“THE WORK OF YOUR OWN HAND
Doing Black Women’s Hair as Religious
Language in Gloria Naylor’s Mama Day

Monica A. Coleman

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.

Monica A. Coleman is a doctoral candidate in the School of Religion at Clare-
mont Graduate University. :
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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 —
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is an African retention within African American communities
that has been syncretized with Christdanity (and other cultural
expressions) and that also subverts dominant (Western and
male) assertions of power by drawing upon alternative and seem-
ingly mysterious sources of power.’® Conjure workers are folk
healers who come from a variety of backgrounds. They range
from religious leaders and community leaders to those on the
periphery of the community, such as midwives, grannies, and
story-tellers."” Conjurers believe that their gifts (of healing and
cursing) come from God, and they draw upon and utilize (liter-
ally participate in) divine power. As Sharla Fett puts it,

Healing [and conjuring] knowledge came to [black female conjur-

ers] through dreams, signs, visions, guidance from God or ‘Doctor

Jesus,” and lessons passed on from previous generations . . . [their

capabilities] rested on a spiritual source of power that Lould not
[be] undermine[d].”'®

Two of the most important influences on conjure are Bakongo
and Yoruba religion, both of which play a role in Mama Day. Al-
though Willow Springs is a fictional island, it is clearly intended
to fit into the historical geography of the Sea Islands, a repository
of Gullah culture. Gullah (or “Geechee”) culture is unique be-
cause the Gullah people were able to retain more traditional Af-
rican practices and beliefs than most other Black slaves and their
descendants in America. This was possible for two primary rea-
sons. First, the pattern of the slave trade came almost exclusively
from the Ba-Kongo region of continental Africa (contemporary
Zaire and Angola). Between 1735 and 1740, 70% of all incoming
slaves to South Carolina and the Sea Islands were drawn from the
Angola region." After 1774, the Kongo-Angola region supplied
the majority of slaves to the southeast United States. One result
of these immigration patterns was a “powerful sum of ‘Kongo-
isms’” in the Gullah region.”” Second, the Sea Islands were rela-
tively isolated from mainstream European and African American
culture. Some islands had no bridges connecting them to the
mainland until the early 1900s. The result, in the words of one
ethnologist, was that

these Negroes [sic], more perhaps than any others in the United
States, have lived in a physical and cultural isolation which is con-
ducive to the survival of many old customs and thoughtways, both
African and European.?®'
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One aspect of Bakongo spirituality that plays an important role
in Mama Day is the concept of the nkist. As Robert Farris Thomp-
son explains in Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and
Philosophy, a nkisi is

a thing we use to help a person when that person is sick and from

which we obtain health . . . a chosen companion, in whom all peo-
ple find confidence, a hldmg place for people’s soul, to keep and

ey

compose in order to preserve life,™

The nkisi originated in God and were distributed throughout the
country in a variety of manifestations. These earthly manifesta-
tions of nkisi could be used to invoke divine assistance.”” Each
nkist contains medicines and a soul which combine to give it life
and power. The nkisi can represent an ancestor who returns to
serve the one who beckoned (through the possession of a charm
or herb) or a victim of witchcraft who has been captured by the
one who possesses the charm or hair.

Yoruba religion also played an important role in the Gullah
region, as Thompson points out.”* In traditional Yoruba religion,
there are various orisa, or spirits, who are less powertul than God
but who are worshipped as a limitless horizon of vivid moral be-
ings who are generous yet intimidating. The orisa are messengers
and embodiments of ase, spiritual command, or “the-power-to-
make-things-happen.™® Ase is God’s power made accessible to
creation. It is morally neutral and can be used generously or self-
ishly, to kill or to give life, according to the purpose and nature
of its bearer.*® Ase originally descended in the form of a python,
a viper, an earthworm, a small snail, and a woodpecker. Ase
comes in multiple forms from llghtnmg to blood and is often
symbolized in the color white.

