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Color SChemeS: 
Zora Neale hurStoN’S aNthropologiCal reevaluatioN 

of BlaCk ideNtity iN the harlem reNaiSSaNCe

Jennifer Kurdyla

“So Race Pride and Race Consciousness seem to me to be not only fallacious, but a thing to 
be abhorred.  It is the root of misunderstanding and hence misery and injustice.”

     —Zora Neale Hurston 

Although Alain Locke begins his 1938 review of Zora Neale Hurston’s now-canonical novel, 
Their Eyes Were Watching God, complimenting the work as “folklore fiction at its best, 
which we gratefully accept as an overdue replacement for so much faulty local color fiction 
about Negroes,” Locke feels that Hurston’s repudiation of racial stereotypes in literature is 
not enough: the book may be authentic, but he calls it an “oversimplification” of the Black 
culture of Eatonville, Florida, the setting of the novel and Hurston’s hometown.1  As an 
African-American writer during the Harlem Renaissance, Hurston placed herself outside of 
literary trends when she incorporated into her fiction African-American folklore, inspired 
by her work with anthropologist Franz Boas at Columbia from 1925 to 1928.  Although 
the New Negro movement also used folklore to establish Black culture,2 contemporary 
writers, such as Richard Wright, shared Locke’s opinion that her rural, dialect-laden 
writings degraded the intellectual New Negro art they promoted.  Even more contentious 
than her fictional style was her ideological denial of racial identity based on Boas’s “culture 
concept,” which suggested that because all races had equal creative capacities, they could 
only be judged within their own value system rather than against each other.3  As a result, 
Hurston represented Black culture in conservative, pluralistic terms that many interpreted 
as demeaning to her race.  While seeming to be at odds with the race-promoting goals 
of the Harlem Renaissance, Hurston contributed to a more comprehensive, assimilative 

1   Alain Locke, review of Their Eyes Were Watching God, by Zora Neale Hurston, Opportunity, June 1, 
1938, in Zora Neale Hurston: Critical Perspectives Past and Present, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and K. A. 
Appiah (New York: Amistad, 1993), 18.
2    Daphne Mary Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro: Narrative, Culture, and Ethnography (Pennsylvania: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 9.
3   Ibid. 38.

    Jennifer Kurdyla, “Color Schemes: Zora Neale Hurston’s Anthropological Reevaluation of 
    Black Identity in the Harlem Renaissance,” Tempus 12.1 (2011), 13-26.
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portrait of Black identity through anthropology, employing folklore—to transcend above a 
purely racial consciousness.

 The atmosphere of the Harlem Renaissance amidst which Zora Neale Hurston wrote 
was teeming with the same type of creative energies she documented in her folklore.  At 
the beginning of the twentieth century, significant numbers of African-Americans migrated 
from the South to Northern industrial cities.  Because of the demographic and cultural 
shifts of the Great Migration, northern cities saw a rise in African American cultural 
production after World War I.4 The New Negro movement grew out of this relocation, and 
six intellectuals in Harlem spearheaded efforts to fundamentally change the perception 
of black artists to assertive individuals.5  As Jeffrey Ogbar describes, the era “illuminated 
a world where blacks stood at the center of analysis and synthesis, not necessarily as a 
suffering lot of mournful victims,” an attitude that resulted in an outpouring of art that 
used race as a source of joyous inspiration rather than collective complaint.6  Alain Locke 
described this “deep feeling of race” in his 1925 anthology of African American writing, The 
New Negro, as “the outcome of the reaction to proscription and prejudice; an attempt, fairly 
successful on the whole, to convert a defensive into an offensive position, a handicap into 
an incentive,” which he thought would flourish in the diasporic hub of Negro communities 
that Harlem had become.7

Building off of this “race sympathy and unity [that] have determined a further 
fusing of sentiment and experience,” Black artists received much encouragement to 
embrace their race as a unique position from which to create beautiful and authentic art.8  
Langston Hughes notably advanced this argument in his 1926 essay in The Nation, “The 
Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain.”  Beginning with the disparaging story of a young 
Negro poet who has a “desire to run away spiritually from his race,” Hughes replaces this 
sentiment with what he believes is the voice of the New Negro artist—“I am a Negro—and 
beautiful!”—and argues that “We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express 
our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame.  If white people are pleased we 
are glad.  If they are not, it doesn’t matter.”9  With their race recognized as a subject of 

