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Introduction

A recent African American Vernacular English (AAVE) term ‘bussin’ began to widely gain
popularity on the internet. Dating back to the historical use of AAVE, during an era where
Black literature adhered to prescriptive ideals of respectability, a term like ‘bussin’ would
have likely been dismissed as a cheap or unsophisticated form of approval. How does time
transcend and redefine the comprehension of these terms? According to the Merriam Webster
Dictionary, the term “bussin” traces its origins to AAVE as a modern adaptation of the word
‘bust’,! which synonymously connotes the word ‘smash’, here; an overwhelming wave of
excitement that is mostly associated with food or something that is extraordinarily,
authentically good. This term made its way into the teen slang dictionary, rap and hip-hop
culture and now a popular expression among the Gen Z social talk. Hanna L. Smokoski in her
work “Voicing the Other: Mock AAVE on Social Media” (2016) emphasizes on Mock AAVE?
which refers to the stylized version of African American Vernacular English spoken by non-
natives in larger Western parts of the world. Such adaptations mostly grew upon on what was
fancied, creating an affiliation with Black culture or sometimes, rather a superior take on a
negative stereotype. We could similarly concur to a positive affiliation on the modern take of
the word “bussin”. Smokoski takes on a discourse that analyses the AAVE not merely as a
“collection of slang terms, a less-than complete language” (4), but rather attempts to

understand the “negative characteristics stereotypically associated with urban,

1The word “bussin” can be found on the Merriam Webster Dictionary.
2For more on Mock AAVE, see Smokoski’s discussion on the affiliation towards Black culture.
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socioeconomically marginalized adolescent” (5) folk. Thus, if mainstream culture influences
the evolution and acceptance of the African American vernacular, how does Hurston’s
portrayal and defence of vernacular speech illustrate this cultural influence in her own

period?

The evolution in the adaptation of the AAVE from its native heritage to modern day
slang suffers its positioning as a ‘standard language’ that speaks for its culture. The idea of
what makes a language ‘standard’, implies an objective outlook in the midst of ethnic
profiling. Zora Neale Hurston’s work draws in a similar struggle that battled with the ideal
positioning of the African American Vernacular as a language proud to its heritage during her
literary career. Hurston, a poignant Black woman writer of the time (1891-1960), occupied a
distinctive position in the realm of Black art and literature. During the late 19th and early
20th centuries, respectability politics emerged as a strategy within the African American
community to counteract racial prejudice and gain societal acceptance. This strategy was
welcomed in the era of the Harlem Renaissance °, a revolutionary intellectual movement in
literary history that led to a powerful assertion of Black identity, breaking away from white-
dominated cultural norms and rejecting the stereotypes of Black life in mainstream American
culture. In her work Zora Neale Hurston and American Literary Culture, Margaret G. West
agrees to Robert Hemenway’s succinct description of the period as ‘more a spirit than a

movement’ (15). Hurston rejected the notion that Black art needed to serve a political agenda

3 A pivotal cultural movement (1918-1937) centered in the Harlem neighbourhood of New York City, that
marked the emergence of the emancipated Black folk that established their own take on politics, music, art and
fashion. See more on The Harlem Renaissance in relation to Hurston as articulated by West, M. Genevieve.
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or prove Black worthiness to a white audience. However, Hurston was critiqued by her
contemporaries W.E.B. Du Bois and Richard Wright who argued that art should enable
political change. Both, Du Bois and Wright shaped the early canon of African American
literature around the politics of respectability. Although they adopted two distinct strategies
of assimilation and protest respectively, they emphasized that literary portrayals of Black life

must serve the broader project of racial uplift and social justice.

Building on her earlier exploration of folklore and oral storytelling in works like
Mules and Men, Zora Neale Hurston crafted a narrative that is both richly rooted in the Black
vernacular and demonstrative of the complexities of African American life. Her Their Eyes
Were Watching God (1937) stands as a monumental work that intricately weaves together her
anthropological expertise and carries deep reverence for African American cultural traditions.
Through her protagonist Janie’s journey towards self-realization, Hurston not only celebrates
the richness of Black folklore and spirituality, but also creates a space where voice and the
use of African American vernacular serves as a tool that strongly reflects Black identity and
expression. With a clear spotlight on Their Eyes Were Watching God, this thesis aims to
advocate Hurston’s use of aesthetics as an act of resistance against conventional narrative

traditions.

