Are Empowering Their

Audience’s by Encouraging Them to Embrace Their Black Identity.

Abstract

The aim of this paper dive into natural hair communities on YouTube and its way of affecting
black women's hair visibility/promotion and identity building. The main argument is that
natural hair vloggers on YouTube have increased the mainstreaming and popularity of
curly/kinky/afro natural hair by creating content that breaks the stereotypes of those type of
hair. Those Black curly hair vloggers have empowered black women and participated in the
solidification and construction of their audiences’ identity in relation with their natural hair.
The paper will highlight three different supporting ideas using academic papers and examples
that establish corroboration for the key argument. Firstly, these YouTube curly hair
communities create the sense of belongness among black women allowing them to identify to
women with similar capillary history thus helping in the construction of their black identity
and own beauty standard. Secondly, the normalisation of kinky hair has help in the breaking of
stereotypes and the empowering of black women with natural hair which results to an increase
in the acceptance and embracement of their black women identity by educating black women
on the false assumptions about their own hair. Finally, the vloggers create a virtual ‘safe space’
for black women in the natural hair community. This ‘safe space’ helps black women
transitioning to natural hair to have a place to voice out any doubts or to ask for advice without
feeling judged or un-understood which enables these women to explore in depth their black

female identity.
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Introduction

Hair is probably the moststrongracial or ethnic category descriptor, as well as a way of identity
(Synnott, 1987). Black women are facing a slew of confounding truths structured around toxic
stereotypes and societal expectations about their natural hair which is present since the slavery
period. The female slave’s hair were cut off as they were captured and as hair is often related
to identity, this may suggest that their identity and cultural background was taken from them

(Randle, 2015). While slaves did not have the proper tools to have healthy hair, the black
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natural hair was described as dirty and not real hair by the westerns (Rowe, 2016). However,
black women are more and more embracing their natural hair. The natural hair movement was
founded in the 2000s and is ‘similar to the Black is Beautiful movement of the 1960s and
1970s’ (Versey, 2014). Its aim is to urge Black women to avoid using hazardous substances
such as relaxersand otherhair straighteners, customise healthy habits, and to
stop Western expectations of straightened hair by promotingthe self-definition of their
own beauty norms. While the 'natural hair movement' has increased in visibility and
controversy, scholars have not paid attention to how Black women with natural hair of all
textures are handling the effects of avoiding chemical treatment to their curl patterns (Phelps-
Ward & Laura, 2016). Although those natural hair movement were present before the
apparition of web 2.0, with the popularising of internet and social media platforms, natural hair
movements have made great evolution and is now impacting on thousands of black women,
wanting to transition to natural hair, around the globe. Black woman content creators post their
personalized natural hair experiences on YouTube, and there tends to be a link between
audiences and the kinky-haired women who offered tips on how to style natural hair and
recommended unique items to help in hair growth maintenance. YouTube thus gives a platform
for both black YouTube vloggers and viewers to allow the negotiation of black female identity
by highlighting the effects of transitioning to natural hair on both their hair and how they

portray themselves.

Natural hair care methods, on the other hand, can be daunting for beginners, and Black women
often require additional help in making changes in both hair care procedure and changing
esthetical principles. In this way, women’s transition to natural hairstyle or 'hair travel' has been
represented on public hair websites, video blogs, Black women's hair forums, and user-
generated content platforms including, YouTube (Versey, 2014). Therefore, this paper will
look at the community-oriented content of YouTube Black natural hair vloggers and the way
they solidify their audiences’ identity as a mean to empower their natural black hair. Firstly,
these YouTube curly hair communities create the sense of belongness among black women
allowing them to identify to women with similar capillary history thus helping in the
construction of their black identity and own beauty standard. Secondly, the representation, by
the online community, of this particular type ofhairon YouTube channels have made it popular
and helped in the battle against related stereotypes which results to an increase in the
acceptance and embracement of their black women identity, empowering them to educate

themselves on the false assumptions about their own hair. Finally, this paper will analyse the
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role of these YouTube vlogs in the lives of black women transitioning to natural hair by
providing them with a safe place to share and obtain hair care and hacks. This ‘safe space’
helps black women transitioning to natural hair to have a place to voice out any doubts or to
ask for advice without feeling judged or un-understood which enables these women to explore

in depth their black female identity.

