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How Childhood Shaped Zora Neale Hurston Into The Writer That She Was
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“I have ceased to think in terms of race; I think only in terms of individuals….

I am interested in the problems of individuals, white ones and black ones.”

Zora Neale Hurston is a now prominent writer of the Harlem Renaissance. Her writing was atypical from other writers of her period due to her feelings about race. She did not write about racism, a subject common to other writers of the Harlem Renaissance. This is in large part due to her upbringing in an all black town with now negative white influences in it. The absence of racism from her writing was a factor that lead her work to be deemed inferior. It did not begin to be appreciated until decades after her death when her writings were unearthed and embraced by novelist Alice Walker.

College professor Nick Aaron Ford, a man who was privileged enough to meet Hurston, expresses one of the many criticisms expressed by readers of the time, “If the Negro is to rise in the estimation of the world, he must be continuously presented in a more favorable light even in fiction.” This is in response to one of Hurston’s novels, “Jonah’s Gourd Vine”, which portrayed the rise and fall of a black man who came out in the end having learned nothing. (Bloom, 8-10)

Hurston’s childhood shaped her into the writer and the woman that she would grow up to become. Certain events in her childhood molded opinions and feelings into her mind about racism and womanhood and self-realization. A selective biography of her childhood attempts to prove this with direct relation of each event to a sample of her writing. The events focused upon herein are those that influenced her work in fiction. (Bloom, 8-10)

Hurston was part of a large family. Her upbringing took place in an all black town called Eatonville, Florida, located a few miles from Orlando. When she was born, she was the 2nd girl in the family, along with three other brothers. When her older sister was born, her father was so happy that he finally got a girl, Sarah Emmeline, and this subjected her to favoritism. Hurston’s birth was too much for her father, as he deemed one daughter enough and had hoped to continue breeding sons. 

Hurston’s unique life started at birth. When she was born, her father was away and the midwife was out of the house. Her mother, Lucy Potts Hurston, gave birth to her on her alone, claiming “She rushed out on her own”. The baby cried and cried, and one of their white neighbors heard the cries and came to the rescue. He cut the baby’s umbilical cord, gently cleaned her off, and gave her the help that newborns need. (Boyd, 17)

When the midwife finally came back home, she was angry with the white man, complaining that he had not properly cut the umbilical cord. Hurston reiterates the fears that this caused the midwife, “She was…scared I was going to have a weak back, and…would have trouble holding my water until…puberty. I did.” (Boyd, 18)

When Hurston’s Father, John Hurston, heard that she was a girl, “he threatened to cut his own throat”. The threat was not intended to be taken seriously, but was a reflection of what he thought about his daughter and how he would treat her throughout childhood, compared to her sister, for years to come. (Boyd, 18)

John Hurston was a Baptist minister. His sermons would have a large affect on the writings of his daughter as can be seen through the way that she uses dialect so heavily. At one point, her father was even the mayor of Eatonville, the town that they lived in. 

(“93.02.10: Folktales of Zora Neale Hurston”)

John Hurston, unlike his wife, believed that their children should not be spirited, as “It did not do for Negroes to have too much spirit”. It was this belief that caused him to more often discipline Hurston, a very spirited girl. This was to protect her from “a large white world…that…would be hostile to a Negro girl as saucy as Zora”. (Boyd, 27)

This belief of her father’s is expressed through a character in Hurston’s novel “Their Eyes Were Watching God”. The character Joe Starks, one of Janie, the protagonist’s, husbands, rescues Janie from her existing marriage. Her husband has her plowing and “cuttin’ up seed p’taters”. Starks attempts to convert her to the dispiritedness encouraged by her father by tempting her with a new life, telling her, “A pretty doll-baby lak you is made to sit on de front porch and rock and fan yo’self and eat p’taters dat other folks plant just special for you.” (Hurston, 29)