Amidst the push of respectability, Hurston in her work fiercely attempts to celebrate
the use of vernacular in its entirety, rather than using it as a political tool. Scholars like Betsy
Barry, Maria J. Racine and Keiko Dilbeck analyse Hurston’s use of dialect and voice as an
authentic representation of Black agency. Barry in their article “It’s hard fuh me to
understand what you mean, de way you tell it: representing language in Zora Neale Hurston’s

Their Eyes Were Watching God”, speaks about the use of language as an “orthographic
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representation” (174), * where Hurston not only uses dialect as a mere stylistic device, but
captures features and mannerisms of Southern AAVE. Rather than elevating her characters
through refined language or idealized behavior, she immerses them in the raw, unfiltered
realities of Southern Black life that revolved around gossip, violence, humor and
contradiction. This portrayal unsettled critics who sought dignified Black representation as a
tool for a kind of racial advancement. Yet, Hurston’s choice was deliberate. By refusing to
sanitize Black life, she rejected the need to perform respectability. In the novel, her
protagonist remarks, "So long as they get a name to gnaw on they don't care whose it is, and
what about, 'specially if they can make it sound like evil" (Hurston 6). Hurston critiques the
eagerness with which people consume damaging narratives, especially when they serve as a
form of entertainment at someone else’s expense. The act of “gnawing” on a name evokes a
slow, consuming destruction, attempting to portray how language suffers abuse when it lacks

a mainstream identity.

In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston implicitly, yet powerfully negotiates this
very tension between artistic expression and the era’s prescriptive ideals of Black literature
and respectability within the context of African American literature. What still builds and
stands out as an imperative question among the claims of inferiority and symbolism made by
previous scholarship, is Hurston’s manner of resistance. In this paper, I thus argue, that Their

Eyes Were Watching God recurringly highlights the duality between thought and speech,

* The mental representation of the sounds and combinations of sounds that comprise words in a particular
spoken language. On ‘orthographic representation’, see: Rapp, Brenda, and Simon Fischer-Baum (338-354).
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activism and aestheticism, as cultural defiance through her speakerly > assertion of Black

culture to be rich, worthy, and complete on its own terms.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

To support this argument, I will draw on W.E.B. Du Bois’ theory of “double consciousness”
as articulated in The Souls of Black Folk (1903), which would provide an elaborate
understanding of the split voices in Hurston’s narration and the internal feeling of two-ness
through the use of storytelling as an authentic form of Black narration. Although both,
Hurston and Du Bois took a different course in resisting white linguistic oppression, his lens
articulates the internal conflict Black artists face, as they navigate self-expression under the
gaze of a dominant white culture striving for authenticity while being pressured to conform to
respectable representations. This internal conflict also attempts to answer the linguistic
identity debate opened earlier in the introduction, in regard to the adaptation of African
American slang used by teenagers in daily social conversations sometimes, intended to create
a sense of affiliation with African American culture, naive of the deeper political impact it
might entail. This also draws parallels with performative Blackface performances during the
respectability era when modern voices use exaggerated tones, gestures, or emojis that mimic

caricatures of Black speech and behaviour.

® The term ‘speakerly’ refers to a rhetorical strategy in writing, employed by Hurston in her work, that blends in
rhythms and patterns than a direct form of expression. Henry Louis Gates emphasises on this strategy in 3.2,
(36).
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To further contextualize this discourse, I will incorporate Frantz Fanon’s framework
of internalized oppression and the construction of Black identity as conveyed in his Black
Skins, White Masks (1952). Hurston’s use of Black Southern vernacular is a direct counter to
the internalized colonial expectation; that respectable Black literature must mirror white
linguistic and cultural standards. It pushes back against the fractured identity that Fanon
describes in his essay. In his work, Fanons focuses on the lived experience of the Black man,
repeatedly posing the question: “What does the black man want?” (10). Fanon acknowledged
this racial illness from which a black man perished during an existential crisis that emerged
from an oppressive background during revolutionary France 6. Although his colonial reality
differed from Hurston’s, he believed that to speak the colonizer’s tongue, was to assimilate
and become one of them, which he firmly refused to stand by. Hurston in her own expertise,
did not directly address the ‘fractured self’, but redefines it as beauty, rather than an

impairment that needed to be fixed.

Additionally, Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s theory of “Signifyin(g),” will add to my analysis
as a recovery of AAVE, as articulated in his seminal work The Signifying Monkey (1988).
This theory will be employed to analyse Hurston’s engagement with Black vernacular and
rhetorical play, ‘Signifyin(g)’ her use of African American vernacular to be a sophisticated,

culturally rooted rhetorical strategy, as I believe, creates a catch on her syntax and satirical

8 Fanon’s remarks on “what the Black man wants” emerged during a later literary period (1950-1960); his works
were intellectual attacks on the racial distortion of the Black man during Martinique’s struggles to racially
liberate themselves. See more: Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks.
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play of words adding texture and flavour to her narration, again, as a celebration and

acceptance of Black orality.