Esu-Elegba (also Esu-Elegbara) is the orisa that dispenses ase.
Esu represents the crossroads, the point where decisions are
made and options are opened or closed. Esu is the mediator or
messenger of God and the other orisa. Esu is “the ultimate master
of potentiality.”” At the same time, however, Esu’s power is am-
biguous and can even be identified with evil. As Thompson
points out, “Because of the believed unpredictability of Esu-
Elegba, this West Coast spirit comes to be associated with the bib-
lical Devil.” The association of Esu with the Devil, Thompson also
notes, highlights the "double” nature of this tradition, which is
both “Kongo-Yoruba and Western.”#®
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Naylor invokes various symbols of Yoruba and Bakongo cos-
mology throughout Mama Day — in her descriptions of the is-
land graveyard, for example, and in her discussions of various
herbal medicines and curses. She identifies both Mama Day and
Ruby as conjure women. As conjurers, Mama Day and Ruby have
access to the divine power of ase, which they manipulate through
their symbolic actions in order to effect personal or communal
ends of transformation and change.” In addition, as Lindsay
Tucker points out, both Mama Day and Ruby oscillate between
beneficent and malicious activity, and they thus embody the am-
biguous power of ase, its different options and uses.*’

Seen in this context, both Ruby’s cursing and Mama Day’s cur-
ing of Cocoa are manifestations of the power of ase, and since the
work of hands in hair is central to both, it is evident that this
work plays a vital symbolic role in the novel. To understand this
symbolism, we need to explore the meaning of three things in
the novel and in the world of conjure and Kongo-Yoruba culture
more broadly: hands, hair, and the particular pattern into which
Ruby braids Cocoa’s hair.

1. Hands

Hands play an important role in Yoruba art and in the story-
world of Mama Day. In Yoruba art, hands represent ancestors.
The left hand is the mother-hand, and the right hand the father-

hand. Working together, they are described as “the hand-which- -

keeps and the hand-which-acts.”™"' These beliefs emphasize the
active, creative power of hands, as well as their role in connecting
individuals to others and to their own pasts. This combination is
evident in the work of hands in Mama Day as well. Even in the
creation of Willow Springs, hands do creative and connective
work. Willow Springs was literally given to the hands of a Black
woman by God:
The island got spit out of the mouth of God, and when it fell to
the earth, it brought along an army of stars. He wied to reach
down and scoop them back up, and found Himself shaking hands
with the greatest conjure woman on earth. “Leave 'em here,
Lord,” she said. “I ain’t got nothing but these poor black hands to
guide my people, but I can lead on with light” (110).
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In this story, hands connect God and the conjure woman, and
the woman guides her people with her hands. Although she says
that they are “poor black hands,” the power we see connected
with hands throughout the novel illustrates that they are not her
greatest weakness; rather, they are her greatest assets and tools.
Furthermore, this creation myth is celebrated through the ritual
of the “Candle Walk,” during which community members give
gifts to one another and to those to whom they are grateful. The
only requirement for the gift is that “it [comes] from the earth
and is the work of your own hands” (110). In this gift-giving,
hands and the work of hands imitate the divine creative act, con-
necting the divine to the human and human beings to one
another.

The power of hands and touch has garnered considerable at-
tention in contemporary scholarship. Scholars in the humanities
and the social and medical sciences are acknowledging the heal-
ing power of touch in human hands. Massage, hand-holding,
hugging, the laying on of hands, and numerous other forms of
touch are increasingly being understood as central aspects of
long-standing holistic, folk, and non-Western healing practices,
such as the Japanese tradition of Reiki.”* Touch is more compli-
cated than a simple gesture, since it serves to connect persons
and transfer energy. Indeed, in Mama Day, hands heal, curse, and
connect as they transfer divine energy to different persons.

Hands also connect and build bridges between separated phys-
ical and spiritual entities.”® When a storm destroys the bridge be-
tween Willow Springs and the mainland of South Carolina, a
metaphorical bridge is being built on the island — between
George’s world and the world of Mama Day, between the secular
and the sacred.’* We are told of George’s inability to “handle”
the environment of Willow Springs, and we see him using his
hands to help rebuild the bridge in his eagerness to leave the
island. Mama Day even asks for George’s hands when she needs
him to assist in Cocoa’s metaphysical healing. George must hand
over his belief to her. Mama Day then takes his hands in hers as
she walks him to different spiritually significant locations and
places family artifacts into his hands. George, however, refuses to
let go of Cocoa and finally asks, “Could it be that she wanted
nothing but my hands?”(300).
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Margaret Washington Creel, a historian of Gullah culture, ar-
gues that the Gullah view of the world — with God at the apex,
humanity at the center, and a spirit world of good and bad forces
all around — and the Gullah belief that earthly life is significant
but that death is not to be feared are distinctively African and are
related to the Gullah’s Bakongo roots.*” Thus, it is not surprising
to find the Bakongo cosmogram in Gullah culture. Thompson
points out, for example, that the cosmogram plays a vital role in
Gullah folk medicine:

A main institutional channel through which Kongo ways were kept
alive in North America was black folk healing. Men and women in
black communities who practiced ancient cures compounded of
leaves and roots also tended to know the cosmogram or its visual

equivalents, such as the crossroads, or to use forked branches as
mediatory emblems.*®

