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Curriculum intent 

To introduce students to the theme of Freedom through Their Eyes Were Watching God and explore 

the theme further through a range of non-fiction, poetry and links to Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men.  

Students will evaluate how Hurston explores different themes through her use of setting, 

characterisation, dialogue and action.  Students will be provided with opportunities to appreciate 

how the author’s narrative arc engages and sustains the interest of the reader.  Critical approaches 

will be introduced at different moments of the unit to inspire students to read from different 

perspectives.  Students will also: 

-​ take part in a series of structured, teacher led discussions where the use of academic 
language is modelled and scaffolded. 

-​ learn to write powerful, analytical sentences and comparative statements through the 
granular ‘Couch to 5k’ approach to extended writing. 

-​ experience regular reading fluency lessons which will focus on mastery and performance of 
texts.  

Key skill areas 

●​ Construct analytical statements in the form of thesis statements  

●​ Select and embed relevant textual detail 

●​ Make use of appositives and ‘excellent epithets’ to signal the direction of extended analytical 
writing. 

●​ Evaluate the writer’s use of language, structure and form, using technical terminology 
accurately and with sophistication. 

●​ Compare literary texts in relation to literary concepts, ideas and methods. 

●​ Evaluate the writer’s intent from a range of critical approaches and contexts 
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Core knowledge 

Content Freedom 
-​ Spunk by Zora Neale Hurston 
-​ Chapter 19 I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou 
-​ Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston 
-​ Extracts from Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck 
-​ Extract from As You Like It by William Shakespeare 
-​ The Toxic Legacy of Colorism by Kaitlyn Greenidge 
-​ Looking for Zora by Alice Walker 
-​ Extract from I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou 
-​ Extracts from Between the World and Me by Ta-Nehisi Coates 
-​ Poetry: America by Claude McKay, Sympathy by Paul Dunbar, My Little Dreams, by 

Georgia Douglas Johnson, Sonnets 71 and 130 by William Shakespeare, Do Not Go 
Gentle Into That Good Night by Dylan Thomas,  
The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost, The Laboratory by Robert Browning 

Metaphor Tenor, vehicle & ground, allusion, allegory, symbolism and motif.  Language analysis 
Story Identity 

Theme: understanding the difference between theme and motif. 
Dialogue (punctuating speech; varying speech verbs; using speech to reveal character) 
 

Argument How to write grammatical construction of thesis statements; topic sentences using 
adjectives; comparative statements; how to embed textual detail and introduce analysis 
of writer’s methods.   
To evaluate writer’s intent through the analysis of language, structure and form.    
How to frame analysis through the lens of literary criticism (namely structuralism, 
post-colonialism and feminist theory) 
Arguments for justice 
Ethos, pathos, logos. 

Pattern The role of intertextuality and literary echoes (e.g. the metaphor of the flood). 
Beginnings, changes and endings. 

Grammar Uses and effects of conjunctions; embedding and moving clauses; varying subordinating 
conjunctions for effect.   
To explore ways in which to plan, write and self-assess evaluative essays. 
Use discourse markers to link paragraphs which are bound through thesis statements. 

Context Understanding the evolution of the African-American literary and social voice, reflecting 
the need and want for literary, social, economic and political freedoms in society. 
The Harlem Renaissance 
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Curriculum Related Expectations 

Students can define the following terms: 

Narrative perspective ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Frame narrative 

Bildungsroman​ ​ ​ ​ ​            ​ Metaphor 

Structure​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Dramatic irony 

Dialect​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Figurative language 

Metaphor​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Sibilance  

Denouement​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Personification 

Allusion​​ ​ ​ ​ ​               Rhyming Couplet 

Iambic pentameter / tetrameter​​ ​               Exposition 

Dialogue​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Pathetic fallacy 

Protagonist​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Context 

 

Students know: 

-​ African – American English dialect is used throughout the novel to represent authenticity. 

-​ Hurston uses a frame narrative, a cyclical structure and religious symbolism to create meaning. 

-​ Hurston presents Janie’s self-identification through an adaptation of the Lacanian ‘mirror stage’. 

-​ Janie’s fictional life is a metaphor for the many challenges African – American women 

experienced. 

-​ Janie is not Hurston and is a construct. 

-​ Hurston uses a range of metaphors and mixes them in her description, akin to poetry. 

-​ Hurston’s choice of using the African – American English dialect was criticised by many black 

writers. 

-​ The difference between theme and motif. 

-​ What Ethos, Pathos and Logos mean in reference to persuasive writing. 

-​ How discourse markers can be used to develop lines of analysis / enquiry in their analytical 

writing. 

 

Students can 

-​ Use tenor, vehicle and ground to analyse a range of metaphors. 

-​ Use excellent epithets to evaluate and analyse characters, symbols, settings and themes 

-​ Construct thesis statements introducing alternative interpretations using subordinating 

conjunctions. 

-​ Construct persuasive speeches / text which utilise ethos, pathos and logos. 

-​ Critically evaluate how Hurston explores themes and ideas in her writing. 

-​ Make links between texts based on the ideas and attitudes driving them using a range of 

discourse markers. 

-​ Develop a line of enquiry from thesis statements through to conclusions in which they evaluate 

authorial choices 
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Implementation: How to use this teacher guide 
-​ The aim of this guide is to give you the texts, resources and information; both essential and 

expert, to deliver this Freedom topic to students of all abilities.  

-​ In order to teach Freedom, you will need: a copy of Hurston’s novel, the Freedom and Their Eyes 

Were Watching God Student Workbook and the secondary reading material included in this 

guide. It is recommended that teachers annotate their own copies of the Student Workbook 

prior to delivering the lessons. 

-​ The vocabulary list is not exhaustive and should be added to where necessary to suit your own 

curriculum outline and intent. The Medium-Term Plan is offered as a guide and should be 

adapted to fit your class, including additional scaffolding and extension work where it is 

appropriate.  

-​ A Big Question each week allows for greater discussion and debate in line with the concepts and 

texts covered.  Be prepared to model how these questions will be explored and be mindful to 

elevate the ways in which students contribute to talk by stopping and modelling discussions in 

real time. 

-​ The guide is divided into sections, each with its own medium-term plan, teaching suggestions, 

annotated extracts and additional reading. It is estimated that this unit should take between 8-12 

weeks to teach depending on the number of lessons per week.  There is an Appendix at the end 

which has an interesting article about African – American English. 

Reading for meaning 

-​ It is suggested through the guide that extracts of the various texts and Their Eyes Were Watching 

God are read in full during lessons.  These moments of reading should be viewed as valuable 

moments of learning.  Although there are many moments signposted for analysis, the unit is 

based on a wonderful novel and the students should be encouraged to enjoy it without excessive 

analytical paragraph writing. 

-​ Accordingly, the focus should be to read for meaning; whilst opportunities for analysis will be 

highlighted, there should be lessons where classes are read to without analysis of extracts or an 

emphasis on writing.   

-​ For example, over a course of 4 lessons in a week, students could read with the teacher for 2-3 of 

those lessons and the others within that week could be an analysis of what has been read; 

consolidating events and knowledge of characters, inference focuses and predictions for future 

reading. 

-​ For this to be effective, a range of approaches should be trialled: students reading aloud in 

fluency lessons, a teacher reading sections to students, students reading in pairs or groups to 

each other or students reading sections independently. 

Reading fluency 

-​ The Multi-Dimensional Fluency Rubric is a crucial for resource for any students struggling to read 
fluently: 
http://www.timrasinski.com/presentations/multidimensional_fluency_rubric_4_factors.pdf  

-​ The recommendation is that students experience regular fluency lessons  
-​ Teachers should model the reading of an extract from the Student Workbook and then students 

respond with echo reading or choral response.  
-​ The emphasis in Fluency lessons should be on enjoyment and fluent performance. 
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Analysis & comprehension 

-​ Questions could be projected on screen or given as a handout to students for them to consider 

whilst reading alongside the enquiry question for the week.  However, the answers to these do 

not always need to be written down. They could be a thought process or a discussion after 

reading.  

-​ Extracts are included in the student workbook to suit the concept and key questions for each 

section. The highlighted phrases and sentences are a guide for discussion and analysis, 

considering the language used and the writer’s craft. These extracts can be used as the focus 

each week but can also be added to, addressing other key moments.  

-​ The topics that this scheme of learning contains are such that you are encouraged to explore 

beyond what is included in this guide if that interests you and your class.  
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Vocabulary 

Diagnostic vocabulary testing 

With all of the specified vocabulary items, students should be given a quick, diagnostic test where 

they rate their understanding on a 4-point scale: 

 

 

 

 

 

Vocabulary instruction 

Vocabulary instruction should also use the ‘say it,’ ‘spell it,’ ‘understand it’ model: 

Impact: Assessment opportunities  
●​ Frequent checks for understanding and multiple-choice questions provided.  
●​ Regular opportunities to practise summarising and thesis statements.  
●​ Summative assessment to test knowledge and key concepts 
●​ Writing skills within this scheme that link to the assessment objectives and opportunities use 

the ‘Couch to 5k’ model, where students will gradually develop writing skills by having key 
focuses week by week that are highlighted in the medium-term plan.  
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Subject terminology  

Bildungsroman 

German: 
bildung 
‘education, 
growth’ + 
roman, ‘novel’ 

A novel dealing with one 
person's formative years or 
spiritual education. 

Sonnet A poem of fourteen lines using any 
of a number of formal rhyme 
schemes, in English typically having 
ten syllables per line. 

Diachronic 

Greek: dia 
(throughout) + 
khronos (time) 

How language, has 
developed and evolved over 
time 

 

Villanelle 5 Stanzas of three lines (tercets) 
followed by a single stanza of four 
lines (quatrain) for a total of 
nineteen lines.  They use a specific 
rhyme scheme of ABA for their 
tercets, and ABAA for the quatrain. 

Protagonist 

Greek: protos 

(first) 

Greek: 
agonistes 

The leading character or one 
of the major characters in a 
play, film, novel, etc. 

Characterisatio
n 

The creation or construction of a 
fictional character. 

Exposition 

 

Latin: exponere 

The opening of a story, 
introducing characters, 
setting and plot. 

Pathetic fallacy 

 

 

The attribution of human feelings 
and responses to inanimate things, 
often used to describe the 
environment (weather and seasons). 

Foreshadowing 

 

 

An advance sign or warning 
of what is to come in the 
future. 

Frame narrative A story in which another story is 
enclosed or embedded as a 'tale 
within the tale', or which contains 
several such tales. 

Metaphor 

Greek: 
metaphora (a 
transport) 

A figure of speech in which a 
word or phrase is applied to 
an object or action to which 
it is not literally applicable.  
For example: "time is 
money". 

Sibilance Letter combinations creating hissing 
sounds. 

Tenor 

Latin: tenorem 
(to hold) 

The person, object or subject 
referred to in a metaphor. 
E.g., “Life is a walking 
shadow.” Life is the tenor. 

Vehicle 

Latin: vehiculum 
(means of 
transport) 

The part of the metaphor that makes 
the comparison. E.g., “Life is a 
walking shadow.” Walking shadow is 
the vehicle. 

Ground 

Old English: 
grund 
(foundation) 

In a metaphor this is the link 
between the tenor and the 
vehicle. E.g., ‘Life is a walking 
shadow.’ The link is that both 
life and shadows do not last. 

Allusion 

Latin: ad (near) 
+ ludere (to 
play) 

Calling something to mind without 
mentioning it explicitly; an indirect 
reference. 

 

Denouement 

French: denouer 

The final part of a play, film, 
or narrative in which the 
strands of the plot are drawn 
together, and resolved. 

Cyclical 
structure 

When a text begins and ends in the 
same place or with the same idea. 
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Personification Giving something inanimate 
human features 

Iambic 
pentameter / 
tetrameter 

A line of verse with five metrical feet, 
each consisting of one short (or 
unstressed) syllable followed by one 
long (or stressed) syllable/ four 
iambic feet. 

Climax The most intense, exciting, or 
important point of 
something; the culmination. 

Meter 

 

The rhythm of a piece of poetry, 
from the number and length of feet 
in a line. 

Figurative 
Language 

Words or expressions to 
convey a meaning that is 
different from the literal 
interpretation. 

Dialogue 

 

Greek: dialogos 

(converse with)  

A conversation between two or more 
people 

Plosive 

 

Denoting a consonant that is 
produced by stopping the 
airflow using the lips, teeth, 
or palate, followed by a 
sudden release of air. The 
basic plosives in English 
are t, k, and p (voiceless) 
and d, g, and b (voiced). 

Fricative 

Latin: fricare 

(to rub) 

Denoting a type of consonant made 
by the friction of breath in a narrow 
opening, producing a turbulent air 
flow. e.g. f and th. 

Symbolism 

 

In literature, a symbol can be 
a word, object, 
action, character, or concept 
that embodies and evokes a 
range of additional meaning 
and significance. 

Dialect 

Greek: dialektos 
(way of 
speaking) 

A particular form of a language 
which is peculiar to a specific region 
or social group. 

Euphony  

Greek: euphonia 
(well sounding) 

A quality of being pleasing to 
the ear. 

Dissonance 

Latin: dissonant 

(disagreeing in 
sound) 

A lack of harmony between people 
or things, harsh sounding aggressive 
vocabulary. 

Narrative 
perspective 

Latin: narrare 
(to tell or 
explain); 
perspicere (to 
look through) 

A set of features determining 
the way a story is told and 
what is told. It includes the 
person who is telling the 
story, or the narrator, as well 
as the character from whose 
point of view the story is told 

Subordinating 
conjunction 

Latin: sub 
(under + 
ordinare (to set 
in order) + 
coniugare (to 
join together) 

A conjunction that introduces a 
subordinate clause, 
e.g., although, because or despite 
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Excellent Epithets 

Hurston - Appositives: Anthropologist, novelist, member of the Harlem Renaissance, luminary. 
●​ Brilliant (adj): (of light or colour) very bright, exceptionally clever of talented. 

●​ Enigmatic (adj): used to describe someone who is difficult to understand or place into a single 

category. 

●​ Visionary (noun): a noun describing a person with original ideas. 

●​ Contradictory (adj): an adjective to describe something mutually opposed or inconsistent. 

Contradict (v): a verb used to describe a person who provides an opposite argument. 

Spunk from Hurston’s Spunk – Appositives: controller, aggressor, manipulator, misogynist, possessor. 
●​ Aggressive (adj): when someone is ready or likely to attack or confront. 

Aggressiveness (n) 

●​ Territorial (adj): relating to the ownership of an area of land but can also allude to an animal’s 

territory. 

●​ Selfish (adj): lacking consideration for other people, concerned only for their own personal profit / 

pleasure. 

●​ Violent (adj): using force to hurt in order to damage or kill someone or something. 

Violence (n): behaviour involving physical force. 

●​ Covetousness (n): eager or excessive desire for something or someone. 

To covet (v): a yearning to possess something or someone (especially when it belongs to someone 

else). 

Claude McKay - Appositives: poet, novelist, socialist, black intellectual, central to the Harlem 
Renaissance. 
●​ Atheist (n): a person who disbelieves or lacks belief in the existence of God or Gods. 

●​ Socialist (n): a person who advocates the political ideology of socialism. 

Socialism (n): a political and economic theory which advocates the equal distribution of wealth and 

production. 

●​ Satirist (n): a writer of satire, be it personal, political or social. 

Satire  

●​ Activist (n): a person who campaigns to bring about political, social or economic change. 

Paul Dunbar - Appositives: dialect poet, novelist, influencer of Harlem Renaissance, prolific writer, true 
singer of the people. 

●​ Influencer (n): a person or thing that influences another. 

●​ African – American dialect (n): Ebonics, also called African American Vernacular English (AAVE). 

●​ Diversity (n): the state of being diverse; variety. 

Janie from “Their Eyes Were Watching God” - Appositives: intelligent, strong-willed, resilient, 
independent, irrepressible, stout, passionate. 

●​ Independent (adj): free from outside control or not dependent on another for livelihood or 

subsistence.  (n) an independent person or body. 

●​ Resourceful (adj): able to find quick and clever ways to overcome difficulties. 

●​ Graceful (adj) having or showing grace or elegance. 

●​ Spirited (adj) full of energy, enthusiasm and determination. 

Joe Starks from “Their Eyes Were Watching God” – Appositives: possessive, jealous, obtuse, 
begrudging, determined, obtuse. 
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●​ Cruel (adj): wilfully causing pain or suffering to others. 

●​ Conceited (adj): excessively proud of oneself; vain. 

●​ Uninterested (adj): not interested or concerned with Janie’s feelings. 

●​ Ambitious (adj): having a strong desire and determination to succeed. 

●​ Obtuse (adj): annoyingly insensitive or slow to understand. 

 

Couch – 5k writing 

Students will continue to be explicitly taught to write one sentence thesis statements using ‘excellent 
epithets’ but will also practise how to use thesis statements to form 3-4 topic sentences for the body 
of a more extended response. In addition, they will practise selecting textual evidence (including 
quotations) to support their arguments. 

The challenging vocabulary selected in the ‘excellent epithets’ is attached to figures or characters 
explored in the scheme of work.  This is intended to be activated in thesis statement responses. 
For instance, using the example of Janie’s ‘excellent epithets’ above, students might be instructed to 
respond to the prompt ‘How does Hurston present Janie as a complex character in “Their Eyes Were 
Watching God”?’ using a thesis statement as follows: Although Hurston presents Janie as a beautiful 
and passionate character, she was also keen to explore Janie’s resilience, grace and independence by 
the end of the novel.   
 
The key vocabulary items will then go on to form subsequent topic sentences, changing adjectives 
into nouns.  For example:  Hurston’s visionary and enigmatic portrayal of Janie is used to explore 
societal tensions around race and gender. 
 

1. Construct personal viewpoints in the form of thesis statements 
Teach  Model Write 
One sentence to answer the 
question with two different 
viewpoints  

Begin with a subordinating 
conjunction: Whereas, Despite, 
Although, At first glance, 
Because 

Use a comma to pivot between 
viewpoints  

Use at least three adjectives 
(and appositives) 

Think of the surface meaning and then a 
deeper meaning which is less obvious and 
more interesting.  (At first glance) 

Acknowledge two or more contrasting 
interpretations (Although, Despite, 
Whereas) 

Acknowledge a causal link between two 
ideas (Because) 

Select adjectives + appositives from the 
excellent epithets. 

 

At first glance [text] is 
about _______, but at a 
deeper level ________. 

Although [the text] appears 
to be about _________, it is 
also referring to 
_________. 

Because [first idea], [second 
idea.] 

Despite [character + 
epithet], they can also be 
seen as [character + 
epithet.] 

 

2. Focus on the effects of the whole text and big ideas/themes 
Teach  Model Write 
Recall the big 
ideas/themes/intentions 
explored in the text 

What have you been taught about 
this text? Or, what themes, ideas can 
you remember? 

What is it about the extract that 
makes you think this? How is this 

 [Text] explores the idea/theme of 
_______________ . 

[Extract] exemplifies /reinforces/ 
amplifies/ the theme of _________. 
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Think about how this 
extract fits these themes 
and ideas 

Consider whether this is 
consistent throughout the 
entire text 

similar/different to other texts you’ve 
studied, or other parts of this text? 

How do ideas/themes change or 
develop? 

[Writer] challenges/contradicts ideas 
about _________. 

 

 

 

3.Use the thesis statement to create topic sentences 
Teach  Model Write 
Each epithet will become the main 
point of a topic sentence. 

Adjectives must be transformed into 
noun phrases. E.g., Implacable becomes 
implacability  

Noun phrase must be followed by a 
verb. 

The rest of the sentence must link to 
the question being answered.  

Think about the epithets used in the 
thesis statement to consider how each 
can be turned into a noun to be 
explored in a separate topic sentence. 
Consider how each noun phrase links 
to the question being answered.  

Janie’s resilience is one of the 
reasons she is chosen by Hurston to 
facilitate the various tragedies in 
her narrative 

[character, theme or 
writer] + [change 
adjective to noun] + 
[verb] 
_________________. 

 

4. Select and embed relevant textual detail 
Teach  Model Write 
Use short, precise parts of the 
text (not whole lines) 

Place the quote within a sentence  

Place the quote inside single 
quotation marks  

Reference what the quote is 
referring to  

Select a part of the text which is 
interesting and that you’ll have 
something that isn’t obvious to 
say about it.  

Here, Defoe shows Crusoe’s fear 
and agitation after discovering 
the footprint: “I stood like one 
thunderstruck, or as if I had seen 
an apparition.” 

The writer refers to ________ as 
‘________’ and ‘______’ 

The writer compares ________ to 
‘_______’ 

When the text states, ‘_______’ it 
reminds the reader of ________. 

[Character] says, “__________,” 
conveying _______. 

[Writer] repeats, “__________,” 
because _______. 

 

5. Analyse a writer’s use of language, structure and form 
Teach  Model Write 
Use accurate 
terminology  

Think about effect 
not meaning  

 

 

Why has the writer used that specific word? Is it part 
of a pattern of similar words? What effect does it 
create? Don’t just state what it means in the 
dictionary.  

(Pamela) This combination of letters and the novel 
form conveys to the reader a sense of immediacy and 
urgency; we feel like we are alongside Pamela as she 
resist’s Mr B’s advances.  

This [literary device] conveys 
to the reader a sense of 
______ 

[Writer] uses this [poetic 
device] to depict _____ 

[Writer] uses this [device] to 
portray to the reader ______ 
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(Pamela) Richardson uses exclamations and short 
sentences bare to depict just how powerless and 
frightened Pamela has become. There is absolutely 
nothing she can do. The reader has no choice but to 
sympathise with her, a simple domestic servant. 

Furthermore, the word 
‘______’ evokes an image of 
_____  

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Evaluate the writer’s intent 
Teach  Model Write 
Use of adverb opener 
with a comma to 
follow 

Reference to theme 
or literary concept  

Consider why the writer wrote the poem 
and what message they want to give the 
reader or make them think about 

(Evelina) Thus, Burney is drawing the 
reader’s attention to the layers of 
restrictive rules and petty codes that 
women have to negotiate. 

Thus, [writer] is drawing the reader’s 
attention to______ 

Hence, [writer] is challenging ideas 
about______ 

Consequently, [writer] is 
highlighting_____ 

 

7. Compare texts in relation to literary concepts, ideas and methods 
Teach  Model Write 
Identify a clear 
similarity or 
difference between 
the two poems  

Use comparative 
discourse markers  

Use commas after 
comparative 
discourse markers 

Reference to theme 
or literary concept 

Think of interesting similarities and 
differences in relation to ideas, 
concepts or methods in Hurston’s 
novel and Chapter 19 of Angelou’s 
novel I know Why The Caged Bird 
Sings. 

Both texts explore the concept of ______ . 

________ is equally significant in both texts. 
In [Julius Caesar] it is conveyed through 
______, whereas in [MLK’s speech] it is 
portrayed as ______ 

Conversely, in [text] _____ 

In [Julius Caesar, Shakespeare] presents 
[focus of the question] as _______. 
Similarly, in [Paradise Lost, Milton] 
_________ 

Likewise, in [text] ______ 

 

8. Linking to context 
Teach  Model Write 
Identify a relevant contextual 
point.    

Use adverbial time phrases.  

Use commas after the time 
phrase. 

Link to writer/text using ‘and’ or 
‘but’ 

Be selective in your use of 
context: does it add to your 
overall argument?   

At the time, women were 
expected to behave according 
to very strict social rules and 
Burney shows the pressure 
young women were under 
socially and morally.  

At the time, [relevant context] and 
[writer] depicts [reference to text].  

Contextually, people were very concerned 
about [specific social rule], and [writer] 
employs [technique] to show [writer’s 
intent related to social rule]. 

In the mid 18th century, [relevant context] 
but writers like [named writer] 
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Reference to writer’s intent and 
themes. 

 endeavoured to convey [writer’s 
intention].  

 

9. Extend: recognising different arguments 
Teach  Model Write 
Identify an opposing point that 
you can refute/contradict.   

Use subordinating conjunctions.  

Use commas after 
subordinating conjunctions.  

Reference to theme or literary 
concept 

Be sure to choose an opposing 
point that you are sure you 
can disprove.  

Even though it is possible to 
argue that Fielding presents a 
more polished novel than 
Richardson, Pamela is still a 
compelling and persuasive 
story.  

Even though it is possible to argue that, 
[opposing point], it is still the case that 
[your point].  

 

Although it may be suggested that… 

 

Whilst it could be argued that…  

 

Structured discussion 

-​ Reading should be followed with structured discussions.  Teachers ask planned questions 
about the aspect of the text being studied that students most need to remember and think 
about. 

-​ This should include scaffolded practice of academic discourse mediated by the teacher where 
students are expected to ‘speak like an essay.’  

A structured discussion session might take the following form: 

TEACHER: Thomas, what impression do we get of Joe Starks in Chapter 8? 

(This is an open question but focused on a chapter recently covered: it is low stakes but it invites 

the student to have their own response and not search for the response in the teacher’s mind.) 

Thomas: We think he has started to become uglier.  

TEACHER: Can you say that in a full sentence beginning “The impression the reader has of Joe 

is… “? 

(This is the start of a scaffolding of an academic register). 

THOMAS: The impression the reader receives of Joe is that they think he is becoming uglier. 

TEACHER: That’s better. Sunita, what did Thomas just say? 

(This is used to pivot attention to another student, keeping the topic alive.  It is also a soft signal to 

other students to maintain their attention.) 

SUNITA: The impression the reader has of Joe is … uh… 

TEACHER: OK. He said, “The impression the reader receives of Joe is that they think he is 

becoming uglier.” What did I just say? 

(This quick retrieval is used to model, once more, the academic register we wish the students to 

use comfortably and naturally over time). 

SUNITA: The impression the reader receives of Joe is that they think he is becoming uglier. 

TEACHER: Good. Sian, what did Sunita just say? 
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SIAN: She said, “The impression the reader receives of Joe is that they think he is becoming 

increasingly ugly.” 

(The retrieval is used here to attempt to broaden the range of the academic register but also to 

reaffirm the language used by previous students). 

TEACHER: Good. Aron, how do we know that Joe Starks is becoming increasingly ugly? 

(This first phase probing question challenges a new responder to find evidence from the text or to 

summarise their understanding). 

ARON: Um, Janie starts to describe his body and she says it is flabby and saggy. 

TEACHER: Yes, can you say that so that it sounds more like an essay? 

ARON: We know that Joe is getting older because Hurston describes his skin as a “loose filled 

bag of feathers”. 

TEACHER: That’s a good effort. Jake, can you improve on what Aron said without repeating the 

word ‘older? Start by saying, the impression the reader receives of Joe is that… 

(At this juncture, we challenge the students to explore meanings generated from quotations 

without re-using the same words.  It sometimes takes time to generate synonyms or to evaluate 

the meanings made from quotations). 

JAKE: Er… The impression readers receive of Joe is that he is perceived by Janie to be an 

increasingly ageing character.  Hurston uses a lexical field of decay, rot and agriculture to 

explore the ways in which Janie sees the ways in which time has affected Joe. 

 

 

 
When starting to deliver these structured discussions it is important to trial them first – 
consider doing them towards the end of a lesson when students are perhaps more confident in 
summarising and evaluating the key ideas or concepts that you have focussed their learning on. 
 
When students have a greater sense of ownership of the content, they will be far more able to 
consider elevating their vocabulary in the moment of being challenged.  Furthermore, in 
trialling them, the teacher can develop their own personal expertise and confidence levels 
before experimenting / implementing with other groups. 
 
To aid the facilitation of the discussion, consider building a bank of terminology on a white 
board so that students can both see them and use them during the discussion.   
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Overview of sequencing 

Students begin with an introduction to the representation of the African – American dialect through 

Hurston’s short story Spunk. They then study a range of extracts before exploring the representations 

of gender and race through a close reading of Their Eyes Were Watching God.  The course continues 

to explore the themes of representation, voice and freedom through a range of non-fiction, poetry, 

prose and literary criticism.  Texts for Fluency Reading are included in this Teacher Guide but not in 

the Pupil Booklet in order to maximise the flexibility in which the unit is delivered. 

Topic content Pages 
1 – Hurston’s Writing, the African – American English Dialect and Context 
Concepts: The context of Hurston’s America and her use of the African-American dialect.  
Topic sentences.  The use of dialogue, metaphor, characterisation and metaphor.  
Tentative language analysis.  The difference between theme and motif. 
 
Texts: 

●​ America by Claude McKay 

●​ Spunk by Zora Neale Hurston 

●​ Zora Neale Hurston (1891 – 1960) by Arlisha R. Norwood 

●​ The Negro Speaks of Rivers by Langston Hughes 

Texts for Fluency Reading: 
●​ Enter the New Negro by Alain Locke 

●​ Strivings of the Negro People by W Du Bois (1897) 

●​ Looking for Zora by Alice Walker 

●​ Ch 19 I know Why The Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou 

●​ The Hope Speech by Harvey Milk (1978) 

●​ Between The World And Me by Ta – Nehisi Coates 

●​ Extracts from The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano 

(1745-1797) 

●​ I have a Dream by Martin Luther King (1963) 

 

19 

2 – Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 1 Janie’s Childhood and Love 
Concepts: Frame narratives, narrative perspectives and narratorial instability.  Topic 
sentences, subordinating and coordinating conjunctions.  Extended metaphor (the tree), 
identity and “otherness”. 
 
Texts: 

●​ Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston (Chapters 1 and 2) 

●​ We Wear The Mask by Paul Dunbar 

●​ Sympathy by Paul Dunbar 

●​ Ecrits by Jacques Lacan (translated by Alan Sheridan) 

 

61 

3 – Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 2 Experience versus Idealised Love 
Concepts: Foreshadowing, synonyms and topic sentences.  Extended metaphor.  The 
death of Janie’s dream of romantic love.  Synonyms and antonyms when exploring 
characterisation. 
 
Texts:  

70 
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●​ Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston (Chapters 3 and 4) 

 
4 – Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 3 Janie’s Marriage to Joe Starks 
Concepts:  Pathetic fallacy, hierarchy and juxtaposition (town with Janie), the Male Gaze, 
metaphor (tenor, vehicle and ground) and the exploration of meaning (Mule of Matt 
Bonner) and the presentation of Jealousy.  Review of the sonnet form.  The male gaze.  
Purpose and effect of writer’s word choice. 
Texts:  

●​ Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston (Chapters 5 to 8) 

●​ The Heart of a Woman by Georgia Douglass Johnson 

●​ My Little Dreams by Georgia Douglass Johnson 

●​ Visual Pleasure by Laura Mulvey 

●​ Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night by Dylan Thomas 

●​ The Seven Ages of Man from Shakespeare’s As You Like It 

●​ Death, Be Not Proud by John Donne 

●​ Sonnet 71 by William Shakespeare 

 

74 

5 – Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 4 The Emergence of Janie 
Concepts: Authorial purpose and exploration of meaning, symbolism (kerchief, the 
candle), subordinating and coordinating conjunctions and alternative interpretations, 
colourism and narrative voice, foreshadowing, pathetic fallacy, stereotypes. 
Texts: 

●​ Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston (Chapters 9-17) 

●​ Whose List To Hunt by Thomas Wyatt 

●​ Sonnet 130 by William Shakespeare 

●​ Extracts from Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck 

●​ The Laboratory by Robert Browning 

 

95 

6 – Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 5 The Flood and Janie’s Strength 
Concepts: Hurston’s use of the Flood myth, the context of the novel’s title, 
personification, cyclical narratives, structural shifts. 
Texts: 

●​ Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston (Chapters 18 – 20) 

 

116 
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Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context 

Key 
Questions 

Core Knowledge Terminology and 
vocabulary 

Discussion, Reading 
and Writing  

Big 
questions: 

How does 
Hurston 
present the 
position of 
women in 
“Spunk”? 