Melding the theories of W.E.B. Du Bois, Frantz Fanon, and Henry Louis Gates Jr.
offers a framework that would enable one to understand how Hurston's choices are more than
just artistic choices. Together, these theories reveal how Hurston’s embrace of folklore,
dialect, and oral tradition act as layered forms of resistance. Du Bois and Fanon outline the
pressures that necessitate resistance, while Gates highlights the tools through which that
resistance is enacted. Their combined lens will thus allow for a nuanced reading of Hurston’s

work as both politically defiant and artistically innovative.

To further provide an intimate understanding of this argument, this research will
engage a range of secondary sources that offer critical insight into the intersections of race,
gender, vernacular, and cultural politics. Each source contributes to exploring key sub
sections that build through this paper illuminating how Hurston negotiates the tension
between artistic freedom and the ideological constraints of her time. Langston Hughes’ “The
Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” (1926) will offer a crucial theoretical lens that
advocates Hurston’s refusal to conform to the ‘mountain’ of white approval and middle-class
Black respectability. Hughes and Hurston shared the same professional timeline and
collaborated with their aligned ideas of presenting a raw image of the “overtones and
undertones” (693) of Black folklore. However, the medium to their ideas seemed to distort

when their method of presentation began to differ . Although Hughes did not explicitly

7 Hughes and Hurston collaborated and wrote the play Mule Bone (1930) with the intention of establishing a
new Negro Theatre, as both yearned for a non-assimilationist approach towards Black literature. However, the
play was never staged as he perceived her stylistic themes to be unserious. (Manuel, Carne. Mule Bone)
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comment on Their Eyes Were Watching God, his professional experience with Hurston
asserted that “she was full of side-splitting anecdotes, humorous tales, and tragicomic stories,
remembered out of her life in the south” (Rezapoorian, Sanchez 105). This conflict between
two Black writers again highlights the internal split in approaching this racial illness that
Fanon speaks about in his work. The Black man loses his capacity to create what he deems as
the only approach to present his worth. Hughes wrote his plays inspired by the jazz and blues
of the time, picking a more class-conscious approach towards linguistic liberation.
Meanwhile, Hurston chose Black culture to be her muse by leaning towards her
anthropological knowledge of folklore. Hughes often worried that Hurston’s work with its
focus on humor and satire could risk being misread by white audiences and thus would
confirm the ingrained stereotypes of the ‘quaint’ Black folk. Why was such expression
considered uncivilized, and why did cultural diversity rooted in different linguistic and
aesthetic traditions become a justification to differentiate skin colour, establish racial
hierarchy, and assert dominance? Was the inability of white society to “digest” diversity
genuine, or was it merely a convenient excuse to rationalize control, using history as a tool

for exclusion rather than understanding?

Advancing on refusal to conformity, Hazel Carby’s Reconstructing Womanhood
(1987) reflects the need for a literary movement that would encourage and promote feminist
writing as intended in Hurston’s pursuit of female agency. Carby articulates her take on
gender, race and class which posed as a wall that divided agency and privilege between white

and black folk. Decades later, Carby advocates for Hurston’s take on a woman’s voice in
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society. Carby’s call for movements solely dedicated to feminist voices is a recall to

Hurston’s theme of silencing her protagonist.

In her Looking For Zora, Alice Walker picks on Hurston’s imprints. She believes that
her legacy left much for her readers to fall back on. Hurston’s take on orality and the
linguistic wealth it entailed, continues to show in Walker’s work. On interviewing a woman
known to Zora, she mourns the lack of recognition and ignorance to the author’s work in her
good years. Albeit, some of these writers might not share Hurston’s timeline, their linguistic
struggles blur the lines of time, shouldering the responsibility of bringing Hurston’s advocacy
for language; here, vernacular as cultural defiance, a resistance that does not have to adhere

to politics or any sort of respectability to frontline or define Black folklore.

