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Abstract
Although history suggests that conjure is a practice hidden from plain 
view, Zora Neale Hurston’s ethnographies unearthed the pervasive and 
varied ways Black people throughout the diaspora—and Black women 
especially—used conjure to create a new reality or to disrupt the 
existing one. In this essay, we revisit Hurston’s ethnographic and folk-
loric study Mules and Men to consider the question: What does it mean 
for Black women in America to conjure in modernity? We use ethno-
graphic examinations of two contemporary locales—one of Florida’s 
fantasy corridors and the South Carolina lowcountry—to unearth how 
contemporary Black women draw from the conjure tradition Hurston 
documented eighty years ago. When viewed through Hurston’s ethno-
graphic history, contemporary Black women’s richly layered conjure 
practices disrupt the widely destructive effects of modernity.

Keywords: conjure, modernity, ethnography, Black women’s spirituality

The first chapter of Mules and Men, Zora Neale Hurston’s 1935 ethnography of 
the American South, begins with a folktale about John, who drowned when 
waters from a long torrential downpour flooded his home in Johnstown, 
Florida.1 When John reached heaven, he cornered everyone he saw behind the 
pearly gates, including Saint Peter, to tell them about what he had witnessed 
on earth, asking, “Y’all want to hear ’bout de big flood Ah was in down on 
earth?” Most of those he encountered listened to his tale except one man who 
responded tersely to his question, “Shucks! You ain’t seen no water!” After 
John told Peter about this rude man, Peter informed him that it was Noah, and 
“You can’t tell [Noah] nothin’ ’bout no flood!”2
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The folktale hilariously positions John’s suffering as not as severe as 
Noah’s, but also revisits consistent themes in Hurston’s ethnographic studies of 
the African diaspora. Hurston traveled throughout the global South—including 
Haiti, Jamaica, and the southern United States—where she collected thousands 
of stories about the myriad experiences framing Black life. The folktales she 
gathered were more that just mere lore. Rather, they captured the framing 
devices, the survival strategies, and the oral traditions Blacks deployed to make 
sense of life’s joys, sorrows, pains, pleasures, hopes, dreams, beliefs, and skep-
ticisms.3 John’s story in Mules was part of a larger history of Black diasporic 
wordplay.

John’s tale was also part of a particular narrative about floods in the 
southern United States, such as the 1927 Mississippi River Flood and the 
1928 Florida Okeechobee Hurricane, which is widely thought to have inspired 
the end of Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston’s acclaimed 1937 novel.4 
Hurston’s accounts in Mules and Their Eyes unveil the racially stratified con-
sequences of environmental inequality, as water metaphorically washes Black 
residents away while preparing ground for something new. Finally, John’s 
story offers another metaphysical frame for interpreting the Bible. Unlike eigh-
teenth-century stories about Blacks as the cursed descendants of Noah’s son, 
Ham, John is aligned with Noah as witness to the extraordinary power of God’s 
hand in nature.5

Mules’s archive of African-derived interpretive practices reveals environ-
mental inequities, metaphysically reframes biblical scripture, and demon-
strates the ability of folk customs to alter textual meaning. As literary critic 
Marjorie Pryse argues in her introduction to Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction, 
and Literary Tradition, Mules functions as conjure in the long tradition of Black 
women’s writings.6 In its initial stages, Black women’s literature assumed the 
authority of Christianity, even as this authority privileged the “patriarchal 
genealogy by which the Bible transmits authority (Father to Son to Puritan 
minister to male head of the household).”7 Hurston’s oeuvre, which began 
from her ethnographies of the global South, launched a “second beginning” 
of Black women’s fiction by shifting the authorial source from Christianity 
to the tradition of conjuring. By recording the stories of her community as 
presented in Mules, Hurston dissolved “the mystique of connection between 
literary authority and patriarchal power.”8 Through the tradition of conjure 
Hurston recovers, Their Eyes becomes a mythology—an origin story that 
explains the emergence of an autonomous self and its creation of a world.9 
Similarly, Mules becomes another way for envisioning Black spiritual and 
religious life anew.
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The conjure of folktales in Hurston’s writings not only displaces 
Christianity’s hold on literary authority in Black women’s writings, as Pryse 
argues, but Christianity’s entire metaphysic, or what we call a silent, structur-
ing narrative of reality derived from Anglo Protestantism’s colonization of the 
Atlantic world. Hurston’s writings reveal that, like John in the folktale from 
Mules and Janie, the protagonist in Their Eyes, Black people in America are 
forced to deploy conjuring as a metaphysical alternative to the destructive real-
ities of European modernity—realities that attempt to wash away Black life.

