“THE WORK OF YOUR OWN HAND
Doing Black Women’s Hair as Religious
Language in Gloria Naylor’s Mama Day
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I think hands must be very important . . . Hands: plait hair . . .
knead bread . . . spank bottoms . . . wring in anguish . . . shake the
air in exasperation . . . wipe tears, swe d pain from faces . . .
are at the end of arms which hold . . . Yes hands . . . Let’s start with
the hands . . .}

N HER 1988 NovEL Mama Day, Gloria Naylor creates a story-

world filled with complex and emerging Weste E
African American spiritualities and cultures. Naylor uses a variety
of mini-narratives and symbols to connect divinity and the pro-
cess of creation. One such symbol that she employs consistently
throughout the novel is the image of hands, particularly hands
doing Black women'’s hair.* The movement of hands metonymi-
cally invokes women’s work and functions as a nonverbal sym-
bolic language for divine activity — (re)creating, cursing, and
blessing. That is, in Mama Day, Black women’s hair is not just the
locus of divine activity, and hands are not just the vessels through
which divine activity is transmitted. Rather, the doing of hair —
washing, combing, parting, oiling, brushing, braiding, twisting,
and even cutting hair — is a language, a nonverbal language, for
talking about God and God’s ac tivity in the world.
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soul that corresponds to the level of reality to which the symbol
points. An adequate symbol is also not idolatrous. For Tillich, the
most adequate symbol is the cross of Christ.” It points to tran-
scendence, immanence, incarnation, unity with God, and sell-de-
nial all at once.

Tillich’s analysis focuses solely on Christian theology, but his
understanding of religious symbols can be expanded to non-
Christian religious worldviews as well. Based on his work, we can
draw three broad conclusions about religious symbols:

1. Religious symbols are limited, but we need them to express our
understanding of God in the world.

2. Religious symbols point to the divine and participate in the di-
vine but are not identical with the divine.

3. Most important, religious symbols can be objects, events, con-
cept, or words. They can also be gestures.

1V. NONVERBAL LANGUAGE

The suggestion that gestures can be symbols leads us to the
question of nonverbal language. Society often discounts gestures
and other forms of nonverbal communication. As Stephen R.
Portch notes, for example, readers frequently listen to what liter-
ary characters say and ignore descriptions of what they do. How-
ever, scholars are paying increasing attention to the ways in
which nonverbal messages can function as languages, and some
even assert that such messages can be more powerful than verbal
ones. Thus, Portch argues that nonverbal communication can be
more effective than verbal communication because of its ability
to stimulate sensory response and send several messages simulta-
neously, and because it is less effective at covering the truth (ly-
ing) than verbal language.®

Nonverbal communication is always coded; as Edward Sapir
points out, it is “an elaborate and secret code that is written no-
where, known by none, and understood by all.”'” Scholars disa-
gree, however, about whether such codes are universal or
culturally specific. Some argue that nonverbal communication
had survival value and thus that nonverbal codes must be univer-
sal, and they point to what they see as similarities among nonver-
bal languages across cultures.'' But others, more compellingly I
think, insist that nonverbal communication is culturally specific.
Thus, Elochukwu E. Uzukwu argues that each community or eth-
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nic group designs its own gestures to express its experience of
life: “No ethnic group imposes its pattern of communication or
its way of doing on another group; nor does any group set aside
another’s designed responses to the impact of the universe
arbitrarily.”'®
In Worship as Body Language, Uzukwu also argues that nonver-

bal language is explicitly religious and cultural and that gestures
reveal the intimate link between the universe and creation. Re-
ferring to African societies, Uzukwu notes that in gestures, “the
rhythm of interaction in the universe is discovered, re-created,
and expressed bodily by humans.”"* In gestures, the individual,
the community, and the universe interact:

the self reveals itself, from head to toe, as one complex reality —

visible, yet invisible; corporeal-incorporeal; part of, but also the

center of a complex universe of interaction. . . . Body motions,

whether accompanied by speech or not, emb(;d) Ih{-‘ group, reveal

its universe ot beliefs, while not excluding individual

responsibility.'*

V. AFRICAN SYMBOILS TN Mana Day

Like other symbols, the symbols in Mama Day arise from an
evervday reality, and like other specifically religious symbols, they
point toward the divine. One critic describes this aspect of the
novel as follows.

Naylor attempts to transcend the limits of modern language and
summon the connecting strength of myth. . . . The mystery of re-
ligion is once again merged with the action uf the daily life as the
domestic acts and manual labor of the working man and woman
are elevated to the sacred.'”
This elevation to the sacred characterizes the work of hands in
hair in the novel, work which comprises a symbolic, non-verbal
religious language. Seen through Tillich’s typology, hands and
hair are liturgical sign-symbols, and the process of working with
hair is a sacramental symbol of God’s appearance in the world.
But unlike the symbols Tillich analyzes, the work of hands in hair
in Mama Day is an expression of divine activity that is culturally
encoded in African and African American religious traditions,
specifically in the traditions of conjure and of the Bakongo and
Yoruba religions.

‘Conjure” — shorthand for the actions, rituals, and spells of

superstition, magic, incantation, poison, blessing, and cursing —