 

Key 
questions: 

What is 
dialogue? 

What is 
characterisat
ion? 

What is 
symbolism? 

How is 
dialect 
different 
from 
dialogue? 

 

 

Hurston presents Lena as a symbol of patriarchal 
property.  She says very little in the text and the action 
that occurs within her narrative happens to her: with 
very little agency from her character. 

The dialogue in the short story reflects the 
transactional relationships between the characters.  
There is little romantic or “loving” in these 
relationships: they are based on who can provide and 
who has respect in the community that Hurston has 
created. 

Hurston creates characterisation through the 
description which accompanies the dialogue of her 
dialogue. 

Texts: 

Zora Neale Hurston (1891 – 1960) By Arlisha R. 
Norwood 

Looking for Zora by Alice Walker 

Spunk by Zora Neale Hurston 

America by Claude McKay 

The Negro Speaks of Rivers by Langston Hughes 

Reading Fluency Texts: 

Looking for Zora by Alice Walker 

Strivings of the Negro People by Du Bois 

Enter the New Negro by Alain Locke 

Ch 19 I know Why The Caged Bird Sings by Maya 
Angelou 

The Hope Speech by Harvey Milk (1978) 

Between The World And Me by Ta – Nehisi Coates 

Extracts from The Interesting Narrative of the Life of 
Olaudah Equiano (1745-1797) 

I have a Dream by Martin Luther King (1963) 

Terminology 

Dialect 

Metaphor 

Characterisation 

Symbolism 

African – American 
dialect 

Representation  

Stereotypes 

Dialogue 

Eponymous  

Sonnet 

 

Vocabulary 

Context 

Inference 

Phonetic 

Short story 

Alienation 

Misogyny 

Masculine 

Subjugation 

 

 

Structured 
discussions: 

How does Hurston 
explore misogyny in 
her short story? 

How does Hurston 
present the 
eponymous 
character in Spunk? 

What can you recall 
about the sonnet 
form? 

What attitudes 
does McKay have 
about America in 
his sonnet? 

 

Couch to 5 k 
writing:  

How does Hurston 
present Spunk in 
the short story? 

 

Expert Knowledge  
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There are moments in which Lena begins to find a modicum of power within society but the contempt with which she 
views her husband and the ease with which she is “stolen” by Spunk force the reader to see her character as weak 
and disempowered, representative of many generations of subjugated women within patriarchal frameworks. 

Hurston’s use of the African-American English dialect was controversial at the time of writing and the dialect she 
employs is closer to the American South (of which she was very familiar) rather than the African – American dialect. 

The criticism from other black writers aimed toward Hurston centred on the belief that the use of the dialect 
reaffirmed negative racial stereotypes.  Critics of Hurston’s writing argued that the black community needed to be 
represented beyond the stereotypical African – American English dialect.  They accused her of holding back the 
progress of black emancipation in using a dialect which, from their perspective, reaffirmed racial prejudices. 

Their Eyes Were Watching God is rich in dialect, known as the spoken version of a language. Early in the novel, 
Hurston tells her readers what to expect in the language of her characters. She states that Janie will tell her story to 
Pheoby in "soft, easy phrases”.  

 

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Annotated Texts 

Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960) was a world-renowned writer and anthropologist. Hurston’s novels, short 

stories, and plays often depicted African American life in the South. Her work in anthropology examined black 

folklore. Hurston influenced many writers, forever cementing her place in history as one of the foremost 

female writers of the 20th century. 

Zora Neale Hurston was born in Notasulga, Alabama on January 15, 1891. Both her parents had been enslaved. 
At a young age, her family relocated to Eatonville, Florida where they flourished. Eventually, her father became 
one of the town’s first mayors.  

In 1917, Hurston enrolled at Morgan College, where she completed her high school studies. She then attended 
Howard University and earned an associate’s degree. Hurston was an active student and participated in student 
government. She also co-founded the school’s renowned newspaper, The Hilltop. In 1925, Hurston received a 
scholarship to Barnard College and graduated three years later with a BA in anthropology. During her time as a 
student in New York City, Hurston befriended other writers such as Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen. 
Together, the group of writers joined the black cultural renaissance which was taking place in Harlem. 

Throughout her life, Hurston, dedicated herself to promoting and studying black culture. She travelled to both 
Haiti and Jamaica to study the religions of the African diaspora1. Her findings were also included in several 
newspapers throughout the United States. Hurston often incorporated her research into her fictional writing. 
As an author Hurston, started publishing short stories as early as 1920. Unfortunately, her work was ignored by 
the mainstream literary audience for years. However, she gained a following among African Americans. 

In 1935, she published Mules and Men. She later, collaborated with Langston Hughes2 to create the play, Mule 
Bone. She published three books between 1934 and 1939. One of her most popular works was “Their Eyes 
were Watching God”. The fictional story chronicled the tumultuous life of Janie Crawford. Hurston broke 
literary norms by focusing her work on the experience of a black woman.  

Hurston was not only a writer, she also dedicated her life to educating others about the arts. In 1934, she 
established a school of dramatic arts at Bethune-Cookman College. Five years later she worked as a drama 
teacher at the North Carolina College for Negroes at Durham. Although Hurston eventually received praise for 
her works, she was often underpaid. Therefore, she remained in debt and poverty. After years of writing, 
Hurston had to enter the St. Lucie County Welfare Home as she was unable to take care of herself. Hurston died 
of heart disease on January 28, 1960. At first, her remains were placed in an unmarked grave. In 1972, author 
Alice Walker located her grave and created a marker. Although, Hurston’s work was not widely known during 

2 James Mercer Langston Hughes (February 1, 1901 – May 22, 1967) was an American poet, social activist, 
novelist, playwright, and columnist from Joplin, Missouri. One of the earliest innovators of the literary art form 
called jazz poetry, Hughes is best known as a leader of the Harlem Renaissance. 

1 The African diaspora is the worldwide collection of communities descended from native Africans or people 
from Africa, predominantly in the Americas. 
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her life, in death she ranks among the best writers of the 20th century. Her work continues to influence writers 
throughout the world.  

By Arlisha R. Norwood, National Women’s History Museum Fellow | 2017 

Check your understanding 
 
What part of America did Hurston focus her writing in? 

A)​ North  
B)​ East  
C)​ South  
D)​ West 

 
What is anthropology the study of? 

A)​ People 
B)​ Places 
C)​ Animals 
D)​ Stars 

 
What do the words debt and poverty infer about Hurston’s later life? 

A)​ That she was able to help others financially 
B)​ That her books made her a lot of money  
C)​ That she did not have a lot of money 

 
What is an antonym of poverty? 

A)​ Happiness 
B)​ Success 
C)​ Wealth 
D)​ Cleanliness 

 

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Annotated Texts 

Spunk by Zora Neale Hurston 

In the following short story, Hurston presents the reader with three characters who are in conflict.  The 
marriage between Joe and his wife is under threat from the arrogant and confident Spunk Banks.  As you 
read, try to understand the dialect which Hurston is employing and secondly, consider the ways in which 
Lena is presented. 

A giant of a brown-skinned man sauntered up the one street of the Village and out into the palmetto thickets 
with a small pretty woman clinging lovingly to his arm.3 

“Looka theah, folkses!” cried Elijah Mosley, slapping his leg gleefully. “Theah they go, big as life an’ brassy as 
tacks.” 

All the loungers in the store tried to walk to the door with an air of nonchalance but with small success. 

“Now pee-eople!” Walter Thomas gasped. “Will you look at ’em!” 

“But that’s one thing Ah likes about Spunk Banks—he ain’t skeered of nothin‘ on God’s green 
footstool—nothin’! He rides that log down at saw-mill jus‘ like he struts ’round wid another man’s wife—jus‘ 
don’t give a kitty. When Tes’ Miller got cut to giblets on that circle-saw, Spunk steps right up and starts ridin’. 
The rest of us was skeered to go near it.”4 

A round-shouldered figure in overalls much too large, came nervously in the door and the talking ceased. The 
men looked at each other and winked. 

4 This initial phase of dialect allows the reader to become accustomed to the rhythms of it and ensure 
understanding. 

3 This is the first time that Lena is represented: Hurston clearly describes her as an active participant but she is 
“clinging” to him which presents him as the individual with power in the scene. 
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“Gimme some soda-water. Sass’prilla Ah reckon,” the newcomer ordered, and stood far down the counter near 
the open pickled pig-feet tub to drink it. 

Elijah nudged Walter and turned with mock gravity to the new-comer. 

“Say, Joe, how’s everything up yo’ way? How’s yo’ wife?” 

Joe started and all but dropped the bottle he held in his hands. He swallowed several times painfully and his 
lips trembled.5 

“Aw ’Lige, you oughtn’t to do nothin’ like that,” Walter grumbled. Elijah ignored him. 

“She jus‘ passed heah a few minutes ago goin’ theta way,” with a wave of his hand in the direction of the 
woods. 

Now Joe knew his wife had passed that way. He knew that the men lounging in the general store had seen her, 
moreover, he knew that the men knew he knew. He stood there silent for a long moment staring blankly, with 
his Adam’s apple twitching nervously up and down his throat. One could actually see the pain he was suffering, 
his eyes, his face, his hands and even the dejected slump of his shoulders. He set the bottle down upon the 
counter. He didn’t bang it, just eased it out of his hand silently and fiddled with his suspender buckle. 

“Well, Ah’m goin‘ after her to-day. Ah’m goin’ an’ fetch her back. Spunk’s done gone too fur.” 

He reached deep down into his trouser pocket and drew out a hollow ground razor, large and shiny, and passed 
his moistened thumb back and forth over the edge. 

“Talkin’ like a man, Joe. Course that’s yo’ fambly affairs, but Ah like to see grit in anybody.” 

Joe Kanty laid down a nickel and stumbled out into the street. 

Dusk crept in from the woods. Ike Clarke lit the swinging oil lamp that was almost immediately surrounded by 
candle-flies. The men laughed boisterously behind Joe’s back as they watched him shamble woodward. 

“You oughtn’t to said whut you did to him, ’Lige—look how it worked him up,” Walter chided. 

“And Ah hope it did work him up. ’Tain’t even decent for a man to take and take like he do.” 

“Spunk will sho’ kill him.” 

“Aw, Ah doan’t know. You never kin tell. He might turn him up an‘ spank him fur gettin’ in the way, but Spunk 
wouldn’t shoot no unarmed man. Dat razor he carried outa heah ain’t gonna run Spunk down an’ cut him, an’ 
Joe ain’t got the nerve to go up to Spunk with it knowing he totes that Army 45. He makes that break outa heah 
to bluff us. He’s gonna hide that razor behind the first likely palmetto root an’ sneak back home to bed. Don’t 
tell me nothin’ ’bout that rabbit-foot colored man. Didn’t he meet Spunk an’ Lena face to face one day las’ 
week an’ mumble sumthin’ to Spunk ’bout lettin’ his wife alone?” 

“What did Spunk say?” Walter broke in—“Ah like him fine but ’tain’t right the way he carries on wid Lena Kanty, 
jus’ cause Joe’s timid ’bout fightin’.” 

“You wrong theah, Walter. ’Tain’t cause Joe’s timid at all, it’s cause Spunk wants Lena. If Joe was a passle of wile 
cats Spunk would tackle the job just the same. He’d go after anything he wanted the same way. As Ah wuz 
sayin’ a minute ago, he tole Joe right to his face that Lena was his.  

‘Call her,’ he says to Joe. ‘Call her and see if she’ll come. A woman knows her boss an’ she answers when he 
calls.’ 

 ‘Lena, ain’t I yo’ husband?’ Joe sorter whines out. Lena looked at him real disgusted but she don’t answer and 
she don’t move outa her tracks. Then Spunk reaches out an‘ takes hold of her arm an’says: ‘Lena, youse mine. 
From now on Ah works for you an’ fights for you an’ Ah never wants you to look to nobody for a crumb of 
bread, a stitch of close or a shingle to go over yo’ head, but me long as Ah live. Ah’ll git the lumber foh owah 
house to-morrow. Go home an’ git yo’ things together!’ 

“‘Thass mah house,’ Lena speaks up. ‘Papa gimme that.’ 

“‘Well,’ says Spunk, ‘doan give up whut’s yours, but when youse inside don’t forgit youse mine, an’ let no other 
man git outa his place wid you!’ 

5 The characterisation is an excellent example to show students about how to “show” and not “tell” through 
description. 
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“Lena looked up at him with her eyes so full of love that they wuz runnin‘ over, an’ Spunk seen it an’ Joe seen it 
too, and his lip started to tremblin’ and his Adam’s apple was galloping up and down his neck like a race horse. 
Ah bet he’s wore out half a dozen Adam’s apples since Spunk’s been on the job with Lena. That’s all he’ll do. 
He’ll be back heah after while swallowin’ an’ workin’ his lips like he wants to say somethin’ an’ can’t.” 

“But didn’t he do nothin’ to stop ’em?” 

“Nope, not a frazzlin’ thing—jus’ stood there. Spunk took Lena’s arm and walked off jus’ like nothin’ ain’t 
happened and he stood there gazin’ after them till they was outa sight. Now you know a woman don’t want no 
man like that. I’m jus’ waitin’ to see whut he’s goin’ to say when he gits back.” 

II 

But Joe Kanty never came back, never. The men in the store heard the sharp report of a pistol somewhere 
distant in the palmetto thicket and soon Spunk came walking leisurely, with his big black Stetson set at the 
same rakish angle and Lena clinging to his arm, came walking right into the general store. Lena wept in a 
frightened manner. 

“Well,” Spunk announced calmly, “Joe come out there wid a meatax an’ made me kill him.” 

He sent Lena home and led the men back to Joe—Joe crumpled and limp with his right hand still clutching his 
razor. 

“See mah back? Mah cloes cut clear through. He sneaked up an’ tried to kill me from the back, but Ah got him, 
an’ got him good, first shot,” Spunk said. 

The men glared at Elijah, accusingly. 

“Take him up an’ plant him in ’Stoney lonesome,”‘ Spunk said in a careless voice. “Ah didn’t wanna shoot him 
but he made me do it. He’s a dirty coward, jumpin’ on a man from behind.” 

Spunk turned on his heel and sauntered away to where he knew his love wept in fear for him and no man 
stopped him. At the general store later on, they all talked of locking him up until the sheriff should come from 
Orlando, but no one did anything but talk. 

A clear case of self-defense, the trial was a short one, and Spunk walked out of the court house to freedom 
again. He could work again, ride the dangerous log-carriage that fed the singing, snarling, biting, circle-saw; he 
could stroll the soft dark lanes with his guitar. He was free to roam the woods again; he was free to return to 
Lena. He did all of these things. 

III 

“Whut you reckon, Walt?” Elijah asked one night later. “Spunk’s gittin’ ready to marry Lena!” 

“Naw! Why, Joe ain’t had time to git cold yit. Nohow Ah didn’t figger Spunk was the marryin’ kind.” 

“Well, he is,” rejoined Elijah. “He done moved most of Lena’s things—and her along wid ’em—over to the 
Bradley house. He’s buying it. Jus’ like Ah told yo‘ all right in heah the night Joe wuz kilt. Spunk’s crazy ’bout 
Lena. He don’t want folks to keep on talkin’ ’bout her—thass reason he’s rushin‘ so. Funny thing ’bout that 
bob-cat, wan’t it?” 

“What bob-cat, ’Lige? Ah ain’t heered ’bout none.” 

“Ain’t cher? Well, night befo’ las’ was the fust night Spunk an’ Lena moved together an’ jus’ as they was goin’ to 
bed, a big black bob-cat, black all over, you hear me, black, walked round and round that house and howled like 
forty, an‘ when Spunk got his gun an’ went to the winder to shoot it he says it stood right still an’ looked him in 
the eye, an’ howled right at him. The thing got Spunk so nervoused up he couldn’t shoot. But Spunk says twan’t 
no bob-cat nohow. He says it was Joe done sneaked back from Hell! ” 

“Humph!” sniffed Walter, “he oughter be nervous after what he done. Ah reckon Joe come back to dare him to 
marry Lena, or to come out an’ fight. Ah bet he’ll be back time and agin, too. Know what Ah think? Joe wuz a 
braver man than Spunk.” 

There was a general shout of derision from the group. 

“Thass a fact,” went on Walter. “Lookit whut he done took a razor an’ went out to fight a man he knowed toted 
a gun an’ wuz a crack shot, too; ’nother thing Joe wuz skeered of Spunk, skeered plumb stiff! But he went jes’ 
the same. It took him a long time to get his nerve up. ’Tain’t nothin’ for Spunk to fight when he ain’t skeered of 
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nothin’. Now, Joe’s done come back to have it out wid the man that’s got all he ever had. Y’ll know Joe ain’t 
never had nothin’ nor wanted nothin’ besides Lena. It musta been a h’ant cause ain’ nobody never seen no 
black bob-cat.” 

“‘Nother thing,” cut in one of the men, “Spunk wuz cussin’ a blue streak to-day ’cause he ’lowed dat saw wuz 
wobblin‘—almos’ got ’im once. The machinist come, looked it over an’ said it wuz alright. Spunk musta been 
leanin’ t’wards it some. Den he claimed somebody pushed ’im but ’twant nobody close to ’im. Ah wuz glad 
when knockin’ off time come. I’m skeered of dat man when he gits hot. He’d beat you full of button holes as 
quick as he’s look etcher.” 

IV 

The men gathered the next evening in a different mood, no laughter. No badinage this time. 

“Look, ’Lige, you goin’ to set up wid Spunk?” 

“New, Ah reckon not, Walter. Tell yuh the truth, Ah’m a lil bit skittish. Spunk died too wicket—died cussin’ he 
did. You know he thought he wuz done outa life.” 

“Good Lawd, who’d he think done it?” 

“Joe.” 

“Joe Kanty? How come? ” 

“Walter, Ah b’leeve Ah will walk up theta way an’ set. Lena would like it Ah reckon.” 

“But whut did he say, ’Lige?” 

Elijah did not answer until they had left the lighted store and were strolling down the dark street. 

“Ah wuz loadin’ a wagon wid scantlin’ right near the saw when Spunk fell on the carriage but ’fore Ah could git 
to him the saw got him in the body—awful sight. Me an’ Skint Miller got him off but it was too late. Anybody 
could see that. The fust thing he said wuz: ‘He pushed me, ’Lige—the dirty hound pushed me in the back!’—He 
was spittin’ blood at ev’ry breath. We laid him on the sawdust pile with his face to the East so’s he could die 
easy. He heft mah hen’ till the last, Walter, and said: ‘It was Joe, ’Lige—the dirty sneak shoved me . . . he didn’t 
dare come to mah face . . . but Ah’ll git the son-of-a-wood louse soon’s Ah get there an’ make hell too hot for 
him. . . . Ah felt him shove me. . . !’ Thass how he died.” 

“If spirits kin fight, there’s a powerful tussle goin’ on somewhere ovah Jordan ’cause Ah b’leeve Joe’s ready for 
Spunk an’ ain’t skeered any more. Yes, Ah b’leeve Joe pushed ’im mahself.” 

They had arrived at the house. Lena’s lamentations were deep and loud. She had filled the room with magnolia 
blossoms that gave off a heavy sweet odour. The keepers of the wake tipped about whispering in frightened 
tones. Everyone in the village was there, even old Jeff Kanty, Joe’s father, who a few hours before would have 
been afraid to come within ten feet of him, stood leering triumphantly down upon the fallen giant as if his 
fingers had been the teeth of steel that laid him low.  The cooling board consisted of three sixteen-inch boards 
on saw horses, a dingy sheet was his shroud.  The women ate heartily of the funeral baked meats and 
wondered who would be Lena’s next. The men whispered coarse conjectures between guzzles of whiskey. 

 

Structured Discussion: 

-​ What can you infer about the different characters from the words and phrases they use? 
-​ Why do you think it is important that Hurston is writing in the African – American English dialect? 
-​ How does Hurston present the position of women in this short story? 
-​ How has Hurston used the natural world in this short story? 
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Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Annotated Texts 

Claude McKay Claude McKay, born Festus Claudius McKay in Sunny Ville, Jamaica 
in 1889, was a key figure in the Harlem Renaissance, a prominent literary 
movement of the 1920s. His work ranged from vernacular verse celebrating 
peasant life in Jamaica to poems that protested racial and economic inequities. 
 
In the poem America, McKay presents the conflicting emotions he feels about the 
country.  He is both drawn to it and loves it but also feels hatred about the 
aspects of it that affect his life and the lives of others so profoundly. 

 
America 
By Claude McKay 

 
Although she feeds me bread of bitterness, 
And sinks into my throat her tiger’s tooth, 
Stealing my breath of life, I will confess 
I love this cultured hell that tests my youth. 
Her vigor flows like tides into my blood, 
Giving me strength erect against her hate, 
Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood. 
Yet, as a rebel fronts a king in state, 
I stand within her walls with not a shred 
Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer. 
Darkly I gaze into the days ahead, 
And see her might and granite wonders there, 
Beneath the touch of Time’s unerring hand, 
Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand.6 

 

Structured Discussion: 
 

-​ How does McKay explore the idea of being 

alienated from others in this poem? 

 
-​ Which powerful metaphors are used and 

what meanings do you think they could 

suggest? 

 
-​ Why do you think it is important that 

Hurston uses the African-American English 

dialect in her short story in light of having 

read and understood this poem? 

 

-​ What form is the poem composed in?  Why 

is this important? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 McKay’s critique of America was not the first, nor the last to accuse the country of various crimes, prejudices 
and inequalities.  For many countries around the world, its premise of global capitalism and interventionalist 
foreign policy has made it both the champion of the “free world” and the pariah of many countries in South 
America, Eastern Europe and the Middle East.  McKay speaks as though he understands the true strength and 
morality of the country will take time and his strength lies in his determination to wait “Beneath the touch of 
Time’s unerring hand”. 
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Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Annotated Texts 

Langston Hughes was a central figure in the Harlem Renaissance, the flowering of black intellectual, literary, 
and artistic life that took place in the 1920s in a number of American cities, particularly Harlem.  

A major poet, Hughes also wrote novels, short stories, essays, and plays. He sought to honestly portray the 
joys and hardships of working-class black lives, avoiding both sentimental idealisation and negative 
stereotypes.  

The issue that Hughes faced was that many of his contemporaries wished to present the voice of 
African-American writers as different from reality whereas Hughes (and Hurston) wanted to reflect the 
voices just as they were: without apology or attempted ‘elevation’.  Their use of dialect came under severe 
scrutiny from many literary critics at the time, believing both authors to be holding back representations of 
the African – American voice.  

 

Langston Hughes - 1901-1967 
A Negro Speaks of Rivers 
 
I've known rivers:  
I've known rivers ancient as the world and older than the 
     flow of human blood in human veins. 
 
My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 
 
I bathed in the Euphrates7 when dawns were young. 
I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. 
I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it. 
I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln 
     went down to New Orleans, and I've seen its muddy 
     bosom turn all golden in the sunset. 
 
I've known rivers: 
Ancient, dusky rivers. 
 
My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

 

Structured Discussion 
 
 
What do you think Hughes is exploring 
when he speaks of knowing rivers? 
 

 

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Annotated Texts 

An enslaved man who bought his freedom and wrote compellingly about his experiences, Olaudah Equiano 
(c. 1745–1797) was an extraordinary man who became a prominent figure associated with the campaign to 
abolish the slave trade. 

Equiano was born in what is now Nigeria and sold into slavery aged 11. After spells in Barbados and Virginia 
he spent eight years travelling the world as slave to a British Royal Navy officer, who renamed him Gustavus 
Vassa. His final master, an English merchant in Montserrat, let him buy his freedom for £40 – almost a year’s 
salary for a teacher, but Equiano made it in three years of trading on the side.  

Equiano worked as an explorer and merchant for 20 years, and eventually settled in England, the country 
where he had converted to Christianity in 1759. With the encouragement of the Abolitionists, who 
campaigned against the slave trade, he published these memoirs in 1789. 

The Life of Olaudah Equiano - The British Library (bl.uk) 

Excerpt I. Enslavement 

7 The Euphrates is the longest and one of the most historically important rivers of Western Asia. Together with 
the Tigris, it is one of the two defining rivers of Mesopotamia. Originating in Turkey, the Euphrates flows 
through Syria and Iraq to join the Tigris in the Shatt al-Arab, which empties into the Persian Gulf. 
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My father, besides many slaves, had a numerous family, of which seven lived to grow up, including myself and a 

sister, who was the only daughter. As I was the youngest of the sons, I became, of course, the greatest favourite 

of my mother, and was always with her; and she used to take particular pains to form my mind. I was trained 

up from my earliest years in the arts of agriculture and war; and my mother adorned me with emblems, after 

the manner of our greatest warriors. In this way I grew up till I was turned the age of eleven, when an end was 

put to my happiness in the following manner: 

- - Generally, when the grown people in the neighbourhood were gone far in the fields to labour, the children 

assembled together in some of the neighbourhood’s premises to play; and commonly some of us used to get 

up a tree to look out for any assailant, or kidnapper, that might come upon us; for they sometimes took those 

opportunities of our parents' absence, to attack and carry off as many as they could seize.  

One day, as I was watching at the top of a tree in our yard, I saw one of those people come into the yard of our 

next neighbour but one, to kidnap, there being many stout young people in it. Immediately, on this, I gave the 

alarm of the rogue, and he was surrounded by the stoutest of them, who entangled him with cords, so that he 

could not escape till some of the grown people came and secured him.  

But alas! ere long, it was my fate to be thus attacked, and to be carried off, when none of the grown people 

were nigh. One day, when all our people were gone out to their works as usual, and only I and my dear sister 

were left to mind the house, two men and a woman got over our walls, and in a moment seized us both; and, 

without giving us time to cry out, or make resistance, they stopped our mouths, and ran off with us into the 

nearest wood. Here they tied our hands, and continued to carry us as far as they could, till night came on, 

when we reached a small house, where the robbers halted for refreshment, and spent the night.  

We were then unbound; but were unable to take any food; and, being quite overpowered by fatigue and grief, 

our only relief was some sleep, which allayed our misfortune for a short time. 

Excerpt II. The Middle Passage 

I now saw myself deprived of all chance of returning to my native country or even the least glimpse of hope of 

gaining the shore, which I now considered as friendly. I even wished for my former slavery in preference to my 

present situation, which was filled with horrors of every kind. 

There I received such a salutation in my nostrils as I had never experienced in my life. With the loathesomeness 

of the stench and the crying together, I became so sick and low that I was not able to eat, nor had I the least 

desire to taste anything. I now wished for the last friend, Death, to relieve me. 

Soon, to my grief, two of the white men offered me eatables and on my refusing to eat, one of them held me 

fast by the hands and laid me across the windlass and tied my feet while the other flogged me severely. I had 

never experienced anything of this kind before. If I could have gotten over the nettings, I would have jumped 

over the side, but I could not. The crew used to watch very closely those of us who were not chained down to 

the decks, lest we should leap into the water. I have seen some of these poor African prisoners most severely 

cut for attempting to do so, and hourly whipped for not eating. This indeed was often the case with myself. 

I inquired of these what was to be done with us. They gave me to understand we were to be carried to these 

white people's country to work for them. I then was a little revived, and thought if it were no worse than 

working, my situation was not so desperate. But still I feared that I should be put to death, the white people 

looked and acted in so savage a manner. I have never seen among my people such instances of brutal cruelty, 

and this not only shown towards us blacks, but also to some of the whites themselves. 

One white man in particular I saw, when we were permitted to be on deck, flogged so unmercifully with a large 

rope near the foremast that he died in consequence of it, and they tossed him over the side as they would 

have done a brute. This made me fear these people the more, and I expected nothing less than to be treated in 

the same manner. 

I asked them if these people had no country, but lived in this hollow place? They told me they did not but came 

from a distant land. "Then," said I, "how comes it that in all our country we never heard of them?" 
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They told me because they lived so far off. I then asked where were their women? Had they any like 

themselves? I was told they had. 

"And why do we not see them" I asked. They answered, "Because they were left behind." 

I asked how the vessel would go? They told me they could not tell, but there was cloth put upon the masts by 

the help of the ropes I saw, and then vessels went on, and the white men had some spell or magic they put in 

the water when they liked in order to stop the vessel when they liked. 

I was exceedingly amazed at this account, and really thought they were spirits. I therefore wished much to be 

from amongst them, for I expected they would sacrifice me. But my wishes were in vain- - for we were so 

quartered that it was impossible for us to make our escape. 

At last, when the ship we were in had got in all her cargo, they made ready with many fearful noises, and we 

were all put under deck, so that we could not see how they managed the vessel. 

The stench of the hold while we were on the coast was so intolerably loathsome, that it was dangerous to 

remain there for any time. . . some of us had been permitted to stay on the deck for the fresh air. But now that 

the whole ship's cargo were confined together, it became absolutely pestilential. The closeness of the place 

and the heat of the climate, added to the number of the ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely 

room to turn himself, almost suffocated us. 

This produced copious perspirations so that the air became unfit for respiration from a variety of loathsome 

smells, and brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many died- - thus falling victims of the 

improvident avarice, as I may call it, of their purchasers. This wretched situation was again aggravated by the 

galling of the chains, which now became insupportable, and the filth of the necessary tubs [toilets] into which 

the children often fell and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of the women and the groans of the dying 

rendered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable. 

Happily perhaps for myself, I was soon reduced so low that it was necessary to keep me almost always on deck 

and from my extreme youth I was not put into fetters. In this situation I expected every hour to share the fate 

of my companions, some of whom were almost daily brought upon the deck at the point of death, which I 

began to hope would soon put an end to my miseries. Often did I think many of the inhabitants of the deep 

much more happy than myself. I envied them the freedom they enjoyed, and as often wished I could change 

my condition for theirs. Every circumstance I met with, served only to render my state more painful and 

heightened my apprehensions and my opinion of the cruelty of the whites. 

One day, when we had a smooth sea and moderate wind, two of my wearied countrymen who were chained 

together (I was near them at the time), preferring death to such a life of misery, somehow made through the 

nettings and jumped into the sea. Immediately another quite dejected fellow, who on account of his illness was 

suffered to be out of irons, followed their example. I believe many more would very soon have done the same 

if they had not been prevented by the ship's crew, who were instantly alarmed. Those of us that were the most 

active were in a moment put down under the deck, and there was such a noise and confusion among the 

people of the ship as I never heard before to stop her and get the boat out to go after the slaves. However, two 

of the wretches were drowned, but they got the other and afterwards flogged him unmercifully for thus 

attempting to prefer death to slavery 

Structured Discussion 

Why do you think we have read this extract?  