The idea of conjure as suggested by Hurston—and echoed in the writings 
of Theophus Smith, Tracey Hucks, and Yvonne Chireau—confirms that Black 
women’s religious creativities are always disrupting ideas of Christian norma-
tivity.10 A concealed mobilization of forces that alter relationships to mate-
rial being, conjure sits within, rides alongside, and selectively inserts itself 
into Christian rituals and traditions, as Hurston writes, “with all the inten-
sity of a suppressed religion.”11 In this sense, conjure resists modernity—a 
spirit that, as Max Weber demonstrated, derives from forgotten practices of 
Christianity, imbues material reality with ultimate significance, and signifies 
being through the language of economic rationality. Modernity’s dark side is 
its impulse for sacrificing Black people, whether by way of the colonization 
of Black occupied lands or the exploitation of Black bodies. Hurston’s fic-
tion and ethnographic writing illustrate how conjure resists those forces by 
reimagining twentieth-century American modernity as a project of Christian 
metaphysics that sacrifices Blacks for capital’s resurrection of a new earth and 
deploys consumption to blunt ethical postures against the force and scope of 
Black suffering.

Hurston’s ethnographies unearthed the numerous and varied ways Blacks 
in America—and Black women especially—used conjure as a means of creat-
ing a new reality or disrupting the existing one. Her writings, in fact, reflect 
how the transmission of ancient power is increasingly challenged by capitalist 
culture, as Pryse argues. Conjure practices are evident throughout the African 
diaspora, but in this essay we explore how our ethnographic work on Black 
religion in the American South has been influenced by the following question: 
What does it mean for Black women to conjure in modernity? Through our 
ethnographies of two contemporary locales—one of Florida’s fantasy corridors 
and the South Carolina lowcountry—we unearth how Black women continue 
to access and deploy the very ancient powers that Hurston documented eighty 
years ago.12 We contend that, within these geographical spaces, Black women’s 
conjuring pasts meet conjuring presents, as conjure is drawn upon to transcend 
the limits of modernity.
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Florida’s Fantasy Corridor

Beyond their influence on Black women’s literary history, Hurston’s writings, 
which were resurrected during the 1970s by Alice Walker’s recovery of her 
authorial significance, also conjured the preservation of Eatonville, Hurston’s 
homestead located a mere six miles from “the magical world of Disney.”13 In 
the late 1980s, the Orange County Commission, the legislative body that gov-
erns Eatonville, authorized the widening of the two-lane highway that runs 
through the small community. At the time, infrastructural change was not new 
to Eatonville. During the 1950s, the construction of Interstate 4, the huge high-
way that facilitates automobile travel to and from Disney World, led to the 
elimination of Black-owned properties in Eatonville. N. Y. Nathiri claims that 
I-4 “took 7.5 acres of the ten acres [her family] owned.”14 I-4 would widen 
highways within Eatonville, as the Orange County Commission proposed, 
would create a permanent boundary beyond which the community could not 
expand, and would deal a tremendous blow to Eatonville by crippling its rich 
institutions of faith and education, such as St. Lawrence African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, Macedonia Baptist Church, and the Hungerford School.15 
The new, expanded highway not only would have infringed on the proper-
ties of these storied institutions but also would have increased traffic flow 
through the small town, subjecting residents to increased carbon emissions and 
a greater possibility of automobile injury.

