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Where the Power of a Woman L.ies

Monica Anita Coleman

Drawing examples from Afro-American fiction, Coleman explains the critical importance of hair as a representation of @ woman'’s
beauty, self-esteem, and control. Monica A. Coleman is a Junior in Cabot House concentrating in Afro-American Studies. This paper
was submitted to Afro-American Studies 132z: Domestic Life in Literature, a seminar conducted by Jamaica Kincaid.

In the labor room of St. Joseph’s hospital in Ann Arbor, Michigan in 1974, a woman lay on a cot about to deliver a baby.
As she screamed out in pain from the latest contraction, her husband looked down and said, “The baby is coming. Go

get the doctor. The hair 18 black.®
The woman is my mother,

the man, my father

.. and my hair is still Black.

E very morning before I went to school, my mother would

sit me down on a small wooden stool for an agonizing
thirty minute process called “combing my hair.” I was sure
that she was pulling out every strand of my hair by the root as
she brushed my thick hair into some semblance of order to
begin braiding. She braided my hair into several different
styles during my years in elementary school: one on top and
two in the back, two crisscrossed in the front with one
hanging downinthe back, ten or elevenrandomly placed, two
cornrowed down the sides, all of these with colorful yarn
ribbons around the base of the plaits.

By the time I was nine, I stopped resisting the daily
ritual and even began to suggest new patterns for braids. “Try
a circle around my head and end with a braid right here,” I
would say pointing to the middle of my head. “No one else
wears it like that.” It became a game between my mother and
me. Who could think of the fanciest styles? Nonetheless, all
this pulling on my hair caused me to complain the entire time,
so Mama would tell me stories to keep my attention until she
was done. It was here that I learned all about the five men she
dated in high school, if Grandma was as nice (o her when she
was little as when 1 was little, and what it was like to grow up
in the city.

The day I was allowed to begin doing my own hair
was exciting. My father thought my mother should braid my
hair forever, and it required a concerted effort between my
mother and myself to convince him that I was old enough at
eleven to comb my hair myself. 1 admit that I had some
crooked cornrows for a couple weeks, but I felt grown up and
that made it worthit. By the time I was thirteen, I had my hair
relaxed and wore it long and straight down my back. When 1

was fifteen, I had over 5 inches of my hair cut off to form the
new bob style that most girls were wearing. As my mother
watched, she cried in disbeliet that I could “cut off all that
hair.” [ explained to her that my hair was simply (0o hotonmy
neck when Itan track. Thereal reason for cutting my hair Isee
clearly now. At that time, I was being emotionally and
verbally abused by my father. I felt that he was trying to
control everything in my life, so I took control of the only
thing that was mine: my hair.

Three years later, | stand appalled at what I have done
to my shoulder-length hair. Having chemically relaxed and
electrically curled it, I decided to try to reverse all the damage
of five years. When I told my boyfriend that I was letting my
relaxer grow out and would wear my hair in braids for the next
couple of years, he almost fell over. “Don’t change your
hair,” he argued. “It was one of the first things that attracted
me to you. I like it the way it is.” “But I don’t,” I retorted. I
don’t even remember the texture of the hair my mother and 1
struggled over years ago.” It it takes me five more years to
get my hair back, then so be it.

For the past year, I thought this preoccupation with
hair was uniquely mine. No one understands why I don’t just
wear it in a straight bob again, but insist on braids and
thickness. However, the literature representing women of:
marginal cultures shows that hair is universally a strong
metaphor for maturity, culture, beauty, sexuality, and control.
For oppressed women in a White male society, hair is often
the only thing that is their own, that they can control. In
Braids, Maria Luisa Bombal tells her readers that women do
not appreciate their hair. She writes:



HArvARD COLLEGE Forum

Day by day, proud human beings that we are, we
have a tendency to renounce our elemental
roots, which accounts for the fact that women
no longer appreciate their braids. Being
rationalists nowadays, women in cutting off
their braidsignore thatineffect they are severing
ties with those magic currents which issue from
the very heart of the earth. (Bombal 67)

A close examination of six novels and short stories can prove
Bombal incorrect here. Women are aware of the power in
their hair, and often enough, so are their men.