 What links can you make between it and the texts you have read so far? 

 

Opportunity for revision of Ethos, Logos and Pathos 
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“Countries should be held accountable for historical crimes committed by that country”. 
 

To what extent do you agree? 
 
Ethos – what areas of factual detail and information could be used in support of, or against this motion? 
 
Logos – what logical arguments can be constructed in support of, or against this motion? 
 
Pathos – what emotive arguments can be constructed in support of, or against this motion? 
 

 
 

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Reading Fluency Texts 

Du Bois February 23, 1868 – August 27, 1963) was an 
American sociologist, socialist, historian, civil rights activist, Pan-Africanist, author, writer and editor.  He was 
a scholar at the historically Black Atlanta University, established himself as a leading thinker on race and the 
plight of Black Americans. He challenged the position held by Booker T. Washington, another contemporary 
prominent intellectual, that Southern Blacks should compromise their basic rights in exchange for education 
and legal justice.  
 
He also spoke out against the notion popularized by abolitionist Frederick Douglass that Black Americans 
should integrate with white society. In the following essay published in The Atlantic Monthly in 1897, 
Strivings of the Negro People, Du Bois writes that Black Americans should instead embrace their African 
heritage even as they worked and lived in the United States.  

Strivings of the Negro People By W. E. Burghardt Du Bois 

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by some through feelings of 

delicacy; by others through the difficulty of rightly framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter round it. They approach 

me in a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously or compassionately, and then, instead of saying directly, 

How does it feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in my town; or I fought at 

Mechanicsville; or, Do not these Southern outrages make your blood boil? At these I smile, or am interested, or 

reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may require. To the real question, How does it feel to be a 

problem? I answer seldom a word. 

And yet, being a problem is a strange experience, — peculiar even for one who has never been anything else, 

save perhaps in babyhood and in Europe. It is in the early days of rollicking boyhood that the revelation first 

burst upon one, all in a day, as it were. I remember well when the shadow swept across me. I was a little thing, 

away up in the hills of New England, where the dark Housatonic winds between Hoosac and Taghanic to the 

sea. In a wee wooden schoolhouse, something put it into the boys’ and girls’ heads to buy gorgeous 

visiting-cards—ten cents a package—and exchange. The exchange was merry, till one girl, a tall newcomer, 

refused my card, — refused it peremptorily, with a glance. Then it dawned upon me with a certain suddenness 

that I was different from the others; or like, mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but shut out from their 

world by a vast veil. I had thereafter no desire to tear down that veil, to creep through; I held all beyond it in 

common contempt, and lived above it in a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows. That sky was 

bluest when I could beat my mates at examination-time, or beat them at a foot-race, or even beat their stringy 

heads. 

Alas, with the years all this fine contempt began to fade; for the world I longed for, and all its dazzling 

opportunities, were theirs, not mine. But they should not keep these prizes, I said; some, all, I would wrest 

from them. Just how I would do it I could never decide: by reading law, by healing the sick, by telling the 

wonderful tales that swam in my head, — some way. With other black boys the strife was not so fiercely sunny: 

their youth shrunk into tasteless sycophancy, or into silent hatred of the pale world about them and mocking 

distrust of everything white; or wasted itself in a bitter cry, Why did God make me an outcast and a stranger in 

mine own house? The “shades of the prison-house” closed round about us all: walls strait and stubborn to the 
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whitest, but relentlessly narrow, tall, and unscalable to sons of night who must plod darkly against the stone, or 

steadily, half hopelessly watch the streak of blue above. 

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh 

son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world, — a world which yields him no 

self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar 

sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 

measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One feels his two-ness, 

— an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark 

body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.  

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife, — this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, 

to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be 

lost. He does not wish to Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa; he does 

not wish to bleach his Negro blood in a flood of white Americanism, for he believes—foolishly, perhaps, but 

fervently—that Negro blood has yet a message for the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to 

be both a Negro and an American without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without losing the 

opportunity of self-development. 

This is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture, to escape both death and isolation, 

and to husband and use his best powers. These powers, of body and of mind, have in the past been so wasted 

and dispersed as to lose all effectiveness, and to seem like absence of all power, like weakness. The 

double-aimed struggle of the black artisan, on the one hand to escape white contempt for a nation of mere 

hewers of wood and drawers of water, and on the other hand to plough and nail and dig for a poverty-stricken 

horde, could only result in making him a poor craftsman, for he had but half a heart in either cause. By the 

poverty and ignorance of his people the Negro lawyer or doctor was pushed toward quackery and 

demagogism, and by the criticism of the other world toward an elaborate preparation that overfitted him for 

his lowly tasks. The would-be black-savant was confronted by the paradox that the knowledge his people 

needed was a twice-told tale to his white neighbours, while the knowledge which would teach the white world 

was Greek to his own flesh and blood. The innate love of harmony and beauty that set the ruder souls of his 

people a-dancing, a-singing, and a-laughing raised but confusion and doubt in the soul of the black artist; for 

the beauty revealed to him was the soul-beauty of a race which his larger audience despised, and he could not 

articulate the message of another people. 

This waste of double aims, this seeking to satisfy two unreconciled ideals, has wrought sad havoc with the 

courage and faith and deeds of eight thousand people, has sent them often wooing false gods and invoking 

false means of salvation, and has even at times seemed destined to make them ashamed of themselves. In the 

days of bondage they thought to see in one divine event the end of all doubt and disappointment; 

eighteenth-century Rousseauism never worshiped freedom with half the unquestioning faith that the American 

Negro did for two centuries. To him slavery was, indeed, the sum of all villainies, the cause of all sorrow, the 

root of all prejudice; emancipation was the key to a promised land of sweeter beauty than ever stretched 

before the eyes of wearied Israelites.  

In his songs and exhortations swelled one refrain, liberty; in his tears and curses the god he implored had 

freedom in his right hand. At last it came, — suddenly, fearfully, like a dream. With one wild carnival of blood 

and passion came the message in his own plaintive cadences: — 

Shout, O children!​
Shout, you’re free!​
The Lord has bought your liberty! 

Years have passed away, ten, twenty, thirty. Thirty years of national life, thirty years of renewal and 

development, and yet the swarthy ghost of Banquo sits in its old place at the national feast. In vain does the 

nation cry to its vastest problem, — 
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Take any shape but that, and my firm nerves​
Shall never tremble! 

The freedman has not yet found in freedom his promised land. Whatever of lesser good may have come in 

these years of change, the shadow of a deep disappointment rests upon the Negro people, — a 

disappointment all the more bitter because the unattained ideal was unbounded save by the simple ignorance 

of a lowly folk. 

The first decade was merely a prolongation of the vain search for freedom, the boon that seemed ever barely 

to elude their grasp, — like a tantalizing will-o’-the wisp, maddening and misleading the headless host. The 

holocaust of war, the terrors of the Kuklux Klan, the lies of carpet-baggers, the disorganization of industry, and 

the contradictory advice of friends and foes left the bewildered serf with no new watchword beyond the old 

cry for freedom. As the decade closed, however, he began to grasp a new idea. The ideal of liberty demanded 

for its attainment powerful means, and these the Fifteenth Amendment gave him. The ballot, which before he 

had looked upon as a visible sign of freedom, he now regarded as the chief means of gaining and perfecting the 

liberty with which war had partially endowed him. And why not? Had not votes made war and emancipated 

millions? Had not votes enfranchised the freedmen? Was anything impossible to a power that had done all 

this? A million black men started with renewed zeal to vote themselves into the kingdom. The decade fled 

away, — a decade containing, to the freedman’s mind, nothing but suppressed votes, stuffed ballot-boxes, and 

election outrages that nullified his vaunted right of suffrage.  

And yet that decade from 1875 to 1885 held another powerful movement, the rise of another ideal to guide 

the unguided, another pillar of fire by night after a clouded day. It was the ideal of “book-learning;” the 

curiosity, born of compulsory ignorance, to know and test the power of the cabalistic letters of the white man, 

the longing to know. Mission and night schools began in the smoke of battle, ran the gauntlet of reconstruction 

and at last developed into permanent foundations. Here at last seemed to have been discovered the mountain 

path to Canaan; longer than the highway of emancipation and law, steep and rugged, but straight, leading to 

heights high enough to overlook life. 

Up the new path the advance guard toiled, slowly, heavily, doggedly; only those who have watched and guided 

the faltering feet, the misty minds, the dull understandings, of the dark pupils of these schools know how 

faithfully, how piteously, this people strove to learn. It was weary work. The cold statistician wrote down the 

inches of progress here and there, noted also where here and there a foot had slipped or someone had fallen.  

To the tired climbers, the horizon was ever dark, the mists were often cold, the Canaan was always dim and far 

away. If, however, the vistas disclosed as yet no goal, no resting-place, little but flattery and criticism, the 

journey at least gave leisure for reflection and self-examination; it changed the child of emancipation to the 

youth with dawning self-consciousness, self-realization, self-respect. In those sombre forests of his striving his 

own soul rose before him, and he saw himself, — darkly as through a veil; and yet he saw in himself some faint 

revelation of his power, of his mission. He began to have a dim feeling that, to attain his place in the world, he 

must be himself, and not another. For the first time he sought to analyze the burden he bore upon his back, 

that dead-weight of social degradation partially masked behind a half-named Negro problem. he felt his 

poverty; without a cent, without a home, without land, tools, or savings, he had entered into competition with 

rich landed, skilled neighbours. 

To be a poor man is hard, but to be a poor race in a land of dollars is the very bottom of hardships. He felt the 

weight of his ignorance, — not simply of letters, but of life, of business, of the humanities; the accumulated 

sloth and shirking and awkwardness of decades and centuries shackled his hands and feet. Nor was his burden 

all poverty and ignorance. The red stain of bastardy, which two centuries of systematic legal defilement of 

Negro women had stamped upon his race, meant not only the loss of ancient African chastity, but also the 

hereditary weight of a mass of filth from white whoremongers and adulterers, threatening almost the 

obliteration of the Negro home. 

A people thus handicapped ought not to be asked to race with the world, but rather allowed to give all its time 

and thought to its own social problems. But alas! while sociologists gleefully count his bastards and his 
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prostitutes, the very soul of the toiling, sweating black man is darkened by the shadow of a vast despair. Men 

call the shadow prejudice, and learnedly explain it as the natural defence of culture against barbarism, learning 

against ignorance, purity against crime, the “higher” against the “lower” races.  

To which the Negro cries Amen! and swears that to so much this strange prejudice as is founded on just 

homage to civilization, culture, righteousness, and progress he humbly bows and meekly does obeisance. But 

before that nameless prejudice that leaps beyond all this he stands helpless, dismayed, and well-nigh 

speechless; before that personal disrespect and mockery, the ridicule and systematic humiliation, the distortion 

of fact and wanton license of fancy, the cynical ignoring of the better and boisterous welcoming of the worse, 

the all-pervading desire to inculcated disdain for everything black, from Toussaint to the devil, — before this 

there rises a sickening despair that would disarm and discourage any nation save that black host to whom 

“discouragement” is an unwritten word. 

They still press on, they still nurse the dogged hope, — not a hope of nauseating patronage, not a hope of 

reception into charmed social circles of stock-jobbers, pork-packers, and earl-hunters, but the hope of a higher 

synthesis of civilization and humanity, a true progress, with which the chorus “Peace, good will to men,” 

May make one music as before,​
But vaster. 

Thus the second decade of the American Negro’s freedom was a period of conflict, of inspiration and doubt, of 

faith and vain questionings, of Sturm und Drang. The ideals of physical freedom, of political power, of school 

training, as separate all-sufficient panaceas for social ills, became in the third decade dim and overcast. They 

were the vain dreams of credulous race childhood; not wrong, but incomplete and over-simple. The training of 

the schools we need to-day more than ever, — the training of deft hands, quick eyes and ears, and the broader, 

deeper, higher culture of gifted minds.  

The power of the ballot we need in sheer self-defence, and as a guarantee of good faith. We may misuse it, but 

we can scarce do worse in this respect than our whilom masters. Freedom, too, the long-sought, we still seek, 

— the freedom of life and limb, the freedom to work and think. Work, culture, and liberty—all these we need, 

not singly, but together; for today these ideals among the Negro people are gradually coalescing, and finding a 

higher meaning in the unifying ideal of race, — the ideal of fostering the traits and talents of the Negro, not in 

opposition to, but in conformity with, the greater ideals of the American republic, in order that someday, on 

American soil, two world races may give each to each those characteristics which both so sadly lack. Already 

we come not altogether empty-handed: there is to-day no true American music but the sweet wild melodies of 

the Negro slave; the American fairy tales are Indian and African; we are the sole oasis of simple faith and 

reverence in a dusty desert of dollars and smartness. Will America be poorer if she replace her brutal, 

dyspeptic blundering with the light-hearted but determined Negro humility; or her coarse, cruel wit with 

loving, jovial good humour; or her Annie Rooney with Steal Away? 

Merely a stern concrete test of the underlying principles of the great republic is the Negro problem, and the 

spiritual striving of the freedmen’s sons is the travail of souls whose burden is almost beyond the measure of 

their strength, but who bear it in the name of an historic race, in the name of this the land of their fathers’ 

fathers, and in the name of human opportunity.  

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Reading Fluency Texts 

Alain Locke March 1925: Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro  
 
Alain Locke (1886-1954) was born and raised in Philadelphia. He graduated from Harvard and continued his 
studies in Europe as the first African American Rhodes Scholar. After teaching English at Howard University 
for four years, he returned to Harvard in 1916 to begin work on a Ph.D. in philosophy, which he obtained in 
1918. 
 
He rejoined the Howard faculty and taught there until his retirement in 1953. In 1925 he edited a special 
edition of the magazine Survey Graphic, devoted exclusively to the life of Harlem. He later expanded it into 
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an anthology, The New Negro, which became the manifesto of the Harlem Renaissance, or as some critics 
prefer to call it, the New Negro Movement. In the essay provided here Locke captures the hope and 
optimism of a people who have discovered "a new vision of opportunity." 

In the last decade something beyond the watch and guard of statistics has happened in the life of the American 

Negro and the three norms who have traditionally presided over the Negro problem have a changeling in their 

laps. The Sociologist, The Philanthropist, the Race-leader are not unaware of the New Negro, but they are at a 

loss to account for him. He simply cannot be swathed in their formulae. For the younger generation is vibrant 

with a new psychology; the new spirit is awake in the masses, and under the very eyes of the professional 

observers is transforming what has been a perennial problem into the progressive phases of contemporary 

Negro life.  

Could such a metamorphosis have taken place as suddenly as it has appeared to? The answer is no; not 

because the New Negro is not here, but because the Old Negro had long become more of a myth than a man. 

The Old Negro, we must remember, was a creature of moral debate and historical controversy. His has been a 

stock figure perpetuated as an historical fiction partly in innocent sentimentalism, partly in deliberate 

reactionism. The Negro himself has contributed his share to this through a sort of protective social mimicry 

forced upon him by the adverse circumstances of dependence. So for generations in the mind of America, the 

Negro has been more of a formula than a human being ⎯ a something to be argued about, condemned or 

defended, to be “kept down,” or “in his place,” or “helped up,” to be worried with or worried over, harassed or 

patronized, a social bogey or a social burden.  

The thinking Negro even has been induced to share this same general attitude, to focus his attention on 

controversial issues, to see himself in the distorted perspective of a social problem. His shadow, so to speak, 

has been more real to him than his personality. Through having had to appeal from the unjust stereotypes of 

his oppressors and traducers to those of his liberators, friends and benefactors he has subscribed to the 

traditional positions from which his case has been viewed. Little true social or self-understanding has or could 

come from such a situation. 

But while the minds of most of us, black and white, have thus burrowed in the trenches of the Civil War and 

Reconstruction, the actual march of development has simply flanked these positions, necessitating a sudden 

reorientation of view. We have not been watching in the right direction; set North and South on a sectional 

axis, we have not noticed the East till the sun has us blinking. 

Recall how suddenly the Negro spirituals revealed themselves; suppressed for generations under the 

stereotypes of Wesleyan hymn harmony, secretive, half-ashamed, until the courage of being natural brought 

them out ⎯ and behold, there was folk-music. Similarly the mind of the Negro seems suddenly to have slipped 

from under the tyranny of social intimidation and to be shaking off the psychology of imitation and implied 

inferiority. By shedding the old chrysalis of the Negro problem we are achieving something like a spiritual 

emancipation. Until recently, lacking self-understanding, we have been almost as much of a problem to 

ourselves as we still are to others. But the decade that found us with a problem has left us with only a task. The 

multitude perhaps feels as yet only a strange relief and a new vague urge, but the thinking few know that in the 

reaction the vital inner grip of prejudice has been broken.  

With this renewed self-respect and self-dependence, the life of the Negro community is bound to enter a new 

dynamic phase, the buoyancy from within compensating for whatever pressure there may be of conditions 

from without. The migrant masses, shifting from countryside to city, hurdle several generations of experience 

at a leap, but more important, the same thing happens spiritually in the lifeattitudes and self-expression of the 

Young Negro, in his poetry, his art, his education and his new outlook, with the additional advantage, of course, 

of the poise and greater certainty of knowing what it is all about. 

First we must observe some of the changes which since the traditional lines of opinion were drawn have 

rendered these quite obsolete. A main change has been, of course, that shifting of the Negro population which 

has made the Negro problem no longer exclusively or even predominantly Southern. Why should our minds 

remain sectionalized, when the problem itself no longer is? Then the trend of migration has not only been 

toward the North and the Central Midwest, but city-ward and to the great centres of industry ⎯ the problems 
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of adjustment are new, practical, local and not peculiarly racial. Rather they are an integral part of the large 

industrial and social problems of our present-day democracy. And finally, with the Negro rapidly in process of 

class differentiation, if it ever was warrantable to regard and treat the Negro en masse, it is becoming with 

every day less possible, more unjust and more ridiculous. 

The Negro, too, for his part, has idols of the tribe to smash. If on the one hand the white man has erred in 

making the Negro appear to be that which would excuse or extenuate his treatment of him, the Negro, in turn, 

has too often unnecessarily excused himself because of the way he has been treated. The intelligent Negro of 

today is resolved not to make discrimination an extenuation for his shortcomings in performance, individual or 

collective; he is trying to hold himself at par, neither inflated by sentimental allowances nor depreciated by 

current social discounts. For this he must know himself and be known for precisely what he is, and for that 

reason he welcomes the new scientific rather than the old sentimental interest.  

Sentimental interest in the Negro has ebbed. We used to lament this as the falling off of our friends; now we 

rejoice and pray to be delivered both from self-pity and condescension. The mind of each racial group has had 

a bitter weaning, apathy or hatred on one side matching disillusionment or resentment on the other; but they 

face each other today with the possibility at least of entirely new mutual attitudes. 

It does not follow that if the Negro were better known, he would be better liked or better treated. But mutual 

understanding is basic for any subsequent cooperation and adjustment. The effort toward this will at least have 

the effect of remedying in large part what has been the most unsatisfactory feature of our present state of race 

relationships in America, namely the fact that the more intelligent and representative elements of the two race 

groups have at so many points got quite out of vital touch with one another.  

The fiction is that the life of the races is separate, and increasingly so. The fact is that they have touched too 

closely at the unfavourable and too lightly at the favourable levels. While inter-racial councils have sprung up in 

the South, drawing on forward elements of both races, in the Northern cities manual laborers may brush 

elbows in their everyday work, but the community and business leaders have experienced no such interplay or 

far too little of it.  

These segments must achieve contact or the race situation in America becomes desperate. Fortunately this is 

happening. There is a growing realization that in social effort the cooperative basis must supplant long-distance 

philanthropy, and that the only safeguard for mass relations in the future must be provided in the carefully 

maintained contacts of the enlightened minorities of both race groups. In the intellectual realm a renewed and 

keen curiosity is replacing the recent apathy; the Negro is being carefully studied, not just talked about and 

discussed. In art and letters, instead of being wholly caricatured, he is being seriously portrayed and painted.  

To all of this the New Negro is keenly responsive as an augury of a new democracy in American culture. He is 

contributing his share to the new social understanding. But the desire to be understood would never in itself 

have been sufficient to have opened so completely the protectively closed portals of the thinking Negro’s mind. 

There is still too much possibility of being snubbed or patronized for that.  

It was rather the necessity for fuller, truer, self-expression, the realization of the unwisdom of allowing social 

discrimination to segregate him mentally, and a counter-attitude to cramp and fetter his own living ⎯ and so 

the “spite-wall” that the intellectuals built over the “colour-line” has happily been taken down.  

Much of this reopening of intellectual contacts has centred in New York and has been richly fruitful not merely 

in the enlarging of personal experience, but in the definite enrichment of American art and letters and in the 

clarifying of our common vision of the social tasks ahead. 

The particular significance in the reestablishment of contact between the more advanced and representative 

classes is that it promises to offset some of the unfavourable reactions of the past, or at least to re-surface race 

contacts somewhat for the future. Subtly the conditions that are moulding a New Negro are moulding a new 

American attitude. However, this new phase of things is delicate; it will call for less charity but more justice; 

less help, but infinitely closer understanding. This is indeed a critical stage of race relationships because of the 

likelihood, if the new temper is not understood, of engendering sharp group antagonism and a second crop of 
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more calculated prejudice. In some quarters, it has already done so. Having weaned the Negro, public opinion 

cannot continue to paternalize.  

The Negro today is inevitably moving forward under the control largely of his own objectives. What are these 

objectives? Those of his outer life are happily already well and finally formulated, for they are none other than 

the ideals of American institutions and democracy. Those of his inner life are yet in process of formation, for 

the new psychology at present is more of a consensus of feeling than of opinion, of attitude rather than of 

program. Still some points seem to have crystallized. 

UP to the present one may adequately describe the Negro’s “inner objectives” as an attempt to repair a 

damaged group psychology and reshape a warped social perspective. Their realisation has required a new 

mentality for the American Negro. And as it matures we begin to see its effects; at first, negative, iconoclastic, 

and then positive and constructive.  

In this new group psychology we note the lapse of sentimental appeal, then the development of a more 

positive self-respect and self-reliance; the repudiation of social dependence, and then the gradual recovery 

from hyper-sensitiveness and “touchy” nerves, the repudiation of the double standard of judgment with its 

special philanthropic allowances and then the sturdier desire for objective and scientific appraisal; and finally 

the rise from social disillusionment to race pride, from the sense of social debt to the responsibilities of social 

contribution, and off-setting the necessary working and common sense acceptance of restricted conditions, the 

belief in ultimate esteem and recognition.  

Therefore, the Negro today wishes to be known for what he is, even in his faults and shortcomings, and scorns 

a craven and precarious survival at the price of seeming to be what he is not. He resents being spoken for as a 

social ward or minor, even by his own, and to being regarded a chronic patient for the sociological clinic, the 

sick man of American Democracy. For the same reasons, he himself is through with those social nostrums and 

panaceas, the so-called “solutions” of his “problem,” with which he and the country have been so liberally 

dosed in the past. Religion, freedom, education, money ⎯ in turn, he has ardently hoped for and peculiarly 

trusted these things; he still believes in them, but not in blind trust that they alone will solve his life-problem. 

Each generation, however, will have its creed and that of the present is the belief in the efficacy of collective 

efforts in race cooperation. This deep feeling of race is at present the mainspring of Negro life. It seems to be 

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. It is radical in tone, but not in 

purpose and only the most stupid forms of opposition, misunderstanding or persecution could make it 

otherwise. Of course, the thinking Negro has shifted a little toward the left with the worldtrend, and there is an 

increasing group who affiliate with radical and liberal movements.  

But fundamentally for the present the Negro is radical on race matters, conservative on others, in other words, 

a “forced radical,” a social protestant rather than a genuine radical. Yet under further pressure and injustice 

iconoclastic thought and motives will inevitably increase. Harlem’s quixotic radicalisms call for their ounce of 

democracy today lest tomorrow they be beyond cure. The Negro mind reaches out as yet to nothing but 

American wants, American ideas. But this forced attempt to build his Americanism on race values is a unique 

social experiment, and its ultimate success is impossible except through the fullest sharing of American culture 

and institutions.  

There should be no delusion about this. American nerves in sections unstrung with race hysteria are often fed 

the opiate that the trend of Negro advance is wholly separatist, and that the effect of its operation will be to 

encyst the Negro as a benign foreign body in the body politic. This cannot be ⎯ even if it were desirable. The 

racialism of the Negro is no limitation or reservation with respect to American life; it is only a constructive 

effort to build the obstructions in the stream of his progress into an efficient dam of social energy and power. 

Democracy itself is obstructed and stagnated to the extent that any of its channels are closed. Indeed they 

cannot be selectively closed. So the choice is not between one way for the Negro and another way for the rest, 

but between American institutions frustrated on the one hand and American ideals progressively fulfilled and 

realised on the other. 
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There is, of course, a warrantably comfortable feeling in being on the right side of the country’s professed 

ideals. We realize that we cannot be undone without America’s undoing. It is within the gamut of this attitude 

that the thinking Negro faces America, but the variations of mood in connection with it are if anything more 

significant than the attitude itself. 

More and more, however, an intelligent realisation of the great discrepancy between the American social creed 

and the American social practice forces upon the Negro the taking of the moral advantage that is his. Only the 

steadying and sobering effect of a truly characteristic gentleness of spirit prevents the rapid rise of a definite 

cynicism and counter-hate and a defiant superiority feeling. Human as this reaction would be, the majority still 

deprecate its advent, and would gladly see it forestalled by the speedy amelioration of its causes. We wish our 

race pride to be a healthier, more positive achievement than a feeling based upon a realization of the 

shortcomings of others. But all paths toward the attainment of a sound social attitude have been difficult; only 

a relatively few enlightened minds have been able as the phrase puts it “to rise above” prejudice.  

The ordinary man has had until recently only a hard choice between the alternatives of supine and humiliating 

submission and stimulating but hurtful counterprejudice. Fortunately from some inner, desperate 

resourcefulness has recently sprung up the simple expedient of fighting prejudice by mental passive resistance, 

in other words by trying to ignore it. For the few, this manna may perhaps be effective, but the masses cannot 

thrive on it. 

There are constructive channels opening out into which the balked social feelings of the American Negro can 

flow freely. Without them there would be much more pressure and danger than there is. These compensating 

interests are racial but in a new and enlarged way. One is the consciousness of acting as the advance guard of 

the African peoples in their contact with Twentieth Century civilization; the other, the sense of a mission of 

rehabilitating the race in world esteem from that loss of prestige for which the fate and conditions of slavery 

have so largely been responsible. Harlem, as we shall see, is the centre of both these movements; she is the 

home of the Negro’s “Zionism.” The pulse of the Negro world has begun to beat in Harlem.  

A Negro newspaper carrying news material in English, French and Spanish, gathered from all quarters of 

America, the West Indies and Africa has maintained itself in Harlem for over five years. Two important 

magazines, both edited from New York, maintain their news and circulation consistently on a cosmopolitan 

scale.  

As a world phenomenon this wider race consciousness is a different thing from the much asserted rising tide of 

colour. Its inevitable causes are not of our making. The consequences are not necessarily damaging to the best 

interests of civilization. Whether it actually brings into being new Armadas of conflict or argosies of cultural 

exchange and enlightenment can only be decided by the attitude of the dominant races in an era of critical 

change. With the American Negro his new internationalism is primarily an effort to recapture contact with the 

scattered peoples of African derivation. Garveyism may be a transient, if spectacular, phenomenon, but the 

possible role of the American Negro in the future development of Africa is one of the most constructive and 

universally helpful missions that any modern people can lay claim to. Constructive participation in such causes 

cannot help giving the Negro valuable group incentives, as well as increased prestige at home and abroad.  

Our greatest rehabilitation may possibly come through such channels, but for the present, more immediate 

hope rests in the revaluation by white and black alike of the Negro in terms of his artistic endowments and 

cultural contributions, past and prospective. It must be increasingly recognized that the Negro has already 

made very substantial contributions, not only in his folk-art, music especially, which has always found 

appreciation, but in larger, though humbler and less acknowledged ways.  

For generations the Negro has been the peasant matrix of that section of America which has most undervalued 

him, and here he has contributed not only materially in labour and in social patience, but spiritually as well.  

The South has unconsciously absorbed the gift of his folk-temperament. In less than half a generation it will be 

easier to recognize this, but the fact remains that a leaven of humour, sentiment, imagination and tropic 

nonchalance has gone into the making of the South from a humble, unacknowledged source. A second crop of 

the Negro’s gifts promises still more largely.  
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He now becomes a conscious contributor and lays aside the status of a beneficiary and ward for that of a 

collaborator and participant in American civilization. The great social gain in this is the releasing of our talented 

group from the arid fields of controversy and debate to the productive fields of creative expression. The 

especially cultural recognition they win should in turn prove the key to that revaluation of the Negro which 

must precede or accompany any considerable further betterment of race relationships. But whatever the 

general effect, the present generation will have added the motives of self-expression and spiritual 

development to the old and still unfinished task of making material headway and progress. No one who 

understandingly faces the situation with its substantial accomplishment or views the new scene with its still 

more abundant promise can be entirely without hope. And certainly, if in our lifetime the Negro should not be 

able to celebrate his full initiation into American democracy, he can at least, on the warrant of these things, 

celebrate the attainment of a significant and satisfying new phase of group development, and with it a spiritual 

Coming of Age.  

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Reading Fluency Texts 

Alice Malsenior Tallulah-Kate Walker (born February 9, 1944) is an American novelist, short story 
writer, poet, and social activist. In 1982, she became the first African-American woman to win 
the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, which she was awarded for her novel The Color Purple.  
 
Over the span of her career, Walker has published seventeen novels and short story collections, 
twelve non-fiction works, and collections of essays and poetry. 
 
Zora Neale Hurston's embrace of black culture and language was an inspiration to Alice Walker. “I 
realised that unless I came out with everything I had supporting her, there was every chance that 
she would slip back into obscurity,” Walker says of the Harlem Renaissance writer and 
anthropologist. 

 

Looking for Zora by Alice Walker  

This article is a fascinating account of the way in which Walker uncovered the past of Hurston and how she was 

perceived by those she knew in the areas in which she lived. 

The revival of interest in the life and work of Zora Neale Hurston is largely due to the efforts of Alice Walker. She chronicled 

her search for Hurston's unmarked grave in her essay "Looking for Zora," first published in Ms. magazine. 01975 by Alice 

Walker. 

On January 16, 1959, Zora Neale Hurston, suffering from the effects of a stroke and writing painfully in longhand, 

composed a letter to the "editorial department" of Harper & Brothers inquiring if they would be interested in seeing 

"the book I am laboring upon at present—a life of Herod the Great." One year and twelve days later, Zora Neale 

Hurston died without funds to provide for her burial, a resident of the St. Lucie County, Florida, Welfare Home. She lies 

today in an unmarked grave in a segregated cemetery in Fort Pierce, Florida, a resting place generally symbolic of the 

black writer's fate in America. 

