
zora neale hurston writing style
Zora Neale Hurston writing style is celebrated for its vibrant use of dialect, rich
character development, and profound exploration of African American culture and identity.
As a central figure of the Harlem Renaissance, Hurston's works reflect her unique
perspective as an African American woman in the early 20th century. This article delves
into the various elements that define her distinctive writing style, highlighting her
contributions to literature and the enduring impact of her work.

Context of Zora Neale Hurston's Writing

Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960) emerged as a prominent literary figure during the Harlem
Renaissance, a cultural movement that celebrated African American art, music, and
literature. Born in Notasulga, Alabama, and raised in Eatonville, Florida—the first
incorporated African American town in the United States—Hurston's upbringing significantly
influenced her writing. Her experiences and observations of Southern black culture are
vividly captured in her work, making her a critical voice in the representation of African
American life.

Key Elements of Zora Neale Hurston's Writing
Style

Hurston's writing style is characterized by several key elements that contribute to its
richness and depth. These elements include:

1. Use of Dialect

One of the most distinguishing features of Hurston’s writing is her masterful use of dialect.
She believed in the authenticity of her characters and sought to represent their voices
accurately. By incorporating regional dialects and colloquial expressions, Hurston:

- Gives Authenticity: Her characters speak in ways that reflect their backgrounds and
cultural heritage, making their experiences relatable and genuine.
- Celebrates Oral Tradition: Hurston was deeply influenced by African American folklore and
oral traditions, which she skillfully wove into her narratives. This not only preserves cultural
history but also enriches the text with rhythm and musicality.

For example, in her most famous work, Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston uses
vernacular speech to convey the protagonist Janie Crawford’s experiences and emotions,
allowing readers to connect with her journey on a personal level.



2. Rich Character Development

Hurston's characters are vividly drawn, often possessing strong personalities and complex
motivations. She focuses on their inner lives and struggles, allowing readers to empathize
with their experiences. Her character development is marked by:

- Depth and Complexity: Hurston’s characters are not merely symbolic but are fully realized
individuals with desires, dreams, and conflicts.
- Empowerment: Many of her protagonists, especially women, embark on journeys of self-
discovery and empowerment, challenging societal norms and expectations.

Janie Crawford, for instance, evolves from a silenced girl into a woman who seeks her own
voice and identity, representing a broader quest for autonomy among women of her time.

3. Symbolism and Imagery

Hurston’s writing is rich in symbolism and imagery, drawing from nature, folklore, and
cultural motifs. She often uses these elements to enhance themes and emotions within her
stories. Key points include:

- Nature as a Reflection of Emotion: Hurston frequently employs natural imagery to reflect
her characters’ emotional states. For example, the horizon symbolizes Janie’s dreams and
aspirations in Their Eyes Were Watching God.
- Cultural Symbols: She integrates African American cultural symbols, such as the
significance of the pear tree in Janie’s life, representing her ideals of love and fulfillment.

This use of symbolism allows readers to engage with the text on a deeper level, prompting
them to consider the broader implications of the characters’ journeys.

4. Themes of Identity and Self-Discovery

A recurring theme in Hurston’s work is the exploration of identity and the quest for self-
discovery. Her narratives often center on characters grappling with their sense of self in a
world that seeks to define them. Themes include:

- Gender and Race: Hurston’s exploration of the intersections of race and gender is
particularly significant, as her female characters navigate societal expectations and
personal desires.
- Cultural Heritage: Hurston emphasizes the importance of cultural identity, celebrating
African American traditions and experiences as integral to individual identity.

In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Janie’s journey is emblematic of the struggle for self-
realization, making her narrative a powerful commentary on the complexities of identity for
African American women.



The Influence of Folklore and Anthropology

As an anthropologist, Hurston's academic background played a crucial role in shaping her
literary style. Her studies of African American folklore and customs influenced her
storytelling techniques and thematic focus.

1. Preservation of Oral Traditions

Hurston’s interest in folklore is evident in her incorporation of folk tales, songs, and
proverbs throughout her work. This approach serves several purposes:

- Cultural Preservation: By embedding folklore into her narratives, Hurston helps preserve
the oral traditions of African American communities, ensuring that their stories and
experiences are not lost to history.
- Engagement with Themes: Folklore often serves as a vehicle for exploring themes of
morality, love, and community, enriching her characters’ journeys.