To explore this research argument adequately, this thesis consists of four chapters.
Chapter 1 provides the historical and literary context necessary to understand the stakes of
Hurston’s work. It explores the socio-political forces of the early 20th century, the rise of
respectability politics, and the expectations placed on Black writers during and after the
Harlem Renaissance. Chapter 2 further forms the core of the analysis, focusing on Their Eyes
Were Watching God and its theoretical engagement with her contemporaries namely W.E.B.
Du Bois and Richard Wright, incorporating their juxtaposing ideas on artistic expression in
the midst of cultural and political upliftment overtly addressing the ‘activism’ versus
‘aestheticism’ battlefield. Chapter 3 contextualizes Hurston’s protagonist; Janie’s journey
towards self-realisation and female agency. Chapter 4 wraps up this study by drawing
Hurston’s rejection of these ideals that positioned her as a forerunner for more radical Black
expression in modern African American literature and feminist criticism, showing how her

influence resonates in contemporary literary movements.
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Historical and Literary Context of Hurston’s Era

1.1 The African American Literary Tradition: “high art” vs “folk art”

In the early 20th century, mainstream American literature largely catered to the white
audience by affirming dominant cultural norms, centering whiteness as the universal human
experience. During the Great Depression, Zora Neale Hurston and several other Harlem
Renaissance writers contributed to the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP) 8. A key component of
the FWP was its Folklore Division, which focused on documenting oral traditions, music and
stories to safeguard America’s folk heritage for future generations. Unlike the NAACP’s
Crisis magazine, as a space for intellectual protest and racial uplift, the FWP was not
explicitly political in its origins. Rather than functioning as a tool for Black activism, the
FWP aimed to preserve the cultural richness of the nation during the economic and social
upheaval of the Great Depression. The FWP allowed for a broader representation of Black

voices. It welcomed writers like Zora Neale Hurston who sought to center the cultural value

& The Federal Writers’ Project (FWP) was a U.S. government program under the Works Progress Administration
(WPA) during the Great Depression, active from 1935 to 1943. Further articulated in King, Lovalerie’s The
Cambridge Introduction to Zora Neale Hurston, 28-30)
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of Black orality, spirituality, and folklore, not merely as a political argument but as a

reclamation of cultural sovereignty.

During the Harlem Renaissance, the use of dialect by Black writers was often seen as
problematic due to its associations with minstrelsy ° and the Plantation Tradition '°,
Minstrelsy was perceived as a comedic performance that did not exhibit dignity of Black
folklore, but rather enforced its acquaintance with the ‘savage’ and ‘exotic’. In his work Love
and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class, Eric Lott suggests that the
“impulses behind minstrelsy reflect a cultural dialectic marked not only by exploitation and
control but also by interest in and attraction to black culture” (West 33). Minstrelsy
functioned as a veneer that shadowed race. Both black and white artists participated as
blackface performers. Although minstrelsy was solely intended for the white laugh, Hurston’s

critics accused her work to promote the same reaction.

These performances conceived an association of Black folklore to the wild, childlike
and uncivilized, binding it to the central term: ‘primitivism’; a product of colonial and racist
ideologies that created a ‘we vs ‘them’ on Black writers. Marianna Torgovnick in her Gone
Primitive suggests that these depictions of Black life were birthed based on civilizations that

were considered to be ‘immature’ and ‘undeveloped’, which directly labelled a poor

9 refers to a form of theatrical performance popular in the 19th and early 20th centuries in the United States,
where white and black performers wore blackface makeup and caricatured African American speech and music
for entertainment.

10 a literary and cultural genre that idealized the lives of white plantation owners; romanticizing the brutal
realities of slavery.

7and 3: (West, M. Genevieve. Zora Neale Hurston & American Literary Culture, 2005.)
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economic locus to be primitive. She asserts, “The primitive does what we ask it to do.
Voiceless, it lets us speak for it” (9). This emphasized a sense of exoticism that limited Black
authors to roles that reinforced cultural otherness. This sense of exotism shares parallels with
the distortive ideas of celebrating Black speech between Hughes and Hurston that forced
them to bring their first theatrical play, Mule Bone (1930) to a halt. To dampen the association
of Black culture to a primitive way of life, W.E.B. Du Bois advanced an assimilationist model
of Black progress through respectability and ‘high art’, demanding that literature should

function as a moral and political tool.

Through platforms like The Crisis magazine and concepts such as the “Talented
Tenth!!, in his The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois notes, “By refusing to give this Talented
Tenth the key to knowledge, can any sane man imagine that they will lightly lay aside their
yearning and contentedly become hewers of wood and drawers of water? No.” (Du Bois 58)
In these lines Du Bois lays down the blueprint of intellectual control that he believed was
meant to be exercised by a partial section of Black folk. Du Bois argued that all art is
propaganda and that is all it should ever be. He asserted that Black artists ought to fight with
their own positive propaganda. This brings one to the question: who decides if a propaganda

is morally correct and how does it shape the politics of respectability?