Nathiri, Alice Walker, and members of the Eatonville community were able 
to preserve the town by publicizing Hurston’s historic significance. Although 
Eatonville does not have widened highways, it has become another Orlando-
area tourist attraction just beyond the world of Disney. In a way that is similar 
to Hurston’s forays into the Caribbean to draw connections between the Black 
folk cultures in the region, her hometown has become connected to what John 
Lowe calls a burgeoning “heritage” tourist industry in the global South.16

Other small Black communities similar to Eatonville—like Tallevast, 
Florida, which is located less than two hundred miles from Hurston’s home-
town—have not produced a famous author to justify their preservation. Over 
the past thirty years, Tallevast has been threatened by the encroachment of 
the burgeoning tourist industry. The Manatee County Board of Commissioners 
recently approved the erection of a depot where public buses will be fueled 
and maintained. The site for the depot was strategically selected because of 
its location in the commercial geography of Manatee and Sarasota Counties. 
The Sarasota-Bradenton Airport is located just west of the depot, and last year 
a mammoth luxury shopping center was built near Interstate 75, less than ten 
miles from Tallevast.
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The erection of a bus depot is only the most recent environmental threat 
to Tallevast. During the 1980s, Mrs. Laura Ward and Mrs. Wanda Washington 
founded the faith-based group FOCUS—an acronym for “Family-Oriented 
Community United Strong”—to protect their community. About a decade ago, 
Mrs. Ward approached a man drilling on her property at the edge of Tallevast 
Road. Through her own investigations, she learned that the nearby American 
Beryllium facility, which produced beryllium components for the defense 
industry and space program, had contaminated the community’s groundwater. 
Lockheed Martin, the defense contractor, had discovered the contamination 
but was not required by law to inform residents of Tallevast.17 In 2008, the 
Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry found that residents who 
drank the polluted groundwater consistently since the late 1960s were likely to 
develop kidney cancer, liver cancer, lymphoma, and leukemia.18

In the wake of the contamination and its destructive health effects, Florida 
legislators passed a bill—called the Tallevast Bill, in fact—deeming it illegal 
for a company or the state to withhold information about contamination from 
those immediately affected by it.19 Legal remedies have followed in Tallevast 
too, including an “undisclosed” monetary settlement for damages incurred 
from the contamination and a cleanup plan slated to take at least forty years to 
complete.20 Mrs. Ward and Mrs. Washington continue to conjure power against 
the conditions that entomb them in postindustrial progress—from commerce 
parks to entertainment to air transportation.

Since the monetary settlement was dispersed and the cleanup plan began, 
some residents of the community often say among themselves, “FOCUS does 
not communicate with us. . . . We do not know what they are up to,” suggesting 
that Mrs. Ward and Mrs. Washington work under a secrecy reminiscent of con-
jure. But a closer look reveals that they have carefully conjured aid to protect 
their community, constantly consulting with a number of entities, including 
law firms, land developers, politicians—and scholars—to gather information 
for resisting the coming elimination of Tallevast. Once on the underside of 
the industrial production necessary for America’s war economy, Tallevast is 
now being cleared for new space in Florida’s fantasy corridor, as the proposed 
cleanup plan will prepare Tallevast for absorption into the thriving tourist 
and commercial industry. As the cleansing of the contaminated groundwater 
prepares Tallevast for new commercial space, and the bus depot becomes a 
land dock for launching easily accessible vehicles throughout an emerging 
passageway of consumption, it invokes the flood chronicled by Hurston in 
Mules. However, this contemporary manifestation of the flood does not elicit 
the cynical humor of the community, like John’s story, but unyielding, strate-
gic activism. Through their conjuring, Mrs. Ward and Mrs. Washington render 
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sacred Black homes, Black churches, and Black bodies in the face of constant 
external assaults that threaten to sacrifice them for progress.