Merle Hodge’s Crick Crack Monkeyis a novel about
Tee, a young girl in the Caribbean, who is left with her Aunt
Tantie after her mother’s death and father’s emigration to

The literature representing women of mar-
ginal cultures shows that hair is a strong
metaphor for maturity, culture, beauty, sexu-
ality and control.

England. After winning a scholarship, Tee goes to live with
pretentious Aunt Beatrice. She feels confused as she is caught
between the Black, middle-class values of Beatrice and the
common folk values of Tantie, with whom she spent most of
her childhood. The few images of hair in this novel illuminate
the metaphors of maturity and rebellion that lie in the hair of
women of marginal cultures.

To be able to manage one’s own hair is a symbol of
maturity. Many parents and carctakers prefer to do their
children’s hair as long as possible. In this way, they do not
need to acknowledge the fact that their children are becoming
adults. When Aunt Beatrice is combing Tee’s hair one
morning before school, she exclaims: “Some children think
they are too grown-up; some children think they fell out of the
sKy, you know, [Tee], some children think they have no use
whatsoever for anybody but themselves; but never mind, they
soon find that they are not needed either. Here is a child who
knows what it is to be child” (Hodge 84). Aunt Beatrice is
holding Tee up as an example to her own daughters, whom
she sees as unruly and rebellious. Her children disrespect and
refuse to obey her. She complains to her husband about the
way in which her daughters treat her: “You don’t hear how
these children talk to me Norman .. Norman! Do something!”
(Hodge 71) Thus it is no surprise that the author describes her
daughters’ independence and rebellion as “[The daughters]
simply did not allow Auntie Beatrice near their hair” (Hodge

84). Deep down inside, Tee feels as though she is far too old
to have someone else comb her hair. She feels as though she
ismatureenoughtto manage itherself. Her disgustis manifest:

AndIcould manage my own hair, admirably, in
fact, Tantie thought — it had been some time
since she had stopped combing it for me ...
Auntie Beatrice had no right to take possession
of my head every morning, even going so far as
to tie my bows. I submitted to this, however
greatmy distaste, for with Auntie Beatrice I was
disarmed beyond all resistance, in an
uncomfortable alien way. It was all I could do
to slink into the bathroom every time and there
angrily untie and retiec my bows. (Hodge 84)

Unlike her cousins, Tee is unable to resist her Aunt Beatrice,
though she longs to. She knows she is old enough to take care
of her hair, but her aunt refuses to allow her that symbol of
maturity. Even though another of Tee’s aunts has given her
permission to control her own hair, Beatrice tries “to take
possession” of what Tee knows is hers to control.

Although taking care of one’s own hair symbolizes
maturity, and tension often exists when people seek to control
another’s hair; most women still maintain fond memories of
childhood when someone else braided their hair. Tee recalls
atime when she was young and carefree. Indescribing her joy
in spending vacations with her grandmother, Tee concludes
with a comment about having her hair braided:

[The children] roamed the yard and swarmed
down to the water and played hoop around the
breadfruit tree as if we would always be wiry-
limbed children whose darting about the sun
would capture like amber an fix into eternity.
Although [my grandmother] exclaimed upon our
arrival cach year athow big we’d got ...everything
seemed to set in the still, hanging brightness —
our games and squabbling; the hens with their
heads down scratching about the yard; the
agreeableness of sitting clamped between [her]
knees having one’s hair plaited. (Hodge 18)

While there comes a time when each woman must do her own
hair, most enjoy having their hair done by someone else. The
fact that someone else has control keeps childhood carefree
and innocent.

Camille Yarbrough wrote a children’s story called
“Cornrows,” about African American children who enjoy
having their hair braided. The narrator, Sister, pleads with her