4   Jeffrey O. G. Ogbar, introduction to The Harlem Renaissance Revisited: Politics, Arts, and Letters, ed. 
Jeffrey O. G. Ogbar (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 2.
5   David Levering Lewis, When Harlem was in Vogue (New York: Penguin Books, 1997), 121.
6   Ogbar, The Harlem Renaissance Revisited, 2.
7   Alain Locke, introduction to The New Negro, ed. by Alain Locke (New York: Anathenum, 1968), 
accessed November 8, 2010, http://us.history.wisc.edu/hist102/pdocs/locke_new.pdf.
8   Ibid.
9   Langston Hughes, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” The Nation, June 23, 1926, accessed 
November 8, 2010,  http://www.thenation.com/article/negro-artist-and-racial-mountain.
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creative projects on its own terms, Black artists were poised to look inward for inspiration 
for and approval of the art they would produce from their new cosmopolitan location.

 Black artists turned to folklore as a primary means by which to develop their 
racialized voices during the Harlem Renaissance.  As historian Daphne Mary Lamothe 
notes, writers during this time combined anthropology, folklore, and sociology to “to name 
and create a cohesive, collective, and modern Black identity.”10  Illustrating Lamothe’s 
claim, both Locke and Hughes mention folklore in their defense of the New Negro’s 
vitality: the former names “folk-art, music especially,” as one of the Negro’s “very 
substantial contributions” to American culture,11 and the latter praises “the low-down folks, 
the so-called common element” who embrace life and shout “Sing awhile.  O, let’s dance!” 
without fear of white censorship or judgment.12  Implicit in these writers’ advocacy of a 
popular aesthetic is an ethnographic approach to art, which according to Lamothe led to the 
era’s folk-based literature that drew on fieldwork for its cultural details and authenticity.13  
Because ethnography utilizes the gaze of an outsider from a dominant culture—notably an 
anthropologist’s—to record the culture being studied, this discipline provided the means to 
unite two ends of the cultural hierarchy.14  

Anthropologists Franz Boas and William Wells Newell, founders of the American 
Folklore Society in 1888, guided this aspect of the New Negro movement through their 
focus on oral traditions as evidence against an evolutionary view of racial and cultural 
development.  Newell claimed that folklore was “the learning or knowledge particular 
to the Negro race,” so featuring folklore in art would provide direct access to the Negro 
consciousness that Hughes wanted to expose in all its beauty and ugliness.15  Evaluating 
folklore within the limits of African American culture as Boas necessitated was even more 
helpful to the Renaissance artists, for doing so would eliminate the grounds on which 
certain racial groups were seen as better or worse than others.  In Boas’s theory, races may 
be biologically distinct, but their cultural achievements were separate matters and equally 
developed.  Blacks who embraced their African past would thereby encourage equality 
between the races, a goal that W. E. B. Du Bois espoused when he took the sociological 
standpoint that the differences within races were greater than those between races.16  Du 
Bois lacked the institutional influence of Boas to make his theories 

10   Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro, 1, 3.
11   Locke, The New Negro.
12   Hughes, “The Negro Artist.”
13   Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro, 12.
14   Ibid., 9.
15   Qtd. in ibid, 29.
16   Ibid, 36, 43.
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widespread, but the continuity of this notion of cultural equality is key to understanding the 
ideological foundation of the Harlem Renaissance.  And the movement’s geographic center 
was just a few blocks north of Columbia University, where Boas taught in the 1920s.17

