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Two years ago, Victoria Mejias aban-
doned her slavish pursuit of sleek
tresses-a common obsession in

Venezuela where hair and race identity
are closely intertwined. After a near two-
decade struggle with damaging chemical
straighteners, she embraced her naturally
curly hair and a bold, shoulder-length Afro
style and says she feels “divine.” From

the age of 12, when her mother started
relaxing her hair, “I felt obliged to present
myself in a certain way, because straight
hair gives you status,” Mejias, now 28,
explained at a salon in central Caracas
where she was treating herself to a mois-
turizing treatment.

Mejias said she long felt ashamed of
her “pelo malo” (bad hair), as natural
Black hair is called in Venezuela-a symp-

tom, some say, of deep-seated racism.
Then, she had a change of heart. “I was
tired of salons (for straightening treat-
ments), of not having the freedom to let
my hair get wet (as it would frizz).  “It felt
like a form of slavery,” she told AFP.
Changing to an Afro style was “like meet-
ing me again. It was the best decision I
could have made.”

Venezuela has a racially diverse popu-
lation as a result of mixing between
indigenous peoples, Spanish conquista-
dores who arrived in the 15th century and
the African slaves they brought from the
colonies. The country also received an
influx of Europeans escaping the ravages
of WWII and people from other Latin
American countries fleeing dictatorships
and armed conflict over the decades.

Today, more than half the population
identifies as mixed-race or “mestizo.” Yet,
it is widely accepted that the darker your
skin, the likelier you are to be poor in
Venezuela, and to suffer from prejudice.

‘Not with that hair’ 
Despite a 2011 law against racial dis-

crimination, the country has a complicat-
ed relationship with its cultural identity.
Racism is sometimes overt, often sublimi-
nal. In Venezuela, “everything that comes
from being Black we think of as bad or...
as exotic, that is, not the norm,” sociolo-
gist Zulima Paredes, who has written
about the aesthetics of Afro hair, told AFP.
The country that has enjoyed outsized
success in the world of beauty pageants,
has won the Miss Universe title seven
times. 

All its winning contestants were fair-
skinned and had straight or straightened
hair, reflecting the nation’s continued pur-
suit of a “western European” standard of
beauty. In 2018, when dark-haired, olive-
skinned model Isabella Rodriguez was
crowned Miss Venezuela-her tresses also
artificially straightened-she was ridiculed
online for her modest background and
her mixed-race roots. Hair discrimination
also has more practical, day-to-day impli-
cations. Paredes, who is also of mixed
race, said she suffered workplace dis-
crimination over her hair. Once, applying
for a job while sporting an afro, “they told
me: ‘look, no, with this hair you will not
get in here’.”

And the victimization starts young.
“You cannot enter school with an Afro
hairstyle, you have to tie it up... or
straighten it,” under many prevailing
dress codes, said hairdresser Gabriela
Delgado. Under such indoctrination, she
herself used long, straight hair extensions

until four years ago, when she decided to
switch to dreadlocks.

Hair ‘cannot be bad’ 
“There are people who start relaxing

their hair as young as six, five,” said
Delgado’s colleague Ludizay Gardona,
35. The pair work at Afro Caracas, a
salon specializing in black hair styles.
“People have not yet shaken off the
stereotype that Black people were slaves
and not much else. These prejudices are
what we are trying to change... We have
to become strong,” said Delgado. “This
hair has not hurt anyone, it cannot be
bad.”

The issue was tackled in the 2013
Venezuelan film “Pelo Malo” about a
young boy’s obsession with straightening

his hair, which won the best film award at
the San Sebastian Film Festival.
Venezuela is not the only country to have
struggled with the issue. In 2019, South
African Zozibini Tunzi, became the first
Black woman with a short, natural haircut
to be crowned Miss Universe. “I want to
re-assure people that this hair is as beau-
tiful as any other hair,” she said at the
time. In July 2019, California became the
first US state to ban discrimination based
on a person’s natural hair, in a law that
stated that hair was a frequent reason for
racial discrimination, particularly for Black
people. — AFP

A hairdresser washes a customer’s hair at a beauty salon, in downtown
Caracas. — AFP photos

A customer prepares to get a haircut at a hairdresser’s, in downtown
Caracas.

A hairdresser braids a customer’s hair at a beauty salon.

A waitress carries dishes to serve customers at the Afro Cafe restaurant, in downtown Caracas.

People eat and drink at the Afro Cafe restaurant.