Zora Neale Hurston is one of the most significant unread authors in America, the author of two minor classics and four 

other major books. 

Robert Hemenway, ‘Zora Hurston and the Eatonville Anthropolou’, The Harlem Renaissance, Remembered 

On August 15, 1973, I wake up just as the plane is lowering over Sanford, Florida, which means I am also looking down on 

Eatonville, Zora Neale Hurston's birthplace. I recognize it from Zora's description in Mules and Men: "the city of five lakes, 

three croquet courts, three hundred brown skins, three hundred good swimmers, plenty guavas, two schools, and no 

jailhouse." Of course I cannot see the guavas, but the five lakes are still there, and it is the lakes I count as the plane 

prepares to land in Orlando. 

From the air, Florida looks completely flat, and as we near the ground this impression does not change. This is the first time 

I have seen the interior of the state, which Zora wrote about so well, but there are the acres of orange groves, the sand, 

mangrove trees, and scrub pine that I know from her books. Getting off the plane I walk through the humid air of midday 

into the tacky but air-conditioned airport. I search for Charlotte Hunt, my companion on the Zora Hurston expedition. She 
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lives in Winter Park, Florida, very near Eatonville, and is writing her graduate dissertation on Zora. I see her waving—a 

large, pleasant faced white woman in dark glasses. We have written to each other for several weeks, swapping our latest 

finds (mostly hers) on Zora, and trying to make sense out of the mass of information obtained (often erroneous or simply 

confusing) from Zora herself—through her stories and autobiography—and from people who wrote about her. 

Eatonville has lived for such a long time in my imagination that I can hardly believe it will be found existing in its own right. 

But after twenty minutes on the expressway, Charlotte turns off and I see a small settlement of houses and stores set with 

no particular pattern in the sandy soil off the road. We stop in front of a neat gray building that has two fascinating signs: 

EATONVILLE POST OFFICE and EATONVILLE CITY HALL. 

Inside the Eatonville City Hall half of the building, a slender, dark-brown-skin woman sits looking through letters on a 

desk. When she hears we are searching for anyone who might have known Zora Neale 

Hurston, she leans back in thought. Because I don't wish to inspire foot-dragging in people who might know something 

about Zora they're not sure they should tell, I have decided on a simple, but I feel profoundly useful, lie. 

“I am Miss Hurston's niece,” I prompt the young woman, who brings her head down with a smile. 

“l think Mrs. Moseley is about the only one still living who might remember her,” she says. 

“Do you mean Mathilda Moseley, the woman who tells those 'woman-is-smarter-than-man' lies in Zora's book?” 

‘Yes,’ says the young woman. ‘Mrs. Moseley is real old now, of course. But this time of day, she should be at home.’ 

I stand at the counter looking down on her, the first Eatonville resident I have spoken to. Because of Zora's books, I feel I 

know something about her; at least [ know what the town she grew up in was like years before she was born. 

‘Tell me something,’ I say. ‘Do the schools teach Zora's books here?’ 

‘No,’ she says, ‘they don't. I don't think most people know anything about Zora Neale Hurston, or know about any of the 

great things she did. She was a fine lady. I've read all of her books myself, but I don't think many other folks in Eatonville 

have.’ 

‘Many of the church people around here, as I understand it,’ says Charlotte in a murmured aside, “thought Zora was pretty 

loose. I don't think they appreciated her writing about them.” 

“Well,” I say to the young woman, “thank you for your help.” She clarifies her directions to Mrs. Moseley's house and 

smiles as Charlotte and I turn to go. 

The letter to Harper's does not expose a publisher's rejection of an unknown masterpiece, but it does reveal how 

the bright promise of the Harlem Renaissance deteriorated for many of the writers who shared in its exuberance. 

It also indicates the personal tragedy of Zora Neale Hurston: Barnard graduate, author of four novels, two books 

of folklore, one volume of autobiography, the most important collector of Afro-American folklore in America, 

reduced by poverty and circumstance to seek a publisher by unsolicited mail. 

Robert Hemenway 

Zora Hurston was born in 1901, 1902, or 1903—depending on how old she felt herself to be at the time someone 

asked. 

Librarian, Beinecke Library, Yale University 

The Moseley house is small and white and snug, its tiny yard nearly swallowed up by oleanders and hibiscus bushes. 

Charlotte and [ knock on the door. I call out. But there is no answer. This strikes us as peculiar. We have had time to figure 

out an age for Mrs. Moseley—not dates or a number, just old. I am thinking of a quivery, bedridden invalid when we hear 

the car. We look behind us to see an old black-and-white Buick—paint peeling and grillwork rusty pulling into the drive. A 

neat old lady in a purple dress and with white hair is straining at the wheel. She is frowning because Charlotte's car is in the 

way. 

Mrs. Moseley looks at us suspiciously. “Yes, I knew Zora Neale,” she says, unsmilingly and with a rather cold stare at 

Charlotte (who, I imagine, feels very white at that moment), “but that was a long time ago, and I don't want to talk about 

it.” 

“Yes, ma'am,” I murmur, bringing all my sympathy to bear on the situation. 

“Not only that,” Mrs. Moseley continues, “I've been sick. Been in the hospital for an operation. Ruptured artery. The 

doctors didn't believe I was going to live, but you see me alive, don't you?” 

Looking well, too,” I comment. 
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Mrs. Moseley is out of her car. A thin, sprightly woman with nice gold-studded false teeth, uppers and lowers. I like her 

because she stands there straight beside her car, with a hand on her hip and her straw pocketbook on her arm. She wears 

white T-strap shoes with heels that show off her well-shaped legs. 

“I'm eighty-two years old, you know,” she says. “And I just can't remember things the way I used to. Anyhow, Zora Neale left 

here to go to school and she never really came back to live. She'd come here for material for her books, but that was all. 

She spent most of her time down in South Florida.” 

“You know, Mrs. Moseley, I saw your name in one of Zora's books.” 

“You did?” She looks at me with only slightly more interest. “I read some of her books a long time ago, but then people got 

to borrowing and borrowing and they borrowed them all away.” 

“I could send you a copy of everything that's been reprinted,” I offer. “Would you like me to do that?” 

“No,” says Mrs. Moseley promptly. “I don't read much any more. Besides, all of that was so long ago . . .” 

Charlotte and I settle back against the car in the sun. Mrs. Moseley tells us at length and with exact recall every step in her 

recent operation, ending with: “What those doctors didn't know—when they were expecting me to die (and they didn't 

even think I'd live long enough for them to have to take out my stitches!)—is that Jesus is the best doctor, and if He says for 

you to get well, that's all that counts.” 

With this philosophy, Charlotte and I murmur quick assent: being Southerners and church bred, we have heard that belief 

before. But what we learn from Mrs. Moseley is that she does not remember much beyond the year 1938. She shows us a 

picture of her father and mother and says that her father was Joe Clarke's brother. Joe Clarke, as every Zora Hurston reader 

knows, was the first mayor of Eatonville; his fictional counterpart is Jody Starks of Their Eyes Were Watching God. We also 

get directions to where Joe Clarke's store was—where Club Eaton is now. Club Eaton, a long orange-beige nightspot we had 

seen on the main road, is apparently famous for the good times in it regularly had by all. It is, perhaps, the modern 

equivalent of the store porch, where all the men of Zora's childhood came to tell “lies,” that -is, black folk tales, that were 

“made and used on the spot,” to take a line from Zora. As for Zora's exact birthplace, Mrs. Moseley has no idea. 

After I have commented on the healthy growth of her hibiscus bushes, she becomes more talkative. She mentions how 

much she loved to dance, when she was a young woman, and talks about how good her husband was. When he was alive, 

she says, she was completely happy because he allowed her to be completely free. “I was so free I had to pinch myself 

sometimes to tell if I was a married woman.” 

Relaxed now, she tells us about going to school with Zora. “Zora and I went to the same school. It's called Hungerford High 

now. It was only to the eighth grade. But our teachers were so good that by the time 

you left you knew college subjects. When went to Morris Brown in Atlanta, the teachers there were just teaching me the 

same things I had already learned right in Eatonville. I wrote Mama and told her I was going to come home and help her 

with her babies. I wasn't learning anything new.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

40 
 



OAT English curriculum​  “Their Eyes Were Watching God” – Teacher  Guide 

 

 

 

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Reading Fluency Texts 

Maya Angelou (April 4, 1928 – May 28, 2014) was an American poet, memoirist, 
and civil rights activist. She published seven autobiographies, three books of essays, 
several books of poetry, and is credited with a list of plays, movies, and television 
shows spanning over 50 years. She received dozens of awards and more than 50 
honorary degrees.   
 
Angelou is best known for her series of seven autobiographies, which focus on her 
childhood and early adult experiences. The first, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 
(1969), tells of her life up to the age of 17 and brought her international recognition 
and acclaim. 
 
The extract below provides a stirring, disturbing moment in which Joe Louis wins his boxing match but black 
individuals seek shelter afterwards, fearful of racially motivated reprisals.  This shadow of racism hangs over 
Hurston’s novel and it is important that students recognise the reality in which Hurston and Angelou were 
living and writing. 

 
 

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Chapter 19 - Maya Angelou 

The last inch of space was filled, yet people continued to wedge themselves along the walls of the Store. Uncle 

Willie had turned the radio up to its last notch so that youngsters on the porch wouldn’t miss a word. Women 

sat on kitchen chairs, dining-room chairs, stools and upturned wooden boxes. Small children and babies 

perched on every lap available and men leaned on the shelves or on each other. 

The apprehensive mood was shot through with shafts of gaiety, as a black sky is streaked with lightning. 

“I ain’t worried ’bout this fight. Joe’s gonna whip that cracker like it’s open season.” 

 “He gone whip him till that white boy call him Momma.” 

At last the talking was finished and the string-along songs about razor blades were over and the fight began. 

 “A quick jab to the head.”  In the Store the crowd grunted. “A left to the head and a right and another left.” 

One of the listeners cackled like a hen and was quieted. 

 “They’re in a clench, Louis is trying to fight his way out.” 

Some bitter comedian on the porch said, “That white man don’t mind hugging that niggah now, I betcha.” 

 “The referee is moving in to break them up, but Louis finally pushed the contender away and it’s an uppercut 

to the chin. The contender is hanging on, now he’s backing away. Louis catches him with a short left to the jaw.” 

A tide of murmuring assent poured out the doors and into the yard. 

 “Another left and another left. Louis is saving that mighty right . . .” The mutter in the Store had grown into a 

baby roar and it was pierced by the clang of a bell and the announcer’s “That’s the bell for round three, ladies 

and gentlemen.” 
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As I pushed my way into the Store I wondered if the announcer gave any thought to the fact that he was 

addressing as ‘ladies and gentlemen’ all the Negroes around the world who sat sweating and praying, glued to 

their ‘master’s voice.’ 

There were only a few calls for R. C. Colas, Dr. Peppers, and Hire’s root beer. The real festivities would begin 

after the fight. Then even the old Christian ladies who taught their children and tried themselves to practice 

turning the other cheek would buy soft drinks, and if the Brown Bomber’s victory was a particularly bloody one 

they would order peanut patties and Baby Ruths also. 

Bailey and I lay the coins on top of the cash register. Uncle Willie didn’t allow us to ring up sales during a fight. 

It was too noisy and might shake up the atmosphere. When the gong rang for the next round we pushed 

through the near-sacred quiet to the herd of children outside. 

“He’s got Louis against the ropes and now it’s a left to the body and a right to the ribs. Another right to the 

body, it looks like it was low . . . Yes, ladies and gentlemen, the referee is signalling but the contender keeps 

raining the blows on Louis. It’s another to the body, and it looks like Louis is going down.” 

My race groaned. It was our people falling. It was another lynching, yet another Black man hanging on a tree.  

One more woman ambushed and raped. A Black boy whipped and maimed. It was hounds on the trail of a man 

running through slimy swamps. It was a white woman slapping her maid for being forgetful. 

The men in the Store stood away from the walls and at attention. Women greedily clutched the babes on their 

laps while on the porch the shufflings and smiles, flirtings and pinching of a few minutes before were gone. 

This might be the end of the world. If Joe lost we were back in slavery and beyond help. It would all be true, 

the accusations that we were lower types of human beings. Only a little higher than the apes. True that we 

were stupid and ugly and lazy and dirty and, unlucky and worst of all, that God Himself hated us and ordained 

us to be hewers of wood and drawers of water, forever and ever, world without end. 

We didn’t breathe. We didn’t hope. We waited. 

“He’s off the ropes, ladies and gentlemen. He’s moving towards the centre of the ring.” There was no time to 

be relieved. The worst might still happen. 

 “And now it looks like Joe is mad. He’s caught Carnera with a left hook to the head and a right to the head. It’s 

a left jab to the body and another left to the head. There’s a left cross and a right to the head. The contender’s 

right eye is bleeding and he can’t seem to keep his block up. Louis is penetrating every block. The referee is 

moving in, but Louis sends a left to the body and it’s the uppercut to the chin and the contender is dropping. 

He’s on the canvas, ladies and gentlemen.” 

Babies slid to the floor as women stood up and men leaned toward the radio. 

“Here’s the referee. He’s counting. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven ... Is the contender trying to get up 

again?” 

All the men in the store shouted, “NO.” 

“ — eight, nine, ten.” There were a few sounds from the audience, but they seemed to be holding themselves 

in against tremendous pressure. 

“The fight is all over, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get the microphone over to the referee . . . Here he is. He’s got 

the Brown Bomber’s hand, he’s holding it up . . . Here he is . ..” 

Then the voice, husky and familiar, came to wash over us: “The winnah, and still heavyweight champeen of the 

world . . . Joe Louis.” 

Champion of the world. A Black boy. Some Black mother’s son. He was the strongest man in the world. People 

drank Coca-Colas like ambrosia and ate candy bars like Christmas. Some of the men went behind the Store and 
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poured white lightning in their soft-drink bottles, and a few of the bigger boys followed them. Those who were 

not chased away came back blowing their breath in front of themselves like proud smokers. 

It would take an hour or more before the people would leave the Store and head for home. Those who lived 

too far had made arrangements to stay in town. It wouldn’t do for a Black man and his family to be caught on a 

lonely country road on a night when Joe Louis had proved that we were the strongest people in the world. 

 

 

 

 

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Reading Fluency Texts 

Martin Luther King Jr. was a social activist and 
Baptist minister who played a key role in the 
American civil rights movement from the 
mid-1950s until his assassination in 1968. King 
sought equality and human rights for African 
Americans, the economically disadvantaged and all 
victims of injustice through peaceful protest.  
 
King was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964 
and is remembered each year on Martin Luther 
King Jr. Day, a U.S. federal holiday since 1986. 
 
Martin Luther King Jr: Quotes, Assassination & Facts – HISTORY 
The following speech was delivered on 28th August 1963 at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington D.C 
 

 

I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration for freedom in 

the history of our nation. 

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation 

Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who 

had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their 

captivity. 

But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still 

sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, the 

Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years 

later, the Negro is still languished in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own land. 

And so we've come here today to dramatize a shameful condition. 

In a sense we've come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our republic wrote the 

magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory 

note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes, black men as well as 

white men, would be guaranteed the "unalienable Rights" of "Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." It is 

obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note, insofar as her citizens of color are 

concerned. Instead of honouring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a 

check which has come back marked "insufficient funds." 
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But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient 

funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. And so, we've come to cash this check, a check that will 

give us upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of justice. 

We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of Now. This is no time to 

engage in the luxury of cooling off or to take the tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the time to make real 

the promises of democracy. Now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of segregation to the 

sunlit path of racial justice. Now is the time to lift our nation from the quicksands of racial injustice to the solid 

rock of brotherhood. Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children. 

 

It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering summer of the Negro's 

legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating autumn of freedom and equality. Nineteen 

sixty-three is not an end, but a beginning. And those who hope that the Negro needed to blow off steam and 

will now be content will have a rude awakening if the nation returns to business as usual. And there will be 

neither rest nor tranquility in America until the Negro is granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt 

will continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges. 

But there is something that I must say to my people, who stand on the warm threshold which leads into the 

palace of justice: In the process of gaining our rightful place, we must not be guilty of wrongful deeds. Let us 

not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred. We must forever 

conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not allow our creative protest to 

degenerate into physical violence. Again and again, we must rise to the majestic heights of meeting physical 

force with soul force. 

The marvellous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community must not lead us to a distrust of all 

white people, for many of our white brothers, as evidenced by their presence here today, have come to realize 

that their destiny is tied up with our destiny. And they have come to realize that their freedom is inextricably 

bound to our freedom. 

We cannot walk alone. 

And as we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall always march ahead. 

We cannot turn back. 

There are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be satisfied?" We can never be 

satisfied as long as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality. We can never be 

satisfied as long as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the motels of the 

highways and the hotels of the cities.  We cannot be satisfied as long as the negro's basic mobility is from a 

smaller ghetto to a larger one. We can never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of their self-hood 

and robbed of their dignity by signs stating: "For Whites Only." We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in 

Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote. No, no, we are not 

satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until "justice rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty 

stream." 

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. Some of you have 

come fresh from narrow jail cells. And some of you have come from areas where your quest -- quest for 

freedom left you battered by the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. You 

have been the veterans of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that unearned suffering is 

redemptive. Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to South Carolina, go back to Georgia, go back 

to Louisiana, go back to the slums and ghettos of our northern cities, knowing that somehow this situation can 

and will be changed. 

Let us not wallow in the valley of despair, I say to you today, my friends. 
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And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply 

rooted in the American dream. 

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these 

truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal." 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave 

owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. 

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, 

sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the 

color of their skin but by the content of their character. 

I have a dream today! 

I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping 

with the words of "interposition" and "nullification" -- one day right there in Alabama little black boys and 

black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. 

I have a dream today! 

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain shall be made low, the 

rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight; "and the glory of the Lord shall 

be revealed and all flesh shall see it together."2 

This is our hope, and this is the faith that I go back to the South with. 

With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith, we will 

be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this 

faith, we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up 

for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day. 

And this will be the day -- this will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with new meaning: 

My country 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the Pilgrim's 

pride,    From every mountainside, let freedom ring! 

And if America is to be a great nation, this must become true. 

And so let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. 

Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. 

Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania. 

Let freedom ring from the snow-capped Rockies of Colorado. 

Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California. 

But not only that: 

Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia. 

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee. 

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. 

From every mountainside, let freedom ring. 
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And when this happens, and when we allow freedom ring, when we let it ring from every village and every 

hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black 

men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the 

words of the old Negro spiritual: 

Free at last! Free at last! 

Thank God Almighty, we are free at last! 

 

 

Opportunity for revision of Ethos, Logos and Pathos 
 

How does Martin Luther King Jnr use Ethos, Logos and Pathos in his famous speech? 
 
Ethos – what areas of factual detail and information are be used in support of his arguments? 
 
Logos – what logical arguments are utilised in support of his arguments? 
 
Pathos – what emotive arguments are utilised in support of his arguments? 
 
 

 

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Reading Fluency Texts 

Harvey Bernard Milk (May 22, 1930 – November 27, 1978) was an American 
politician and the first openly gay man to be elected to public office in 
California, as a member of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors. 
Milk served almost eleven months in office, during which he sponsored a 
bill banning discrimination in public accommodations, housing, and 
employment on the basis of sexual orientation. The Supervisors passed the 
bill by a vote of 11–1, and it was signed into law by Mayor George Moscone. 
On November 27, 1978, Milk and Moscone were assassinated by Dan 
White, a disgruntled former city supervisor who cast the sole vote against 
Milk’s bill. 
 
In 2002, Milk was called "the most famous and most significant openly LGBT official ever elected in 
the United States".  Anne Kronenberg, his final campaign manager, wrote of him: "What set 
Harvey apart from you or me was that he was a visionary. He imagined a righteous world inside his 
head and then he set about to create it for real, for all of us."  Milk was posthumously awarded the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2009. 
 
This extract is included to stimulate discussion as to the ways in which different groups in society 
are marginalised, subjugated and abused by those in power and authority. 

 
 

HARVEY MILK | 25 JUNE 1978 

This is an edited version of the speech made at San Francisco's Gay Freedom Day Parade. Milk was assassinated 

in November of the same year. 
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About six months ago, Anita Bryant in her speaking to God said that the drought in California was because of 

the gay people. On November 9, the day after I got elected, it started to rain. On the day I got sworn in, we 

walked to City Hall and it was kind of nice, and as soon as I said the word "I do," it started to rain again. It's 

been raining since then and the people of San Francisco figure the only way to stop it is to do a recall petition. 

So much for that. Why are we here? Why are gay people here? And what's happening?  

Let's look at 1977. In 1977, gay people had their rights taken away from them in Miami. But you must 

remember that in the week before Miami and the week after that, the word homosexual or gay appeared in 

every single newspaper in this nation in articles both pro and con. In every radio station, in every TV station 

and every household. For the first time in the history of the world, everybody was talking about it, good or bad. 

Unless you have dialogue, unless you open the walls of dialogue, you can never reach to change people's 

opinion. Once you have dialogue starting, you know you can break down prejudice. In 1977 we saw a dialogue 

start. In 1977, we saw a gay person elected in San Francisco. 

What that is, is a record of what happened last year. What we must do is make sure that 1978 continues the 

movement. 

I know we are pressed for time so I'm going to cover just one more little point. That is to understand why it is 

important that gay people run for office and that gay people get elected. I know there are many people in this 

room who are running for central committee who are gay. I encourage you. There's a major reason why. If my 

non-gay friends and supporters in this room understand it, they'll probably understand why I've run so often 

before I finally made it.  

You see there is a major difference – and it remains a vital difference – between a friend and a gay person, a 

friend in office and a gay person in office. Gay people have been slandered nationwide. We've been tarred and 

we've been brushed with the picture of pornography. In Dade County, we were accused of child molestation. 

It's not enough anymore just to have friends represent us. No matter how good that friend may be. 

The black community made up its mind to that a long time ago. That the myths against blacks can only be 

dispelled by electing black leaders, so the black community could be judged by the leaders and not by the 

myths or black criminals. The Spanish community must not be judged by Latin criminals or myths. The Asian 

community must not be judged by Asian criminals or myths. The Italian community must not be judged by the 

mafia, myths. And the time has come when the gay community must not be judged by our criminals and 

myths. 

Like every other group, we must be judged by our leaders and by those who are themselves gay, those who are 

visible. For invisible, we remain in limbo - a myth, a person with no parents, no brothers, no sisters, no friends 

who are straight, no important positions in employment. A tenth of the nation supposedly composed of 

stereotypes and would-be seducers of children – and no offense meant to the stereotypes. But today, the black 

community is not judged by its friends, but by its black legislators and leaders. And we must give people the 

chance to judge us by our leaders and legislators. A gay person in office can set a tone, can command respect 

not only from the larger community, but from the young people in our own community who need both 

examples and hope. 

The first gay people we elect must be strong. They must not be content to sit in the back of the bus. They must 

not be content to accept pabulum. They must be above wheeling and dealing. They must be – for the good of 

all of us – independent, unbought. The anger and the frustrations that some of us feel is because we are 

misunderstood, and friends can't feel the anger and frustration. They can sense it in us, but they can't feel it. 

Because a friend has never gone through what is known as coming out. I will never forget what it was like 

coming out and having nobody to look up toward. I remember the lack of hope - and our friends can't fulfil it. 

I can't forget the looks on faces of people who've lost hope. Be they gay, be they seniors, be they blacks looking 

for an almost-impossible job, be they Latins trying to explain their problems and aspirations in a tongue that's 

foreign to them. I personally will never forget that people are more important than buildings. I use the word "I" 

because I'm proud. I stand here tonight in front of my gay sisters, brothers and friends because I'm proud of 

you. I think it's time that we have many legislators who are gay and proud of that fact and do not have to 

remain in the closet. I think that a gay person, up-front, will not walk away from a responsibility and be afraid 
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of being tossed out of office. After Dade County, I walked among the angry and the frustrated night after night 

and I looked at their faces. And in San Francisco, three days before Gay Pride Day, a person was killed just 

because he was gay. And that night, I walked among the sad and the frustrated at City Hall in San Francisco and 

later that night as they lit candles on Castro Street and stood in silence, reaching out for some symbolic thing 

that would give them hope. These were strong people, whose faces I knew from the shop, the streets, 

meetings and people who I never saw before but I knew. They were strong, but even they needed hope. 

And the young gay people who are coming out and hear Anita Bryant on television and her story. The only 

thing they have to look forward to is hope. And you have to give them hope. Hope for a better world, hope for 

a better tomorrow, hope for a better place to come to if the pressures at home are too great. Hope that all will 

be all right. Without hope, not only gays, but the blacks, the seniors, the handicapped, the us'es, the us'es will 

give up. And if you help elect to the central committee and other offices, more gay people, that gives a green 

light to all who feel disenfranchised, a green light to move forward. It means hope to a nation that has given 

up, because if a gay person makes it, the doors are open to everyone. 

So if there is a message I have to give, it is that I've found one overriding thing about my personal election, it's 

the fact that if a gay person can be elected, it's a green light. And you and you and you, you have to give people 

hope. 

 

Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Reading Fluency Texts 

Ta-Nehisi Coates is an award-winning author and journalist. He is the 
author of the bestselling books The Beautiful Struggle, We Were Eight 
Years in Power, The Water Dancer, and Between The World And Me, 
which won the National Book Award in 2015. His first novel, The 
Water Dancer, was released in September 2019. He was a recipient of 
a MacArthur Fellowship that same year. 
 
Ta-Nehisi also enjoyed a successful run writing Marvel’s Black Panther 
(2016-2021) and Captain America (2018-2021) comics series. 
 
In the following foreword to Between the World And Me, he addresses 
his son and argues that the American Dream cannot exist without 
racial inequalities and that the very body he inhabits is a locus for 
racial inequality. 

 

Son,  

Last Sunday the host of a popular news show asked me what it meant to lose my body. The host was 

broadcasting from Washington, D.C., and I was seated in a remote studio on the far west side of Manhattan. A 

satellite closed the miles between us, but no machinery could close the gap between her world and the world 

for which I had been summoned to speak.  

When the host asked me about my body, her face faded from the screen, and was replaced by a scroll of words, 

written by me earlier that week. The host read these words for the audience, and when she finished she 

turned to the subject of my body, although she did not mention it specifically.  

But by now I am accustomed to intelligent people asking about the condition of my body without realizing the 

nature of their request. Specifically, the host wished to know why I felt that white America's progress, or rather 

the progress of those Americans who believe that they are white, was built on looting and violence. Hearing 

this, I felt an old and indistinct sadness well up in me. The answer to this question is the record of the believers 

themselves.  

The answer is American history.  
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There is nothing extreme in this statement. Americans deify democracy in a way that allows for a dim 

awareness that they have, from time to time, stood in defiance of their God. But democracy is a forgiving God 

and America's heresies-torture, theft, enslavement-are so common among individuals and nations that none 

can declare themselves immune.  

In fact, Americans, in a real sense, have never betrayed their God. When Abraham Lincoln declared, in 1863, 

that the battle of Gettysburg must ensure "that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall 

not perish from the earth," he was not merely being aspirational; at the onset of the Civil War, the United 

States of America had one of the highest rates of suffrage in the world. The question is not whether Lincoln 

truly meant "government of the people" but what our country has, throughout its history, taken the political 

term "people" to actually mean.  

In 1863 it did not mean your mother or your grandmother, and it did not mean you and me. Thus America's 

problem is not its betrayal of "government of the people," but the means by which "the people" acquired their 

names. This leads us to another equally important ideal, one BETWEEN THE WORLD AND ME that Americans 

implicitly accept but to which they make no conscious claim.  

Americans believe in the reality of "race" as a defined, indubitable feature of the natural world. Racism-the 

need to ascribe bone-deep features to people and then humiliate, reduce, and destroy them inevitably follows 

from this inalterable condition.  

In this way, racism is rendered as the innocent daughter of Mother ' Nature, and one is left to deplore the 

Middle Passage or the Trail of Tears the way one deplores an earthquake, a tornado, or any other phenomenon 

that can be cast as beyond the handiwork of men. But race is the child of racism, not the father.  

And the process of naming "the people" has never been a matter of genealogy and physiognomy so much as 

one of hierarchy. Difference in hue and hair is old. But the belief in the pre-eminence of hue and hair, the 

notion that these factors can correctly organize a society and that they signify deeper attributes, which are 

indelible-this is the new idea at the heart of these new people who have been brought up hopelessly, tragically, 

deceitfully, to believe that they are white. 

 These new people are, like us, a modern invention. But unlike us, their new name has no real meaning 

divorced from the machinery of criminal power. The new people were something else before they were 

white-Catholic, Corsican, Welsh, Mennonite, Jewish-and if all our national hopes have any fulfilment, then they 

will have to be something else again. Perhaps they will truly become American and create a nobler basis for 

their myths.  

I cannot call it. As for now, it must be said that the process of washing the disparate tribes white, the elevation 

of the belief in being white, was not achieved through wine tastings and ice cream socials, but rather through 

the pillaging of life, liberty, labour, and land; through the flaying of backs; the chaining of limbs; the strangling 

of dissidents; the destruction of families; the rape of mothers; the sale of children; and various other acts 

meant, first and foremost, to deny you and me the right to secure and govern our own bodies.  

The new people are not original in this. Perhaps there has been, at some point in history, some great power 

whose elevation was exempt from the violent exploitation of other human bodies. If there has been, I have yet 

to discover it. But this banality of violence can never excuse America, because America makes no claim to the 

banal. America believes itself exceptional, the greatest and noblest nation ever to exist, a lone champion 

standing between the white city of democracy and the terrorists, despots, barbarians, and other enemies of 

civilization.  

One cannot, at once, claim to be superhuman and then plead mortal error. I propose to take our countrymen's 

claims of American exceptionalism seriously, which is to say I propose subjecting our country to an exceptional 

moral standard. This is difficult because there exists, all around us, an apparatus urging us to accept American 

innocence at face value and not to inquire too much. And it is so easy to look away, to live with the fruits of our 

history and to ignore the great evil done in all of our names.  
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But you and I have never truly had that luxury. I think you know. I write you in your fifteenth year. I am writing 

you because this was the year you saw Eric Garner choked to death for selling cigarettes; because you know 

now that Renisha McBride was shot for seeking help, that John Crawford was shot down for browsing in a 

department store. And you have seen men in uniform drive by and murder Tamir Rice, a twelve-year-old child 

whom they were oath-bound to protect. And you have seen men in the same uniforms pummel Marlene 

Pinnock , someone's grandmother, on the side of a road.  

And you know now, if you did not before, that the police departments of your country have been endowed 

with the authority to destroy your body. It does not matter if the destruction is the result of an unfortunate 

overreaction. It does not matter if it originates in a misunderstanding. It does not matter if the destruction 

springs from a foolish policy.  