 Columbia and Boas’s anthropology program also helped refine another gem 
of young African-American talent in the 1920s: Zora Neale Hurston.  Born in 1901 (or 
thereabouts—Hurston was infamous for lying about her age) in Eatonville, Florida, 
Hurston had a positive impression of whites, who helped her move north as part of the 
Great Migration at an early age.  Such experiences primed her for the work of uncovering 
methods of racial assimilation she would undertake with Boas.18  When her mother died 
when she was just nine years old, Hurston developed intense animosity towards her father 
and stepmother.  She worked for a series of white families as a maid in an attempt to escape 
her situation, eventually traveling to Baltimore with a theatrical troupe.  After asking a 
teacher on the street to finance her education (a legend according to Hurston’s biographer, 
Robert E. Hemenway), she enrolled at the Morgan Academy in Baltimore in 1917.19  
Her relative poverty may have posed an initial obstacle to fitting in, but she soon found 
herself at ease among her classmates, who came “from Baltimore’s best Negro families,” 
and leading Black intellectuals, such as her encouraging English teacher, Dwight O. W. 
Holmes.20  Indeed, she recalls in her autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road, after reading 
Coleridge’s Kubla Khan, “This was my world, I said to myself, and I shall be in it, and 
surrounded by it, if it is the last thing I do on God’s green dirt-ball”—a sign of her penchant 
for highly crafted, beautiful language as well as a desire to increase her chances of social 
mobility.21

Although she graduated from Morgan the next year, Hurston left the school with more 
than just a love of Romantic poetry.  Established on the ideology of Booker T. Washington, 
Morgan Academy also impressed upon Hurston the conservative racial stance devoid of 
aggressive political aspirations for which she became famous; Hurston cites Washington 
in her autobiography, writing, “Booker T. Washington said once that you must not judge a 

17   Ibid, 32.
18   Robert E. Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston: A Literary Biography (Urbana and Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press, 1980), 13.  Hurston’s attitude towards her benefactors is noted by both her contemporaries 
and later historians, and several cite the complete absence of any kind of segregation or racial 
discrimination in her autobiography.  In Dust Tracks on a Road, she indeed remembers whites even more 
fondly than her Black relatives and neighbors, describing in particular the “robust, grey-haired, white man 
who had helped me get into the world” (Zora Neale Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road: An Autobiography 
[New York: Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2006], 30).  
19   Ibid, 17.
20   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 125.
21   Ibid, 123.
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man by the heights to which he has risen, but by the depths from whzich he came.”22  In his 
work on Black conservatism, W. D. Wright explains the conservative legacy that developed 
around Washington since his Atlanta Exposition Address in 1895.  Although Wright argues 
that history has misremembered Washington for relinquishing Blacks’ power to Southern 
whites, Washington did de-emphasize political, civil, and legal equality for Blacks in favor 
of their assimilation into modern culture.23  This was not to dissuade Blacks from searching 
for equality, however, for Washington merely believed that America would never allow for 
their full equality with whites; when he told whites to “Cast down your bucket where you 
are” in his Atlanta Address, he was appealing to the only constituents with the power to 
advance Black rights during Reconstruction.24  

According to Wright, this approach was not at all passive, for Washington “was 
always concerned about Black people as a collective.  Blacks, for him, were a racial group, 
the group and individuals in the group.  Under no circumstance did he see individual effort 
as a panacea for Blacks.”25  He indeed emphasized, as Christopher Bracey notes, an “anti-
utopian pragmatism” that located the achievement of political rights in economic gains,26 
which Washington articulated in his claim that “it is in the South that the Negro is given a 
man’s chance in the commercial world.”27  In other words, the Black individual who rose 
to the top, such as Washington himself, should always do so in an effort to strengthen 
the Black community as a whole, which could then achieve equality from within its own 
social and economic sphere.28  Washington thus left a legacy of a self-contained racial 
identity, which had resonance in Boas’s anthropological definitions of race and Hurston’s 
subsequent adaptation of them.  

