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When is hair "just hair" and when is it not "just hair"? Documenting the politics of African American

women's hair, this multi-sited linguistic ethnography explores everyday interaction in beauty parlors,

Internet discussions, comedy clubs, and other contexts to illuminate how and why hair matters in

African American women's day-to-day experiences.
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"This work is not only deeply original but it is also brave: Jacobs-Huey has tackled a range of issues

that are highly charged, both in the arena of racial politics and, even trickier for her, in negotiating

her own place in multiple communities of practice. That she so successfully balances the scholarly,

the political, and the personal is testament to her rare combination of considerable analytic talent

with keen political and emotional intelligence."--Sally McConnell-Ginet, Department of Linguistics,

Cornell University, co-author of Language and Gender"Dr. Jacobs-Huey's research on the symbolic

and moral meanings of hair in African American communities invigorates the analysis of the

linguistic and social construction of personal and group identity. Jacobs-Huey demonstrates that

'hair is not just hair' in the eyes of African Americans, a social fact that, she argues, evidences a

wide gulf between European American and African American women. Jacobs-Huey examines how

the racial divide is invisible to Euro American women but blatantly obvious to African American

women. Jacobs-Huey's study is the first to document how hair is represented in everyday African

American verbal interactions across cultrually potent settings related tot he management of hair.



These settings include hair salons, cosmetology training institutes, and, fascinatingly, stand-up

comedy."--Elinor Ochs, Department of Anthropology, UCLA, 1998 MacArthur Fellow"The topic of

this book is of great interest to me and other (African American) women for the very reasons

Jacobs-Huey explains: Sometimes hair is just hair and sometimes hair is not just hair. In the African

American community, hair can be a very touchy, private, painful, prideful, celebratory, 'burning'

thing. It is to be approached with caution. Jacobs-Huey does that in this book, and she also tells us

about the many meanings, nuances and travails, of hair and its meanings among African American

women."--Sonja Lanehart, Department of English, University of Georgia, author of Sista, Speak!:

Black Women Kinfolk Talk about Language and Literacy"Linguistic anthropologist Lanita

Jacobs-Huey is staking her claim as the Zora Neale Hurston of African American hair care research,

immersing herself as participant observer in the culture of Black cosmetology. Combining childhood

experiences as a cosmetologist's daughter with training as a keen-eyed scholar, she deciphers the

emotionally nuanced, politically charged language of hair and its often contradictory interpretations

in the Black community. From Internet chat rooms to hair weaving seminars, she searches the

complex continuum between 'kitchen beauticians' and 'hair doctors,' all the while delving into the

mix of science, religion, health, and beauty that creates the underpinnings for verbal and non-verbal

negotiations about hair among African American women."--A'Lelia Bundles, Author, On Her Own

Ground: The Life and Times of Madam C. J. Walker

Lanita Jacobs-Huey is Assistant Professor in the Department of Anthropology and co-affiliated with

the Program in American Studies and Ethnicity at the University of Southern California.

This is an academic book, so the information presented is often dry and densely packed. However, I

found that by reading it carefully, I felt I gained insights into the hair care world that I had only just

suspected before. I guess it gave my hair-dresser paranoia a bit more fuel, but I found it

enlightening at the same time. Though hair is just something that grows out of our head (if we are

lucky, that is), it can often times be highly politically charged, especially for those of us of African

descent. Jacobs-Huey delves mostly into the world of black hair dressers to study this interaction.

She explores their world, and how they use language to take the care of black hair out of the hands

of black women. They frequently do this through making their profession almost like a religion,

complete with jargon that's used to exclude the "uninitiated". Though there has been much literature

about hair, as well as the politics of black hair, Jacobs-Huey actually explores the conversations

between white women, hair dressers of both races, and black women about hair care. She notes the



meaning behind what at first glance appears to be simple conversations between women about

hair, but upon analyzing them, she points out the politically loaded subtext within them. It becomes a

sort of game loaded with meanings that often times one side is totally oblivious to. It also shows the

dance between politeness, getting needs met, politics, racism, and self-expression women of

different races and positions engage in around the topic of hair. Jacobs-Huey acts as documenter to

the give and take conversations, revealing how women talk to each other about hair, rather than

writing a one-sided political discourse on a particular philosophy of hair. I dropped out of letting

professionals care for my hair a long time ago. So I found it fascinating to "infiltrate" (through

Jacob-Huey's book) the world of black hair care professionals who believe that the care of a

woman's hair should not be left to the novice. They use language to erect a barrier (rather than for

true communication) so that the lay-person is excluded from understanding discussions about her

own hair. This book illuminates the power struggle that goes on for who truly has control over a

black woman's hair.

Textbook

I'll preface my review by saying that I am definitely not the intended audience for this book. I was

forced to buy it when I took a class by the author, Lanita Jacobs-Huey, who is a professor at USC.

Her class was called "Understanding Culture Through Film," which sounded interesting. As it turns

out, she devoted almost the entire class to ranting about black women's hair.If you are the sort of

person who thinks that studying the social implications of black women's hair is a worthy pursuit,

then you should probably buy this book. For the rest of us, it's full of academic psychobabble and

deliberately overcomplicated terms for simple, unoriginal ideas. She could easily make all her points

in 10 pages, and even then, they wouldn't be very interesting. The main argument is that for black

women, hair is more than "just hair," it's a vehicle for expression that is often highly charged with

political implications (I'm sorry, but it's hard to even summarize this book without sounding like

academic psychobabble). But wait - at other times, hair is "just hair"! She never really develops the

point much further than that or provides any sort of explanation for why things are the way they are,

but peppers the text with meaningless words like "problematize" and "intertextual" to stretch out the

length and make herself sound smart. If you find this sort of self-important drivel as obnoxious as I

do, then don't buy the book. And if you're buying this book because you're enrolled in any of her

classes, drop the class immediately.
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