Her anthropological work culminated in her collection of folk tales, Mules and Men, which
showcases her commitment to documenting the oral traditions of African Americans.

2. Ethnographic Detail

Hurston’s anthropological lens allows her to provide a detailed portrayal of the communities
she writes about. This attention to ethnographic detail adds depth to her narratives and
fosters a greater understanding of her characters’ lives.

- Cultural Context: Her rich descriptions of customs, rituals, and social structures provide
readers with a vivid context for the characters’ experiences.
- Authenticity: This meticulous attention to detail enhances the authenticity of her
narratives, allowing readers to immerse themselves in the cultural landscape she depicts.

Enduring Impact and Legacy

Zora Neale Hurston’s writing style has left an indelible mark on American literature. Her
contributions are celebrated for their originality and depth, influencing generations of
writers and scholars. Some key aspects of her legacy include:

- Reclaiming African American Narratives: Hurston’s work has been pivotal in reclaiming
and celebrating African American voices and experiences, challenging the dominant
narratives often portrayed in literature.
- Inspiration for Future Generations: Contemporary writers continue to draw inspiration from
Hurston’s themes of identity, empowerment, and cultural heritage, ensuring that her
influence endures.



Today, Hurston is regarded not only as a literary icon but also as a cultural pioneer whose
work continues to resonate with readers around the world, reminding us of the richness of
African American culture and the importance of self-discovery.

Conclusion

In summary, Zora Neale Hurston's writing style is a profound reflection of her identity,
cultural heritage, and the complexities of the African American experience. Through her use
of dialect, rich character development, symbolism, and themes of identity, Hurston has
crafted narratives that resonate with authenticity and depth. As we continue to explore her
work, we gain valuable insights into the cultural fabric of America and the enduring quest
for self-identity and empowerment. Hurston’s legacy is a testament to the power of
storytelling and its ability to bridge cultural divides, making her a seminal figure in
American literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What literary techniques are most prominent in Zora
Neale Hurston's writing style?
Zora Neale Hurston frequently employs vivid imagery, dialect, and rich symbolism in her
writing. She uses these techniques to create authentic voices for her characters, capturing
the nuances of African American culture.

How does Zora Neale Hurston incorporate dialect in her
work?
Hurston uses dialect to enhance the authenticity of her characters and to reflect the
cultural background of the African American community in the South. This use of vernacular
speech adds depth and realism to her narratives.

In what ways does Hurston's background influence her
writing style?
Hurston's upbringing in Eatonville, Florida, and her anthropological studies inform her
writing style. Her deep understanding of African American folklore and culture allows her to
weave these elements seamlessly into her storytelling.

What themes are commonly explored in Hurston's
writing?
Common themes in Hurston's work include identity, gender roles, love, and the quest for
self-fulfillment. She often explores how these themes intersect with the African American
experience.



How does Hurston's use of folklore enhance her
narratives?
By incorporating folklore, Hurston enriches her narratives with cultural significance and
depth. Folklore serves as a vehicle for conveying moral lessons and the complexities of life
in African American communities.

What is the significance of the first-person narrative in
Hurston's works?
The use of first-person narrative in Hurston's works allows for a more intimate and personal
connection between the reader and the narrator. It provides insight into the character's
thoughts and emotions, making the experiences more relatable.

How does Hurston address the theme of race in her
writing?
Hurston addresses race by portraying the richness of African American culture and the
complexities of racial identity. She often challenges societal norms and stereotypes,
presenting a nuanced perspective on race relations.

What role does humor play in Hurston's writing style?
Humor is an essential aspect of Hurston's writing style, often used to lighten serious themes
and provide relief. It underscores the resilience and spirit of her characters while also
critiquing societal issues.

What influence did Zora Neale Hurston have on later
literary movements?
Hurston's work has had a lasting impact on the Harlem Renaissance and subsequent
movements, particularly in her celebration of Black identity and culture. Her innovative
narrative techniques and focus on the African American experience paved the way for
future writers.
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