Following her high school career at Morgan, Hurston embarked upon another 
educational journey that had an even greater impact on her anthropological work.  She 
enrolled in Howard University—which “is to the Negro what Harvard is to the whites”—
and once there joined the literary magazine, The Stylus, under the supervision of Alain 
Locke (who ironically later criticized her most well known novel for its oversimplification 
of Black culture).29  As Locke stressed in his own writings, he wanted his students to mine 

22   Ibid, 141.
23   W. D. Wright, Crisis of the Black Intellectual (Chicago: Third World Press, 2007), 194-95, 185.
24   Booker T. Washington, Up from Slavery: An Autobiography (New York: Doubleday, Page, 1901), 
accessed November 7, 2010, http://www.bartleby.com/1004/14.html.
25   Wright, Crisis, 206.
26   Christopher Alan Bracey, Saviors or Sellouts: The Promise and Peril of Black Conservatism, from 
Booker T. Washington to Condoleezza Rice (Boston: Beacon Press, 2008), 24.
27   Washington, Up from Slavery.
28   Wright, Crisis, 184-85.
29   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 129.
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their common roots for an authentic representation of Black experience—to raise “the 
folk gift to the altitudes of art”30 in a way that would move away from intellectual, elitist 
propaganda, which W. E. B. DuBois produced among his Talented Tenth  (a term DuBois 
used to describe the upper tier of Blacks who would rise up the social ladder through their 
work) in opposition to Washington’s praise of the Blacks on the lower rungs of the social 
ladder.31  

Charles S. Johnson, the editor of Opportunity magazine in New York, was 
impressed by two of the stories Hurston wrote at Howard and solicited two more from her, 
“Drenched in Light” and “Spunk,” which both emphasized Negro folklife in her hometown 
of Eatonville.32  Thanks to Johnson’s encouragement, she moved to New York in 1925, and 
that year she received a scholarship to Barnard from Annie Nathan Meyer.33  Claiming to 
“have no lurid tales to tell of race discrimination at Barnard,” Hurston made a seamless 
transition into the classroom of assimilatory anthropology of Franz Boas, her teacher and 
mentor at Barnard.34 After helping Boas and Melville Herskovits, another anthropologist, 
disprove scientific racism by measuring heads and finding that African-Americans did not 
have less cranial capacity than whites,35 Hurston began her own anthropological research 
through a fellowship that Boas arranged for her.36  During this trip and others, Hurston 
accrued a wealth of folkloric material that allowed her to make her characters come alive 
and showed the true nature of Black life in the south.  As Hemenway puts it, it was through 
this process that Hurston’s own racial identity diminished (though not in a negative way), 
for “The artist need not speak for the masses, since the masses through their collected 
folklore could speak for themselves.”37 

Contemporary book reviewers indeed focused on the way Hurston realistically 
captured the essence of Negro life as her novels’ most striking and redeeming features.  
Ethel A. Forrest wrote of Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937): 

This is a story of stark realism of life among the Negroes of the deep South by an author 
who shows acquaintance with the characters of the story . . . She studied them until she 
thoroughly understood the working of their minds, learned to speak their language, and 

30   Qtd. in Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston, 50.
31   Wright, Crisis, 226.
32   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 138; Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston, 41.
33   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 139.
34   Ibid.
35   Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro, 141.
36   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 141.
37   Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston, 82.
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knew the ordinary experiences through which they would normally pass.38

Also colored by scientific diction, a review of Mules and Men (1936), a collection of “folk 
tales,” calls the work “a social study with gusto of a story . . . Indeed, from Miss Hurston 
you will find out many things that, even if you live surrounded by negroes for a long time, 
you might never know.”39  Implicit in these evaluations is the way that Hurston fits Boas’s 
model of the “participantobserver,” the method he invented to ensure an authentic set of 
cultural data where the anthropologist would observe the culture first-hand rather than 
taking data from an informant.40  Claiming in his introduction to Mules and Men that “she 
garners her authority from her likeness to her informants, who are assumed to be open and 
available for examination.  Hurston’s visibility in the narrative is reinforced by the dual 
role she performed as both social scientist and raced individual.” Hurston was even better 
equipped for this position since she was not only immersing herself in Black culture but 
was Black herself;41 she thus had a more personal stake in breaking down the “otherness” 
of the culture being studied.  