Embracing Black Identity Within Online Communities

Creation of online YouTube curly hair communities create the sense of belongness among
black women helping them in the construction of their black identity and own beauty standard.
For a long time, hiding their natural hair was common among black women and it was mainly
due to the various racial discriminations and stereotypes (Phelps-Ward & Laura, 2016).
Pushing women to meet the euro-American standard of beauty, has only encourage women to
transform and neglect their own origins and culture. After slavery, black people needed to fit
in the dominant society (Caucasian one), therefore relaxing their hair was one attempt and this
created the norm for black women to have straightened hair (Ellington, 2015). Brenda Randle
(2015) points out the difficulties that black women face with their hair where it is common that
they are constantly teased at school because of their ‘kinky hair’ and thereafter are obsessed to
have ‘good’ hair (straightened). Extreme dry hair, burning scalp and more importantly, the
various bullying that young black women need to face every day is the reason why various
natural hair movement has risen to teach those black women how to embrace their identity as
a black woman with natural hair. Approximately 30% of Black women are now wearing their
hair in its natural state; natural hair is hair that is free of toxic chemicals and straighteners

(Ellington, 2015).

Users appeared to be building connections in what many users have labelled the "YouTube
natural hair community" through comments, subscriptions, and the opportunity to generate
video replies to other YouTube viewers and uploaders (Brown, 2014). Vloggers such as, they
‘created space for millions of Black women to discuss views and tips about the alternative—
perhaps even feminist—grooming practice of natural hair’ (Brown, 2014) thus creating a sense
of belongingto the subscribers. While the vloggers are narratingtheir personal experiencesand
hair care when transitioning to natural hair, they share a positive image of wearing natural hair.
Therefore, the black women viewers are being encouraged to embrace their natural hair
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whereby reconciliating them with their black identity. Hair is probably the most strong racial
or ethnic category descriptor, as well as a way of identity (Synnott, 1987). With this statement
it could imply that with the revolution of natural hair movement on web 2.0, especially
YouTube, black women have undergone a deeper path than just accepting their natural hair as,
when doing so, they are also embracing and accepting their identity and history as a black
woman. “This is reflected in the comments section as discussions surrounding confidence,
identity, and appreciation for the content took place. This content also revealed an underlying
discussion surrounding race/ethnicity and how hair is still a marker of Black women’s lived
experience” (Jackson,2017). This may suggest that there is this sense of community and unity
which connects black women on their black identity construction and negotiation where they
are not only discussing about their hair but also all the racial/ethnic experience that they
experiencedduringtheirlife beingablack woman in society. Online communities are therefore
a really effective mean for black women to receive and share their tips to take care of their
natural hairand when readingbetween the lines one could observe the positive effects on black
women and their journey to accept and embrace their black identity in world where for so long

their identity did not count.

Normalising and Empowering Black Woman with Kinky Hair

Natural hair Vloggers are encouraging normalisation and empowering of black women with
natural kinky through the platform YouTube, thereby increasing the embracement of their
black women identity. The numerous natural hair YouTubers found on thousands of YouTube
channels, have greatly contributed in the popularizing natural hair which discourage black
women to relax their hair in order to fit in the western standard of beauty (Rowe (2016) and
Randle (2015)). By doing so, they are also fighting against the various stereotypes about the
natural black hair. Stereotypes such as black natural hair being dirty, not
presentable/professional or even that ‘black people had wool on their heads rather than hair’
are the reason why most of the black women have abandon their natural hair (Ellington, 2015).
While some of the black women have transition to natural hairstyle in the 60’s, others were
still afraid to show their natural hair to the world because of the lack of support they were
getting from the society; such as the prohibition for a black woman to wear her natural hair in
the workplace as it is portrayed as being non-professional. “Many Black American women

making this transition to natural hair face rejection from family, romantic partners, and even
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potential employers” (Davis etal., 2019). Overcoming this fear of not being accepting by the
society is what vloggers with kinky natural hair are fighting for. It is critical to examine the
growing representations of Black women onlinebecause web 2.0 innovations help to contribute

in the development of their identity.

YouTube is well known for its participatory culture where, in this case, multiple of black
women having kinky, tight or loose curls and afros come together to share their experience
with their natural hair. “The natural hair culture on YouTube is connected by the many videos
about kinky hair that exists on the site and the users that unite through them” (Brown, 2014).
This natural hair community has force black women and even the society to reposition them
on the stereotypes that for a long time were associated to black natural hair and black women
in general. Seeing more and more women accepting and showing off their hair has certainly
empowered black women. Many people are rejecting this stereotypical portrayal by sharing
their own stories, especially on platforms like YouTube. The process of beautifying themselves
by beauty tips and natural hair tutorials reinforces their womanhoodin a structured space while
still fuelling their own beliefs about their real lives, with the development of their own beauty
standards serving as a means of control (Love, 2019). Normalisation and popularising of the
natural black hair eventually impacts how women with natural hair construct their black
identity. Seeing realistic representation of black women and black hair online have given the
chance to black women to reconstructthe way they portray themselves thereby embracing their
black identity (Mithembu, 2017). More significantly, Black women from all sorts of
backgrounds are using YouTube to restore and reshape their identity, femininity, and
womanhoodby theirown voice (Love,2019). Women who decideto go natural can experience
a lot of emotions, including a boost of confidence. Their hair was frequently a part of their
identity, and when this feature shifted, these women could go through a transition process
(Jackson, 2017). The natural hair community on YouTube therefore is there to boost up the
confidence ofthose womenby showingthem tips and how to take care of their hair. By offering
advice and sharing their personal stories, content creators were committed to
empower audiences to embark on a natural hair journey and to defy multiple factors that may
tell them otherwise, such as social stigma, family members, and peers (Jackson, 2017). Kinky
hair vloggers have, therefore, managed to break the stereotypes, normalise and popularise
natural black hair which empower black women to go ‘nappy’ and to embrace their black