Ed Sheeran finds competitive awards
shows have an “uncomfortable
atmosphere”. The 30-year-old

Grammy-winner - who attended the MTV
VMAs last weekend - has admitted there
is a lot of “side-eye” going on at major
prize-giving ceremonies, including the
Grammys, and he can feel the “resent-
ment and hatred” in the air. Appearing on
Audacy’s ‘The Julia Show’, he spilled:
“The room is filled with resentment and
hatred towards everyone else and it’s

quite an uncomfortable atmosphere. “All
the artists are sweet people, but they’re
like, surrounded by entourages that want
them to win too, so it’s one artist sur-
rounded by ten people and another artist
surrounded by ten people and everyone
is kind of giving each other the side-eye.”
The ‘Shivers’ singer doesn’t like seeing
artists not supporting other artists and
wanting their peers to “fail”. He added:
“It’s nothing to do with MTV or the award
show, it’s at all the other awards shows

[too]; Billboards, Grammys ... AMAs ...
“It’s just lots of people wanting other peo-
ple to fail and I don’t like that.” But the
‘Bad Habits’ hitmaker insisted England’s
awards show - such as the BRIT Awards -
are more light-hearted as everyone is out
for a good time. He added: “In England,
our award shows are just like, everyone
gets drunk and no one really cares who
wins or loses, it’s just sort of a good night
out. “People get the same feeling as me
at those award shows. I’ve spoke to peo-

ple and they’re like, ‘I just felt really
depressed afterwards.’ The atmosphere is
just not nice ... It’s a really, really horrible
atmosphere to be in there. I always walk
away feeling sad and I don’t like it.” The
flame-haired pop megastar also isn’t a fan
of the after-parties.  He said: “The after-
parties, again ... it’s not just musicians. It’s
musicians, all their entourages, then you
got influencers and blah blah blah.”

Doherty says
cancer battle
is ‘part of life’
Shannen Doherty has accepted that

her cancer battle is “part of life”.
The 50-year-old actress has been

living with stage four breast cancer since
2019 but insisted she tries not to com-
plain about her illness and is focused on
informing people about the disease.
Speaking during a virtual panel for her
upcoming Lifetime movie ‘List of a
Lifetime’, she told reporters: “I feel like I
have a responsibility in my more public
life, which I separate from my acting life...
to talk about cancer and perhaps educate
people more and let people know that
people with stage four are very much
alive and very active.” Shannen, who is
married to photographer Kurt Iswarienko,
added: “My husband says that you would
never know that I have cancer.  “I never
really complain. I don’t really talk about it.
It’s part of life at this point.” The star
appears in the upcoming movie, which
centers on a woman who has been diag-
nosed with breast cancer. She has
described the project as “the first acting

thing I’ve done about cancer” and said of
her co-stars: “I didn’t have to give any-
body advice because [of director Roxy
Shih] and these beautiful ladies who did
such a beautiful job with their own prepa-
ration process.  “We all showed up and
honestly... this was truly an unbelievable
pleasure to be a part of, and I was blown
away every second that I got to work with
these amazing ladies.” Shannen also
revealed that she has not made a bucket
list in response to her cancer diagnosis
as she wants to live for as long as possi-
ble.  The ‘Beverly Hills, 90210’ star said:
“I just think a bucket list is odd in my par-
ticular situation because it means that I’m
sort of trying to check things off before
my time runs out. “I’m very much like
there’s no bucket list because I’m going
to be the longest-living person with can-
cer. If I had to say one, it would just be
living. That’s the only thing on my list at
this point.” — Bang Showbiz

Kim Kardashian West has explained
how her Met Gala outfit perfectly fit
the ‘American Independence’

theme. The 40-year-old star stepped out
at the event on Monday night covered
completely head to toe in an all-black
Balenciaga ensemble which left some
social media critics confused as others
hailed the unique look. Now, she has tak-
en to Instagram to defend her outfit as
she simply wrote: “What’s more American
than a T-shirt head to toe?!” The outfit
featured a long-sleeve turtleneck body-
suit with an oversized t-shirt dress with a
long train, rounding off the look with
boots, gloves and a mask over her face
and head. Kim arrived for the event
alongside Balenciaga’s creative director
Demna Gvasalia, who was also covered
up in a black hoodie and sweatpants.
Although she didn’t arrive with ex-hus-
band Kanye West, his “presence” was
still felt due to the pair’s connection. An
insider said: “Even though Kanye is not
attending tonight, his presence will be felt
on the carpet. “It was Kanye who intro-
duced Kim to Demna and was instrumen-
tal in the newly formed relationship

between her and Balenciaga.” And it’s
said the 44-year-old rapper helped Kim
“push creativity and people’s imagination”
with her ensemble. The source added:
“This look on Kim is like a new subculture
and fashion statement. No logo, no face,
but everyone knows it’s her. “Kanye gave
her the courage to push creativity and
people’s imagination through art. It’s the
ultimate confidence.” Kim has previously
credited Kanye with teaching her how to

be “true to herself”. She explained: “I got
to a point - and maybe being in a relation-
ship with Kanye for a decade and some-
one that absolutely didn’t care about lika-
bility factor or what any of perception of
him was - as long as he was true to him-
self, that taught me so much in the best
way of just being me and living in the
moment.” — Bang Showbiz