Sell cigarettes without the proper authority and your body can be destroyed. Resent the people trying to 

entrap your body and it can be destroyed. Turn into a dark stairwell and your body can be destroyed. T he 

destroyers will rarely be held accountable. Mostly they will receive pensions. And destruction is merely the 

superlative form of a dominion whose prerogatives include frisking’s, detaining’s, beatings, and humiliations. 

All of this is common to black people. And all of this is old for black people. No one is held responsible.  

There is nothing uniquely evil in these destroyers or even in this moment. The destroyers are merely men 

enforcing the whims of our country, correctly interpreting its heritage and legacy . It is hard to face this. But all 

our phrasing-race relations, racial chasm, racial justice, racial profiling, white privilege, even white 

supremacy-serves to obscure that racism is a visceral experience, that it dislodges brains, blocks airways, rips 

muscle, extracts organs, cracks bones, breaks teeth.  

You must never look away from this. You must always remember that the sociology, the history, the economics, 

the graphs, the charts, the regressions all land, with great violence, upon the body.  

That Sunday, with that host, on that news show, I tried to explain this as best I could within the time allotted. 

But at the end of the segment, the host flashed a widely shared picture of an eleven-year-old black boy 

tearfully hugging a white police officer. Then she asked me about "hope." And I knew then that I had failed. 

And I remembered that I had expected to fail. And I wondered again at the indistinct sadness welling up in me.  

Why exactly was I sad? I came out of the studio and walked for a while. It was a calm December day. Families, 

believing themselves white, were out on the streets. Infants, raised to be white, were bundled in strollers. And 

I was sad for these people, much as I was sad for the host and sad for all the people out there watching and 

revelling in a specious hope. I realised then why I was sad. When the journalist asked me about my body, it was 

like she was asking me to awaken her from the most gorgeous dream. 

I have seen that dream all my life.  

It is perfect houses with nice lawns. It is Memorial Day cookouts, block associations, and driveways. The Dream 

is treehouses and the Cub Scouts. The Dream smells like peppermint but tastes like strawberry shortcake. And 

for so long I have wanted to escape into the Dream, to fold my country over my head like a blanket. But this has 

never been an option because the Dream rests on our backs, the bedding made from our bodies. And knowing 

this, knowing that the Dream persists by warring with the known world, I was sad for the host, I was sad for all 

those families, I was sad for my country, but above all, in that moment, I was sad for you.  

That was the week you learned that the killers of Michael Brown would go free. The men who had left his body 

in the street like some awesome declaration of their inviolable power would never be punished. It was not my 

expectation that anyone would ever be punished. But you were young and still believed. You stayed up till 11 

P.M. that night, waiting for the announcement of an indictment, and when instead it was announced that there 

was none you said, "I've got to go," and you went into your room, and I heard you crying. I came in five minutes 

after, and I didn't hug you, and I didn't comfort you, because I thought it would be wrong to comfort you. I did 

not tell you that it would be okay, because I have never believed it would be okay.  
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What I told you is what your grandparents tried to tell me: that this is your country; that this is your world, that 

this is your body, and you must find some way to live within the all of it. I tell you now that the question of how 

one should live within a black body, within a country lost in the Dream, is the question of my life, and the 

pursuit of this question, I have found, ultimately answers itself. This must seem strange to you. We live in a 

"goal oriented" era. Our media vocabulary is full of hot takes, big ideas, and grand theories of everything.  

But some time ago I rejected magic in all its forms.  

This rejection was a gift from your grandparents, who never tried to console me with ideas of an afterlife and 

were sceptical of preordained American glory. In accepting both the chaos of history and the fact of my total 

end, I was freed to truly consider how I wished to live-specifically, how do I live free in this black body?  

It is a profound question because America understands itself as God's handiwork, but the black body is the 

clearest evidence that America is the work of men. I have asked the question through my reading and writings, 

through the music of my youth, through arguments with your grandfather, with your mother, your aunt Janai, 

your uncle Ben. I have searched for answers in nationalist myth, in classrooms, out on the streets, and on other 

continents. The question is unanswerable, which is not to say futile. The greatest reward of this constant 

interrogation, of confrontation with the brutality of my country, is that it has freed me from ghosts and girded 

me against the sheer terror of disembodiment. 
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Section 1: Hurston’s Writing, the African – American Dialect and Context: Check your 

understanding 

1)​ Which word follows ‘Harlem’ to describe the growth of African-American art and literature? 

a)​ Growth 

b)​ Redevelopment 

c)​ Rebirth 

d)​ Renaissance 

 

2)​ Which word describes a society ruled by men? 

a)​ Matriarchy 

b)​ Oligarchy 

c)​ Patriarchy 

d)​ Plutocracy 

 

3)​ Dialect is the word used to describe what? 

a)​ A form of language from a specific place or social group 

b)​ A conversation between people 

c)​ A regional accent from a specific place or social group 

d)​ The slang which people use 

 

4)​ What is the tenor in the metaphor: ‘She was a tower of strength’? 

a)​ The upright tower 

b)​ The degree of strength she had 

c)​ The past tense 

d)​ The woman 

 

5)​ What is the vehicle in the metaphor: ‘Life is a rollercoaster’? 

a)​ Life 

b)​ Is 

c)​ Rollercoaster 

d)​ Fairgrounds 
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6)​ Dialogue is the noun used to describe what? 

a)​ How characters are described when delivering their lines in plays and novels 

b)​ The conversation between two or more characters in plays and novels 

c)​ When countries discuss how to resolve a problem. 

d)​ When one person speaks directly to a reader or an audience 

 

7)​ What is the meaning of the Greek root word from phonetic (phon)? 

a)​ Sight 

b)​ Sound 

c)​ Touch 

d)​ Smell 

 

 

 

Section 2: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 1 Janie’s Childhood and Love 

Key questions  
Core Knowledge Terminology & Vocabulary Discussion, reading & 

writing  
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Big questions: 

How does Hurston 

explore the issue of 

identity in the 

symbolism of the 

photograph? 

 

 

Key questions: 

What is a first 

person narrative? 

What is a second 

person narrative? 

What is a third 

person narrative? 

 

. 
 

Hurston creates a cyclical 

narrative, the novel begins in the 

same space at which it concludes 

in a conversation between the 

lead character (Janie) and Pheoby 

Watson. 

Hurston uses allusions and 

references to the natural world 

throughout the novel. 

Hurston interweaves a third 

person omniscient narrator with 

the recollections of Janie’s first 

person narration and it is these 

recollections which create a 

sense of unreliability in the 

narrator. 

Hurston uses the pear tree as a 

metaphor for Janie’s growing 

maturity.   

Texts: 

Their Eyes Were Watching God by 

Zora Neale Hurston 

We Wear The Mask by Paul 

Dunbar 

Sympathy by Paul Dunbar 

Ecrits by Jacques Lacan 

Reading fluency: 
Chapters 1 and 2. 
Extracts from Ecrits 

Terminology 

Frame narrative 

Cyclical narrative 

Narrative perspectives 

Narratorial instability 

Omniscient narrator 

Metaphor 

Subordinating and coordinating 
conjunctions 

Otherness 

Vocabulary 

Dialect 

Characterisation 

Speech 

Representation 

Craft 

Racism 

Society 

Gender 

Patriarchy 

Janie 

Hurston 

Structured discussions: 

Why does Nanny want 

Janie to marry? 

Why is Janie resistant to 

the idea of marriage? 

What do you think the 

mule represents? 

Is Hurston right to use the 

mule as symbolic of black 

women? 

Couch to 5 k writing:  

How does Hurston present 

Nanny? 

How is marriage used to 

control Janie in Chapter 2? 

 

Expert Knowledge 

Janie undergoes a moment of recognition when she sees herself in the photograph.  This “mirror stage” is a moment in 
which her identity, her psychological self is noticed for the first time.  It is also the first time that she recognises she is 
“black” and “other”.  Jacques Lacan noted this “mirror stage” as the first time in which infants recognise their reflections 
as themselves (6-9 months in age) in his psychoanalytical criticism. 
Hurston uses a metaphor to of a “mule” to explore the presentation of black women and their role in society.  This is 
problematic, ugly and indicative of the time in which the text was produced. 
 
Dunbar’s poem Sympathy uses the oft repeated symbol of the caged bird to reflect the containment of the individual 
within society.  For Dunbar and Janie, the containment is racial prejudice, class and misogyny.  This is explored further in 
We Wear The Mask. 

 
 

Section 2: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 1 Janie’s Childhood and Love: Annotated Texts 

Extracts from Chapter 1 
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The following extract is from the opening chapter and begins the construction of the frame narrative.  Janie 
is introduced as the lead character through her subjugation at the hands of the on-lookers as they make 
judgment on the porch. 
 

 

 

“What she doin’ coming back here in dem overhalls? Can’t she find no dress to put on?—Where’s dat blue 

satin dress she left here in?—Where all dat money her husband took and died and left her?—What dat ole 

forty year ole ’oman doin’ wid her hair swingin’ down her back lak some young gal?—Where she left dat young 

lad of a boy she went off here wid?—Thought she was going to marry?—Where he left her?—What he done 

wid all her money?—Betcha he off wid some gal so young she ain’t even got no hairs—why she don’t stay in 

her class?—” 

 

Structured Discussion  

-​ What do we learn about Janie from these initial snippets of dialogue from the people watching her?  What 
can we infer about their attitudes toward Janie? 

 

Pheoby dilated all over with eagerness, “Tea Cake gone?” 

“Yeah, Pheoby, Tea Cake is gone. And dat’s de only reason you see me back here—cause Ah ain’t got nothing to 

make me happy no more where Ah was at. 

Down in the Everglades there, down on the muck.” 

“It’s hard for me to understand what you mean, de way you tell it. And then again Ah’m hard of understandin’ 

at times.” 

“Naw, ’tain’t nothin’ lak you might think. So ’tain’t no use in me telling you somethin’ unless Ah give you de 

understandin’ to go ’long wid it. Unless you see de fur, a mink skin ain’t no different from a coon hide. Looka 

heah, Pheoby, is Sam waitin’ on you for his supper?” 

“It’s all ready and waitin’. If he ain’t got sense enough to eat it, dat’s his hard luck.” 

“Well then, we can set right where we is and talk. Ah got the house all opened up to let dis breeze get a little 

catchin’. 

“Pheoby, we been kissin’-friends for twenty years, so Ah depend on you for a good thought. And Ah’m talking 

to you from dat standpoint.” 

Time makes everything old so the kissing, young darkness became a monstropolous old thing while Janie talked 

 

Structured Discussion  

-​ What can you infer from this section about Janie and Pheoby’s relationship? 
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Paul Laurence Dunbar was born on June 27, 1872 to two 
formerly enslaved people from Kentucky. He became one of 
the first influential Black poets in American literature, and 
was internationally acclaimed for his dialectic verse in 
collections such as Majors and Minors (1895) and Lyrics of 
Lowly Life (1896).  
 
The dialectic poems are only a small portion of Dunbar’s 
canon, which is replete with novels, short stories, essays, and 

many poems in standard English.   In its entirety, Dunbar’s literary body is regarded as an impressive 
representation of Black life in turn-of-the-century America.  (Paul Laurence Dunbar | Poetry Foundation) 

 
 

Sympathy by Paul Dunbar 
 
I know what the caged bird feels, alas! 
When the sun is bright on the upland slopes; 
When the wind stirs soft through the springing grass, 
And the river flows like a stream of glass; 
When the first bird sings and the first bud opes, 
And the faint perfume from its chalice steals— 
I know what the caged bird feels! 
 
I know why the caged bird beats his wing 
Till its blood is red on the cruel bars; 
For he must fly back to his perch and cling 
When he fain would be on the bough a-swing; 
And a pain still throbs in the old, old scars 
And they pulse again with a keener sting— 
I know why he beats his wing! 
 
I know why the caged bird sings, ah me, 
When his wing is bruised and his bosom sore,— 
When he beats his bars and he would be free; 
It is not a carol of joy or glee, 
But a prayer that he sends from his heart’s deep core, 
But a plea, that upward to Heaven he flings— 
I know why the caged bird sings! 
 

 
 

-​ What do you think Dunbar is describing?   
-​ Read it and consider it whilst you read Chapter 2. 

 
 
 
 
We Wear The Mask by Paul Dunbar 
 
We wear the mask that grins and lies, 
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,— 
This debt we pay to human guile; 
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile, 
And mouth with myriad subtleties. 

56 
​  



OAT English curriculum​  “Their Eyes Were Watching God” – Teacher  Guide 

 
Why should the world be over-wise, 
In counting all our tears and sighs? 
Nay, let them only see us, while 
       We wear the mask. 
 
We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries 
To thee from tortured souls arise. 
We sing, but oh the clay is vile 
Beneath our feet, and long the mile; 
But let the world dream otherwise, 
       We wear the mask 
 
 

 

Extracts from Chapter 2 

The following extracts from Chapter 2 capture the moment of recognition which occurs when Janie realises 
she is black, and different from the other children.  The second extract explores the ways in which Janie is 
becoming a woman through the symbolism associated with the natural world. 
 

 

“So when we looked at de picture and everybody got pointed out there wasn’t nobody left except a real dark 

little girl with long hair standing by Eleanor. Dat’s where Ah wuz s’posed to be, but Ah couldn’t recognize dat 

dark chile as me. So Ah ast, ‘where is me? Ah don’t see me.’ 

“Everybody laughed, even Mr. Washburn. Miss Nellie, de Mama of de chillun who come back home after her 

husband dead, she pointed to de dark one and said: 

‘Dat’s you, Alphabet, don’t you know yo’ ownself?’ 

“Dey all useter call me Alphabet ’cause so many people had done named me different names. Ah looked at de 

picture a long time and seen it was mah dress and mah hair so Ah said: 

“ ‘Aw, aw! Ah’m coloured!’ 

 

Structured Discussion: 
 
Why do you think it is important that Hurston uses the photograph in this way?   
What do you think it might symbolise? 

 
 
 
 
 

 

After a while she got up from where she was and went over the little garden field entire. 

She was seeking confirmation of the voice and vision, and everywhere she found and acknowledged answers. A 

personal answer for all other creations except herself. She felt an answer seeking her, but where? When? How? 

She found herself at the kitchen door and stumbled inside.  
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In the air of the room were flies tumbling and singing, marrying and giving in marriage. When she reached the 

narrow hallway she was reminded that her grandmother was home with a sick headache. She was lying across 

the bed asleep so Janie tipped on out of the front door.8  

Oh to be a pear tree—any tree in bloom! With kissing bees singing of the beginning of the world! She was 

sixteen. She had glossy leaves and bursting buds and she wanted to struggle with life but it seemed to elude 

her. Where were the singing bees for her? Nothing on the place nor in her grandma’s house answered her. She 

searched as much of the world as she could from the top of the front steps and then went on down to the front 

gate and leaned over to gaze up and down the road. Looking, waiting, breathing short with impatience. 

Waiting for the world to be made. 

8 Hurston here wanders into the realm of magic realism in this moment and the dreamscape in which Hurston 
presents is a precursor to Janie’s adolescence and growing awareness of her sexuality.  The overwhelming 
image of the flies ‘marrying’ provides a sense of captivity and nausea to the moment.  Hurston is successful in 
creating a suffocating air of claustrophobia. 
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Structured Discussion: 
 
Hurston here uses the natural world as a metaphor for Janie, why do you think she is trying to make 
between Janie and the natural world around her? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 2: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 1 Janie’s Childhood and Love: Reading Fluency 

Texts 

Jacques Lacan was a Parisian psychiatrist who was born in 1901 and who died in 
1981. He gained an international reputation as an original interpreter of Sigmund 
Freud’s work. He visited the United State three times, twice in 1966 and once in 
1975, where he lectured at a dozen American universities. 
 
Lacan’s written work and transcribed lectures are often difficult, if not 
impossible, for most American (and other) mental health professionals to 
comprehend. His ideas are novel and complex and many seem obscure and 
enigmatic. He is perceived by many as one of the great literary theorists in the 
realm of psychoanalysis of his generation. 
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Section 2: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 1 Janie’s Childhood and Love: Check your understanding 

1)​ What does a frame narrative describe? 

a)​ When the narrator frames the beginning, middle and end of the story from the start. 

b)​ When the narrator is used to tell a story within the main story. 

c)​ When the narrator foreshadows who is guilty from the start of the story. 

d)​ When the narrator starts and ends the story in the same place and time. 

 

2)​ Which sentence best describes a cyclical narrative? 

a)​ It keeps going round in circles. 

b)​ It starts in the same place as it ends. 

c)​ Everyone meets everyone else. 

d)​ Everything returns back to order by the end of the tragedy. 

 

3)​ What term do we use when we cannot trust what the narrator tells us in a story? 

a)​ Narratorial stability 

b)​ Infallible narration 

c)​ Narratorial fracturing 

d)​ Narratorial instability 

 

4)​ Paul Dunbar wrote: “I know why……….” 

a)​ The caged bird calls 

b)​ The caged bird dies 

c)​ The caged bird sings 

d)​ The caged bird prays 

 

5)​ How does Janie find out she is black? 

a)​ She sees herself in a picture drawn by a friend. 

b)​ She sees a reflection of herself in a mirror 

c)​ She catches a reflection of herself in a car window 

d)​ She sees a photograph of herself 
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Section 3: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 2 Experience versus Idealised Love 

Key Questions 
Core Knowledge Terminology & 

vocabulary 
Discusssion, reading & 
writing 

Big questions: 

What does the tree 

symbolise? 

What is the most 

powerful metaphor 

in chapter 4? Why? 

 

Key questions: 

What is 

foreshadowing? 

What vocabulary 

can reflect Janie’s 

feelings on her 

marriage to Logan 

Killicks? 

What is a lexical 

field? 

What is a synonym? 

Antonym? 

 

 

Hurston uses the tree in Chapter 

3 to reflect and explore Janie’s 

growing maturity and 

self-realisation.  This coincides 

with Nanny’s possessive 

determination to marry Janie 

“well”, i.e. to an older, wealthy, 

established man. 

Janie is alienated from her 

husband and realises that the 

marriage has caused the demise 

of her dream of marrying for 

romantic love. 

Logan Killicks is an obvious 

(clumsy?) nomenclature – he kills 

off Janie’s dream.  He is the 

archetypal older husband and his 

attraction of independent wealth 

and security is lost on the young 

and impressionable Janie who is 

led by the physical and 

immediate. 

Texts: 

Their Eyes Were Watching God by 

Zora Neale Hurston Chapters 3 

and 4 

 
Reading fluency:  

-​ Chapters 3 and 4. 

-​ Sympathy by Paul Dunbar 

(revisit) 

 

Terminology 

Foreshadowing 

Synonyms 

Lexical fields 

Antonyms 

Extended metaphor 

Tenor 

Vehicle  

Ground 

Dialogue 

 

Vocabulary 

Characterisation 

Representation 

Racism 

Society 

Gender 

Patriarchy 

Janie 

Hurston 

Nanny 

Logan 

Joe Starks 

Structured discussions: 

How does Hurston use the 

two perspectives in Chapter 

3 to explore the theme of 

marriage for 

African-American women? 

Couch to 5 k writing:  

How does Hurston present 

the death of Janie’s dream? 

How does Hurston use the 

image of the tree to reflect 

Janie’s changing sense of 

identity? 

 

Expert Knowledge 

Hurston revisits her use of the mule metaphor in Chapter 4 and it is a problematic, disquieting, unsettling one.  In 
moving to get another mule, Killicks is characterised as looking for another woman, away from Janie and her working 
on the land is synonymous with the labour of a mule: she is slowly being dehumanised by Killicks. 
Hurston introduces Joe Starks as an emblem of urgency of African-American economic progress: he demands to earn, 
to be highly regarded and it is this romantic urgency that Janie is convinced by. 
The ”bee for for her bloom” is emblematic not only for Janie’s romantic dreams of love but it echoes the tree of dreams 
that Hurston alluded to previously: the natural world is heavily relied upon in Hurston’s use of metaphor. 
 
Employ the subordinating conjunction + pattern of three to explore comparisons between Joe Starks and Logan Killicks. 
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Section 3: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 2 Experience versus Idealised Love: Annotated 

Texts 

The following extract from Chapter 3 presents Janie’s reaction to the proposed marriage to Logan Killicks, the 
suitor that Nanny favours. 

 

“ ’Cause Ah hates de way his head is so long one way and so flat on de sides and dat pone uh fat back uh his 

neck.”  

“He never made his own head. You talk so silly.”  

“Ah don’t keer who made it, Ah don’t like de job. His belly is too big too, now, and his toe-nails look lak mule 

foots. And ’tain’t nothin’ in de way of him washin’ his feet every evenin’ before he comes tuh bed. ’Tain’t 

nothin’ tuh hinder him ’cause Ah places de water for him. Ah’d ruther be shot wid tacks than tuh turn over in 

de bed and stir up de air whilst he is in dere. He don’t even never mention nothin’ pretty.” 

She began to cry.  

“Ah wants things sweet wid mah marriage lak when you sit under a pear tree and think. Ah…”  

“ ’Tain’t no use in you cryin’, Janie. Grandma done been long uh few roads herself. But folks is meant to cry 

’bout somethin’ or other. Better leave things de way dey is. Youse young yet. No tellin’ whut mout happen 

befo’ you die. Wait awhile, baby. Yo’ mind will change.”  

Nanny sent Janie along with a stern mien, but she dwindled all the rest of the day as she worked. And when 

she gained the privacy of her own little shack she stayed on her knees so long she forgot she was there herself. 

There is a basin in the mind where words float around on thought and thought on sound and sight. Then there 

is a depth of thought untouched by words, and deeper still a gulf of formless feelings untouched by thought. 

Nanny entered this infinity of conscious pain again on her old knees. Towards morning she muttered, “Lawd, 

you know mah heart. Ah done de best Ah could do. De rest is left to you.” She scuffled up from her knees and 

fell heavily across the bed. A month later she was dead.  

So Janie waited a bloom time, and a green time and an orange time. But when the pollen again gilded the sun 

and sifted down on the world she began to stand around the gate and expect things. What things? She didn’t 

know exactly. Her breath was gusty and short. She knew things that nobody had ever told her. For instance, the 

words of the trees and the wind.9 

She often spoke to falling seeds and said, “Ah hope you fall on soft ground,” because she had heard seeds 

saying that to each other as they passed. She knew the world was a stallion rolling in the blue pasture of ether. 

She knew that God tore down the old world every evening and built a new one by sun-up. It was wonderful to 

see it take form with the sun and emerge from the gray dust of its making. The familiar people and things had 

failed her so she hung over the gate and looked up the road towards way off. She knew now that marriage did 

not make love. Janie’s first dream was dead, so she became a woman. 

9 This is a particularly effective extract in that it shows how Hurston moves between the voices of her two 
characters and then moves “out” to provide a third person omniscience. 
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Structured Discussion 

-​ Compare how Janie and Nanny feel about the marriage between Janie and Logan Killicks. 
-​ Revisit the poem “Sympathy” to inform your thoughts on these extracts. 

 

 

 

The following extract from Chapter 4 presents the elopement of Janie with Joe Starks, leaving Logan Killicks. 

 

 

The morning road air was like a new dress. That made her feel the apron tied around her waist. She untied it 

and flung it on a low bush beside the road and walked on, picking flowers and making a bouquet. After that she 

came to where Joe Starks was waiting for her with a hired rig. He was very solemn and helped her to the seat 

beside him. With him on it, it sat like some high, ruling chair. 

From now on until death she was going to have flower dust and springtime sprinkled over everything. A bee for 

her bloom. Her old thoughts were going to come in handy now, but new words would have to be made and 

said to fit them.  

“Green Cove Springs,” he told the driver. So they were married there before sundown, just like Joe had said. 

With new clothes of silk and wool. They sat on the boarding house porch and saw the sun plunge into the same 

crack in the earth from which the night emerged. 

 

 

Couch to 5K Writing 

-​ Hurston uses a range of metaphors in this ending to Chapter 4 as Janie leaves her marriage to Logan Killicks 
and sets off with Joe Starks. 
 

-​ Identify the metaphors you can and evaluate which one you think is most powerful in reflecting Janie’s 
thoughts and feelings.  Start with a topic sentence which uses a subordinating conjunction. 

 
-​ Return to the poem “Sympathy” and consider how Janie is now changing. 

 

Modelled Example: 
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Section 3: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 2 Experience versus Idealised Love: Check your 

understanding 

1)​ Which word is not a synonym of beautiful? 

a)​ Glorious 

b)​ Stunning 

c)​ Grotesque 

d)​ Perfection 

 

2)​ What does the term foreshadowing refer to? 

a)​ When a writer describes a character in the future 

b)​ When a writer uses a flashback to go back in time to a previous point in the story 

c)​ When a writer uses events to hint at later ones 

d)​ When a writer describes a character in the past 

 

3)​ Which word is not an antonym of pure? 

a)​ Untainted 

b)​ Marred 

c)​ Sullied 

d)​ Polluted 

 

4)​ Why is Logan Killicks an aptly named character? 

a)​ He kills the mule 

b)​ He kills Janie’s dream 

c)​ He kills Janie’s nanny 

d)​ He kills the tree which Janie loves 

 

5)​ What is a group of similar meaning words called? 

a)​ A lexical bank 

b)​ A lexical field 

c)​ A semantic crop 

d)​ A semantic bank 

 

6)​ “A bee for her bloom”.  This phrase is an example of: 

a)​ Alliteration  

b)​ Simile 

c)​ Fricative 

d)​ Plosive alliteration 
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Section 4: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 3 Janie’s Marriage to Joe Starks 

Key 
questions 

Core knowledge Terminology & 
vocabulary 

Discussion, reading 
& writing 
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Big 

questions: 

What does 

Janie’s hair 

symbolise? 

What 

relevance 

does it have 

whether it is 

tied up or 

not? 

What does 

the 

argument in 

the store 

represent? 

What 

relevance 

does the 

“kerchief” 

have for 

Janie and 

her identity 

(Ch 8)? 

Key 

questions: 

Think of a 

metaphor to 

describe 

Janie and 

Joe: explain 

how it 

works. 

 
 
 
 

Janie’s marriage to Joe is used to explore Hurston’s 
fascination with broken dreams.  Johnson’s poetry 
contextualises Janie’s voice in Hurston’s 
characterisation. 
Hurston uses pathetic fallacy in Chapter 5 in 
comparing the thriving town with the diminishing 
love between Joe and Janie. 
The mule is used as a symbol of the slow death that 
Janie experiences in her marriage, side-lined by Joe 
in his mission as mayor. 
 
Challenge the students to review their knowledge 
and understanding of the sonnet form which mirrors 
the structure of Janie’s fading love for Joe. 
 
In Chapter 7, Hurston explores the impact of time 
and ageing: revisit the 7 Ages of Man and make 
comparisons to how Janie begins to view Joe Starks. 
 
Dylan Thomas’ poem (“Do not go gentle..”) raises its 
relevance in Chapter 8 when Hurston personifies 
“square toes” and Joe’s fate is sealed after the visit 
by the doctor.  Hurston and Janie raises the spectre 
of personification later on in the novel. 
 
It should be noted that (however clumsily) there is a 
clear juxtaposition between Joe’s beating of Janie 
and the terminal diagnosis of his kidney failure.  
Janie is freed from the bondage that her relationship 
with Joe had become.   
 
Donne’s sonnet Death, Be Not Proud is an excellent 
springboard to explore the personification of death 
which Hurston revisits freely. 
 
Texts: 

-​ Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora 

Neale Hurston Chapters 5-8 

-​ The Heart of a Woman by Georgia Douglass 

Johnson 

-​ My Little Dreams by Georgia Douglass 

Johnson 

-​ Visual Pleasure by Laura Mulvey 

-​ Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night by 

Dylan Thomas  

-​ Death, Be Not Proud by John Donne 

-​ Sonnet 71 by William Shakespeare 

-​ King James Bible 2 Samuel 6  

-​ Tignon Law: Policing Black Women's Hair in 

the 18th Century by Rediet Tadele 

 

Terminology 

Pathetic fallacy 

Hierarchy 

Metaphor 

Tenor 

Vehicle 

Ground 

Sonnet  

The Male Gaze 

Internal 

monologue 

 

Vocabulary 

Juxtaposition 

Characterisation 

Representation 

Racism 

Society 

Gender 

Patriarchy 

Janie 

Hurston 

Joe Starks 

Structured 

discussions: 

What is an internal 

monologue? 

How has Hurston 

used pathetic 

fallacy in Chapter 

5? 

What might the 

mule represent? 

How is 

zoomorphism used 

in describing Janie 

and Joe in their 

marriage (Ch 8)? 

Couch to 5 k 

writing:  

“she had become a 

rut in the road” – 

what purpose is 

Hurston suggesting 

through this 

metaphor for Janie?  

In what ways does 

this illustrate Janie 

as a dynamic, or 

changing character? 

Students to 

summarise the 

structure of the 

chapter in order to 

appreciate how it 

builds to the climax 

of Joe hitting Janie 

and running her out 

of the store.   

The focus of the 

above should be 

based on the 

purpose and effect 

produced by the 

author. 

Expert knowledge 
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Mulvey’s essay examines the ways in which women in society are represented.  Mulvey argues that the ways in 

which women are perceived, viewed and spoken to are symbolic of misogyny, of male ownership and societal 

oppression.  In Chapter 6 for example, Janie is forced to remove herself from the escapist banter of the men’s 

“porch talk”.  Secondly, Hurston allows the Male Gaze when she characterises Daisy Blunt and the reactions of 

the male characters in the episode. 

There are many ways in which the representation of women through history has served the current dogma of 

the time.  For example, 13th century editions of the Bible have the daughters of Lot presented with long loose 

hair indicative of their “loose” morality in having children with their father. 

In chapter 7, Hurston enables Joe to gradually strip Janie of her identity.  Psychoanalytical critics would argue 

he strips her of the different signifieds which contribute to her signifier (her identity of self) 

There are links to be made between how Steinbeck portrays Curley’s Wife in her marriage and how Janie is 

treated in hers: both characters are subjugated.  The big difference however is that Steinbeck kills his character 

off whereas Hurston uses Janie’s subjugation as a means to change her life in the future. 

In Chapter 7 Hurston references the story of Saul’s daughter and what she says to David in the Bible. 

There is a large and disturbing history of the ways in which African – American women have had their hair 

controlled.  In the late 18th century in New Orleans for example, African American women would wear their 

hair in elaborate styles, using feathers and jewels.  However, in 1786, the Tignon Laws stipulated that Black 

women had to use scarves to cover their hair.  The late 19th century saw moves to straighten hair in an attempt 

to look more euro-centrically “beautiful” and in the 1960’s and 1970’s during the civil rights movement, the 

“afro” became the hair style of choice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 4: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 3 Janie’s Marriage to Joe Starks: Annotated Texts 
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A member of the Harlem Renaissance, Georgia Douglas Johnson wrote plays, a syndicated 
newspaper column, and four collections of poetry: The Heart of a Woman (1918), Bronze 
(1922), An Autumn Love Cycle (1928), and Share My World (1962). 
 
