
New York City aims to stop hair
discrimination

 

Image 1. New York City has just taken action to ensure that black people are not discriminated against due to their hairstyles.
Photo by: Delmaine Donson/Getty 

New York City has banned actions that punish black people based on their
hairstyles. Such actions take away these individuals' rights and are against the
law, city leaders said.  

The city's Commission on Human Rights announced February 18 that it is issuing
guidance on an existing law. Guidance is advice given to the public. It provides
more information on how to follow a law. In this case, the original law does not
allow discrimination based on race, gender or religion. The new guidance says
that the same law also applies to hair. 

It is about more than what is in style. Hairstyles are an important part of how
black people identify with their history and culture.
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A Presidential Photo With An Important Message

"One of my favorite photographs of President Barack Obama is him in the Oval
Office leaning down to allow 5-year-old Jacob Philadelphia to touch his hair,''
said Carmelyn Malalis. She is in charge of New York City's Commission on Human
Rights. This department makes sure human rights in the city are
protected. Malalis called Obama's behavior a message of support.

Many talks took place when the guidance was being written. People talked about
the harm that is done to others when they are "controlled in regards to who they
are," Malalis said.  

The law protects individuals in workplaces, schools and public places ranging
from restaurants to nightclubs to museums. Its protections apply to any group
whose hairstyles connect to their ethnic identity. 

A Few Famous Cases From Recent Years

People of African ancestry, in particular,
have had their hairstyles singled out in
recent years. Five years ago, the U.S.
Department of Defense started a ban on
Afros, braids and twists. All of these are
traditionally black hairstyles. The
Department of Defense ended the ban  after
many people objected to it. 

In December, people got angry about a case
involving a high school athlete named Andrew Johnson. He was forced to cut his
hair before he was allowed to compete in a wrestling match. Last year, a TV
anchor named Brittany Noble-Jones was fired from her job. She said she was
discriminated against because of her hair. Noble-Jones worked for WJTV in
Jackson, Mississippi, and said she was fired for wearing braids on TV. WJTV denies
this. The station said it has rules against discrimination.  

Noble-Jones called the commission's announcement "huge."
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She is not happy that hair discrimination is something people have had to worry
about. But she is hopeful that the extended protections may help them worry less.
Now, she said, people of color can "rock our hair and wear it the way God
intended."

The Commission Is Looking Into Even More Cases

The New York City Commission said it is looking into seven cases involving black
workers. Some of them say they were threatened with firing if they did not stop
wearing deadlocks. Their employer considered the style "unclean." 

Other workers say they were told to pull
back their braids, even though other co-
workers were allowed to wear their hair
down.

Similar incidents have been reported all
across the country. 

"This is big," said Noliwe Rooks. She is a
professor of Africana studies at Cornell
University in Ithaca, New York. "Hair is connected to civil rights," Rooks said. The
civil rights movement took place during the 1950s and 1960s. Its goal was for
black people to gain equal rights under the law.

Rooks said hair needs to be protected by the law. 

Black Hair Is A Symbol Of Pride And Protest

Historically, black hair has been a symbol. It has symbolized a kind of black
identity that doesn't want to be forced to give up its culture. There is a lot of
pressure in society for black people to look a certain way. Wearing traditionally
black hairstyles can be a form of protest against this pressure. 

Rooks said the message to black people who don't change the way they naturally
look has been, "You just don't look civilized. You just don't look professional."

Natural hair became a symbol of pride during the Black Power movement of the
1960s. The movement supported rights and power for black people. 

"It's less about fitting in," Rooks said. "I'm proud how hair grows out of my head."
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Quiz

1 Read the summary of the main ideas of the article.

New York City issued new guidance on a law in order to ban actions that
punish black people for their hairstyles. Many black people say their
employers have threatened them for their hairstyles.

Which answer choice would complete the summary?

(A) Noliwe Rooks is a professor of Africana studies at Cornell University in New
York.

(B) People were upset in December when a high school athlete was forced to cut
his hair.

(C) Barack Obama's actions sent a message of support about black hair and
identity.

(D) Hairstyles historically have been an important symbol of black identity and pride.

2 Read the paragraph from the section "A Presidential Photo With An Important Message."

The law protects individuals in workplaces, schools and public places
ranging from restaurants to nightclubs to museums. Its protections apply
to any group whose hairstyles connect to their ethnic identity. 

How does this paragraph support the main idea of the article?

(A) It introduces the idea that New York's law protects only individuals.

(B) It shows that black people are not the only group facing discrimination.

(C) It describes how New York's law protects groups from discrimination.

(D) It highlights places where people have been discriminated against.
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3 What is the relationship between black hairstyles and civil rights?

(A) Black hairstyles became a way to show pride and protest unfairness during the
civil rights movement.

(B) Black hairstyles were first banned in New York City and other locations during
the civil rights movement.

(C) Black hairstyles became a source of many legal conflicts that went against the
civil rights movement.

(D) Black hairstyles were a way for people to connect with history and attract people
to the civil rights movement.

4 Why did Brittany Noble-Jones feel hopeful after the commission announced its new guidelines?

(A) because she thinks the TV station where she worked will let her have her job
back

(B) because she thinks people will have to worry less about being judged for the
hair they naturally have

(C) because she thinks it will lead to other laws against discrimination in cities
across the country

(D) because she thinks it is a message of support for people who want to protect
human rights
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Answer Key

1 Read the summary of the main ideas of the article.

New York City issued new guidance on a law in order to ban actions that
punish black people for their hairstyles. Many black people say their
employers have threatened them for their hairstyles.

Which answer choice would complete the summary?

(A) Noliwe Rooks is a professor of Africana studies at Cornell University in New
York.

(B) People were upset in December when a high school athlete was forced to cut
his hair.

(C) Barack Obama's actions sent a message of support about black hair and
identity.

(D) Hairstyles historically have been an important symbol of black identity
and pride.

2 Read the paragraph from the section "A Presidential Photo With An Important Message."

The law protects individuals in workplaces, schools and public places
ranging from restaurants to nightclubs to museums. Its protections apply
to any group whose hairstyles connect to their ethnic identity. 

How does this paragraph support the main idea of the article?

(A) It introduces the idea that New York's law protects only individuals.

(B) It shows that black people are not the only group facing discrimination.

(C) It describes how New York's law protects groups from discrimination.

(D) It highlights places where people have been discriminated against.
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3 What is the relationship between black hairstyles and civil rights?

(A) Black hairstyles became a way to show pride and protest unfairness
during the civil rights movement.

(B) Black hairstyles were first banned in New York City and other locations during
the civil rights movement.

(C) Black hairstyles became a source of many legal conflicts that went against the
civil rights movement.

(D) Black hairstyles were a way for people to connect with history and attract people
to the civil rights movement.

4 Why did Brittany Noble-Jones feel hopeful after the commission announced its new guidelines?

(A) because she thinks the TV station where she worked will let her have her job
back

(B) because she thinks people will have to worry less about being judged for
the hair they naturally have

(C) because she thinks it will lead to other laws against discrimination in cities
across the country

(D) because she thinks it is a message of support for people who want to protect
human rights
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