To Du Bois, art as propaganda meant political liberation. To Hurston, propaganda

meant internal manipulation. Over the years, the use of AAVE has circulated through political

1 This concept believed that 10% of the African American population; the most intellectually gifted and morally
correct should lead the way in uplifting the race as a whole.
See Du Bois, W.E.B. Talented Tenth, 1903.
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and radical definitions stripping off its context and authenticity, causing it to become an
extremely performative way of expression than a language of its own. This policed version of
expression could draw connections with the racist myths of inferiority and social acceptance
that was birthed during a time (Harlem Renaissance) that penned its own definition of
‘respectable behaviour’. Du Bois’ propaganda believed that art has its own moral duty.
Martina Mallocci in her essay “All Art is Propaganda”: W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Crisis and the
Construction of a Black Public Image” notes Du Bois’ advocacy for federal support to public
education, as well as federal intervention against racial segregation, disfranchisement, and
lynching during 1920 America. As a Black writer suffering from his own conflict of being an
elitist, that is, by encouraging an intellectual section of Black folk (The Talented Tenth), Du
Bois held tight to the belief that if art ignored injustice, it would amount to moral negligence.
Hence, these personal, yet political interpretations of morality shape modern perceptions of

the African American culture, especially its social linguistic nuances.

Didactically shouldering Du Bois’ take on political writing, his contemporary,
Richard Wright criticized Hurston’s use of dialect and folklore, asserting that it did little to
advance the race politically. Wright in his Blueprint for Negro Writing (1937) argues, "The
Negro writer who seeks to function within his race as a purposeful agent has a serious
responsibility. In order to do justice to his subject matter, in order to depict Negro life in all of
its manifold and intricate relationships, a deep, informed, and complex consciousness is
necessary” (102). Wright’s statement suggests that a writer who seeks to serve as a
“purposeful agent” within their race must offer a socially conscious portrayal of Black life.
He believed that a writer should not only represent the cultural richness of Black people but

also provide insight into the social and political forces shaping their existence.

Published in The Journal of Negro Education, Hurston’s essay ‘“The Characteristics

of Negro Expression” advocates for the motives behind her work. In response to her critics
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she asserts, “If we are to believe the majority of writers of Negro dialect and the burnt-cork
artists, Negro speech is a weird thing, full of “ams” and “Ises.” Fortunately, we don’t have to
believe them. We may go directly to the Negro and let him speak for himself” (Hurston 12).
With this stance, Zora Neale Hurston rejected both didacticism and assimilation. Instead, she
focused on the richness of Black vernacular culture, folklore, and everyday interior life.
When asked why her work often omits direct engagement with the social injustices faced by
African Americans, Hurston responded pointedly, “as if the white people did not know
already that we are suffering injustices and denied our rights” (Hurston 69). This remark
reflects Hurston’s awareness of how narratives centered on Black victimization were often
consumed by white audiences. She recognized that such portrayals, while politically charged,

could be appropriated in ways that affirmed white moral superiority.

1.2 The Influence of the Harlem Renaissance: Literary Expectations in the Context of Race,

Class and Gender

The term "politics of respectability” was first coined by historian Evelyn Brooks
Higginbotham in 1993. In her work Righteous Discontent (1993), she defines respectability to
be a “reform of individual behaviour and attitudes both as a goal in itself and as a strategy for
reform of the entire structural system of American race relations” (187). Women belonging to
the black Baptist women’s movement !> saw this form of assimilation as a fluid shift that did
not seem harsh, but rather a mannered form of assimilation. Conforming to this push of

respectability meant securing a voice in the elite society without judgement or criticism. Was

12 Emerged from the black Baptist church; an oppositional space provided for black women to protest against
social injustice, however, adapted to the larger political framework of race relations in America. (1900-1920)
See: Higginbotham, Evelyn Brooks. Righteous Discontent: the Women's Movement In the Black Baptist Church.
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this pressure purely about maintaining white historical dominance, or was something deeper
and more personal at play; particularly the role of vernacular, as a threat to white mainstream

literature?

Whiteness was an asset, while Blackness was equated with enslavement and
criminality. The idea of darkness as a link to evil, persisted even after slavery was abolished.
The Jim Crow '? institutionalized this hierarchy through laws that enforced segregation and
racial terror. Black artists, writers, and thinkers were often expected by both white and Black
audiences to confront or respond to this brutal reality. In his essay The Negro Artist and the
Racial Mountain (1926) Langston Hughes writes, “And the mother often says ‘Don’t be like
niggers’ when the children are bad. A frequent phrase from the father is, ‘Look how well a
white man does things’ ... The whisper of ‘I want to be white’ runs silently through their
minds” (55). In these lines, Hughes addresses this racial terror of adopting to mainstream
literature and its proposed manner of narrative. When Hughes wrote in the rhythms of the
blues and jazz, he did not borrow it from mainstream art but honoured the roots of a tradition
that mainstream America had tried to co-opt. In his work “The Significance of Blues”,
Douglas Henry Daniels gives his readers an insight on the cultural symbolism of blues and
jazz imperative to African American culture with a notable assertion by Edward Kennedy
"Duke" Ellington, a renowned composer during 1930’s America. Ellington notes, “This music

was the result of our transportation to American soil, and was our reaction in the plantation