Johnson was born in Atlanta, Georgia, to parents of African American, Native American, 
and English descent. She graduated from Atlanta University Normal College and studied 
music at the Oberlin Conservatory and the Cleveland College of Music. After graduation, 
she taught and worked as an assistant principal.  (Poetry Foundation) 

 

My Little Dreams  
 
I’m folding up my little dreams 
Within my heart tonight, 
And praying I may soon forget 
The torture of their sight. 
 
For time’s deft fingers scroll my brow 
With fell relentless art— 
I’m folding up my little dreams 
Tonight, within my heart.10 

The Heart of a Woman 
 
The heart of a woman goes forth with the dawn, 
As a lone bird, soft winging, so restlessly on, 
Afar o’er life’s turrets and vales does it roam 
In the wake of those echoes the heart calls home. 
 
The heart of a woman falls back with the night, 
And enters some alien cage in its plight, 
And tries to forget it has dreamed of the stars 
While it breaks, breaks, breaks on the sheltering 
bars.11 

 
 
 
Structured Discussion  
 
-​ Read the poems before reading Chapter 5. 

How has the idea of a dream influenced Janie in leaving with Joe? 
 

-​ How have Janie’s feelings changed toward Joe during chapter 5?   
 
-​ What do you think might be occurring with Hurston’s character?  How might you be able to link Janie’s 

development up to and including Chapter 5 with The Heart of a Woman? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Extracts from Chapter 5 

The following extracts from Chapter 5 capture the initial moments of distancing of Janie from Jody.  Note the 
ways in which loneliness is introduced yet again by Hurston in the characterisation of Janie. 

11 The personification of the woman’s heart breaking as it does against the bars of a prison cell aptly record the 
ways in which Janie is metaphorically caged in the opening chapters of the novel.  It is not until she meets Tea 
Cake that she is free to some extent. 

10 The internalisation of dreams in the poem is prescient for the exploration of Hurston’s character Janie.  Janie 
wields her dreams during her days in order to navigate through the disappointments and degradations that she 
undergoes with both Logan and Joe Starks.  
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Janie made her face laugh after a short pause, but it wasn’t too easy. She had never thought of making a 

speech, and didn’t know if she cared to make one at all. It must have been the way Joe spoke out without 

giving her a chance to say anything one way or another that took the bloom off of things. But anyway, she went 

down the road behind him that night feeling cold. He strode along invested with his new dignity, thought and 

planned out loud, un-conscious of her thoughts.12 

… 

When it was all over that night in bed Jody asked Janie, “Well, honey, how yuh lak bein’ Mrs. Mayor?”  

“It’s all right Ah reckon, but don’t yuh think it keeps us in uh kinda strain?”  

“Strain? You mean de cookin’ and waitin’ on folks?”  

“Naw, Jody, it jus’ looks lak it keeps us in some way we ain’t natural wid one ’nother.  

You’se always off talkin’ and fixin’ things, and Ah feels lak Ah’m jus’ markin’ time. Hope it soon gits over.”  

“Over, Janie? I god, Ah ain’t even started good. Ah told you in de very first beginnin’ dat Ah aimed tuh be uh big 

voice. You oughta be glad, ’cause dat makes uh big woman outa you.”  

A feeling of coldness and fear took hold of her. She felt far away from things and lonely.  

12 Hurston is keen to introduce Jody in this phase of the novel as someone who has aspirations beyond his 
relationship with Janie.  His ambition to elevate himself amongst the town and become someone of note, 
someone of authority is at odds with the wishes of Janie who simply wishes to be loved and to love in return.  
In this initial phase of their relationship, Hurston is clearly foreshadowing a distancing between them and a 
public silencing of Janie’s voice.  In a symbolic description, Janie trails behind Jody on the road, in silence and in 
ignominy. 
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Structured Discussion: 

How has Hurston used pathetic fallacy in Chapter 5? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Extracts from Chapter 6 – The symbol of the Mule 

Hurston uses the following description of the taunted and ailing mule to foreshadow the moribund 
relationship between the aspirational Jody and the listless Janie.  Within the chapter is a coruscating 
description of their relationship being one of a public display and that any romance or emotional connection 
in their marriage has long since dissipated. 
 

 

When the mule was in front of the store, Lum went out and tackled him. The brute jerked up his head, laid 

back his ears and rushed to the attack. Lum had to run for safety. Five or six more men left the porch and 

surrounded the fractious beast, goosing him in the sides and making him show his temper. But he had more 

spirit left than body. He was soon panting and heaving from the effort of spinning his old carcass about. 

Everybody was having fun at the mule-baiting. All but Janie.13 

She snatched her head away from the spectacle and began muttering to herself. “They oughta be shamed 
uh theyselves! Teasin’ dat poor brute beast lak they is! Done been worked tuh death; done had his 
disposition ruint wid mistreatment, and now they got tuh finish devilin’ ’im tuh death. Wisht Ah had mah 
way wid ’em all.” 

… 

Janie stood where he left her for unmeasured time and thought. She stood there until something fell off the 
shelf inside her. Then she went inside there to see what it was. It was her image of Jody tumbled down and 
shattered. But looking at it she saw that it never was the flesh and blood figure of her dreams. Just something 
she had grabbed up to drape her dreams over. In a way she turned her back upon the image where it lay and 
looked further.  

She had no more blossomy openings dusting pollen over her man, neither any glistening young fruit where the 
petals used to be. She found that she had a host of thoughts she had never expressed to him, and numerous 
emotions she had never let Jody know about. Things packed up and put away in parts of her heart where he 

13 Hurston uses Janie’s recognition as a sign of mutual understanding.  She can empathise with being trapped, 
baited and taunted.   
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could never find them. She was saving up feelings for some man she had never seen. She had an inside and 
an outside now and suddenly she knew how not to mix them.  

She bathed and put on a fresh dress and head kerchief and went on to the store before Jody had time to send 
for her. That was a bow to the outside of things.14 

14 The headkerchief is used here and elsewhere in the novel to contain Janie’s hair: it is a symbol of control in 
the context of her relationship with Jody. 
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Structured Discussion 
What do you think Hurston is communicating about her character Janie with the description in bold? 

How has Hurston developed Janie’s character during her relationship with Joe Starks? 

Look closely at the extract above, it makes allusions to the natural world.  Can you remember how this is 
similar or different to previous chapters when Hurston has used the natural world as a metaphor? 
 
In your addition to the discussion, use a subordinating conjunction to ensure you speak of a literal meaning 

on a superficial level and then introduce a metaphorical reading as an alternative interpretation. 

Extracts from Chapter 7 – The impact of the relationship on Janie and the ageing of Joe 

Hurston moves quickly in this chapter to chart the deterioration of the relationship.  As Janie ages gracefully, 
Hurston provides a caustic rebuttal of Jody’s observations through the ways in which Janie begins to view her 
ageing and increasingly unattractive husband.  Having studied ‘As You Like It’, students may well have echoes 
of Jacques famous ‘Seven Ages of Man’ speech.   The humiliation at the end of the chapter is not Janie’s, 
despite Jody’s superficial, cowardly and very public attack. 
 

 

The years took all the fight out of Janie’s face. For a while she thought it was gone from her soul. No matter 

what Jody did, she said nothing. She had learned how to talk some and leave some. She was a rut in the road15. 

Plenty of life beneath the surface but it was kept beaten down by the wheels. Sometimes she stuck out into the 

future, imagining her life different from what it was. But mostly she lived between her hat and her heels, with 

her emotional disturbances like shade patterns in the woods—come and gone with the sun. She got nothing 

from Jody except what money could buy, and she was giving away what she didn’t value. 

15 This metaphor identifies Janie as both an obstacle for Jody but also something of an irritant, something that 
refuses to be levelled by the traffic that continually rides over it, the weight of cars threatening to push it down 
further into the ground. 
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Couch to 5k Writing  

 

“she had become a rut in the road” – what purpose is Hurston suggesting through this metaphor for Janie?  

In what ways does this illustrate Janie as a dynamic, or changing character? 

 

Modelled Example: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The following extracts from Chapter 7 concern a moment in which Janie upbraids the critical Jody.  Tired of 
his public jibes against her, critical of the way she cuts tobacco and the manner with which she mixes with 
others in the town and upset with him running her down in front of others, attempting to elevate himself at 
her expense, Janie breaks.  She counters and accuses Jody of changing and ageing far more than she.   
 
He is humiliated at the very point at which he seemed powerful, echoing the public humiliation of King David 
in front of his wife Mihal in 2 Samuel 6 which Hurston references at the end of the Chapter. 

 

 

One day she noticed that Joe didn’t sit down. He just stood in front of a chair and fell in it. 
That made her look at him all over. Joe wasn’t so young as he used to be. There was already something dead 
about him. He didn’t rear back in his knees any longer. He squatted over his ankles when he walked. That 
stillness at the back of his neck. His prosperous-looking belly that used to thrust out so pugnaciously and 
intimidate folks, sagged like a load suspended from his loins. It didn’t seem to be a part of him anymore. Eyes a 
little absent too.  

Jody must have noticed it too. Maybe, he had seen it long before Janie did, and had been fearing for her to see. 
Because he began to talk about her age all the time, as if he didn’t want her to stay young while he grew old. It 
was always “You oughta throw somethin’ over yo’ shoulders befo’ you go outside. You ain’t no young pullet no 
mo’. You’se uh ole hen now.”  
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One day he called her off the croquet grounds. “Dat’s somethin’ for de young folks, Janie, you out dere jumpin’ 
round and won’t be able tuh git out de bed tuhmorrer.” If he thought to deceive her, he was wrong. For the 
first time she could see a man’s head naked of its skull. Saw the cunning thoughts race in and out through the 
caves and promontories of his mind long before they darted out of the tunnel of his mouth. She saw he was 
hurting inside so she let it pass without talking. She just measured out a little time for him and set it aside to 
wait. 
… 

“Naw, Ah ain’t no young gal no mo’ but den Ah ain’t no old woman neither. Ah reckon Ah looks mah age too. 

But Ah’m uh woman every inch of me, and Ah know it. Dat’s uh whole lot more’n you kin say. You big-bellies 

round here and put out a lot of brag, but ’tain’t nothin’ to it but yo’ big voice. Humph! Talkin’ ’bout me 

lookin’ old! When you pull down yo’ britches, you look lak de change uh life.”  

“Great God from Zion!” Sam Watson gasped. “Y’all really playin’ de dozens tuhnight.”  

“Wha—whut’s dat you said?” Joe challenged, hoping his ears had fooled him.  

“You heard her, you ain’t blind,” Walter taunted. 

… 

Then Joe Starks realised all the meanings and his vanity bled like a flood. Janie had robbed him of his illusion of 

irresistible maleness that all men cherish, which was terrible. The thing that Saul’s daughter had done to David.  

But Janie had done worse, she had cast down his empty armour before men and they had laughed, would keep 

on laughing. When he paraded his possessions hereafter, they would not consider the two together. They’d 

look with envy at the things and pity the man that owned them.  

When he sat in judgement it would be the same. Good-for-nothing’s like Dave and Lum and Jim wouldn’t 

change place with him. For what can excuse a man in the eyes of other men for lack of strength? 

Raggedy-behind squirts of sixteen and seventeen would be giving him their merciless pity out of their eyes 

while their mouths said something humble. There was nothing to do in life anymore. Ambition was useless. 

And the cruel deceit of Janie! Making all that show of humbleness and scorning him all the time! Laughing at 

him, and now putting the town up to do the same. Joe Starks didn’t know the words for all this, but he knew 

the feeling. So he struck Janie with all his might and drove her from the store. 

 

Structured Discussion 

How might you link the following speech from Jacques in As You Like It to Hurston’s Joe Starks?  

All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players; 
They have their exits and their entrances, 
And one man in his time plays many parts, 
His acts being seven ages. At first the infant, 
Mewling and puking in the nurse's arms. 
Then, the whining school-boy with his satchel 
And shining morning face, creeping like snail 
Unwillingly to school. And then the lover, 
Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad 
Made to his mistress' eyebrow. Then, a soldier, 
Full of strange oaths, and bearded like the pard, 
Jealous in honour, sudden, and quick in quarrel, 
Seeking the bubble reputation 
Even in the cannon's mouth. And then, the justice, 
In fair round belly, with a good capon lined, 
With eyes severe, and beard of formal cut, 
Full of wise saws, and modern instances, 
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And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts 
Into the lean and slippered pantaloon, 
With spectacles on nose and pouch on side, 
His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide 
For his shrunk shank, and his big manly voice, 
Turning again toward childish treble, pipes 
And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all, 
That ends this strange eventful history, 
Is second childishness and mere oblivion, 
Sans16 teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything. 

16 Sans = without 
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​ ​ ​ (Act 2 Sc 7) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Extracts from Chapter 8 – The looming spectre and personification of Death (“square 
toes”) 
 

Hurston introduces the reader to Death for the first time in the novel.  She personifies him and this 
representation is repeated in the novel, becoming an unwelcome visitor for Janie. 
The reader will begin to appreciate the foreshadowing used in previous chapters with Jody’s changing and 
ageing physicality.  Despite the lack of intimacy between the two characters, there is a pity borne from a 
deep connection from Janie’s character toward Jody. 

 

 

So Janie began to think of Death. Death, that strange being with the huge square toes17 who lived way in the 
West. The great one who lived in the straight house like a platform without sides to it, and without a roof. 
What need has Death for a cover, and what winds can blow against him? He stands in his high house that 
overlooks the world. Stands watchful and motionless all day with his sword drawn back, waiting for the 
messenger to bid him come.  

Been standing there before there was a where or a when or a then. She was liable to find a feather from his 
wings lying in her yard any day now. She was sad and afraid too. Poor Jody!  

He ought not to have to wrassle18 in there by himself. She sent Sam in to suggest a visit, but Jody said No. These 
medical doctors wuz all right with the Godly sick, but they didn’t know a thing about a case like his. He’d be all 
right just as soon as the two-headed man found what had been buried against him. He wasn’t going to die at 
all. That was what he thought. But Sam told her different, so she knew. And then if he hadn’t, the next morning 
she was bound to know, for people began to gather in the big yard under the palm and china-berry trees. 
People who would not have dared to foot the place before crept in and did not come to the house. Just 
squatted under the trees and waited. Rumour, that wingless bird, had shadowed over the town. 

18 An infrequently used term, deriving from “wrestle”. 

17 The personification of Death as having “square toes” suggests that he is presented as being somewhat “old 
fashioned”.  There are few other allusions as to why Hurston chose to have Death as being “square toed”. 
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Structured Discussion: 

Read the two poems which follow and explore what you think the different attitudes are towards death. 
In the extract above, Hurston personifies Death.   
What attitude toward Death do you think is shown in the extract?  Which of the two poems that follow do 
you think it links to most effectively? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Born in Swansea, Wales, Dylan Thomas is famous for his acutely lyrical and 
emotional poetry, as well as his turbulent personal life. The originality of his 
work makes categorization difficult. In his life he avoided becoming involved 
with literary groups or movements, and unlike other prominent writers of the 
1930s—such as W.H. Auden and Stephen Spender, for example—he had little 
use for socialistic ideas in his art.  
 
Considered to be one of the greatest Welsh poets of all time, Thomas is largely 
known for his imaginative use of language and vivid imagery in his poems.                                                                 
Poetry Foundation 

 

Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night by Dylan Thomas 
Do not go gentle into that good night,​
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;​
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.​
​
Though wise men at their end know dark is right,​
Because their words had forked no lightning they​
Do not go gentle into that good night.​
​
Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright​
Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,​
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.​
​
Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,​
And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,​
Do not go gentle into that good night.​
​
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Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight​
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,​
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.​
​
And you, my father, there on the sad height,​
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.​
Do not go gentle into that good night.​
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

 

 

 

 

William Shakespeare was a renowned English poet, playwright, and actor 
born in 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon. His birthday is most commonly 
celebrated on 23 April which is also believed to be the date he died in 1616. 
 
Shakespeare was a prolific writer during the Elizabethan and Jacobean ages 
of British theatre.  Shakespeare’s plays are perhaps his most enduring legacy, 
but they are not all he wrote. Shakespeare’s poems also remain popular to 
this day 
 
https://www.shakespeare.org.uk 

 

Sonnet 71 by William Shakespeare19 
 

19 Sonnet 71 is one of 154 sonnets written by the English playwright and poet William Shakespeare. It's a 
member of the Fair Youth sequence, in which the poet expresses his love towards a young man. It focuses on 
the speaker's aging and impending death in relation to his young lover.  In this sonnet, the speaker is now 
concentrating on his own death and how the youth is to mourn him after he is deceased. The speaker tells the 
youth not to mourn for him when he is dead, and that the youth should only think about him for as long as it 
takes to tell the world of his death. 
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No longer mourn for me when I am dead 
Than you shall hear the surly sullen bell 
Give warning to the world that I am fled 
From this vile world with vilest worms to dwell; 
Nay, if you read this line, remember not 
The hand that writ it; for I love you so, 
That I in your sweet thoughts would be forgot, 
If thinking on me then should make you woe. 
O, if (I say) you look upon this verse, 
When I (perhaps) compounded am with clay, 
Do not so much as my poor name rehearse, 
But let your love even with my life decay, 
Lest the wise world should look into your moan, 
And mock you with me after I am gone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The English writer and Anglican cleric John Donne is considered now to be the 
preeminent metaphysical poet of his time. He was born in 1572 to Roman Catholic 
parents, when practicing that religion was illegal in England. His work is 
distinguished by its emotional and sonic intensity and its capacity to plumb the 
paradoxes of faith, human and divine love, and the possibility of salvation.  
 
Donne often employs conceits, or extended metaphors, to yoke together 
“heterogenous ideas,” in the words of Samuel Johnson, thus generating the powerful ambiguity for which his 
work is famous. After a resurgence in his popularity in the early 20th century, Donne’s standing as a great 
English poet, and one of the greatest writers of English prose, is now assured. 

 

 

Death, Be Not Proud by John Donne20 
 

20 Holy Sonnet 10, often referred to as Death, Be Not Proud, was written by Donne in 1609 and first published in 
1633. The poem is a direct address to death, arguing that it is powerless because it acts merely as a “short 
sleep” between earthly living and the eternal afterlife—in essence, death is nothing to fear and should not 
believe itself to all powerful or something to provoke fear or terror in people. 
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Death, be not proud, though some have called thee 
Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so; 
For those whom thou think'st thou dost overthrow 
Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me. 
From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be, 
Much pleasure; then from thee much more must flow, 
And soonest our best men with thee do go, 
Rest of their bones, and soul's delivery. 
Thou art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men, 
And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell, 
And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well 
And better than thy stroke; why swell'st thou then? 
One short sleep past, we wake eternally 
And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die. 
 

 

Structured Discussion  

In what ways do you think the poems reflect the attitude that Janie has about the impending death of Jody? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 4: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 3 Janie’s Marriage to Joe Starks: Fluency Texts 

Laura Mulvey was born in Oxford on 15 August 1941. After studying history at St. 
Hilda's, Oxford University, she came to prominence in the early 1970s as a film theorist, 
writing for periodicals such as Spare Rib and Seven Days. Much of her early critical work 
investigated questions of spectatorial identification and its relationship to the male 
gaze, and her writings, particularly the 1975 essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema, helped establish feminist film theory as a legitimate field of study. 
 
Laura Mulvey is Professor of Film and Media Studies at Birkbeck College, University of 
London. 
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Tignon Law: Policing Black Women's Hair in the 18th Century – by Rediet Tadele 

During the 1970s in the United States, there was a movement among Black women and men to wear their hair 

in its natural form, celebrating every curl and kink. It was an expression of self-love, a rejection of the 

Eurocentric beauty standards that had policed black hair and deemed it as ‘unattractive’ or ‘unprofessional’. 

The policing of black hair in the United States is not new, and an example of this is the Tignon Laws from the 

1700s in Louisiana.  

The Tignon Laws were passed in 1786 by Governor Esteban Rodriguez Miró and aimed to prohibit ‘creole 

women of colour from displaying excessive attention to dress in the streets of New Orleans’.  

The law stipulated that they must wear a tignon (a type of head covering) or scarf to cover up their hair. To 

understand how the tignon laws came to be, one must first understand the history and culture of Louisiana 

during the 18th century. Louisiana was a French colony from 1682 to 1763, then became a Spanish colony from 

1763 to 1801.  

When it became a Spanish colony, Spanish laws were put into place that drastically impacted the lives of the 

enslaved people in Louisiana. Under Spanish rule, enslaved people under ‘coartacion’ could buy back their 

freedom. While the majority of the slaves could not benefit from this, some enslaved people were able to buy 

their freedom. This led to the growth of the free Black population in Louisiana enabling them to build wealth. 

By 1800, the free Black population had grown to 1500, which in turn impacted the culture and society of 

Louisiana.  

One of the ways it impacted society was that it led to a significant rise of interracial relationships. Furthermore, 

women of African descent during this period explored their style, adorning their hair with jewels and feathers. 

Their elaborate hairstyles were so enchanting and regal, it exuded the image of wealth. These changes in the 

culture and fabric of society were seen as a threat to the social order in Louisiana. Historian Virginia M. Gould 

notes in her book, "The Devil's Lane: Sex & Race in the Early South" that the governor was hoping that it would 

control women ‘who had become too light skinned or who dressed too elegantly, or who competed too freely 

with white women for status and thus threatened the social order.”  

The Tignon Laws were not just in response to the elaborate styles but also because mixed race creole women 

were seen as creating a threat to the status of white women by attracting more white men. In Lisa Ze Winters 

book, "The Mulatta Concubine: Terror, Intimacy, Freedom, and Desire in the Black Transatlantic," Winters 

notes, 'scholars have also examined how the tignon bando and sumptuary laws across the Americas like it were 

not so much about the ostentatious vanity of free women of colour but rather about the problem of 

maintaining the racial economy of slavery.'  Thus, the tignon laws were put into place. 

Gould notes in her book, that "the tignon laws were intended to return the free women of colour, visibly and 

symbolically, to the subordinate and inferior status associated with slavery." The tignon laws, however, did not 

have the impact that governor Miró had hoped for. While they were meant to make free women of colour 

drab, and act as a class signifier, these  women instead turned the tignons into statements, styling them also 

with jewels and feathers, and picking bright eye-catching fabrics. They were still expressing themselves in the 

way they wanted in resistance to the law.  

The United States took control of Louisiana, and the Tignon Laws were abandoned but enslaved, and free 

women of African descent continued to wear them as a sign of resistance. The popularity of the tignon is seen 

with Marie Laveau, one of the most famous women from New Orleans, who in her time was known as ‘the 

priestess of Voodoo’ often wore headwraps.  

This was not the only law that was put in place to restrict the clothing of free women of colour. In 1776, a law 

was passed in Saint-Domingue that prohibited free women of colour from wearing shoes. Like the tignon law, it 

did not have the impact that was intended. Free women of colour from Saint -Domingue instead started to 
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wear sandals and would put diamonds and jewels on their toes. They continued to do so even after the laws 

were not in place.  

Head wraps and headdresses continue to be popular and worn by Black women to this day. It is an example of 

taking what was meant to diminish Black women and turning it into a powerful statement that is viewed as a 

symbol of resistance, of pride, and the celebration of culture. 
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Section 4: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 3 Janie’s Marriage to Joe Starks: Check your understanding  

1)​ What does a pathetic fallacy typically mean in literature? 

a)​ When a writer uses a metaphor to show how weak a character is. 

b)​ When a writer uses a simile to show how weak one of them is. 

c)​ When a writer uses a setting to reflect a character. 

d)​ When a writer uses an anecdote to describe a character 

 

2)​ Which of the following describes the ‘male gaze’ 

a)​ The use of gender stereotypes to present women in literature and film. 

b)​ The use of gender stereotypes to present men in literature and film. 

c)​ When a book is written, or film is directed by a male writer / director. 

d)​ When women are described in texts. 

 

3)​ How many characters speak in an internal monologue? 

a)​ Two 

b)​ Four 

c)​ Three 

d)​ One 

 

4)​ How does Hurston personify Death in her novel? 

a)​ Square eyes 

b)​ Square feet 

c)​ Square toes 

d)​ Square hands 

 

5)​ The Tignon Laws (1786) stipulated that black women needed to do what? 

a)​ Cover their faces 

b)​ Cover their arms 

c)​ Cover their hands 

d)​ Cover their hair 

 

6)​ What metaphor does Hurston use to describe what Janie has become in her second marriage? 

a)​ A bee for her bloom 

b)​ A rut in the road 

c)​ Their Eyes Were Watching God 

d)​ Rage against the dying of the light 

 

7)​ “Death be not proud” was written by who? 

a)​ Dylan Thomas 

b)​ William Shakespeare 
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c)​ Edward Thomas 

d)​ John Donne 

 

Section 4: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 4 The Emergence of Janie 

Key questions 
Core knowledge Terminology & 

vocabulary 
Discussion, 
reading & 
writing 
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Big questions: 

What does Janie 

learn about 

herself and her 

childhood after 

Joe’s death? 

In what ways is 
Tea Cake different 
from Joe? 
 
How does 
Hurston use 
money in chapter 
12? 
 
To what extent 
does Tea Cake 
fulfil the 
stereotypes the 
local gossips had 
warned Janie 
about? 
 
Key questions: 

Compare the 
ways Hurston and 
Wyatt present the 
idea of courtship 
in Chapter 11 and 
“Whose List to 
Hunt”. 
 
Who has power in 

the relationship 

between Janie 

and Tea Cake? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Chapter 9, Hurston internalises Janie’s voice, 
reflecting on her childhood and her past.  Hurston also 
has Janie discarding the kerchief (at the end of Chapter 
8), the symbol of repression in this context, of control 
and of patriarchal ownership.  In removing it, Janie 
begins the next phase of reasserting her own sense of 
identity. 
 
Tea Cake uses the metaphor of the “candle” to explore 
how Janie’s light is perceived by him in Chapter 11. 
 
Tea Cake wishes to enable Janie to be more than she is: 
he wishes her to learn, to laugh and to be his equal / 
superior: the checkers game is a metaphor for equality.  
Joe would never have taught her how to be an equal to 
him. 
 
Janie is understandably (initially) reluctant when faced 
with Tea Cakes advances and we are reminded of the 
end of Chapter 9 when she speaks of how much she 
values her freedom from bondage / relationships and is 
enjoying her independence. 

 
Mrs Tyler is used by Hurston to explore the ways in 
which prejudice and class combine in a toxic fashion in 
the African-American community, combining to form 
colourism.  Mrs Tyler favours the lighter skinned Janie 
and disapproves of her match with Tea Cake (a man with 
darker skin than either Mrs Tyler or Janie). 
 
Hurston presents the realities of the American itinerant 
worker in Chapter 14 and there is mileage in comparing 
how Hurston describes it with how Steinbeck describes 
it in his seminal work Of Mice and Men in Chapter 2. 
 
Explore the presentation of Jealousy through Browning’s 
poem and Janie’s jealousy.  She is ”blind” and this is 
linked by Hurston to the lack of available vision in the 
crop -filled fields. 
 
Texts:  

-​ TEWWGod Chapters 9-17 

-​ Whoso List To Hunt by Thomas Wyatt 

-​ Sonnet 130 by William Shakespeare 

-​ The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost. 

-​ The Laboratory by Robert Browning 

-​ Richard Wright’s essay on Hurston 

-​ The toxic legacy of colorism | Life and style | 

The Guardian  

Terminology 

Pathetic 

fallacy 

Authorial 

purpose 

Hierarchy 

Foreshadowin

g  

Narrative 

voice 

Internal 

monologue 

Colourism 

Dynamic 

character 

 

 

Vocabulary 

Juxtaposition 

Jealousy 

Characterisati
on 

Representatio
n 

Stereotypes 

Subversion 

Society 

Gender 

Janie 

Hurston 

Tea Cake 

Mrs Turner 

Structured 

discussions: 

Do you trust Tea 

Cake? 

Does Janie trust 

Tea Cake? 

Does Mrs Tyler 

like Tea Cake? 

Do you like Mrs 

Tyler? 

Why does Tea 

Cake beat Janie?   

Why is it 

important that 

Janie is not 

present in 

chapter 17?  

Couch to 5 k 

writing:  

How does the 

field symbolise 

Janie’s jealousy? 

 

 

 

 

Expert knowledge 
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Hurston uses the tropes of light and dark in Chapter 9 when Janie reflects on her newly discovered freedom 

during the quiet, still nights and in Chapter 10, this foreshadowed light is realised with the emergence of Tea Cake. 

The issue of colourism demands to be attended to within the classroom.  It is clear that Hurston was troubled by 

it, why else would such a grotesque character as Mrs Tyler be employed if not to illustrate the ignorance, hubris 

and ugliness of her prejudicial views? 

Colourism however is not about race, or even about colour: it is a symptom of the need for those without power 

to exert it upon others either by dint of their wealth or their social class. 

In this respect, colourism is the natural consequence of racist inequality: those who are subjugated seek to elevate 

themselves above those they are grouped with by the group above. 

The issue of colourism in the novel bleeds into the trope of jealousy and Tea Cake’s beating of Janie is an ugly, 

brutal reminder of the societal position women had.  The beating is used by Hurston to explore how Tea Cake 

owns Janie, to ward away Mrs Turner’s ill-matched suitor.  The beating is not about race, it is about subjugation, 

ownership and the desire for control.  

Be prepared to deal with it skilfully and with time within the classroom.  The beating is beyond conversations of 

abuse: it is about the desire for a place within a hierarchy.  Tea Cake’s emotional detachment from the beating 

shows it is for show to others: it is not at all about punishing Janie. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 4: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 4 The Emergence of Janie: Annotated Texts 
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The following extract is taken from Chapter 8 in the moments after Jody dies.  It is a pivotal moment in 
Hurston’s novel, marking the end of Janie’s loveless marriage and the commencement of a new journey for 
the character who is now financially independent and not bound to any man.  The symbolic removal of the 
kerchief is the consequence of the conscious crafting by Hurston of a new phase of Janie’s life. 

 

 

Maybe if she had known some other way to try, she might have made his face different. But what that other 
way could be, she had no idea. She thought back and forth about what had happened in the making of a voice 
out of a man. Then thought about herself.  

Years ago, she had told her girl self to wait for her in the looking glass. It had been a long time since she had 
remembered. Perhaps she’d better look. She went over to the dresser and looked hard at her skin and 
features. The young girl was gone, but a handsome woman had taken her place.21  

She tore off the kerchief from her head and let down her plentiful hair.22 The weight, the length, the glory 
was there. She took careful stock of herself, then combed her hair and tied it back up again. Then she 
starched and ironed her face, forming it into just what people wanted to see23, and opened up the window 
and cried, “Come heah people! Jody is dead. Mah husband is gone from me.”24 

24 It should be noted that in death, Jody becomes Janie’s property which was not a distinction that she made 
clear whilst he was alive. 