identity.
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YouTube Hair Community as A ‘Secure Space’

Curly hair communities on channels of YouTube vloggers have created a ‘safe place’ for black
women with natural hair to discuss and construct their black identity thus accentuating their
sense of belongness. While the Black curly girls sat alone in their rooms in front of cameras
filming videos to share with the world, it is discovered thatthe platform they choose to transmit
across serves as a ‘symbolic homeplace’ for Black curly girls (Phelps-Ward & Laura, 2016).
This ‘secure space’ is where the women of the natural hair community learn how to leam
themselves and have constructive dialogue whereby coming together to share their own
experience in life and advice for each other. Phelps-Ward & Laura (2016) argues that having
such a ‘secure space’ is essential for especially youngblack women whomay have experienced
‘tensions with their identities’ due to their kinky, curly, afro hair in society in general. One
could imagine the natural hair community as being a big family where there are big sisters and
mothers (in this case the vloggers/youtubers) who guide the beginners in a safe and healthy
journey into the process of having natural curly/kinky/afro/nappy hair. “This family-like bond
shared between vloggers and users allows this community to flourish” (Brown, 2014). It thus
becomes a safe place to ask question, to voice out opinions, to give and receive advice, but
most importantly to embrace the beauty of their unique hair type. Since Black women use both
hair and hair-related language as cultural tools to influence how they view themselves and are
perceived by others, it is critical that the content generated within these spaces is supportive

and validating the Black women's identity construction (Tate, 2016).

Moreover, Brown (2014)uses the words “virtual greenhouse” to describe this safe place within
the natural hair community. He adds that this “virtual greenhouse” enable the perfect
environment, characteristics and means to create and develop the online natural hair
community (Brown, 2014). Black women are encouraged to partake in a journey of self-
definition (own black identity) about all facets of Black womanhood, expressing what it is,
what it appears like, and what it can be in these online ‘safe space’(Williams, 2016). Messages
of motivation, the challenge to overcome society's expectations, and debates on own way of
defining beauty can all be found within the comment sections of such videos. Although most
Black natural hair YouTube influencers mainly educate about healthy hair, others serve as
mentors, empowering other black women who are novice to wear their hair in its natural toxic-
free condition. This ‘safe space’ has enabled Black women to not only educate themselves on

the ways to treat their hair but also to tackle deeper inequalities that black women face every

Camille Carcasse [Student No. 19862781]
Assignment 1: conference paper
Page 6



day by voicingout their experience in those ‘safe space.’ Black Women have rebuilttheir ways
of thinking in order to not only fight for women 's liberation and empowerment, but also to
challenge social inequalities targeted to black women that feminism does not tackle (Harrell,
2015). Web 2.0 has changed the way Black people build safe spaces to connect around
asserting Black aesthetics and hair care over the past ten years (Rowe, 2016). YouTube has
become a ‘secure space’ where, voicing out, asking and giving advice and embracing the

identity of black natural hair, can easily be done without any judgement from anyone.

Conclusion

To conclude, YouTube vloggers and the natural hair communities found on various YouTube
channels have greatly empowered black women to embrace their identity and their unique hair
type. These online communities have enabled black women around the world to voice out and
to show the true beauty of their natural hair whereby stopping to hide behind the typical euro-
American beauty standard of having straight hair. Black women are finally accepting and
reconciliating themselves with their black identity while also, with the help of the vloggers,
promoting and educating people on black natural hair. Finally, the safety aspect that vloggers
create through communities have also made black women to feel unjudged and, for the first
time, they feel listened and understanded. Additional research and analysis on this subject
should look at how the natural hair movement has spread globally, as well as how Black
female's work online contributes to raising awareness of the identity politics perspectives of
Black women around the world. Natural hair movement has started before digitalisation but it
is certain that with social media platforms such as YouTube, the community will never stop

flourishing while empowering women while making them embrace their identity.
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