13 refers to the period of racial segregation and legalized discrimination against African Americans in the United
States, lasting roughly from the late 1870s to the mid-1960s.
On Jim Crow laws of segregation, see Claudrena N. Harold’s New Negro Politics in the Jim Crow South.
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days to the tyranny we endured. What we could not say openly we expressed in music, and
what we know as 'jazz' is something more than just dance music” (Daniels 15). Black
working-class musicians saw these rhythms as a reclamation of Black art forms that wrapped
the tyranny, survival and the bond of their inner circle during slave culture. Hughes uses this
musicality as a celebratory, at the same time a revolutionary discourse to exhibit the richness

of Black culture.

Writing in 1926, Hughes here likely refers to Countee Cullen, a classically trained
African American writer whose poems largely adhered to European traditions of form and
meter. Resonating with the mannerisms of a Negro man caused conflict within an artist’s art
of portraying his native culture. Although Hughes presented Countee Cullens to be a Black
artist who adopted the European meter and form in his writings, Hughes might have not
entirely grasped the artist’s intended purpose. Sibyl Adam’s study' on Hughes and Cullen’s
poetic dilemma in the midst of a prejudiced world, advocate for these conflicting ideas
between the two authors. In her work “The African-American poet’s dilemma: Langston
Hughes' and Countee Cullen's poetic response to a prejudiced world”, she pins down a claim
by James Smethurst and Jean Wagner stating that Hughes’ unnamed “young Negro poet” in
his The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain indeed refers to Countee Cullen after his
resemblance with the statement, "I want to be a poet-not a Negro poet" (Hughes 1) in the

opening lines of Hughes’ essay that Cullen asserted in an interview in 1924'°. Perhaps, for

14 On Hughes and Cullen, see Adam, Sibyl’s take on the “The African-American Poet’s Dilemma: Langston
Hughes’ and Countee Cullen’s Poetic Response to a Prejudiced World.”

15 For more on the interview in 1924, see Smethurst, James. “Lyric Stars: Countee Cullen and Langston
Hughes.” (112)
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Cullen, although he shared the same revolutionary intention of uplifting Black culture with
Hughes, his method of doing so reflected an internalized pressure of measuring oneself
against white artistic norms; that is, he simply might have not wanted to be narrowed into the
category of race literature and rather protest within the European convention of literature.
Unlike Cullen, Hurston fights the traditional battle of conventional adherence to white
writing. Like skin, language became relic of deficiency, and so did Black culture in its

entirety. A deficiency that needed control and surveillance.

While Du Bois, emphasized “uplift” through respectability, Hurston chose to
document the beauty and struggle of ordinary Black folk including their flaws, satire, and
contradictions. Why did she intentionally depict Black local culture in a way that appeared to
fit the very puzzle piece white audiences had long assigned them; uncivilized, primitive, and

unserious?

Hurston’s protagonist, Janie, stands in stark contrast to the era’s preferred model of
Black womanhood. The prevalence of light-skinned individuals among the Black upper class
comes from a time when white men provided for their mixed-race children. By giving a voice
to her protagonist shaped by these histories, Hurston subtly critiques the intersection of race,
gender, and class, while reclaiming the Black woman’s narrative from invisibility. In Their
Eyes Were Watching God, Janie’s journey is one of self-definition, not in opposition to
whiteness, but to the gendered silencing within her own community. Hurston conveys this
gendered silencing through these very lines in the novel: “They passed nations through their
mouths. They sat in judgment” (Hurston 1). The porch talkers of Eatonville depict mindless
voices, gossip and judgement. The feeling of powerlessness in the midst of the white gaze
and its norms, enabled them to criticise their own kind. As depicted in fiction, these traits
significantly seem to find its way into the conflicting state of Black writers. The fractured

self- esteem of being authentic on one’s own feet created conflicts within their works
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although they intended the same purpose; dignity and emancipation of their own heritage,
language and culture. The exaggeration in the phrase “passed nations” depict control and
surveillance. Hurston through her novel, traces how envy and judgement within the fictional
realm mirrored the intra-racial tensions among Black artists during the Harlem Renaissance,
and how both forms of internal conflict ultimately served the expectations of the white gaze,

hence, inviting white control.

