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The Political Incorrectness
of Zora Neale Hurston

n the 1930s, Zora Neale Hurston was among the Negro A.r:.::mw,

ol New York white society. Of all the “Niggerali,” as Langston
[ughes put it, she was “certainly the most amusing.” Having
come Lo town in 1925 at the suggestion of her instructors at How-
ard Universily (where she had taken classes while working as a
maid and manicurist), she burst into the circle of black writers
and the white patrons whom they escorted to Harlem nightspots.
She signed her letters to white friends “Your pickaninny, Zora,”
and was known for her llamboyance, her pranks (she once lifted
subway fare from beggar’s cup, with a promise to repay him
later), and her brazen talk, “I nover expect to have a greater thrill
than that wire gave me” was how she remembered receiving the
telegram informing her that J- B. Lippincott would publish her
first novel, Jonal'’s Gourd Vine (1934). “You kuow the feeling
when you found your first pubic hair, Greater than that.”

It was at Barnard College, which Hurston attended on a schol-
arship arranged by one of her benefactors, that she learned thut

the rural black speech with which she had grown up in the South
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REQUIRED READING .

but who had had fixed ideas about a woman’s dependency to
which she could not bring hersell to conform. Their Fyes Were
Watching God is, in part, a testament to their doomed passion.
Like Jonal's Gourd Vine, the new book is set in a workd in
which white people exist only as llickering shadows. But there is
a more vivid sense of their appressive presence, (oo, a sense of
how hard it is for any black family to make a dignified life out of
seraps from the white man’s table. Janie, raised by a grand-
mother who was born into slavery and raped by her master, is
the repository of the old woman’s dreams and the object of her
protection. At the first sign of Janie’s sexual awakening—which
Hurston evokes heawtifully in a scene where the girl “stretched
on her back beneath the pear tree soaking in the alto chant of
the visiting bees . .. land watched] a dust-bearing bee sink into
the sanctim of a bloom”—her grandmother arranges a marriage
to a respectable farmer. e is a solid man who chops enough

full”

When the girl objects that she feels nothing for him—"But

wood to keep the stove hot and “keeps both water bucket

Z:::\F Al wants to want him sometimes, Aly don’t want him to

»

do all de wantin’ "—she is admonished for her romantic fanta-

sies, for feeling that he is “deseerating the pear tree™ in which

she had beheld “the thousand sister-calyxes arch to meet the love

N

embrace” of the bee,
Fater, alter she has endured two dutiful marriages, fanie ex-

plains her grandimother’s :a:?:m to a friend:

[Nanny] was borned in slavery time when folks, dat is black
lolks, didhwt sit down anytime dey felt lak it. So sittin® on
Yy Y
porches lak de white madam looked lak uh mighty fine thing

tuh her. Dats whut she wanted for me—don’t keer whut it

192
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cost. Git up on uh high chair and sit dere. She didn’t have
time tuh think whut tah do after yon got up on de stool uh
do nothin’. De object wuz tuh git dere. So Al got :%n:: de
high stool lak she told me, but Pheoby, Al done nearly lan-
guished tuh death up dere. Ah felt like de world wuz cryin’

extry and Al ain’t read de common news yet.

This is Janie’s retrospective account of how she had become
parched in the keeping of her first husband and why, when Joe
Starks, “a cityfied, stylish dressed man,” coaxed her away from
her servitude, she jumped at the chance.

But life with Starks turns out to be just another episode of
stool-sitting, this time behind the counter of his general store,
where he installs her as a decorative clerk. “The spirit of the
marriage left the bedroom and took to living in the parlor. It was
there 1o shake hands whenever company came to visit, but it
never went back inside the bedroom again.” Hurston often de-
seribed with cruel precision the slackening of a man’s body (“he
had let his waistline go a bit,” she wrote about her West Indian
lover, “and that bespoke his inside feeling”), but she always pre-
served enough sympathy to cateh the hints of fear and self-hatred

in his expression as he watches the damage inflicted by time:

One day she noticed that Joe didn’t sit down. e just stood
in front of a chair and fell in it. ., . e didn’t rear back in
his knees any longer. Ie squatted over his ankles when he
walked. . .. 11is prosperous-looking belly that used to thrust
out so pugnaciously and intimidate folks, sagged like a load
suspended from his loins. It didw't seem to be part of him

-

anymore. Eyes a little absent too,
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REQUIRED READING

wanee, a psychological portrait of a white couple, of which Hur-
ston’s biographer, Robert Hemenway, has aptly said that its main
male character “becomes a shrimp-hoat captain for the sole pur-
pose of LS:::,.:,::.ﬁ Hurston’s r,:cé_ifc of m_:.ri,:.:r.:

As Hurston lost her rc:_.:.mm as an artist, her personal life fell
apart too. Her relations hecame strained with her chief patron,
Charlotte Mason, who held publication rights to the materials that
Hurston had gathered on her expeditions in the South and who
balked at her plan to adapt them for commercial theatrical per-
formance. In the mid-1940s, Lippincott rejected two novels, one
abont wealthy blacks, the other sot in Latonville; and various other
projects, including a biogr: phy of Herod the Great (for which she
invited Winston Churehill to wrile an introduction), never came
to fruition. After two short-lived marriages and an aborted en-
gagement, she was falsely aceused of molesting a young boy. Al-
though the case was dismissed after an investigation, she never
quite recovered, and spent her last years in ill health, working as
a maid, an office clerk, and a substitute teacher. She died impov-

erished, in a Florida welfare home, in 1960.

[ this life is a sad tale of talent dissipated, the posthumous career
ol Thurston’s reputation is an entirely different story. Since the

late 19705, when she was xor.::&m;ﬁm; as an exemplary gening

by w rising group of black women writers (Alice Walker arranged
for a headstone to be placed in the cemetery where Hurston had
heen buried in an unmarked grave), her work hag become a fix-
ture in anthologies and on college reading lists. And now that the
Library of America has issued a two-volume edition of her col-

lected work, her statug as a classic seems secure.

194
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The fluctuations of hurston’s reputation constitute a precise
register of the mood not only of American literary culture in the
twenticth century but of the racial attitudes that have accounte
for an important part of its context. In the 19205 and 1930s she
was a curiosity, a brainy black girl who could coax “her people’
to talk the old lingo so that it might be written down and pre-
served before it dis: ppeared. Franz Boas, whose other students
included Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead and who had, ac-
cording to Hurston, “no pet wishes to prove,” was a forward
looking man skeptical  of  received platitudes  about  racial
difference. But he was also s fficking in old notions about the

distinction between deracinated city dwellers and country people

whose ideas, as Jane Addams (writing about the “South Italian
peasant”) had put it at the turn of the century, “have come di-
rectly ... from their struggle with nature.”

What Boas had at hand a few blocks from Columbia was a living
laboratory stocked by the post-World War 1 migration of rural
Southern blacks to the Northern metropolis. And what Addams
had said of her transplanted Ialians seemed to apply equally well
(if one substitutes cotton and tobacco for “olives and oranges”) to

the Negro. Qc:::v\ virtues become cily vices:

[TTe] comes from a life of picking olives and oranges, and
he easily sends his children out to pick up coal from rail-
road tracks, or wood from buildings which have been
burned down. Unfortunately . . it is susy to go from the coul
on the railroad track o the coal and wood which stands be-
fore a dealers shop; from the potatoes which have rolled
from a rumbling wagon Lo the vegetables displayed by the

grocer,

197
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REGUIRED READING

are built so that their feot cternally shuffle, and their eyes
pop and roll. mr::::m feet and those popping, rolling eyes
denote the Negro, and no characterization is genuine without
this monotony. One is scated on a stump El&:m away on
his hanjo and singing and laughing, The other is o most
amoral character before » .i::.c-n::;::um shack ::::r::m

about injustice.

The real reason that :E.ﬁ::.x reputation declined between (he
1940s and the 19705 was that as the civil rights movement lod
most intellectuals 1o regard Southern black folk culture as a re-
sidual symptom of slavery and segregation, the curatorial impulse
of the 1930s, when Hurston had traveled with, Alan Lomax, col-
lecting saples of black folk music for the Library of Congress,
gave way to the imperatives of int 2gration and assimilation, -
ston’s characters, who tend to speak in dialect, became ma::v\
:__~§:,~.~§..~ﬁ. ler affection for the sealed black world in whicl,
she had grown up came to seem, in other words, %c::cxzv\ rol-
rograde.

But Hwston's politics had never been coherent, and it is 4

nistake, really, to take her opinions too scriously. She tended 1o
shoot off letters 1o the editor or to blurt :::m.f. out in inferviews.
Thus in 1943, tired of liberal patronizing, she remarked that “the
lot of the Negro is much better in the South than in the Norh”
and even went 5o far as to say to a reporter that “the Jim Crow
system works,” a statement that Wilkins characterized in The Am-
sterdam News as “arrant, even vicious nonsense.” But ::? ayeur
carlier she had written (in a passage in Dust Tracks on a Road

that was deleted by her Lippincott editors but is now restored in

the Library of America edition):

200
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President Roosevelt could extend his four freedoms to some
people right here in America, . . I am not bitter, but I see
what 1 see. He can call numes across an ocean, but he evi-
dently has not the courage (o speak even softly at home. . . .