Thompson also implies that the cosmogram is represented in the
pattern of braiding hair when he notes that “Bakongo women
were styling their hair in splendid concentric, spiral patterns to
celebrate the restoration of black rule and the circularity of the
royal enclosure of the ancient ideal capital.™”

Naylor evokes the cosmogram in Mama Day when she describes
the pattern into which Ruby braids Cocoa’s hair:

[Ruby] moves her hands along the temples to get the shape of the
head before making the first part. A straight part down the mid-

dle, north to south . . . . The second big part crosses the first, going
east to west . . . . North to south, east to west, round to square.
(246)

Ruby braids the Bakongo cosmogram into Cocoa’s hair with
white twine representative of ase (246). The narrator lets us know
that this pattern of braiding is typical in Willow Springs when she
refers to “little dark girls, hair all braided up with colored twine,”
in the first pages of the novel (4).

VI. THE Work oF HanDs 1v HAtrR As Divine ActiviTy: CREATING
AND TRANSFORMING

The connection that Naylor draws between the cosmogram
and the pattern that Ruby braids into Cocoa’s hair implies that
the work of hands in hair is a divinely creative activity. By doing
hair, Black women’s hands are recreating a primordial environ-
ment. Cocoa alludes to this when she describes the peace she
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feels as Ruby braids her hair, a process that takes her back to her

childhood:
Sitting on that little stool and letting her braid my hair brought
that comfort back, the day she saved me from a spanking by re-
moving the evidence that I'd been playing down in the ravine.
Stickier problems had taken the place of cockleburs, but her huge
legs were a fortress I could hide between and her voice was sooth-
ing. (245)

Ruby recreates Cocoa’s childhood world as she is braiding hair.

But at the same time, Ruby is also creating something new — the

illness that is about to plague Cocoa.

The doing of hair is a transformative creation. When Ruby
works nightshade into Cocoa’s hair (while oiling it), she is curs-
ing Cocoa. When Mama Day responds by cutting Cocoa’s hair,
she liberates Cocoa from Ruby’s curse and initiates Cocoa’s heal-
ing. Mama Day knew that there were several possible antidotes to
Ruby’s curse:

[Ruby] hoped [Mama Day would] spend her time untwisting them

threads and washing the poison out of [Cocoa’s] hair . . . Ruby

knows there were so many things [Mama Day] could choose from

[to heal Cocoa and seek revenge on Ruby] . . . she could reach

down in any flower garden . . . But all that would take time. (264)
Instead, Mama Day reaches into Cocoa’s hair and begins to work
— to cut. Once again, divine power is morally neutral and can be
used for good or evil. Divine power that creates and transforms
becomes incarnate, expressed, utilized, manipulated, symbolized
in the way that Ruby and Mama Day’s hands work in Gocoa’s
hair.

Hands working in hair are clearly ritual symbols.*® Most schol-
ars of ritual agree that ritual is composed (at the very least) of a
leader, a community, and a repetitive act. The doing of hair in
Mama Day entails each of these. First, Ruby and Mama Day func-
tion as ritual leaders. They are “shamans” who lead and guide the
power that is manifest and honored in the ritual. Second, the
entire population of Willow Springs functions as the community.
From the litte girls whose hair is often braided in this manner, to
Cocoa’s husband, George, who never fully understands what has
happened to Cocoa, everyone witnesses and is involved in this
particular expression of God’s activity. Third, the doing of hair is,
by its very nature, a repetitive process. A braid is created by the
repetitive threesstrand weaving of hair between fingers over and
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over and over. Hair is cut by the repetitive movement of scissors.
Oiling, parting, and brushing are also actions that require repeti-
tive movements. These actions are nothing without repetition. In
fact, if only one stroke of any of these movements were done, it
would fail to be the full action. There is also the larger sense of
ritual repetition: Braiding hair is intergenerational. Just as a wo-
man’s hair was done by her mother or grandmother, so she also
does the hair of her daughter and granddaughter.

Ritualists also tell us that ritual has three social gifts: It creates
order, community, and transformation. Doing hair literally cre-
ates order out of tangled or undone hair. It also creates commu-
nity. It links the one doing the hair and the one who is having
her hair done. As hands move through hair, they link the past,
present, and future, connecting ancestors, elders, and youth in
cultural contexts and spiritual conversation — just as the
Bakongo cosmogram links the living and the dead.