Even more of Hurston’s father is seen in Starks who, like John Hurston, also became the mayor of Eatonville. As a mayor, Starks does something in great contrast to John Hurston, however, which is to act like a white black person. As mayor, it can be derived that Starks is attempting to become a ruler of the blacks, which would place him above the blacks in the social order, which is also the spot that the whites were in. A minor incident further associating him of white characteristics was his purchase of a fancy spittoon. That spittoon “symbolizes for him his sophistication and status above the common people.” (Meisenhelder, 62-65)

The ultimate comparison is made of Starks to white people in “Their Eyes Were Watching God”: the comparison of him to a slave driver. As mayor, he assigned men to dig a ditch to drain a street. A simple mutter under a worker’s breath did this nicely: “They had murmured hotly about slavery being over, but every man filled his assignment.” (Hurston, 47)

Starks also attempts to bring Janie above the other black women in the hierarchy, due to her status as the mayor’s wife. He still attempts to keep her below him, though, reverting back to the original hierarchy that her Nanny set forth, “De white man throw down de load and tell de nigger man tuh pick it up. He pick it up…but….He hand it to his womenfolk’s. De nigger woman is de mule uh de world so fur as Ah can see.” (Meisenhelder, 63)                                                                                                         

By being a mayor and also sharing in John Hurston’s beliefs about women, Starks is established as a representation of John Hurston, Zora’s father, but, through his whiteness achieved as mayor, a dual representation is established. When Hurston was born, her father and the family’s midwife were not around. A white man who heard the cries of childbirth came to the rescue and delivered the baby. This makes him a father figure because he is doing the job that her father would have done had he been around. (Meisenhelder, 62-65)

Lucy and John Hurston whipped and spanked their children, as was the common disciplinary practice at the time. The only exception to this was that John Hurston would never touch Sarah Emmeline; whenever Lucy would make an attempt to, he would stop her. John would always want to know why his second daughter could not be more like his more mild-mannered first.

Hurston accepted this physical punishment as just another part of her childhood. It was not until she grew older that she analyzed it. She saw it “as an unfortunate legacy of slavery”. She believed that physical violence was used by parents to discipline their children because it is what they had learned from slave masters as slaves. Zora’s grandparents were born into slavery, but later earned their freedom. (Boyd, 28)

John Hurston dressed his first daughter in nice dresses and shoes, causing her to live up to her father’s image of what his daughters should be. Hurston did not exactly follow the same path. While Hurston and her sister originally played with girls, the other girls found Hurston to be too rough. She did not know her own strength, so when merely playing around she frequently ended up hurting somebody, and they believed it to be a purposeful act of aggression.

Hurston stopped playing with other girls and would play with other boys. They were attracted to her quality of being “…the one girl who could take a good pummeling without running home to tell”. Both of her parents disapproved of her association with boys, and prohibited it. (Boyd, 29)

Because Hurston did not get along with the girls and could no longer play with the boys, she was forced to amuse herself with her own devices, and she “became a bit of a loner”. She would play in her favorite spot under the house, making up stories. She was perfectly content with herself. (Boyd, 29)

The stories she narrated under the house starred characters of her imagination such as her dolls. She expressed her fantasies through characters that “wore golden slippers with blue bottoms” and “rode white horses to the horizon.” The fantastic tales she created under the house would take shape into future writing. (Boyd, 91)

Her self-isolation and many other aspects of her personality are expressed in her story “Drenched in Light” through the character Isis Watts. Watts is a curious, explorative girl, as is Hurston. She is a bit of a troublemaker and is always annoying her grandmother, who even has the same name as Hurston’s grandmother. She plays with boys and is very friendly to passersby she meets outside. She even does one of the most unladylike things that can be done: she sits with her legs open. These acts are much like ones that Hurston partook in: playing with boys and even acting like one (Isis sitting with her legs open).

Once, Watts tried to shave her grandmother in her sleep, but her grandmother woke up while she snuck into her room. Watts fled to a spot under the house to find solace, the same thing that Hurston did when her parents would not allow her to do what she wanted, such as play with boys.