I will fight for my country but I will not lie for her.

And two years later she attacked the “the Jim Crow laws” for
confining black people to “back scats in trains, [and] back doors

>

of houses” where “the smallest dark child is to be convinced of
its inferiority.”

By the 19505, Hurston had settled into a belligerent conserva-
tism. She supported the presidential candidacy of Robert Taft.
Construing the motives of black integrationists as a form of race
E:rm«:ﬁf:@? she E%Cmam the m:?.ﬁ:e Sourt decision in
Brown v. Board of Education. “I saw no curse in being black,”
she had written in Dust Tracks on a Road, “nor no extra flavor
by being white. I saw no benefit in excusing my looks by claiming
to be hall Indian.” These are sensible sentences when read as
comments on a certain kind of shame that takes root among peo-
ple who have been trained in sell-contempt. But when she offered
the same sort of sentiment as 4 delense of segregated schools—
“I can see no tragedy in being too dark to be invited 1o a white
school social allair”—she revealed only her political naiveté, and
consigned herself to oblivion for another decade.

In the late 1960s and 1970s, when a new aesthetic of racial
pride emerged (always with a tinge of separatism), her reputation
began to recover. “By the "60s,” as Alice Walker wrote in 1976,
“everyone understood that black women could wear beautiful
cloths on their beautiful heads and care about the authenticity of
first. And so

things cullud and African.” Zora had been ther
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REQUIRED READING

hear the same thing over and over again even though they
already know it by heart, and certain to be unread by every-
body clse. Tt is the same thing as waving the flag in a poorly

constructed 1_3\.

Hurston’s saving distinclion was her exquisitely sensitive car.
She was sometimes ont ol tune, as when she tried 1o devise meta-
phors that were mc:,,cc:mom::m_v\ literary (“there is a basin in the
mind where words float around”). Bat when she deployed collo-
cpiad black speech and celehrated its ability to move beyond mere
denotation, she was a spectacular writer, and the farthest :;:m
from a flag waver. When, for instance, she describes a speeding
train in Jonal'’s Gourd Vine, she uses a word that perfectly con-
veys the sound of the wheels clicking over the track joints: it
“schickalacked™ over the rails, A girl walks “hippily” past a porch

full of gaping men. A woman is only “mouf glad” rather than “sho

mufFglad™ when she tries to deflect with a forced smile her man’
gathering anger. The phrase “sense you intuli it” functions as a

verh that works much better than “tell” or “explain” to express

how words transmit images and feeling from speaker to hearer,
Hurston was a brilliant transeriber of dialect, but this was only
part of her achievement, When writing in her own voic 2, she
renders the world in phrases that are palpable and wonderfully
immediate; her mind moves apidly from the general proposition
(“there was nothing then to hinder impulses”) to the particular
illustration (“they didn't have zippers on pants in those ; ys, giar-
anteed o stay locked no matter what the strain”), Here, by as-
sembling a sequence of Q::Ec:_::::.v\ images, she expresses the
cost Lo her father of her mother’s judgment that he had heen

born coarse and viulgar and had needed to be refined:
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I know now that it is a griping thing to a man—not to be
able to whip his woman mentally. Soine women know how
to give their man that conquesting feeling. My mother took
her over-the-creek man and bare-knuckled him from brogans
to broadcloth, and T am certain that he was proud of the
change, in public. But in the house, he might have always
felt over-the-creck, and because this was not the statue he

had made for himselfl to look at, he resented it

This is a writer who understood that spoutaneous image-making
is the mark of a living language, that a shared language is the only
conduit we have into the interior life of other people. In an essay
in 1950 called “What White Publishers Won't Print,” Hurston

xplains what drove her as an artist: the conviction that the writer

must reveal the most intimate experiences of persons who have
been looked upon as types. Through such revelations, the reader
who has not heen completely lost to the dishonesty of prejudice

will recognize a conmmon human hond: .

Argue all you will or may about injustice, but as long as the
majority cannot conceive of a Negro or a Jew [eeling and
reacting inside just as they do, the majority will keep right
on believing that people who do not look like them cannot
possibly feel as they do, and conform to the established pat-
tern. It is well known that there must be a body of waived
malter, let us say, things accepted and taken for granted by
all in a community before there can be that commonality of
fecling. The usual phirase is having things in common. Until
this is :ES:WZV\ established in respect Lo Negroes in Amer-

ica, as well as olher minorities, it will reimain impossible for

N
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