
CHAPTER II: ETHNIC HAIR 

My hair is possibly the feature I’ve suffered over the most. I cannot remember a time in my 

childhood when my hair was allowed to curl freely. Instead, my mother dried it straight every 

time I washed it. She herself visited the beauty salon once or twice a week to straighten her own 

hair; she says her hair is also naturally curly, but I’ve never seen it that way. Of course, as a child 

I hated sitting still for up to an hour to have my hair straightened, but my mother insisted. She 

also insisted that once I grew older I would be the one insisting to have my hair straightened, and 

for the beginning of my teen years that was true. No one I else I knew wore their hair curly, not 

at school, not for a night out, not even for running errands. Panamanian women live in high heels 

and sleek hair.  

I’m not sure what exactly prompted me to put a stop to the straightening. I like to think I 

realized I could be more beautiful naturally; maybe I just didn’t feel like taking the trouble of 

straightening my hair myself. I was sixteen when I stopped straightening my hair on a regular 

basis, and by then my hair had suffered a good thirteen or fourteen years of heat from the blow 

dryer. I had even gotten a relaxer a few times as a teenager.  My hair was, in a word, a mess. It 

had dried out and would not even curl anymore. It couldn’t really be called curly hair anymore; it 

was damaged hair. But I knew (or maybe just hoped) that if I was patient, the results would be 

worth it. The damaged hair would eventually be cut out as the new, healthy hair grew in. While 

my hair was in this transitional stage, I was under a lot of peer pressure to revert to my old 

straightening ways, even from my parents. But I stood my ground and six years later I feel like I 

should be in a shampoo commercial. 

In Panama, I always felt somewhat alone in my quest for healthy curly hair. Women with 

naturally straight hair were envied and women with any other hair texture altered their hair. I felt 

that no one in the world empathized with my rejection of hair straightening and my desire to 

cultivate my natural curls. But then as a college student, when I watched an episode of The Tyra 

Show that featured African American mothers that chemically altered their young daughters’ hair 

I felt an incredible connection with the girls. They cried because the chemicals burned their 

scalps, but their mothers insisted because they wanted their daughters to be “beautiful.” And 

there sat Tyra, pounds of weave on her head, seemingly appalled that these mothers would 

subject their children to these treatments in the name of beauty.  



As a communication undergraduate, I just wanted to scream at Tyra “They straighten it 

because of you! They see your straight hair and they think that’s the only way to be beautiful!” I 

feel that one of the reasons it took me so long to embrace my natural hair was because I saw no 

messages that affirmed its beauty. When the media and one’s own parents send the message that 

natural hair is unacceptable, how can a child, a pre-teen or even a teenager, possibly muster the 

confidence to stand up for her natural beauty? This question has been brewing inside me for 

years, and it’s the seed of my entire thesis. I chose to focus on children’s books because girls 

read them at a time when they are molding their impressions of what beauty means. 

 