As action and as ritual, then, the doing of hair is both creative
and transformative. Hands moving in hair effect change. They
(re)create and tansform by blessing and/or cursing.

VII. CONTEMPORARY IMPLICATIONS

Gloria Naylor has a complicated agenda in her depiction of
Willow Springs and the conjure world in Mama Day,”® and her
use of African religious symbols is clearly deliberate. She states in
one interview, for instance, that “Mama Day is a very strong wo-
man, and the values that she lives by she got through the powers
of her African Ancestresses.”! This argument need not be con-
fined to Mama Day, however. There are numerous other contem-
porary sources suggesting that the movement of hands in hair is
a religious language.

Across cultures and genders, hair styling is never as simple as it
appears. It is usually culturally, socially, and politically laden.
Styles are also religiously meaningful. In “Braids,” Maria Luis
Bombal states that hair is the wellspring of a woman'’s spirit:

Because a woman'’s hair springs from the most profound and mys-
terious source, whence I bore the first trembling seed of life-evolv-
ing therefore to struggle and grow among many entangling forces,
thrusting through the vegetal surface into the air and on upwards

1)

to the privileged forehead of its choice.”™
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Hair is still understood as a place of vulnerability, strength, and
transmission of power. One critic notes that the literature of New
World African women often describes Black women’s hair in this
manner:
Hair is universally a strong metaphor for maturity, culture, beauty,
sexuality and control. . . . A woman’s hair is her essence. The liter-
ature proves it. She recognizes beauty in the length and thickness
of her hair, finds culture and power in her hair, becomes jealous
of others’ hair, seduces and rebels with her hair. Men also know
that hair is beautiful, sensual and powerful. When they seek to
control their women, it is either directly through their hair or re-
flecting in their hair. There are times when she takes control of
her life, and that, too, is shown in her hair. These women often
come from oppressed cultures but are able to seek solace and
comfort in their hair.”*
The uses of hair in Mama Day subvert some of our traditional
understandings of hair. Bombal believes that the cutting of hair
“severs [women from their] ties with those magic currents which
issue from the very heart of the earth.”* The Biblical tradition
seems to support this belief that cutting one’s hair deprives one
of strength and that women’s hair in particular should be long.
The story of Samson locates Samson’s strength in his hair, and
Paul often tells women to leave their hair long (1 Cor. 11:14-15)
and not to braid it (1 Tim. 2:9, 1 Pet. 3:3). Many Black women
still desire to have long hair, even when their hair will not natu-
rally grow to socially approved lengths. Naylor reminds us that
the cutting of hair is liberating, not only because it frees one
from social prescriptions of what women’s hair ought to look
like, but also because it can be healing. The cutting can
(re)connect one with Bombal’s magic currents, one’s spiritual
depths, divine power, and grace. '

The work of hands in hair also reminds us that the sacred is
encountered in the mundane. We don’t always hear God in the
burning bushes, the great theological tomes, or the sanctified
holy places of our traditions. In fact, women have not tradition-
ally had the spare time — what with the duties of work and child-
rearing — to live the mystical monastic life. Women often en-
counter God in the tasks that they normally perform. One author
affirms this in the witness of the Biblical texts:

Sometimes our most important encounters with God occur in un-

expected places. One hardly thinks of a nursery, a laundry room, a
nursing home, or a drugstore as a place to encounter the sacred.
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We associate holy places with mountains, sanctuaries, rivers, pas-
tures, and quiet retreat centers, It is easy to forget that the com-
mon, everyday sites where we actually live out our commitments to
one another are likely places to entertain the holy.””

Seeing God at work in the work of women’s hands transforms
our understandings of where to look for God’s voice.

Finally, attention to the movement of hands in hair can trans-
form and augment current understandings of religious language.
One critic notes that conjure offers new explandnons for suffer-
ing.”® Tt does not invoke a dualistic system in order to define evil
as the property of the devil or Satan, nor does it assert that God is
evil or the source of evil. Instead, it locates evil in human agency,
human intention, human use. God trusts humanity with morally
neutral power. God is active and involved in the world through
the nkisi and ase, but God does not will the evil that is sometimes
manifest in the world.

Focusing only on linguistic metaphors confines our attention
to the verbal, literate, and anthropocentric aspects of God’s crea-
tion, while discerning nonverbal actions as religious language en-
larges our understanding of religious symbols and divine activity.
We see that God is embodied and incarnate in human hands,
and also in hair, twine, nightshade, and herbs, and in the move-
ment of these objects. Seeing God at work in the work of Black
women’s hands transforms our understandings of where God’s
activity and power are to be found.
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