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“I never met a Mexican who looks like you.”

OK.

“I never met a Mexican who looks like you.”

This is but one variation on what is at this point in my life not an unfamiliar
declaration. Directive. Discipline. What the speakers communicate to me through
these communicative actions, and sometimes come right out and say, is that I do not
look Mexican. Enough. At all.

OK.

“I never met a Mexican who looks like you.”

Depending on the context, OK is all I have the Time, Space, Energy, Patience, Care,
To Muster. So I say, “OK.” And move on.

These comments on my not-Mexican-ness used to rile me—get under my (light)
skin, cloud my (blue) eyes. My hair would stand on end.

Now I mostly just say, “OK.”
In a culture, in a country, formed through and completely dependent on the black/

white binary of racial formation, race is visible and read through a visual register
(Alcoff). While the late Michael Jackson tried to move us away from the idea that
black or white matters, you’re still pretty much either one or the other. These are the
conditions of our being, knowing, belonging.

Throughout this nation’s history, Latinos, Mexicans included, have been shuffled
back and forth between this binary—through dominant constructions trying to keep
them out of whiteness or through their/our own rhetorical turning away from
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blackness. When Latinos come to this country from other countries, it is not that
they have no familiarity with racial organizations. Indeed, most if not all Latin-
American countries have strict racial orders. However, when entering this country,
they must learn a new order and how odd must it be to know privilege in one context
only to have it stripped away on the other side of the border. I am not an immigrant
to this country. My family—my father’s family—migrated to El Norte in the time of
the Mexican Revolution. My great grandfather on his own. A teenage boy. He went
back to Mexico to find a wife because he didn’t like white—American—women, or
so the story goes. He went back and forth and depending on how you count, on this
side of my family, I am second-, third-generation “American.” Mexican-American.

In certain spaces, I slip this into the conversation if there’s time. I establish my
relation to brown even as I “pass” as white. A reliance on any number of my stories is
one way to situate myself in and as brownness, to resist whiteness, all the while aware
of the privilege of my passing skin, especially in public.

A Mexican who looks like you.
Because this is what he means, or what I read him to mean, this man who talks to

me in public. I remember the end point but not the specifics. I remember his brown
skin more than the words he said. I never met a Mexican who looks like you. This
comment was prompted mostly by my hair, rather than my skin, but there is an
important relation between skin and hair in the black/white racial formation of this
country. Hair and skin move together, establish meaning, and communicate politics.
It is also possible he means none of this, that in fact, what I take away from our
exchange forms through a cumulative effect of being called out for not being enough
of something throughout my life, for not performing some kind of belonging
appropriately. While I cannot, or do not choose to manipulate the pigment of my
skin, the color of my eyes, I can, and do control my hair. And so exchanges like these,
communication about my hair and race, have changed in the years that I have worn
my hair in locks.

December of this year (2013) will mark ten years since I have worn my hair in
locks. These locks—that I and the women who wove and twisted and waxed, who
labored for hours and hours to make happen—on my head. There is an intimacy to
the construction and care of hair, writes Bryant Keith Alexander in his ethnography
of black hair care spaces: the salon, the barbershop. There is an intimacy in the touch
of the skin, the head, the scalp, the touch that is so close, so personal, there is
intimacy in the trust, the giving over to another your presentation of self. Intimacy in
the time it takes to construct and care for this hair, intimacy in the relations that
move in and through the time of hair, the spinstories, Alexander writes, that are
woven into each lock. The intimacy, the privacy of hair, is important.

When I decided to lock my hair twelve years ago—it took me two years of
researching and reading, contemplating and reflecting, writing and stretching my
mind to orient myself to the change—my reasons were grounded in a personal and
political space. Old and ongoing reasons, reasons that are private. I invoke the private
here not in a “private—no trespassing—keep out” kind of way, but rather to
publicize the private, to blur the distinction between public and private, to reconsider
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the separation between public and private as it is routed through intimacy and
relations. In many ways, intimacy is always public, is always regulated in and as
public, and moves visibly whether we see it or not.

The choice to dreadlock my hair was to shift myself into a certain kind of
becoming. The choice, and the visible, public choice to lock my hair would be to be
a live in public in a way that calls attention to the intimate. In what Lauren Berlant
calls the intimate public sphere, the performativity of hair includes a personal
performance—me, my experiences, my doing, my past, my identity, my political
commitments—alongside the significations of dreadlocked hair—the collective
temporality of past, present, future, of a politic, of meanings. The interplay between
the performance and performativity of hair—of dreadlocked hair—explodes in
public, generates meanings, and constitutes relations. And this is what I am
interested in here.

I could tell you the story/ies of my hair, and there, there are stories to my hair, and
I am a person who loves stories, and I delve into the construction of my own and I
longingly consume and engage yours. Stories, personal narratives, are a deeply
important part of my life, meaning, becoming. In public, my hair, like my racially
passing body, is absent its meaningful, private stories. There are spaces, public spaces,
public and counterpublic spheres, in which the story remains silent, is rewritten,
relocated, undone, absent. And in the absence of our stories, as we move through the
world from point a to b, in the elevator, on the train and the bus, in the airport, down
the street, body separating from identifying story. Body separates from story, and I
am interested in there. There, in the intimate public, my hair performs alongside the
performativity of dreadlocked hair. Hair, like race, is not often marked or theorized
on nonblack bodies. Yet hair—all hair—is political. Is raced. Is relational. The
performativity of hair, then, is similar to, and with, the performativity of race. If hair
as a public performative constitutes relations, then it is the racial formations that
construct and organize the public that infuse the performative and the relations with
meaning. I am interested in those moments when my hair separates from its stories
and is read through and alongside my body by the racial formations of the intimate
public sphere.

Over the last ten years of walking through the world with dreadlocked hair, I have
unsystematically collected the stories it prompts and are prompted by it. I can here
only begin the process of naming, categorizing, and teasing out the relational and
intimate politics of my public hair stories—the curious, asking, sometimes
inappropriate touch that reaches out: the touch, especially the uninvited touch after
which I want to wash my hair. I once struggled not to punch the older white man
who drunkenly from behind tugs on my hair. But after an Arlo Guthrie concert at
which I am usually the only nonwhite person, and often the youngest, I feel pulled by
the call of Guthrie’s nonviolent ethic and the belonging he tries to constitute through
singalongs. If only we were in the parking lot and I was not with my mother.
Instead, OK.

A counterstory to my violent impulse lives in the hostile: glances and comments by
white and black people. The black woman who calls me the white bitch and wants to
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know who I think I am. She is angry with my performance, insists on an accounting
for this appropriation. OK.

In the thoughtful: my hair as metaphor: as in, the colleague on the panel who said,
“It’s like Kimberlee’s hair, like a fountain.” He couldn’t just say fountain? OK.

Mixed in are other gazes, appreciations, questions: for instruction on how to do
their own hair, of how long, of why, of Rasta? Do I disidentify with a certain politic
of blackness or perform another layer of appropriation? How much time do I
have? OK.

I think through the layers of temporality of intimate publics and their relations,
OK will have to do for now. For now, as I tend to these and other stories, OK
performs ambivalence, but also agency and mobility, and a placeholder to tend to
these relations and their meanings.
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