One day Watts steals a tablecloth from her grandmother and wears it as a dress. She goes to a carnival and dances for a crowd there. When her grandmother sees her now ruined tablecloth on Watts, watts flees. She is stopped by a group of people who enjoyed her dancing so much that they overcompensated her grandmother for the tablecloth and asked if Hurston would dance at a hotel. Watts and her grandmother both agree.

These adventures with boys and dancing at the hotel are expressions of Hurston’s childhood realities and fantasies. Watts is described as a girl who “wore golden slippers with blue bottoms” and “rode white horses to the horizon,” the very same dreams that Zora had as a child. (Boyd, 90-91)

John Hurston attempted to nurture a creative side in Sarah Emmeline by giving her a pipe organ, even though music was not one of her interests. “When I begged for music lessons”, says Hurston, “I was told to dry up before he bust the hide on my back”. Hurston was given other verbal threats, but avoided the physical implications they held by hiding behind her mother’s rocker, rightly furnishing the belief that her father would never harm her mother. (Boyd, 29-32)

John harmed Hurston and her mother in an indirect way, though, through his relations with other women. He was a traveling man as he was a prominent minister at a church that was out of town. Being a handsome man, he was known to partake in adulterous relationships with other women. His wife knew about all of his exploits, but still they stayed together. Hurston knew about his exploits, too. (Boyd, 30-32)

A turning point in young Hurston’s life was the day that her mother died. Her mother was ill with a chronic cold. She told her daughter to make sure that certain superstitious death rites, such as burying a person facing to the east so that they could face the rising sun in the afterlife that were performed by the town were avoided at the time of her death. Hurston did not understand why her mother was speaking of her own death, but she promised to fulfill her wishes.

Later that day, much earlier than Hurston, (who knew that her mother was sick, but did not know that she was dying) had expected, the time of her mother’s death came. In her room filled with family and townspeople, her mother lay in bed. Everybody present knew that the time was coming, and they started to perform the death rites such as covering up a clock that would stop if someone looked at it as they were dying and removing the pillow from the dying person’s head because it would ease their suffering. Hurston tried to prevent the townspeople from doing all of these things, but was restrained by her father and the strong belief’s that the town shared. The fact that she could not carry out her mother’s wishes scarred her for life.

The death of her mother marked the end of Hurston’s childhood.

“Lucy was the one who’d been guiding Zora through adolescence and preparing to usher her into adulthood. Lucy was the one who’d been teaching her all the things every colored girl ought to know…the one who recited Zora’s growing-up litany: ‘Pull up your socks….Your slip is showin. Your hem is out. Come back and iron that collar. Hush your mouth. Comb your head. Get up from there and make that bed. Put on the meat. Take out the trash. Vaseline get rid of that ash.”

(Boyd, 43-47)


Hurston needed a mother, but her mother was dead. Her father had never really been there for her in the past, and this situation was no different. He felt grief for his wife, but could not communicate it to his daughter. Grief that Hurston observed was suspected as relief that she was no longer here to cause guilt created by the adulterous relationships that he partook in. Having no strong parental figures, this final event, “helped to make her into the fiercely independent woman she was fast becoming”. 

(Boyd, 46-47)

The death of Hurston’s mother and the brief introduction to her of death rituals would forever influence her life, and with it, her writing. It found it’s way into much of her fiction and also her other writing. She would go on to study anthropology and folklore at college, and later do field research in such exotic locales as Jamaica and Haiti. This would prove to be inspiration for a whole new genre of her writing, containing such books and short stories as “Mules & Men” and “Black Death.”

Zora Neale Hurston was a very important writer of the Harlem Renaissance, albeit it took a few years for other people to realize this. Her exclusion of racism from her writing and her sometimes less than flattering portrayal of blacks earned her a mark of infamy among critics of the period. Her radical views on the issues of the time, along with her novels that were not gratefully accepted by readers sullied her image. A better way to look at this view would be to attempt to perceive the world in her view. Hurston was an antiracist, talented writer, and model human being due to her ability to see the individual, looking beyond whatever color that person might be. 
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