23 Note the insight that Janie displays.  She has developed an awareness of societal expectations whilst 
maintaining a different, internal identity that they are not able to impress upon.  It is this private identity that 
makes her such a well contrived character.  The verbs “starched” and “ironed” are broad and strong terms to 
illustrate the degree to which she requires to play the role of grieving widow. 

22 The dissonant verb “tore” indicates the way in which the kerchief has been perceived as a tome of control, of 
ownership and patriarchal silencing of Janie’s identity. 

21 Hurston uses memory is interesting ways throughout the novel.  Janie as narrator is unreliable at times and 
her story is told through memory to Pheoby.  It might be an avenue worth pursuing to explore the ways that 
Hurston uses mirrors and images in the novel: she seems keen on the idea of recognition amidst the 
development of identity.  For Janie, the character does not seek to identify herself through others (though this 
does appear in the photograph) but through a return to the image of herself. 
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Structured Discussion  
 
In the extract (from the end of Chapter 8), Janie removes the kerchief from her head. 
 

Hurston has crafted her character to undertake this action for a reason. 
 

What do you think the kerchief symbolised to Janie? 
Why do you think she is keen to have it removed after Joe’s death? 
In what ways could you use the themes of freedom and containment in exploring what you think this episode 
represents? 

 
 
 
 

The following extract is from Chapter 10 and depicts the ways in which Tea Cake seeks to woo Janie through 
the playing of a game.  Tea Cake teachers her to play and in this role, provides a degree of autonomy and 
power to Janie that she was prohibited from having with Jody.  She was never an equal with Jody and yet, in 
this simple gesture, she is elevated by Tea Cake. 

 
 

“Dis is de last day for dat excuse. You got uh board round heah?”  

“Yes indeed. De men folks treasures de game round heah. Ah just ain’t never learnt how.”  

He set it up and began to show her and she found herself glowing inside. Somebody wanted her to play. 
Somebody thought it natural for her to play. That was even nice. She looked him over and got little thrills from 
every one of his good points. Those full, lazy eyes with the lashes curling sharply away like drawn scimitars. The 
lean, over-padded shoulders and narrow waist. Even nice!25  

He was jumping her king! She screamed in protest against losing the king she had had such a hard time 
acquiring. Before she knew it she had grabbed his hand to stop him. He struggled gallantly to free himself. That 
is he struggled, but not hard enough to wrench a lady’s fingers.  

“Ah got uh right tuh take it. You left it right in mah way.”  

“Yeah, but Ah wuz lookin’ off when you went and stuck yo’ men right up next tuh mine. No fair!”  

“You ain’t supposed tuh look off, Mis’ Starks. It’s de biggest part uh de game tuh watch out! Leave go mah 
hand.”  

“No suh! Not mah king. You kin take another one, but not dat one.”​
 
They scrambled and upset the board and laughed at that.  

25 Hurston uses the metaphor of the game to explore the courtship between Tea Cake and Janie.  Tellingly, it is 
the teaching of the game that opens Janie’s eyes to Tea Cake’s physical attractiveness showing that Janie’s 
character has evolved into wanting more than simply a partner to whom she is attracted. 
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Structured Discussion 

In this episode, how does Hurston create a character in Tea Cake who is very different from Joe Starks? 
 
Why do you think this episode is important for Janie and her new life, potentially with Tea Cake? 
 
At this moment in the novel, do you trust Tea Cake?  Do you think Janie does?  Why? 
 

 
 
 
 

In Sonnet 130 , William Shakespeare subverts the traditional literary tropes associated with the form and the 
epic blazons often seen in sonnets are mentioned to highlight how unrealistic they are.  
 
Hurston seeks to achieve a similar effect in the representation of Tea Cake’s relationship with Janie.  The 
characters do not idealise each other, nor does Hurston idealise the relationship.  There are jealousies 
between the two, there is violence and control, but the two characters are presented as having found a way 
to be happy together in their middle ages.   

 
 

Sonnet 130 by William Shakespeare 
 
My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun; 
Coral is far more red than her lips' red; 
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun; 
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. 
I have seen roses damasked, red and white, 
But no such roses see I in her cheeks; 
And in some perfumes is there more delight 
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks. 
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know 
That music hath a far more pleasing sound; 
I grant I never saw a goddess go; 
My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground. 
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare 
As any she belied with false compare.26 

26 It might be effective at this juncture to ascertain what students can recall about Sonnets from their earlier 
unit.  Ensuring they are confident with the form and rhyme scheme of this particular one might be an effective 
recall quiz which can be achieved quickly.  If the class show that there are some gaps in knowledge, it would be 
worth pausing and reorientating the discussion, adapting the content as appropriate. 
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Look at the extract which follows from Chapter 11 in preparation for the discussion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The following extract from Chapter 11, of Tea Cake’s attempt to woo Janie and her gentle upbraiding of this 
attempt mirrors the type of conflict that Shakespeare  explores in his sonnet. 
 

 

“It’s mine too. Ah ain’t been sleepin’ so good for more’n uh week cause Ah been wishin’ so bad tuh git mah 
hands in yo’ hair. It’s so pretty. It feels jus’ lak underneath uh dove’s wing next to mah face.”27 

 
“Umph! You’se mighty easy satisfied. Ah been had dis same hair next tuh mah face ever since Ah cried de fust 
time, and ’tain’t never gimme me no thrill.” 
 
“Ah tell you lak you told me—you’se mighty hard tuh satisfy. Ah betcha dem lips don’t satisfy yuh neither.”  
 

“Dat’s right, Tea Cake. They’s dere and Ah make use of ’em whenever it’s necessary, but nothin’ special tuh 
me.”  

“Umph! umph! umph! Ah betcha you don’t never go tuh de lookin’ glass and enjoy yo’ eyes yo’self. You lets 
other folks git all de enjoyment out of ’em ’thout takin’ in any of it yo’self.”  

“Naw, Ah never gazes at ’em in de lookin’ glass. If anybody else gits any pleasure out of ’em Ah ain’t been told 
about it.”  

“See dat? You’se got de world in uh jug and make out you don’t know it. But Ah’m glad tuh be de one tuh tell 
yuh.”  

27 Hurston begins to apply the traditional modes of courtship through Tea Cake’s exchange with Janie.  The 
allusions to a ‘dove’s wing’ are just the type which Shakespeare seems to subvert in his sonnet. 
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Structured Discussion 

How does the Sonnet subvert traditional ideas about flattery and romantic love and how does this link to how 
Tea Cake looks to flatter and communicate his affection for Janie?   
 

Janie gently evades Tea Cake’s advances at this moment but, in refuting the comments about her eyes, hair and 

lips she is engaging with him.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503 – 11 October 1542) was a 16th-century English 
politician, ambassador, and lyric poet credited with introducing the sonnet to 
English literature. Thomas followed his father to court after his education 
at St John's College, Cambridge.  
 
Entering the King's service, he was entrusted with many important 
diplomatic missions. In public life his principal patron was Thomas Cromwell, 
after whose death he was recalled from abroad and imprisoned (1541). 
Though subsequently acquitted and released, shortly thereafter he died.  

 
 
Whoso list to hunt, I know where is an hind, 

But as for me, hélas28, I may no more. 

The vain travail hath wearied me so sore, 

I am of them that farthest cometh behind. 

Yet may I by no means my wearied mind 

Draw from the deer, but as she fleeth afore 

Fainting I follow. I leave off therefore, 

Sithens in a net I seek to hold the wind29. 

Who list her hunt, I put him out of doubt, 

As well as I may spend his time in vain. 

And graven with diamonds in letters plain 

There is written, her fair neck round about: 

29 Attempting to woo her is like catching the wind in a net: a helpless cause. 

28 Alas. 
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Noli me tangere30, for Caesar's I am, 

And wild for to hold, though I seem tame. 

 

 
Structured Discussion  

How do Hurston and Wyatt present the idea of courtship in Chapter 11 and “Whose List to Hunt”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following extract is from Chapter 12 and illustrates the choice that Janie is making in reference to her 
continuing relationship with Tea Cake.  Hurston also explores the issue of her character openly taking a risk 
on Tea Cake as all do who get married.  

 

 

30 Don’t touch me for I belong to Caesar 
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“Folks seen you out in colours31 and dey thinks you ain’t payin’ de right amount uh respect tuh yo’ dead 
husband.”  

“Ah ain’t grievin’ so why do Ah hafta mourn? Tea Cake love me in blue, so Ah wears it.  

Jody ain’t never in his life picked out no colour for me. De world picked out black and white for mournin’, Joe 
didn’t. So Ah wasn’t wearin’ it for him. Ah was wearin’ it for de rest of y’all.”  

“But anyhow, watch yo’self, Janie, and don’t be took advantage of. You know how dese young men is wid older 
women. Most of de time dey’s after whut dey kin git, then dey’s gone lak uh turkey through de corn.”  

“Tea Cake don’t talk dat way. He’s aimin’ tuh make hisself permanent wid me. We done made up our mind tuh 
marry.”  

“Janie, you’se yo’ own woman, and Ah hope you know whut you doin’. Ah sho hope you ain’t lak uh 
possum—de older you gits, de less sense yuh got. Ah’d feel uh whole heap better  

’bout yuh if you wuz marryin’ dat man up dere in Sanford. He got somethin’ tuh put long side uh whut you got 
and dat make it more better. He’s endurable.” “Still and all Ah’d ruther be wid Tea Cake.”  

“Well, if yo’ mind is already made up, ’tain’t nothin’ nobody kin do. But you’se takin’ uh awful chance.”  

“No mo’ than Ah took befo’ and no mo’ than anybody else takes when dey gits married. It always changes 
folks, and sometimes it brings out dirt and meanness dat 
even de person didn’t know they had in ’em theyselves. You know dat. Maybe Tea Cake might turn out lak dat. 
Maybe not. Anyhow Ah’m ready and willin’ tuh try ’im.”  

31 Janie has ceased to wear the plain black associated with public displays of mourning, often used to signal to 
potential suitors not to approach due to the degree of time passed since the death of the spouse. 
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Robert Frost (March 26, 1874 – January 29, 1963) was an American poet. 
His work was initially published in England before it was published in the 
United States. Known for his realistic depictions of rural life and his 
command of American colloquial speech, Frost frequently wrote about 
settings from rural life in New England in the early 20th century, using them 
to examine complex social and philosophical themes. 
 
Frequently honoured during his lifetime, Frost is the only poet to receive 
four Pulitzer Prizes for Poetry. 

 

The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost 
 
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood32, 
And sorry I could not travel both 
And be one traveller, long I stood 
And looked down one as far as I could 
To where it bent in the undergrowth; 
 
Then took the other, as just as fair, 
And having perhaps the better claim, 
Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 
Though as for that the passing there 
Had worn them really about the same, 
 
And both that morning equally lay 
In leaves no step had trodden black. 
Oh, I kept the first for another day! 
Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 
I doubted if I should ever come back. 
 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 

32 The paths diverging is the central metaphor for choices we make in our life. 

102 
​  



OAT English curriculum​  “Their Eyes Were Watching God” – Teacher  Guide 

Somewhere ages and ages hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 
I took the one less travelled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following extract is from Chapter 14 and presents Tea Cake and Janie making the decision to move to the 
Everglades for work.  The idea of moving around from place to place in order to find work makes someone an 
“itinerant” worker. 
 

 

The very next day he burst into the room in high excitement. “Boss done bought out another man and want me 

down on de lake. He got houses fuh de first ones dat git dere. Less go!” 

They rattled nine miles in a borrowed car to the quarters that squatted so close that only the dyke separated 

them from great, sprawling Okeechobee33. Janie fussed around the shack making a home while Tea Cake 

planted beans. After hours they fished. Every now and then they’d run across a party of Indians in their 

long,narrow dug-outs calmly winning their living in the trackless ways of the ’Glades. Finally the beans were in. 

Nothing much to do but wait to pick them. Tea Cake picked his box a great deal for Janie, but he still didn’t have 

enough to do. No need of gambling yet. The people who were pouring in were broke. They didn’t come 

bringing money, they were coming to make some.34 

“Tell yuh whut, Janie, less buy us some shootin’ tools and go huntin’ round heah.” 

“Dat would be fine, Tea Cake, exceptin’ you know Ah can’t shoot. But Ah’d love tuh go wid you.” 

“Oh, you needs tuh learn how. ’Tain’t no need uh you not knowin’ how tuh handle shootin’tools. Even if you 

didn’t never find no game, it’s always some trashy rascal dat needs uh good killin’,” he laughed. “Less go intuh 

Palm Beach and spend some of our money.” 

34 Notice in this paragraph the choice of words from Hurston: “rattled”, “borrowed”, “squatted”, “shack” and 
“broke”.  They all convey a sense that Janie and Tea Cake are at the beginning of a journey together. 

33 A city in Florida, home of the second largest freshwater lake in the United States of America. 
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Structured Discussion  

-​ Having read Chapter 14 and looking closely at the extract above, in what ways in this life different from the 
one Janie had with Joe Starks? 

-​ Recall the poems Sympathy and My Little Dreams, do you think that Hurston is presenting Janie’s dreams 
as coming true or not? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Robert Browning (7 May 1812 – 12 December 1889) was an English 
poet and playwright whose dramatic monologues put him high among 
the Victorian poets. 
The Laboratory is a dramatic monologue narrated by a young woman 
in the presence of the unseen, silent figure of an apothecary who is 
preparing her a poison.  
 
The Gothic horror plot is simple; she plans to use it to kill her rivals at a 
nearby royal court, believing that the women who have usurped her 
think she is defeated and grieving. She is instead plotting their murder. The poem is included here as it 
explores the theme of jealousy: the emotion that Janie suffers from in Chapter 15. 

 

Now that I, tying thy glass mask tightly, 
May gaze thro’ these faint smokes curling whitely, 
As thou pliest thy trade in this devil’s-smithy— 
Which is the poison to poison her, prithee? 
 
He is with her, and they know that I know 
Where they are, what they do: they believe my tears 
flow 
While they laugh, laugh at me, at me fled to the 
drear 
Empty church, to pray God in, for them!—I am here. 
 
Grind away, moisten and mash up thy paste, 
Pound at thy powder,—I am not in haste! 

Quick—is it finished? The colour’s too grim! 
Why not soft like the phial’s, enticing and dim? 
Let it brighten her drink, let her turn it and stir, 
And try it and taste, ere she fix and prefer! 
 
What a drop! She’s not little, no minion like me— 
That’s why she ensnared him: this never will free 
The soul from those masculine eyes,—say, “no!” 
To that pulse’s magnificent come-and-go. 
 
For only last night, as they whispered, I brought 
My own eyes to bear on her so, that I thought 
Could I keep them one half minute fixed, she would 
fall, 
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Better sit thus and observe thy strange things, 
Than go where men wait me and dance at the 
King’s. 
 
That in the mortar—you call it a gum? 
Ah, the brave tree whence such gold oozings come! 
And yonder soft phial, the exquisite blue, 
Sure to taste sweetly,—is that poison too? 
 
Had I but all of them, thee and thy treasures, 
What a wild crowd of invisible pleasures! 
To carry pure death in an earring, a casket, 
A signet, a fan-mount, a filigree basket! 
 
Soon, at the King’s, a mere lozenge to give 
And Pauline should have just thirty minutes to live! 
But to light a pastile, and Elise, with her head 
And her breast and her arms and her hands, should 
drop dead! 

Shrivelled; she fell not; yet this does it all! 
 
Not that I bid you spare her the pain! 
Let death be felt and the proof remain; 
Brand, burn up, bite into its grace— 
He is sure to remember her dying face! 
 
Is it done? Take my mask off! Nay, be not morose; 
It kills her, and this prevents seeing it close: 
The delicate droplet, my whole fortune’s fee— 
If it hurts her, beside, can it ever hurt me? 
 
Now, take all my jewels, gorge gold to your fill, 
You may kiss me, old man, on my mouth if you will! 
But brush this dust off me, lest horror it brings 
Ere I know it—next moment I dance at the King’s! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following extract is taken from Chapter 15.  In it, Hurston explores how 
Janie experiences feelings of jealousy.   
 
“O beware, my lord, of jealousy; 
It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock the meat it feeds on.” 
(William Shakespeare’s Othello Act 3 Sc III) 

 

Janie learned what it felt like to be jealous. A little chunky girl took to picking a play out of Tea Cake in the fields 

and in the quarters. If he said anything at all, she’d take the opposite side and hit him or shove him and run 

away to make him chase her. Janie knew what she was up to—luring him away from the crowd. It kept up for 

two or three weeks with Nunkie getting bolder all the time. She’d hit Tea Cake playfully and the minute he so 

much as tapped her with his finger she’d fall against him or fall on the ground and have to be picked up. She’d 

be almost helpless. It took a good deal of handling to set her on her feet again. And another thing, Tea Cake 

didn’t seem to be able to fend her off as promptly as Janie thought he ought to. She began to be snappish a 

little. A little seed of fear was growing into a tree. Maybe someday Tea Cake would weaken. Maybe he had 

already given secret encouragement, and this was Nunkie’s way of bragging about it. Other people began to 

notice too, and that put Janie more on a wonder. 

 

Structured Discussion 

-​ Why do you think Janie is jealous in this chapter? 
-​ What does Janie plan to do about it?  Is she as extreme as the speaker in Browning’s poem? 
-​ How does Hurston use the field as a metaphor for Janie’s ‘blind’ jealousy? 
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The following extract from Chapter 16 presents the character of Mrs Turner.  Hurston uses the character to 
explore the issue of colourism in the novel.  Mrs Turner takes a liking to Janie due to the lighter skin that 
Janie has and conversely does not like Tea Cake because of his darker skin.   

 
 

Mrs. Turner was a milky sort of a woman that belonged to child-bed. Her shoulders rounded a little, and she 

must have been conscious of her pelvis because she kept it stuck out in front of her so she could always see it. 

Tea Cake made a lot of fun about Mrs. Turner’s shape behind her back. He claimed that she had been shaped 

up by a cow kicking her from behind. 

She was an ironing board with things throwed at it. Then that same cow took and stepped in her mouth when 

she was a baby and left it wide and flat with her chin and nose almost meeting. 

But Mrs. Turner’s shape and features were entirely approved by Mrs. Turner. Her nose was slightly pointed and 

she was proud. Her thin lips were an ever delight to her eyes. Even her buttocks in bas-relief were a source of 

pride. To her way of thinking all these things set her aside from Negroes. That was why she sought out Janie to 

friend with. Janie’s coffee-and-cream complexion and her luxurious hair made Mrs. Turner forgive her for 

wearing overalls like the other women who worked in the fields. She didn’t forgive her for marrying a man as 

dark as Tea Cake, but she felt that she could remedy that. That was what her brother was born for. 

She seldom stayed long when she found Tea Cake at home, but when she happened to drop in and catch Janie 

alone, she’d spend hours chatting away. Her disfavorite subject was Negroes. 

 

Structured Discussion  
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-​ How does Hurston explore Mrs Turner’s racism in the chapter?   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In this extract from Chapter 17, the reader does not hear Janie’s voice because it is the only one in which 
Hurston does not include her perspective of events.  In the following lines, Tea Cake describes the relationship 
he has with Janie. 

 
 

“Mah Janie is uh high time woman and useter things. Ah didn’t git her outa de middle uh de road. Ah got her 

outa uh big fine house. Right now she got money enough in de bank tuh buy up dese ziggaboos35 and give ’em 

away.” 

“Hush yo’ mouf! And she down heah on de muck lak anybody else!” 

“Janie is wherever Ah wants tuh be. Dat’s de kind uh wife she is and Ah love her for it. Ah wouldn’t be knockin’ 

her around. Ah didn’t wants to whup36 her last night, but ol’ Mis’ Turner done sent for her brother tuh come 

tuh bait Janie in and take her way from me. Ah didn’t whup Janie ’cause she done nothin’. Ah beat her tuh 

show dem Turners who is boss. Ah set in de kitchen one day and heard dat woman tell mah wife Ah’m too 

black fuh her37. She don’t see how Janie can stand me.” 

37 Tea Cake realises that Mrs Tyler dislikes him due to how dark his skin is, compared with Janie’s lighter skin. 

36 Tea Cake describes that he did want to “whup” her, to beat her, but was forced to because of the pressure 
exerted by Mrs Tyler. 

35 This is a derogatory term used to describe an African – American individual.  In this context, Tea Cake is 
describing them as idiots and that Janie has enough money to buy them all out. 
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Structured Discussion 

-​ Consider the idea of power in relationships.  Re-read the extract again and consider who you think is the 
most, and least powerful of the characters. 

-​ Having read the chapter, rank the characters once more, justifying your ideas. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Section 4: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 4 The Emergence of Janie: Reading Fluency Texts 

The following newspaper article was published in “The Guardian” in 2019 and was written by Kaitlyn 
Greenidge.  It explores the theme of colourism.   
 
Colourism is the existence of prejudice and discrimination within the black community.  It can be seen in 
Hurston’s novel with the attitudes and behaviours in the character of Mrs Tyler who is antagonistic toward 
Tea Cake due to his dark skin. 

 
“Why black people discriminate among ourselves: the toxic legacy of colourism.” 

Published in “The Guardian” 9th April 2019, by Kaitlyn Greenidge. 

My grandmother was a great beauty. Everybody said so. 

“Like a black Elizabeth Taylor,” was the comment heard most often, because her eyes looked violet in some 

light. She had a perfect hourglass figure, large clear eyes, a tiny waist, long slim hands, a killer sense of dress 

and smooth dark skin. 

The only trait I shared with her was her skin colour. My mother always spoke of this with pride. It was a 

treasure to be kept whole through diligent care – applications of thick, pasty Eucerin lotion, which used to 

come in a tub, worked into the skin as it melted down and made everything smooth and shiny. My 
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grandmother used the silkier Nivea instead – kept on the dresser in her all-white bedroom, applied throughout 

the day. The smell of it still reminds me of the elegance of her life. 

That dark skin was the most beautiful was the logic of my family. Growing up, all my Barbies and baby dolls had 

skin as dark as mine. This was my mother’s conscious choice. She stocked our bookshelves with black children’s 

books, bought toys and games with black characters. She worked hard to make sure our home was a place 

where blackness was always celebrated. She was keenly aware, as the mother of three black girls, how the 

world would treat us, regardless of our varying shades. 

Looking back, I think this probably had to do with her own skin colour – my mother was much lighter than my 

grandmother, with a spray of freckles across her nose. In my grandmother’s house, my mother’s high school 

portrait sat on the mantle – it was a photograph retouched with oil. The painter had lightened my mother’s 

skin to an anaemic greyish yellow, given her green eyes, and thinned her nose. “He thought she was Italian,” I 

remember my grandmother telling me, as explanation. My mother hated that picture, the erasure of her 

blackness. I haven’t seen it since my grandmother died. 

Growing up in the supportive environment my mother created for us, I assumed into early adulthood that 

colourism was a thing of the past. Colourism – the prejudice based on skin tone, usually with a marked 

preference for lighter-skinned people – was something I read about in novels. It seemed quaint, like pin curls or 

cellophane. There was a slight troubling when I would watch TV shows such as Martin or movies like Coming to 

America, and the love interest was always light and the girls my colour were shrews – too fast, too forward, too 

sarcastic to be loved. But at least these were movies with people who looked like me, and it hurt less to ignore 

my misgivings and just enjoy seeing a woman like myself on the screen, even if she was there only for the 

protagonist to screw his face up at in disgust. 

For reassurance that these scenarios were just fiction, all I had to do was look at my grandparents’ marriage – 

my grandmother as dark as me and my grandfather, who adored her, much lighter. It is a sad and sobering fact 

to realize that colour – how dark or light you are perceived as being by a prospective partner, who most likely is 

someone of your own race – sometimes determines who in our communities is deemed deserving of romance. 

The question of desirability, of who we believe is worthy of love, is what led me to read more about colourism. 

In the last two years, I’ve been researching a novel about a young black woman living in 1870s New York City 

and Jacmel, Haiti, during Reconstruction. As I imagined her life, I realized how much colour would play into her 

experience. She is the dark-skinned daughter of a light-enough-to-pass bourgeois black woman, and the 

family’s background ensures her a place in the emerging black middle class, but her complexion keeps her from 

ever feeling truly welcome there. 

I went deeper into my colourism research, and what I found let me know that colourism is still alive and well. I 

started with the marriage market, and found out dark-skinned women are less likely to be married than 

lighter-skinned women. But colourism shows up in even starker ways: the difference in pay rates between 

darker-skinned and lighter-skinned men mirrors the differences in pay between whites and blacks. 

Darker-skinned women are given longer prison sentences than their light-skinned counterparts. And this 

discrimination starts young – if you are a dark-skinned girl, you are three times more likely to be suspended 

from school than your light skinned peers. 

Even more insidious, colourism even affects how we are remembered. Lighter-skinned black people are 

perceived to be more intelligent. Educated black people, regardless of their actual skin colour, are remembered 

by job interviewers as having lighter skin. 

The daily toll of living with colourism is inescapable. Darker-skinned people report higher experiences of 

microaggressions; heavier-set dark-skinned men report the highest levels of microaggressions. All of this affects 

our mental health and wellbeing. Darker-skinned black women report more physiological deterioration and 
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self-report worse health than lighter-skinned women. Taking all of this into account, I cannot help to think how 

the weight of history comes to bear on our daily living today. 

Wage and punishment inequity and our skewed perception by the professional world make more sense to me, 

because they operate on the cold logic of white supremacy. They are describing interactions with a wider, 

non-black world and take into account how both white and black people view skin colour. But the facts around 

relationships and dating don’t make any sense to me: given the relatively low rates of interracial marriage for 

black women in the US, we are talking about perceptions and prejudices within the black community – how we 

treat each other, our own internalized white supremacy. 

To understand colourism, perhaps, we have to understand self-perception. Margaret Hunter, a sociologist who 

published her findings on colourism, marriage and dating in black and Hispanic communities in the 1990s, 

noted, “Different communities define it differently. There’s no clear lines about those definitions. The best 

research tends to use colour palette to ask people how they see themselves. Because whether or not you say 

you’re light skin or dark skin is relative to your social context and that varies by what kind of community you 

live in.” 

I began to realize the importance of distinguishing between colourism as practiced by white power structures 

like courts, schools and businesses, and colourism as practiced within the black community, evidenced when 

we talk about marriage statistics and measurements of colour. 

The former seems easier for many black people to acknowledge. The latter is less explicitly talked about. To do 

so is to begin to unpack internalized white supremacy, something most people are unwilling to do because it 

can be so painful. 

When the conversations do arise, they often get stuck on personal experiences – the proverbial light-skinned 

girl who claims all the girls hated her in junior high, or the dark-skinned girl who says the same. Rarely do we 

point to how these experiences are part of a long, complicated history. But if we can trace the origins of 

colourism we can perhaps begin to find a way to heal from it. 

 

As long as colourism has existed in our communities, there has been a vested interest in denying its existence. 

The term does not appear until 1983. It is widely credited to Alice Walker, in her classic womanist text In Search 

of our Mothers’ Gardens. Before that, black Americans used other terms, like “colourstruck” or “colorphobia”. 

It is significant that an attempt to define this phenomenon came from black womanist theory, a field of 

scholarship that attempts to link the knotty legacies of race, gender, exploitation and self-actualization. And it 

makes sense that Walker would deem colourism worthy of study since its effect is keenly felt by black women 

due to its ties to perceived attractiveness, femininity and sexuality. 

But what had kept black people from naming it for so long, and what keeps us from talking about it now? The 

history of this denial was a driving question for me. 

Colourism is not just an American phenomenon. It’s global. Skin bleaching cream is sold in majority-black or 

people of colour countries throughout the world. The most far-reaching conversations I’ve had about it have 

been with women of colour. 

I am friends with the writers Tanaïs and Mira Jacob. Although they are not African American, their communities 

– Jacob identifies as Indian American, Tanaïs as Bangladeshi American – have their own versions of colourism. 

In text chains that started as check-ins about how to navigate life as writers, we talked about the expectations 

of performing gratitude and overworking, and we each began to link this to our experiences as dark-skinned 

women in our respective communities. 
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We talked about how it affected who we tried to date, how easily we were underestimated, how often we 

were expected to work for free, be grateful, be humble, and the intense backlash that we each experienced 

when we didn’t act accordingly. 

We talked about who was respected for their craft, who was deemed a literary darling, and who was not. 

“Have you ever noticed, the women of colour writers who are championed as ingenues or geniuses are almost 

always light-skinned?” A question I typed out into the thread, knowing it was a place to be able to unpack and 

figure out the complications around these feelings. 

Recently, I wrote to them: “What makes this all so hard to talk about is the internalized white supremacy. If 

white people disappeared from the planet tomorrow, colourism would still exist in our communities, and that 

is maybe the most painful part. Why people would rather say it isn’t real.” 

To try to answer this question, I began to research the roots of colourism in the US. As far as I can tell, it starts, 

like so much of our culture, in the system of chattel slavery. In the US, unlike in other systems of slavery in 

other time periods, to be a slave meant you were legally a nonperson – unable to enter into legal contracts like 

marriage or land ownership, and not considered a citizen. Whiteness meant that blackness meant a person was 

property. Slavery was inherited, and whether or not you were considered a slave was dependent on the status 

of your mother. This system ensured that white male slave owners who had children with the black women 

they enslaved contributed to their own wealth. 

Under this system, proximity to whiteness could increase your chances for freedom. If you had a white father, 

and more importantly, if you “looked” white, the easier you could potentially claim some sort of freedom. 

In the US, our current understanding of colourism, though, stems from the decades directly after slavery, when 

everyone was theoretically free and a citizen regardless of race. This meant the amount of color in skin, not just 

skin color, became paramount for whites to maintain social and economic control. The one-drop rule – that 

even one distant black relative meant a person was black, or at least, most definitely, “not white” – increasingly 

became a way to define people. 

 

This is not to suggest that during slavery there was some sort of pan-racial understanding of colour. Only that 

before widespread emancipation, there was some leeway in defining mixed-race people’s heritage. The most 

famous example of this is the history of the creole communities of New Orleans, Louisiana, and Charleston, 

South Carolina – spaces where the descendants of black enslaved women and white slave owners could 

establish their own communities as free people of colour. This leeway gradually disappeared in the latter half of 

the 19th century, as legalized segregation hardened into the daily realities of every American. 

As more black people obtained freedom after the civil war, and began establishing newspapers – vibrant spaces 

to define and keep record of what it meant to be this new thing, a black citizen of the US – some of the African 

American newspapers struggled to call colourism exactly what it was. 

In Aristocrats of Color: The Black Elite, 1880-1920, released in 2000, author Willard B Gatewood notes that 

darker-skinned reporters pointed out that black churches were often divided by colour and that political 

positions and government positions were won based on complexion. In contrast, those in the upper classes 

insisted that there was no preference at play, pointing to the existence of working-class and poor light-skinned 

people as proof that color did not directly correlate to an unfair advantage. 

The debate, mired in frustration and denial, mirrors conversations around colourism and privilege today. 