Hurston indeed seemed complicit with Boas’s goal of establishing racial equality 
through this type of cultural observation.  In 1928, she wrote to Langston Hughes while 
conducting field research on oral folklore, “I am getting inside of Negro art and lore.  I am 
beginning to see really and when you join me I shall point things out and see if you see 
them as I do.”42  After traveling to Haiti, she staged a concert at the John Golden Theater 
in New York in 1932 exhibiting Caribbean song and dance that elicited an enthusiastic 
response; she reflected in her autobiography, “I aimed to show what beauty and appeal 
there was in genuine Negro material, as against the Broadway concept . . . I wanted to 
show the wealth and beauty of the material to those who were in the field.”43  By bringing 
“Negro material” to Broadway, Hurston performed the equalizing cultural comparison that 
Boas believed would eradicate racial segregation in America.  In going back to the roots of 
her people, she was also operating in Washington’s conservative vein.  As her description 
of Negro spirituals that “to be heard truly must be sung by a group, and a group bent on 
expression of feelings and not on sound effects” shows, she believed art produced by the 

38   Ethel A. Forrest, review of Their Eyes Were Watching God, by Zora Neale Hurston, The Journal of 
Negro History 23.1 (Jan. 1938): 106.
39   Thomas Caldecot Chubb, review of Mules and Men, by Zora Neale Hurston, North American Review 
241:1 (March 1936): 182.  
40   Jennifer Staple, “Zora Neale Hurston’s Construction of Authenticity Through Ethnographic Innovation,” 
The Western Journal of Black Studies 30.1 (2006): 62.
41   Qtd. in Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro, 5.
42   Qtd. in ibid, 7. 
43   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 158.
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combined efforts of a group attuned to their common interests and experiences would be 
most successful.44

 Despite the feeling of a Black community that this passage evokes, Hurston’s work 
does not exude a sense of racial pride, much to the chagrin of her contemporaries.  In the 
most widely cited review of Their Eyes Were Watching God, Richard Wright condemns 
Hurston on similar grounds as Alain Locke.  Claiming she has “no desire whatever to move 
in the direction of serious fiction,” he belittles her text for promoting stereotypes of Blacks 
that people like Du Bois had tried to eradicate:

Miss Hurston can write; but her prose is cloaked in that facile sensuality that has dogged 
Negro expression since the days of Phillis Wheately. . . . Miss Hurston voluntarily 
continues in her novel the tradition which was forced upon the negro in the theater, that is, 
the minstrel technique . . . She exploits the phase of Negro life which is “quaint,” the phase 
which evokes a piteous smile on the lips of the “superior” race.45

While Hurston could neither be accused of appeasing whites (or anyone, for that matter) 
nor would she go so far as to call the white race “superior,” Wright is correct in pointing out 
her ambiguous stance on the value of her own race.  Her oeuvre, especially her nonfiction, 
is laden with explicit rejections of racial identification.  In her autobiography, she explains 
her motivations to write her first novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934), in these confrontational 
terms: “Negroes were supposed to write about the Race Problem.  I was and am thoroughly 
sick of the subject.  My interest lies in what makes a man or a woman do such-and-so, 
regardless of his color.”46  Boas’s influence can explain this dismissal of racial community 
in favor of a more universal focus on humanity, for by privileging authenticity over racial 
pride as the aim of such studies, Boas, like Hurston, was at odds with the New Negro 
movement’s interest in collective social reforms.47  

Her essay “How It Feels to Be Colored Me” exemplifies how moving beyond race 
helps her unearth a more authentic sense of self.  In it, she asserts, “I am not tragically 
colored.  There is no great sorrow dammed up in my soul, nor lurking behind my eyes.  
I do not mind at all.  I do not belong to the sobbing school of Negrohood . . . At certain 
times I have no race, I am me.”48  Although Lamothe argues that Hurston’s position as 
both an insider and an outsider posed an obstacle to the ethnographic omniscience that 