The South Carolina Lowcountry

Tourism has transformed Florida in extraordinary ways, and, as Eatonville 
and Tallevast exemplify, one need not turn geographically far from Hurston’s 
homestead to see tourism’s impact and other ways tourism elicits conjure. 
The Gullah/Geechee communities of the coastal lowlands of South Carolina 
and Georgia have also been affected by heritage tourism, marked by “Gullah 
Tours,” the display of sweetgrass baskets, and an entire tourist economy that 
celebrates histories of the “Old South.” In South Carolina in particular, the 
lines between cultural celebration and cultural commodification are blurred. 
The Black women who sell their sweetgrass baskets on the streets surround-
ing the City Market—a tourist haven—wrestle with expectations from tour-
ists who demand they create something special and immediate from a craft 
that is unmistakably painstaking and notoriously slow. These women further 
grapple with diminishing supply, as the sweetgrass is being destroyed by the 
(im)plantation of five-star resorts. A terrifyingly ritualistic supply-and-demand 
formula emerges: increasing numbers of tourists arrive; tourists demand more 
baskets; prices for said baskets go up as a result of diminishing supply caused 
by tourist arrival; tourists scoff at the seemingly exorbitant prices for baskets; 
Black women suffer diminished product sales. Even as this commoditization of 
a historical art form threatens its end, the Black women collaborate and pool 
their resources to ensure the continuity of their craft, which many interpret as 
a sacred ancestral practice.

The existence and persistence of sacred ancestral practices is integral to 
the spirit of conjuring. In Mules, Hurston unearthed the pervasive intimacies 
of conjure practices, which she called “hoodoo,” in New Orleans and its 
surrounding lowlands and swamps: “The way we tell it, hoodoo started way 
back there before everything.”21 This beginning, or starting way back before 
everything, remains essential for considering the implications of conjure for 
Black women in modernity. Black women in the South Carolina lowcountry 
effectively call upon conjure to face the very real effects of modernity and, 
more importantly, to configure strategies on which they draw to help move 
beyond the effects of modernity. Conjure becomes the mystical, metaphysical 
course that Black women summon to survive with their bodies, minds, and 
souls intact.
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In the lowcountry, conjure has been a widespread, though understated, 
practice that has always been perceived as supernatural. In Talking to the Dead: 
Religion, Music, and Lived Memory among Gullah/Geechee Women, LeRhonda 
Manigault-Bryant suggests that conjure was a way for allowing Black women 
to “maintain cultural memories of their African pasts while incorporating real-
ities of their present existence.”22 This is certainly the case for Beatrice Dixon, 
a seventy-year-old local sweetgrass basket maker who conjures (or invokes) 
the spirit of her grandmother to guide her hands as she practices her craft. In 
so doing, Beatrice taps into an ancestral power of instruction. Even as Beatrice 
increasingly struggles to make ends meet from  her craft, she maintains an 
assurance of her economic survival because of the strength, resilience, and skill 
she inherited from her maternal ancestor.

This is also true for Lucinda Pinckney, a ninety-three-year-old former 
seamstress and root-worker. Lucinda is well-known in her role as a conjurer, 
and locals from near and far seek Lucinda for her remedies.23 Lucinda’s per-
ceived power simultaneously generates reverence and fear among members 
of her community. Her ability to provide alternative forms of aid to Black 
women, men, and children at prices that are more affordable than those of 
practitioners of Western medicine endears her to community members, while 
her inexplicable gift for providing homeopathic remedies that are actually 
efficacious terrifies them. At the heart of their healthy fear of Lucinda is that 
she knowingly has access to a metaphysical power that, though hidden, sur-
passes modern medicine. Lucinda, a devout Christian woman, is clear that 
she inherited her ability to heal others from her mother. Her role as healer/
conjurer is in no way antithetical to her identity as a Christian woman. In 
fact, her ability to recall and draw from a system of practices passed on from 
generations of Black women affirms a deep spiritual tie to Christianity. In 
Lucinda’s story we are reminded of the ways that conjure has never fully 
been suppressed and that Christianity has always served as a conduit for 
inherited practices that may not necessarily be “Christian.” For Lucinda, 
conjuring is a set of skills used for healing as well as the literal calling up 
of strength, memory, and energy from ancestral spaces. Lucinda’s belief in 
her own power connects her to a long history of Black women practitioners 
who ushered conjure into their communities and used that space to cultivate 
alternative realities.