In the decades after emancipation, the debate shifted from how it felt to experience colourism (usually 

arguments made by darker-skinned, middle- and working-class writers) to whether or not it actually existed (a 

point usually made by upper-class writers, some of whom were able to “pass” as white). 
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Gatewood quotes Nannie H Burroughs, a dark-skinned civil rights activist and educator, remarked in a 1904 

speech as saying: “Many Negroes have colorphobia as badly as the white folks have Negrophobia.” She 

continued: “The white man who crosses the line and leaves an heir is doing a favour for some black man who 

would marry the most debased woman, whose only stock in trade is her colour, in preference for the most 

royal queen in ebony.” 

Compare this with one of Burroughs’ contemporaries, the light-skinned Alice Dunbar Nelson. Both Burroughs 

and Nelson were schoolteachers, but Burroughs was denied a place in DC public schools because she was 

dark-skinned, while Nelson flourished. 

Famous for marrying the much darker-skinned poet Paul Laurence Dunbar, Dunbar Nelson identified as both an 

African American author and activist and was deeply conflicted around the subject of colour. 

he did attempt to write about her complicated feelings; in her essay Brass Ankles she described the 

persecution she believed she experienced from other children growing up and from dark-skinned teachers in 

her workplace. “To complain would be only to bring upon themselves another storm of abuse and fury,” she 

wrote. But the essay was unpublished – Dunbar Nelson did not want to publish it under her own name and 

black journals refused to publish it under a pseudonym. 

And so again, we fell into another silence. 

I think about these two women – the outspokenness of Burroughs and Dunbar Nelson, obsessed with color but 

self-aware enough to avoid talking about it in public. I wonder where that shame originates, and trace it, for 

Americans back, to the origin of the variety of skin colours in our community. You cannot separate the often 

painful stereotypes of colourism from misogyny, in part because of the fundamental fact that light-skinned 

black people’s heritage in the US stems from the practice of sexual slavery, sexual abuse and sexual exploitation 

inherent in American slavery. 

 

 

This profound trauma explains, to me at least, why this discussion is suffused in so much denial. 

I am not sure how we get free from the trap of colourism, but as with most things in life, I know it begins with 

being able to talk about it openly. When I was a child, the love and pride my grandmother took in her color, the 

assumption of dignity and elegance, was an unspoken guide to how to navigate the world. 

But I think the time has come to be explicit in our strategies, to have the difficult conversations, to 

acknowledge when they make us uncomfortable, or remind us of our own individual pain. To have your life 

dictated by something you are not even allowed to name is a special kind of cruelty. The way to begin to 

combat it is to try to speak about it. 
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John Ernst Steinbeck Jr. (February 27, 1902 – December 20, 1968) was an 
American author and the 1962 Nobel Prize in Literature winner.   During his 
writing career, he authored 33 books, with one book coauthored alongside 
Edward Ricketts, including 16 novels, six non-fiction books, and two collections of 
short stories. He is widely known for the comic novels Tortilla Flat (1935) and 
Cannery Row (1945), the multi-generation epic East of Eden (1952), and the 
novellas The Red Pony (1933) and Of Mice and Men (1937). 
 
In Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck explores the tragedies and loneliness experienced 
by those in middle-America during the Great Depression. 
In the extract which follows, Steinbeck describes the ‘bunkhouse’, a setting where itenerant workers would 
stay after a day of working on the farm. 

 
 

Extract from Chapter 2 from Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men 

THE bunk house was a long, rectangular building. Inside, the walls were whitewashed and the floor unpainted. 

In three walls there were small, square windows, and in the fourth, a solid door with a wooden larch. Against 

the walls were eight bunks, five of them made up with blankets and the other three showing their burlap 

ticking. Over each bunk there was nailed an apple box with the opening forward so that it made two shelves 

for the personal belongings of the occupant of the bunk. And these shelves were loaded with little articles soap 

and talcum powder, razors and those Western magazines ranch men love to read and scoff at and secretly 

believe. And there were medicines on the shelves, and little vials, combs; and from nails on the box sides, a few 

neckties. Near one wall there was a black cast-iron stove, its stovepipe going straight up through the ceiling. In 

the middle of the room stood a big square table littered with playing cards, and around it were grouped boxes 

for the players to sit on.  
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At about ten o’clock in the morning the sun threw a bright dust-laden bar through one of the side windows, 

and in and out of the beam flies shot like rushing stars. 

 

Possible Structured Discussion 

What type of accommodation is this?  What inferences can you make about how valued the workers were 

during the 1930’s in America when this novel is set? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[from "Between Laughter and Tears," a review by Richard Wright; The New Masses, 5 October 1937:] 

It is difficult to evaluate Waters Turpin's These Low Grounds and Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eyes Were 

Watching God. This is not because there is an esoteric meaning hidden or implied in either of the two novels; 

but rather because neither of the two novels has a basic idea or theme that lends itself to significant 

interpretation.  

Miss Hurston seems to have no desire whatever to move in the direction of serious fiction. . . .Their Eyes Were 

Watching God is the story of Zora Neale Hurston's Janie who, at sixteen, married a grubbing farmer at the 

anxious instigation of her slave-born grandmother. The romantic Janie, in the highly-charged language of Miss 

Hurston, longed to be a pear tree in blossom and have a "dust-bearing bee sink into the sanctum of a bloom; 

the thousand sister-calyxes arch to meet the love embrace."  

Restless, she fled from her farmer husband and married Jody, an up-and-coming Negro business man who, in 

the end, proved to be no better than her first husband. After twenty years of clerking for her self-made Jody, 

Janie found herself a frustrated widow of forty with a small fortune on her hands. Tea Cake, "from in and 

through Georgia," drifted along and, despite his youth, Janie took him. For more than two years they lived 

happily; but Tea Cake was bitten by a mad dog and was infected with rabies. One night in a canine rage Tea 

Cake tried to murder Janie, thereby forcing her to shoot the only man she had ever loved. 

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.  
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Her characters eat and laugh and cry and work and kill; they swing like a pendulum eternally in that safe and 

narrow orbit in which America likes to see the Negro live: between laughter and tears.Turpin's faults as a writer 

are those of an honest man trying desperately to say something; but Zora Neale Hurston lacks even that 

excuse. The sensory sweep of her novel carries no theme, no message, no thought. In the main, her novel is 

not addressed to the Negro, but to a white audience whose chauvinistic tastes she knows how to satisfy. She 

exploits that phase of Negro life which is "quaint," the phase which evokes a piteous smile on the lips of the 

"superior" race. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 4: Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 4 The Emergence of Janie: Check your 

understanding  

1)​ What is Colourism? 

a)​  Racism felt by the black community caused by those outside of the black community. 

b)​  Racism felt by those outside the black community caused by those from the black 

community. 

c)​ Racism felt by the black community caused by those within the black community. 

 

2)​ What is the typical rhyme scheme of the Shakespearean sonnet form? 

a)​  AB AB CD CD EF EF GG 

b)​  AA BB CC DD EE FF GG 

c)​  ABA BCB CDC DED GG 

 

3)​ How many speakers are there in a dramatic monologue? 

a)​  ONE 

b)​  TWO 

c)​ THREE 

 

4)​ “The weight, the length, the glory was there.” How does Janie release her hair? 

a)​   She takes the clips out that are holding it up. 

b)​   She unties the hair tie that keeps it up. 

c)​   She takes the kerchief off from her head. 
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5)​ An epic blazon is….. 

a)​  An exaggerated physical description, praising beauty. 

b)​  An exaggerated physical description, celebrating victory in war. 

c)​  An exaggerated physical description, praising the skills of rhetoric. 

 

6)​ Who wrote of the ‘green eyed monster, jealousy’? 

a)​  John Donne 

b)​  Andrew Marvell 

c)​ William Shakespeare 

d)​  Christopher Marlowe 

 

 

7)​ An itinerant worker is someone who: 

a)​  Travels around the country looking for work 

b)​   Travels around the country as part of their work 

c)​   Travels around the country and works as part of their travelling. 

 

 

 

 

Section 4 Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 5 The Flood and Janie’s Strength 

Key questions 
Core knowledge Terminology & 

vocabulary 
Discussion, 
reading & 
writing 
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Big questions: 

How has 

Hurston used 

the natural 

world in 

Chapter 18, 

and other 

chapters to 

chart Janie’s 

life? 

How effective 
is Hurston’s 
use of the 
cyclical 
narrative? 
Is the 
structure itself 
a metaphor 
for what Janie 
learns? 
 

 

 
Key 

questions: 

Is Janie to 
blame for Tea 
Cake’s death? 
 
Should Janie 
go to prison? 
 

 

During Chapter 18, Hurston intentionally raises the levels of 
tension as the storm gradually builds around Janie and the 
other itinerant workers.   
Hurston uses structural shifts from the domestic setting 
within to the scene outside (zooming out) to contextualise 
and foreshadow the building threat. 
 
The storm can be viewed as foreshadowing the next challenge 
/ existential threat to Janie in the death of Tea Cake. 
 
Remember that because of the frame narrative, the reader 
knows that Janie must survive, she is after all telling the story 
so there is a limit to the degree of tension the reader 
experiences. 
 
Hurston returns to her square toed personification of Death in 
Chapter 19 and this allows the reader space to dwell on the 
sympathy for Janie in light of Tea Cake’s death and the 
ensuing trial.   
 
The metaphor that Hurston employs through the coffins is a 
painful one: even in death there is disparity, space which 
exists even for those with faith before God.  It is ugly and 
because of the grotesqueness of it, is likely to be a correct 
summation of reality. 
 
Chapter 20 undergoes many structural shifts from Hurston 
and concludes with Janie being comforted with the memories 
of her (loving) life with Tea Cake. 
 
Students should be made aware of the ways in which the 
novel concludes with a chapter at the same point in time and 
place at which it began: with Janie in conversation with 
Pheoby.  This cyclical narration aptly concludes the frame 
narrative. 
 
Texts: -  

-​ Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale 

Hurston Chapters 18-20 

-​ The Ark Before Noah: Decoding the Story of the Flood 

by Irving Finkel – review | History books | The 

Guardian  

-​ Critical Reception of Their Eyes Were Watching God 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Terminology 

Pathetic fallacy 

Personification 

Authorial 

purpose 

Foreshadowing  

Narrative voice 

Cyclical 

narratives 

Structural shifts 

Dynamic 

character 

Vocabulary 

Juxtaposition 

The Flood myth 

Characterisation 

Representation 

Gender 

Janie 

Hurston 

Tea Cake 

 

Structured 

discussions: 

What 

moments 

can you 

remember 

when 

Hurston uses 

the natural 

world as a 

metaphor 

for Janie? 

What do you 

think the 

title means? 

How does 

Hurston use 

coffins as a 

metaphor 

for 

prejudice? 

 

 

Couch to 5 k 

writing:  

What do you 

think the 

title means? 

 

 

 

 

Expert knowledge 
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Hurston uses the characterisation of Janie to explore the issue of temperance and constancy. 
Bearing in mind the tumultuous nature of her life: the loveless marriage to Logan Killicks, the oppressive abusive 
relationship with Jody, the Flood and untimely death of Tea Cake it would not be a surprise to see Hurston portray 
a sense of sadness in Janie.  However, she is presented as forward looking and determined to remain independent, 
happy in the memories of happiness that Tea Cake provided. 
 
The imagery which concludes Janie’s tale depicts her walking slowly around the empty house.  The depiction of 
Janie’s reflections have a cinematic quality and there is a strong sense of America being represented as a place of 
healing for Janie’s trauma.  This representation challenges aspects of the American Dream in that, typically the 
Dream was focussed on aspects of commercial competition and not the idea of the individual finding a place, and 
peace in society.  In this aspect, Hurston represents the American Dream as a locus for the African – American 
community to find a place and within this place, economic security which does not rest upon the verisimilitude of 
the ruling patriarchy.  It is no coincidence that Janie’s life starts as a search for economic stability through an 
arranged marriage to Logan Killicks.  It concludes however with no search for a white (or black) saviour. 
 
For Hurston, Janie’s concluding presentation – a confident, self-assured, independent if chastened woman by dint 
of her experience– is one which is uncommon in literature in the 1930’s, especially for African-American women.  
Janie’s narration – bold, colourful, filled with metaphor and lyricism – is itself a metaphor for the voices which 
Hurston clearly believes were being subsumed and consumed by a white dominated patriarchal society. 

 

​
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Section 4 Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 5 The Flood and Janie’s Strength: Annotated Texts 

The following extract is from Chapter 18 and is noteworthy for the inclusion of the title. 
This is the moment at which the storm encroaches onto the itinerant workers’ camp.  Although many had left 
the camp, fearing the approaching storm, Tea Cake and Janie remain, believing themselves to be able to 
withstand it.  It is an interesting moment in that Tea Cake finally realises how closely Janie is allied to him.  
The very moment he understands how much she loves him is the same moment at which he is to be taken 
away from her.  Hurston’s use of balance between love and fate in the episode is painfully exquisite and is a 
wonderful moment to explore with a class of students through structured discussion. 

 
 

“Thanky, Ma’am. But ’sposing you wuz tuh die, now. You wouldn’t git mad at me for draggin’ yuh heah?” 

“Naw. We been tuhgether round two years. If you kin see de light at daybreak, you don’t keer if you die at dusk. 

It’s so many people never seen de light at all. Ahwuz fumblin’ round and God opened de door.” 

He dropped to the floor and put his head in her lap. “Well then, Janie, you meant whut you didn’t say, ’cause 

Ah never knowed you wuz so satisfied wid me lak dat.  Ah kinda thought—”38 

The wind came back with triple fury, and put out the light for the last time. They sat in company with the 

others in other shanties, their eyes straining against crude walls and their souls asking if He meant to measure 

their puny might against His. They seemed to be staring at the dark, but their eyes were watching God.39 

As soon as Tea Cake went out pushing wind in front of him, he saw that the wind and water had given life to 

lots of things that folks think of as dead and given death to so much that had been living things. Water 

everywhere. Stray fish swimming in the yard. Three inches more and the water would be in the house. Already 

in some. He decided to try to find a car to take them out of the ’Glades before worse things happened. He 

turned back to tell Janie about it so she could be ready to go. 

39 Challenge the students to consider the impact of the comma placement here: it separates the awful sense of 
oblivion of the darkness from the embrace of love for those who have faith. What is also useful to consider is 
that the observers were unaware that they were watching God whilst staring into the darkness. 

38 It is suggested that a pause occurs here to explore the connotations of Tea Cake laying his head on Janie’s lap: 
as a child, as a vulnerable lover. 
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Structured Discussion  

“Their eyes were watching God” – what does this mean to you? 
 
Janie says that God opened a door when Tea Cake came into her life, what does Hurston mean by this 
metaphor? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following extracts are from Chapter 19 and concern the fall out from the flooding.  The chapter opens 
with the introduction of the personified Death and the others chart how the bodies were dealt with.  The 
final moment is the conversation between Tea Cake, the doctor and Janie. 

 

And then again Him-with-the-square-toes40 had gone back to his house. He stood once more and again in his 

high flat house without sides to it and without a roof with his soulless sword standing upright in his hand. His 

pale white horse had galloped over waters, and thundered over land. The time of dying was over. It was time to 

bury the dead. 

… 

“Shucks! Nobody can’t tell nothin’ ’bout some uh dese bodies, de shape dey’s in. Can’t tell whether dey’s white 

or black.” The guards had a long conference over that. After a while they came back and told the men, “Look at 

they hair, when you cain’t tell no other way. And don’t lemme ketch none uh y’all dumpin’ white folks, and 

don’t be wastin’ no boxes on coloured. They’s too hard tuh git holt of right now.”41 

… 

“Dawg bit ’im, did you say?” 

“Aw twudn’t nothin’ much, doctah. It wuz all healed over in two three days,” Tea Cake said impatiently.  

“Dat been over uh month ago, nohow. Dis is somethin’ new, doctah. Ah figgers de water is yet bad. It’s bound 

tuh be. Too many dead folks been in it fuh it tuh be good tuh drink fuh uh long time. Dat’s de way Ah figgers it 

anyhow.”  

“All right, Tea Cake. Ah’ll send you some medicine and tell Janie how tuh take care of you. Anyhow, Iwant you in 

a bed by yo’self until you hear from me. Just you keep Janie out of yo’ bed for awhile, hear? Come on out to the 

car with me, Janie. I want to send Tea Cake some pills to take right away.” 

41 The casual racism in the reference in ensuring coffins are not “wasted” on black individuals is included as a 
way to normalise the institutional blockades and walls that were used by society to surround and contain the 
black community. 

40 Hurston uses “square toes” throughout the novel to represent the personification of Death.  In starting the 
chapter with his introduction, the reader understands the foreshadowing and the narrative concerns itself with 
how, rather than if Tea Cake will die. 
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Structured Discussion  

-​ How does Hurston use coffins as a metaphor for racial prejudice in this chapter? 
-​ Why does Hurston start the chapter with a detailed, personified description of death? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following extract is from Chapter 20 and presents the conclusion of the novel. 
 

 

Soon everything around downstairs was shut and fastened. Janie mounted the stairs with her lamp. The light in 

her hand was like a spark of sun-stuff washing her face in fire. Her shadow behind fell black and headlong 

down the stairs. Now, in her room, the place tasted fresh again. The wind through the open windows had 

broomed out all the fetid feeling of absence and nothingness. She closed in and sat down. Combing road-dust 

out of her hair. 

Thinking. 

The day of the gun, and the bloody body, and the courthouse came and commenced to sing a sobbing sigh out 

of every corner in the room; out of each and every chair and thing. 

Commenced to sing, commenced to sob and sigh, singing and sobbing. Then Tea Cake came prancing around 

her where she was and the song of the sigh flew out of the window and lit in the top of the pine trees42. Tea 

Cake, with the sun for a shawl. Of course he wasn’t dead. He could never be dead until she herself had finished 

feeling and thinking. The kiss of his memory made pictures of love and light against the wall. Here was peace.  

Pulled it from around the waist of the world and draped it over her shoulder. So much of life in its meshes! She 

called in her soul to come and see. 

42 Hurston combines a range of metaphors akin to poetry in the ways in which she presents Janie’s new life and 
the ways in which the memories of Tea Cake are retained and live in her life. 
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Structured Discussion  

-​ Re-read the ending of the novel and re-examine the final four lines. 
-​ What do you think the feeling, the tone of these final lines are? 
-​ In what ways has Janie changed from when she spoke to her Nanny for the first time about marrying 

Logan Killicks? 
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Section 4 Their Eyes Were Watching God – Unit 5 The Flood and Janie’s Strength: Reading Fluency Texts 

The Ark Before Noah: Decoding the Story of the Flood by Irving Finkel – review 

The story of the ark, and animals 'two by two', is so much older than the Bible: why was the myth appropriated? 

Tom Holland 

As Scott Franklin, producer of the forthcoming Russell Crowe epic Noah, has correctly pointed out, the story of the flood "is a 

very short section of the Bible with a lot of gaps". Unsurprisingly then, people have always been keen to fill them in. The rabbis 

laid claim to secret information that Noah had been kept so busy feeding the animals in his care that he didn't get to bed for a 

year. Bishop Ussher, in the 17th century, calculated that the flood had taken place in 2349 BC. Expeditions continue to be made 

to the slopes of Mount Ararat, in a perennially optimistic quest for the Ark's remains. Even Hollywood producers like to insist that 

their elaborations of Genesis are true to the original narrative. "We didn't really deviate from the Bible," Franklin has boasted, 

"despite the six-armed angels." 

But was the story of the flood original to the Bible at all? We know that it was not. This first became apparent a century and a 

half ago, in a room above the secretary's office in the British Museum. It was there in 1872 that George Smith, a self-taught 

Assyriologist working among the thousands of ancient clay tablets brought back to Bloomsbury from Iraq, made a sensational 

discovery: a version of the flood story written in cuneiform. So overwhelmed was he by the implications of his find that he 

immediately leapt to his feet, ran around the room, and started taking off his clothes. His excitement, to the Christian elite of 

Victorian Britain, appeared only mildly overstated. When Smith presented his discovery at a public meeting shortly afterwards, 

both Gladstone, then prime minister, and the Archbishop of Canterbury were in the audience. Everybody listening to him 

understood that a thrilling – and, to the devout, faintly alarming – vista of research had been opened up. "I believe," as 

Gladstone observed with studied ambivalence, "we shall be permitted to know a great deal more than our forefathers in respect 

of the early history of mankind." 

And so it has proved. Over the years, cuneiform flood tablets have continued to turn up. Three distinct Mesopotamian 

incarnations of the myth have now been identified, one recorded in Sumerian and two in Akkadian. It has become clear that the 

tale of a universal flood was widespread in Mesopotamia for an entire millennium and a half before the hapless Judaeans, 

defeated in the early 6th century BC by Nebuchadnezzar, were dragged away from their smoking cities into exile, there to weep 

beside the rivers of Babylon. Now, courtesy of Irving Finkel, the British Museum's eminence grise of cuneiform studies, there 

comes a further clinching piece of evidence: a tablet that actually describes animals entering an ark "two by two". Not only that, 

but it offers startlingly precise specifications on how best to construct one. An ark, so the tablet instructs us, should properly be 

circular in shape, have an area of 3,600 metres, and be fashioned out of plant fibre. All those living in the Somerset Levels may 

wish to take note. 

Although, disappointingly, spontaneous stripteases do not seem to have been a feature of his own find, Finkel's account of how 

he came by the tablet – featuring as it does an enigmatic collector who once starred as Doughnut in the 1970s children's show 

Here Come the Double Deckers – is wryly and entertainingly told.  

Even so, it does not take him long to broaden out his focus. The tablet, for much of the book, in effect plays the role of a 

MacGuffin. Finkel's real passion is less the story of the flood than the script in which it is written. "Cuneiform!" he declaims 

rhapsodically. "The world's oldest and hardest writing, older by far than any alphabet, written by long-dead Sumerians and 

Babylonians over more than 3,000 years, and as extinct by the time of the Romans as any dinosaur. What a challenge! What an 

adventure!" 

 

Finkel's excitement is entirely understandable. As his own and Smith's examples both demonstrate, the ability to decipher 

cuneiform is one that gives to those rare few possessed of it a heady privilege: the prospect of making remarkable discoveries in 

texts that have been unread for millennia. Such is Finkel's desperation to convey to those unversed in Sumerian or Akkadian just 

how thrilling this can be that he reaches for metaphor after metaphor. An undeciphered clay-tablet is described by him as 

variously a potato waiting to be harvested, a sponge to be squeezed as tightly as possible and a bombshell that might go off at 
any minute. The great achievement of his book is to demonstrate not only how challenging he found it as a young man to master 
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cuneiform, but how richly rewarding the effort of his discipleship has been ever since. "I would go so far," he declares 

at one point, "to recommend Assyriology enthusiastically as a way of life". So might a rabbi enthuse about the Talmud. 

 

Small wonder, then, that Finkel should confess to a strong sense of fellow-feeling with the ancient scribes whose tablets he has 

devoted his life to reading. Cuneiform, so he poetically declares, is "a magic bridge to a long-dead world populated by 

recognisable fellow humans". But it is hard not to wonder whether perhaps Finkel might be pushing the claims of kinship a bit 

far. "And those ancient peoples," he writes of the Babylonians, "writing their tablets, looking at their world, crawling between 

heaven and earth … like us." Well – up to a point. It is certainly the case, as Finkel points out, that Babylon was a metropolis with 

high-rises, bankers and immigrants; but it was at the same time very different from London or New York. Kingship was its 

heartbeat; fish-garbed priests played out cultic rituals in its streets; its scholars laid claim to a heritage that reached back to the 

first fashioning of the world out of mud. Above all, it was a city whose people consciously aimed to set the rest of mankind in 

their shadow. "They shall eat up your harvest and your food," as the prophet Jeremiah despairingly expresssed it. "They shall eat 

up your sons and your daughters; they shall eat up your flocks and your herds; they shall eat up your vines and your fig trees; 

your fortified cities in which you trust they shall destroy with the sword." 

No one transported to a city such as Babylon could possibly fail to feel provincial. This, surely, is the context that best explains 

the biblical appropriation of the Mesopotamian flood myth. Finkel, following the Book of Daniel, has various Judaean exiles being 

taught cuneiform after induction into a "three-year teaching programme" – which, while perfectly plausible, hardly gets to grips 

with the likely dynamics of the transmission. The Judaeans were not graduate students in some Ivy League college, but the 

bewildered and embittered victims of superpower aggression. 

By plundering the heritage of Babylon, they were at once paying homage to its cultural prestige, and annexing it to their own 

ends. Just as Christians and Muslims would subsequently transform the biblical figure of Noah into a prefiguring of their own 

respective theodicies, so the Judaeans transformed the myths of their Babylonian overlords into something that would end up as 

Jewish. In Mesopotamia, where it was the custom to erect buildings over the remains of levelled ruins, the ancient past literally 

provided the foundations of new temples. In a similar manner, its legends were made to serve the self-mythologisation of the 

Jews. Some details of the flood tablet discovered by Finkel – the animals going in two by two, for instance – were cannibalised; 

others – the specifications of the ark's measurements, and the detail that the great ship had been round – were not. This, for me, 

is the real fascination of his find: the light it sheds on how a despised and defeated people won a victory over their conquerors so 

remarkable that it now gets to be commemorated by Russell Crowe. 

 

Structured Discussion  

What texts can you recall have used a flood as part of its narrative? 

How has the symbolism of the flood been used in Hurston’s novel?  How is it similar to or different from other texts? 
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Sample assessments 

Example of low stakes quiz 

Circle the correct answer  

Question A B C 
A metaphor is….? A direct comparison 

which is not literally 
correct 

A comparison using 
“like” or “as”.  

A four- line poem. 

A bildungsroman is…? A type of novel which 
describes the journey of 
a country over time. 

A novel about Ancient 
Rome. 

A type of novel which 
describes the journey of a 
character’s life over time. 

Foreshadowing is…? When the author repeats 
a metaphor for effect in 
the same paragraph. 

When the author 
prepares the reader for 
future events. 

When the author ends the 
text with a symbol. 

A volta is…? 
 

The moment at the end 
of the chapter. 

The half way point of a 
poem. 

A dramatic change in 
thought and/or emotion. 

An example of plosive alliteration is.? 
 

She sold sea shells. Billy barked at Bill. Carl crushed his car. 

An example of the fricative is…? Fred threw the frisbee. 
 

Facts are just that! “Fly off now!” 

Symbolism is…? When the author 
describes the weather. 

The use of pictures in 
settings. 

The use of things to 
represent ideas. 
 

An extended metaphor is…? When the metaphor is 
developed over time. 

When the metaphor 
becomes a simile. 

When the metaphor 
compares two things. 
 

A cyclical narrative is…? When the author uses 
bikes as metaphors. 

When the character goes 
on a physical journey. 

When the novel ends 
where it begins. 

A frame narrative is…? When one character tells 
the story. 

When a story is told and 
a further story is told 
within it, 

When the beginning, 
middle and end are told to 
the reader at the start. 

Personification is…? When something is given 
human qualities. 

When a human is given 
animal qualities. 

When a human is given 
qualities of the natural 
world. 

Pathetic fallacy is…? When an author 
describes something 
badly. 

When an author uses the 
setting to mirror feelings. 

When the author is 
intentionally misleading or 
wrong. 

Euphony is...? A term used to describe 
harsh sounding, 
aggressive words. 

A term used to describe 
Hell. 

A term used to describe 
soft sounding words. 

Dissonance is…? A term used to describe 
soft sounding words. 

A term used to describe 
Heaven. 

A term used to describe 
harsh sounding, aggressive 
words. 

Dialogue is…? What the characters say 
to one another. 

The description of what 
the characters say to one 
another. 

How the characters say 
their words. 
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Dialect is…? The way 

everyone speaks. 
The way all 

people in America speak. 
The way 

certain groups speak. 
 

 

 

 

 

Question Task Marks 
1 So the beginning of this was a woman and she had come back from burying the dead.  

 
Not the dead of sick and ailing with friends at the pillow and the feet. She had come back from the 
sodden and the bloated; the sudden dead, their eyes flung wide open in judgment.  
 
The people all saw her come because it was sundown. The sun was gone, but he had left his 
footprints in the sky. It was the time for sitting on porches beside the road. It was the time to hear 
things and talk. These sitters had been tongueless, earless, eyeless conveniences all day long.  
 
Mules and other brutes had occupied their skins. But now, the sun and the bossman were gone, so 
the skins felt powerful and human. They became lords of sounds and lesser things. They passed 
nations through their mouths. They sat in judgment. Seeing the woman as she was made them 
remember the envy they had stored up from other times. 
 
So they chewed up the back parts of their minds and swallowed with relish. They made burning 
statements with questions, and killing tools out of laughs. It was mass cruelty. A mood come alive.  
 
Words walking without masters; walking altogether like harmony in a song.  
“What she doin’ coming back here in dem overhalls?  
Can’t she find no dress to put on?—Where’s dat blue satin dress she left here in?—Where all dat 
money her husband took and died and left her?—What dat ole forty year ole ’oman doin’ wid her 
hair swingin’ down her back lak some young gal?—Where she left dat young lad of a boy she went 
off here wid?—Thought she was going to marry?—Where he left her?—What he done wid all her 
money?—Betcha he off wid some gal so young she ain’t even got no hairs—why she don’t stay in 
her class?—” 
 
Answer the following questions about the extract: 

a)​ Which phrase describes the victims of the flooding? 

b)​ Which emotion do those on the porch feel toward Janie? 

c)​ The book ends in the same place as it starts.  What is this technique called? 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 marks 

2 Write down three epithets to correctly describe Janie 
 

1 mark 

3 How does Jody Starks control Janie in their relationship? 
 

a)​ Write a thesis statement which addresses this question. 

b)​ Give two examples from your knowledge of the text to support your answer. 

 
 
 
3 marks 

4 Use tenor and vehicle to analyse the following metaphor which is taken from the extract above: 
 
They passed nations through their mouths. 

 
 
4 marks 

5 Give definitions for the following terms: 
a)​ Bildungsroman 

b)​ Dialect 
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c)​ Dialogue 

d)​ Frame narrative 

e)​ Mirror Stage 

f)​ Cyclical Structure 

g)​ Pathetic fallacy 

h)​ Foreshadowing 

i)​ Simile 

j)​ Personification 

 
 
 
 
 
 
1 mark 
each up 
to 10 
marks 

6 Suggest two epithets of the speaker in “The Laboratory” by Robert Browning 
 

2 marks 

7  Write the correct definition for each of the words below: 
a.​ What does colourism mean? 

b.​ What does prejudice mean? 

c.​ What does the male gaze mean? 

 
 
 
6 marks 

8. Which myth does Hurston use towards the end of her novel? 
 

1 mark 

9 Write a paragraph explaining how the title of the book creates meaning, include the context of when 
it is used in the novel. 
 
Make sure you use 

-​ Reference to tenor 

-​ Reference to vehicle 

-​ Reference to ground 

-​ What you believe the moment in the book to be about 

-​ What you believe the book to be about in reference to its title 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10 marks 

 

Total: ____________ out of 40 marks 
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