44   Hurston, “Spirituals and Neo-Spirituals,” in Negro: An Anthology, ed. Nancy Cunard and Hugh Ford 
(New York: Continuum, 1996), 224; Hurston’s italics.
45   Richard Wright, review of Their Eyes Were Watching God, by Zora Neale Hurston, New Masses, 
October 5, 1937, in Zora Neale Hurston: Critical Perspectives, 17.
46   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 171.
47   Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro, 40-41.
48   Hurston, “How it Feels to Be Colored Me,” The World Tomorrow (May 1928): 215-216.
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Boas thought would come from such invested study,49 we can also see from this example 
that Hurston’s studies were not only meant for the benefit of others.  Indeed, Hurston was 
always motivated by a desire to defend her own spiritedness, which was stifled during her 
childhood; she recalls in Dust Tracks that although her father thought it “did not do for 
Negroes to have too much spirit. . . . She [Hurston’s mother] conceded that I was impudent 
and given to talking back, but she didn’t want to ‘squinch my spirit’ too much for fear that 
I would turn out to be a mealy-mouthed rag doll by the time I got grown.”50  In a sense, she 
had to reject the label of “Negro” in order to preserve her voice, even though the words she 
spoke (and wrote) were undoubtedly empowered by her cultural background.  

The balance Hurston achieved between exploring her racial and nonracial identity 
through anthropology manifests itself a section of the appendix of Dust Tracks on a Road.  
When she describes the concert in New York in this appended chapter, she states, “I am 
satisfied in knowing that I established a trend and pointed Negro expression back towards 
the saner ground of our own unbelievable originality.”51  What distinguishes Hurston’s art 
in this phrase from Hughes’s and other like-minded Black writers’ call for a “truly great 
Negro artist, the one who is not afraid to be himself”52—one who was part of a racial 
community—is the last word: “originality.”  Hughes undoubtedly believed in black artists’ 
originality, but Hurston privileged unconditioned originality over originality that came 
from a specifically black experience.  Just as the presence of an appendix in Dust Tracks 
blurs its genre as literature or science, Hurston’s conclusion about the value of Negro art as 
a neutralizer of racial distinctions has roots in her anthropological background.  According 
to Boas, the value of folklore rests in the “Geist” or “genius” of each culture, and like the 
unconscious grammatical structures of their languages, stories would reveal unconscious 
aspects of a given culture.53  Given that all cultures have this creative potential despite 
their different biological and artistic compositions, no culture can be privileged over any 
other.  Boas thus encouraged African Americans to make use of their African pasts “for 
the cultivation of ideas of social equality between the races.”54  This understanding of 
folklore’s function indeed provides a rebuttal to Wright’s criticism of Hurston’s depiction 
of Black culture in the south; not only are these oral traditions and dialect integral parts of 
unique African American creativity, the absence of which would render the literature false, 

49   Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro, 143.
50   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 13.
51   Ibid., 285.
52   Hughes, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain.”
53   Pavloska, Modern Primitives, 80.
54   Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro, 36.
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but they are also proof of Blacks’ relative parity with other races, which is exactly what the 
New Negro movement sought to achieve.  

The most poignant example of this tactic at work is the parable about how race 
originated by accident, which appears in a section of the appendix entitled “My People, My 
People!” as well as in chapter five of Dust Tracks.  According to the legend, on the day that 
God was giving out colors, black people were the last to arrive at his throne.  They received 
their skin color when God told the thronging masses, who were afraid He would run out 
of color, to “Get back!” and they misinterpreted it as “Git black!” Hurston concludes, “So 
according to that, we are no race. We are just a collection of people who overslept our time 
and got caught in the draft.”55 The story is first mentioned by Hurston as told to her by a 
woman named Gold in a chapter called “Figure and Fancy,” which is laden with examples 
of story-telling that fit Boas’s method of establishing equilibrium through language: men 
conversing on the porch, Hurston herself inventing tales of talking birds and lakes, and 
parables like this one are fixtures of Eatonville—what she calls “a pure Negro town”56—
that allow it to be appreciated and understood from the outside on its own terms.57  That 
race comes about through a misunderstanding of language, which Hurston represents as 
a dialectal discrepancy, further underscores the value of unique, culture-specific language 
that Henry Louis Gates, Jr. identifies as Hurston’s “mythic realism, lush and dense within 
a lyrical black idiom, [which] seemed politically retrograde to the proponents of a social 
or critical realism.”58  

