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The history of braids spans thousands of years and 
many countries. Behind each seemingly simple plait, 
there are cross-cultural influences and deep meanings.

Cornrows
A series of braids made of three strands 
woven close to the scalp, cornrows are 
thought to have originated in Africa 
thousands of years ago. “I call them 
plaits in Nigeria, but African-Americans 
call them cornrows because they look 
like rows of corn,” says Antonia Opiah, 
cofounder of the  mobile at-home  

 
styling service for black women, Yeluchi  
by Un-ruly. “I’d sit on a pillow, and my 
mom would do my cornrows while 
watching TV. I heard people say it’s a 
rite of passage. In that exact moment, 
you don’t feel that, but [after] talking 
to other friends who’ve had similar 
experiences, I realized this connects us.”

Fishtail Braid
The roots of this style go back to 
ancient Athens. In 430 BCE, maidens 
called Caryatids often wore fishtails, 
which weave together two segments 
of hair as opposed to the traditional 
three. Because of the ornate design and  
time-intensive process, researchers 
believe the fishtail braid was a marker 
of high societal status.A  
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Long Single Braid 
Seen on Bollywood actresses and 
Bharatanatyam dancers whose flower- 
and jewel-adorned braids are part of the 
costume, a long plait not only wrangles 
thick South Asian locks—it represents 
an ideal. “All those women have long, 
beautiful dark hair—it’s what Indian 
culture sees as beauty,” says Michelle 
Ranavat, founder of Ranavat Botanics, 
a line of skin care products inspired 
by the rituals of Indian royalty. “The 
braid is a reflection of how we take 
care of our hair. You even see school 
girls with braids and oil in their hair.” 

Box Braids
Named for the box-shaped, geometric 
partitions created, the box braid seems 
to have originated over 3,000 years ago 
and is similar to the eembuvi braids of 
the Mbalantu women in Namibia and 
the bob braids of the women of the Nile 
Valley. “When you section your hair to 
start your braid, you form a box around 
the part you want to braid,” Opiah says. 
“Often people prefer a more natural 
look, and they’ll freestyle their part so 
it looks less geometric. Some women 
who can sit for hours will do really thin 
box braids, almost like strands of hair. 
Or you have jumbo box braids that are 
thicker and more dramatic.”
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Fulani Braids
The Fulani people are believed to be the 
largest nomadic group in the world and 
are dispersed primarily in West Africa. 
The women wear braids marked by 
beads or gold ring accents. It’s taken 
on multiple iterations, says Opiah. 
“Usually it starts with cornrows in the 
front and box braids in the back. One 
of the distinguishing characteristics is 
[having] two cornrows that start from 
behind the ear, then go toward the 
front of your face and end with the tails 
framing your face.”Double Braids

A staple of Sioux tribes, long double 
braids have deep roots in indigenous 
communities. “During traditional 
Lakota ceremonies like the Sundance, 
most women wear double braids 
to help keep their thoughts clear 
when they pray,” says film and TV 
producer Yvonne Russo, a member of 
the Sicangu Lakota Tribal Nation in 
South Dakota. “When you enter the 
sacred dance circles, women normally 
wear their double braids, or just one 
long braid, to show a sign of respect. 
Sometimes a braided lock can be given 
to someone as an honor—a sign of 
giving someone a part of your energy.” French Braid

This three-strand single braid is 
created by starting from the crown of 
the head with a small segment of hair 
and adding strands as you continue. 
It may have a French moniker, but 
research points to roots in North Africa, 
specifically in Algeria some 6,000 years 
ago. In 1871, Arthur’s Lady’s Home 
Magazine called the look “French,” 
which is thought to have been 
when the history became muddled. 
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