The broadest conceptualizations of religion in the American South reveal 
that Hurston’s anthropological and intimate musings about the pervasive-
ness, efficacy, and suppressed nature of conjure were—and continue to be—
spot on. As demonstrated in the lives of Beatrice and Lucinda and from the 
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stories about them conjured up through an ethnographic approach similar 
to Hurston’s, the very acts of sweetgrass basketry and “root-work” (or hoo-
doo) are a beseeching of ancestral, metaphysical power, the same power that 
Hurston described nearly a century ago. The South Carolina lowcountry is 
also a part of this story that “started way back there before everything” and 
is connected to Hurston for the ways that women have historically used—and 
continue to use—conjure as a means to call on the past, live in the present, 
and imagine their futures. Yet conjuring-as-calling does not occur in the lin-
ear continuum emphasized in Western concepts of time. Rather, time is fluid 
and malleable, where the past and present meet and carve out new imagin-
ings where the past becomes the present and the present the past. Whether 
conceived of as “no time, potential time, and actual time,” as described by 
John S. Mbiti, “diaspora temporality” as articulated by Sheila McKoy, or “way 
back time” as espoused by Hurston, conjuring practices provide Black women 
with a means of invoking an internal, ancestral power to move beyond (and 
between) their realities.24

Conclusion: Conjure, Capitalism, and the (Re)creation 
of Modernity

In the new millennium, neoliberal capitalism has changed the terms but 
sustained the fluidity of racial capital that washes away Black life in new 
ways to create spaces for titillating forms of entertainment and pleasure. 
In the postindustrial age, capital recovers material worlds polluted by the 
prior industrial era. Sacred crafts and healing practices are consumed under 
tourist-driven demands and corporatized medicalization. Corporations align 
with state governments to improve infrastructures and mobilize labor to cre-
ate enjoyment. Culture industries—visual and sonic—produce stereotypes 
derived from colonial and racial discourses of previous eras to enable a 
longing for “otherness,” a fetish available for consumption. These indus-
tries mobilize a “gaze,” or what Rob Nixon calls “racial ecologies of look-
ing,” where this looking, through its machine of translation, rewrites space 
to bring it into compliance with the tourist fantasy.25 “Looking” involves 
experiencing places without physically being there, but it also acts as a 
form  of surveillance, controlling—physically and symbolically—what the 
space can be.

Our ethnographies and examinations of the role and function of conjure 
in and by Mules reveals that conjure is never only about spiritual formation, 
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religious sustenance, or communal retribution. Rather, conjure is a mechanism 
of survival that Black women literally and metaphorically deploy to transcend 
the limits of their contexts. More specifically, conjure among contemporary 
Black women throughout the South has come to have varied forms including, 
but not limited to, the following:

•	 To call Black women into community and community-oriented practices
•	 To call others into a sacred, ancestral exchange
•	 To provide alternative forms of aid to members of their communities
•	 To navigate multivalent systems of belief
•	 To awaken individuals to self-consciousness
•	 To empower Black women to protest and contest their current contexts

In the midst of the violence, surveillance, and displacement facilitated by 
racial commodification, Black women mediate power through these various 
expressions of conjure to actively disrupt the supposed progress of American 
modernity. In Tallevast, Florida, Mrs. Ward and Mrs. Washington conjure 
to ensure communal preservation and environmental sustainability. In the 
South Carolina lowcountry, Lucinda Pinckney and Beatrice Dixon conjure 
long-standing ancestral wisdom to ensure the continuity of ancestral prac-
tices. Through their actions, these women behave—much as Zora Neale 
Hurston did—as mediums of a sacred ancestral form. Their calling upon 
conjure permits a fluid incorporation of past and present that also gestures 
to a future of possibility and promise in a context that threatens to wash 
their very existence away.
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