Critics who found fault with Hurston’s “lyrical black idiom” out of fear that folksy 
representations of Blacks would undermine their advancement in society indeed miss the 
anthropological basis of Gates’s analysis.  The implicit universality of his phrase “mythic 
realism” skips over “social or critical realism” because Hurston performed scientific 
studies of human culture via oral traditions that were enhanced but not determined by color.  
Throughout “My People, My People!,” Hurston makes explicit that her identification with 
community is not based on color at all.  She catalogues the hues of those she considers her 
people—“Punkin color, high brown, vaseline brown, seal brown, black, smooth black,” and 
even whites who pass for black—and emphasizes that she “can’t just point out [her] people 
by skin color.”59  Her conclusion that perhaps “after all the Negro doesn’t really exist” is 
therefore not self-defeating but liberates her from having to add to the stereotypical chorus 

55   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 245-46.
56   Ibid, 1.
57   Ibid, 50-54.
58   Henry Louis Gates, Jr., “Zora Neale Hurston: ‘A Negro Way of Saying,’” afterword to Dust Tracks, 291.
59   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 237.
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of Negro voices from which Hughes was also trying to break free60—as she puts it, “Light 
came to me when I realized that I did not have to consider any racial group as a whole.”61  

Contemporary critics of her autobiography were amenable to reading Hurston’s 
repudiation of race through this lens.  Praising her forward-thinking, Phil Strong wrote 
in the Saturday Review, “The race consciousness that spoils so much Negro literature is 
completely absent here.  Miss Hurston is less impressed by her own color than most Aryan 
redheads. . . . She agrees with Booker T. Washington that if the stuff is in you it is likely 
to come out and that if it isn’t it doesn’t make any difference whether you are white, 
black, green, or cerise.”62  In the New York Times Book Review, Beatrice Sherman similarly 
noted the “feeling that the author regards the Negro race as much as she regards any other 
race—as made up of some good, some bad, and a lot of medium.  The problems they face 
are those of any other race.”63  As these reviews indicated, Hurston strikes the necessary 
balance between highlighting the richness of Negro art through her folklore and not letting 
it obscure Black artists’ goal of being treated as intellectual and aesthetical equals.  

When Zora Neale Hurston died in 1960, none of her books were in print and the 
largest royalty she had received for any one of them was nine hundred forty-three dollars 
and seventy-five cents.64  Robert Hemenway admits that she was eschewed because of 
her flagrant, antagonistic behavior, which was taken as even more polemical because she 
“was less concerned with the tactics of racial uplift than with the unexamined prejudice 
of American social science.”65  Her unveiling of such prejudices through a combination 
of literature and anthropology may not have been in key with her time, but her legacy of 
a powerful Black voice is one that cannot be questioned.  It is because Boas taught her 
that each voice is inherently creative that she could maintain such confidence amidst a 
sea of dissent.  Her words became her identity, and she prided herself in belonging to a 
community of individuals with similar creative prowess: “If he hunts for six big words 
where one little one would do, that’s My People.  If he can’t find the big word he’s feeling 
for, he is going to make a new one. . . . When you find a man chewing up the dictionary 
and spitting out language, that’s My People.”66  Deliberately excluding the word “Black,” 
this maxim of literary self-creation was not a move to exclude race from art but a move to 
60   Ibid., 244.
61   Ibid., 190-91.
62   Phil Strong, review of Dust Tracks on a Road, by Zora Neale Hurston, Saturday Review, Nov. 28, 1942, 
in Zora Neale Hurston: Critical Perspectives, 31.
63   Beatrice Sherman, review of Dust Tracks on a Road, by Zora Neale Hurston, New York Times Book 
Review, Nov. 29, 1942, in Zora Neale Hurston: Critical Perspectives, 33.
64   Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston, 5.
65   Ibid, 330.
66   Hurston, Dust Tracks, 240.
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transcend above it, for she explains that, “Being black was not enough.  It took more than a 
community of skin color to make your love come down on you.”67  The Black community’s 
disdain for her advanced racial position is certainly proof of this, and the love she found in 
a different race—the creative human race—is what enabled her to preserve, as an observer 
of and a participant in Black culture, the beauty it had to offer to the world.

67   Ibid, 190.
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