Hurston’s refusal to center victimization or conformity in her storytelling was a
radical act; reclaiming the narrative space for Black women'’s interiority and vocal freedom
during a period when both were denied. An observation of Hurston’s depictions of Black
male characters can suggest that these figures were not crafted for white approval, but were
interpersonal critiques rooted in lived experience. Her decision to depict Black men as
sometimes lazy, violent, or promiscuous was a deliberate choice that exposed gender tensions
and sought to challenge patriarchal norms within the Black community, even if it meant
alienating male contemporaries like Richard Wright, who accused her of lacking political
depth. In doing so, she challenged both white and Black expectations of what ‘proper’ Black

literature should look like.
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II

Negotiating Artistic Expression vs. Political Ideals in Black Literature

2.1 Activism vs. Aestheticism

Wright and Hurston represented two juxtaposing ideas of defiance in Black literature;

activism vs. aesthetics. In his review for the New Masses on October 5,1937, Wright stated:

Miss Hurston seems to have no desire whatever to move in the direction of serious
fiction ... Miss Hurston can write, but her prose is cloaked in that facile sensuality that has
dogged Negro expression since the days of Phillis Wheatley. Her dialogue manages to catch
the psychological movements of the Negro folk-mind in their pure simplicity, but that’s as far
as it goes. Miss Hurston voluntarily continues in her novel the tradition which was forced
upon the Negro in the theatre, that is, the minstrel technique that makes the ‘white folks’

laugh.

Protest writing, however, could not alone carry the entire burden of cultural
transformation. Black literature was reduced to a political pamphlet that was expected to
scream and never sing. While protest literature was necessary, it was not sufficient. Black

literature needed the liberty to look messy, flawed, raw and promising.

In her work What White Publishers Won t Print, Hurston asserts, “To grasp the
penetration of western civilization in a minority, it is necessary to know how the average
behaves and lives” (Hurston 121). Activism in Black literature has often been both an armour
and a burden. From the Harlem Renaissance to the Civil Rights era and beyond, Black writers

have been expected not only to create art, but to justify its existence through a political voice.
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She further notes, “Outside of racial attitudes, there is still another reason why this literature
should exist. Literature and other arts are supposed to hold up the mirror to nature. With only
the fractional "exceptional" and the "quaint" portrayed, a true picture of Negro life in
America cannot be” (Hurston 121). Hurston repetitively in her works attempted to establish a
sense of self celebration by asserting that joy, beauty, folklore and love are also radical forms

of resistance.

Wright criticized Hurston for not only lacking a political message but also accused her
of making Black life seem quaint. His discomfort suggests her work was subverting
expectations of what Black literature ‘should’ be. Wright notes, “The fact that Negro writing
has been addressed in the main to a small white audience rather than to a Negro one, it should
be stated that no attempt is being made here to propagate a specious and blatant nationalism”
(Wright 100). Hurston’s characters were not icons of political resistance, but real people;
unapologetic, contradictory in race and colour and full of life. Unlike her contemporaries, Du
Bois, Richard Wright, and later Achebe, Hurston rejected both protest literature and the act of

assimilation, but anchored resistance through aesthetics.

By separating dialect from standard English, Hurston ensures that the characters’
voices remain true to their culture, while allowing Janie’s personal journey to unfold in a
universally accessible way. Janie’s inner world is described in standard English, while her
spoken voice is in dialect. Does this suggest that her thoughts are more refined than her
speech? We observe these shifting speech patterns that reflect her agency and resistance. The
code-switching between narrative English and folk dialect marks her journey of self-
definition. Spoken in a third person narration from Janie’s perspective, “So this was a
marriage! She had been summoned to behold a revelation. Then Janie felt a pain remorseless
sweet that left her limp and languid” (11), Hurston makes a distinct framework throughout

the novel keeping in mind a universally accepted narration, bringing in texture and flavour to
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Janie’s thoughts. She attempted to articulate Janie’s thoughts in standard English symbolising
that the Black voice is not primitive and exotic, but is clear and defined. The lines, "Who
Ah'm goin' tuh marry off-hand lak dat? Ah don't know nobody" (13), is conveyed through her
spoken voice which reflects the nuanced texture of her social world, relationships, and

identity that authenticates her native dialect.

Hurston deliberately chose to create this duality by adopting the code-switching
aesthetic to weigh the reception of AAVE in accordance with the traditional style of narrative,
attempting to prove that the vernacular is as valid and comprehensible as standard English.
Through Janie’s alternating thought and speech, Hurston also attempts to bind in the feeling
of two-ness, allowing this duality to co-exist rather than glorifying one above the other. The
dynamics of the shift in speech changes throughout the novel. The communal silencing
endured by Janie through the course of her journey to self-actualization plays a significant
role in the way she speaks her mind. Janie remains silent, adhering to her feminine duty as
the mayor’s wife. Joe Starks’ authoritarianism creates a sense of inferiority when he
addresses Janie. He uses language as a tool of superiority to address the crowd and shifts
accordingly to exhibit control. In his work Discourse Strategies (1982) John Gumperz
defines code-switching as "the juxtaposition of distinct varieties of language within a
sentence or discourse" (Gumperz 59). This sociolinguistic choice is generally used to
navigate linguistic differences within a diverse community. In Their Eyes Were Watching
God, Hurston uses this sociolinguistic choice as an aesthetic through Janie’s voice to explore
how her agency unfolds as she grows through her marriages. She elevates vernacular to carry
both emotional and intellectual weight. The novel’s narration and dialogue intertwine
effortlessly into each other, blurring the lines between thought and speech, which is part of

how Hurston resisted dominant literary hierarchies.
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The use of figurative rhetoric is another element that complements Hurston’s aesthetic
in her ‘speakerly text’. Hughes and Hurston shared this common element of a sort of poetic
imagery in their works. The use of metaphoric and personified language became an element
of beauty in Black dialect that described feelings and emotions; the same feelings that were
perceived as primitive or shameful by the white dominant perspective. It has been noted by
etymologists that Black Americans reshaped much of the language to their liking, and had
their innovations adopted even by the ruling class. One only needs to hear a Southern white
man speak to recognize this influence. From softening harsh consonants like turning ‘aren’t’
into ‘ain’t’, ‘party girl’ into ‘party gyal’ to creating potent expressions from existing elements,

the transformation is undeniable.

In doing so, this anticipates what Chinua Achebe writing from the perspective of
finding a new medium, would later articulate in The African Writer and the English
Language, “He is like a man offering a small, nondescript routine sacrifice for which a chick,
or less, will do. A serious writer must look for an animal whose blood can match the power of
his offering” (Achebe 5). Achebe critiques superficial artistic effort, associating it to a trivial
sacrifice. He argues that a writer must find a form and medium powerful enough to carry the
full emotional, cultural, and historical weight of their subject matter. He emphasizes that it
must be reworked and infused with the rhythms, imagery, and structures of Black thought and
speech, much of what writers like Hurston and Hughes exhibited in their work. However,
Achebe did not reject the use of the colonizer’s language. Instead, he advocated for infusing it
with the worldviews of native culture, transforming it into a tool that served, rather than

silenced the Black experience, without submitting to assimilation.
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2.2 Cultural Memory and Afro-Diasporic Tradition

By grounding her storytelling in the spoken and cultural textures of Black southern life,
Hurston challenged the boundaries of what was considered “literary” and who got to define
it. She was deeply engaged in Afro-diasporic storytelling traditions which valued communal
storytelling over individual authorship. In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Janie’s telling of
her own story to Phoeby, and the porch talkers highlight these examples of speechmaking and
storytelling which often incorporate elements of the oral tradition. An imperative voice in the
narrative are Joe Starks’s speeches. When Janie is asked to comment on her husband’s
election as mayor, Joe interrupts, "Thank yuh fuh yo' compliments, but mah wife don't know

199

nothin' 'bout no speech-makin" (Hurston 43). Many of these conversations were used to
characterise the relationship between men and women. Janie’s journey towards self-
actualization stems from finding her own voice in the face of patriarchy. The use of
vernacular and its dynamic diction characterises Janie’s maturity as a grown woman. It is her
voice that empowers her with autonomy than love or wealth. More than simply preserving
folk speech, Hurston uses language as a vehicle to interrogate gendered power structures,

portraying a Black woman who navigates and ultimately challenges the male-dominated

society that seeks to define and confine her.

Hurston was well acclaimed for her interests in anthropology. Her guide, Franz Boas
helped fuel her interests to continue pursuing this study. Hurston chose to conduct her
research in an intimate dimension by directly melding with the folk. Her renowned
anthropological work Mules and Men (1935) was a significant contribution to honouring the
oral heritage of Black people, as it gave a voice to those whose stories had been marginalized
or ignored in mainstream literary traditions. She believed that by attaining knowledge about
her people, it would enable her to center herself in the storytelling tradition to proclaim the

lives of her people and celebrate it as it deserved to be celebrated and appreciated. She
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consciously bridges the gap between anthropology and literature by showcasing folklore,
including her deep interest in hoodoo and spiritual traditions. Lovalerie King in her The
Cambridge Introduction to Zora Neale Hurston states that Hu