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How it feels to be colored me is an evocative essay written by Zora Neale Hurston, a prominent
figure of the Harlem Renaissance. The essay, first published in 1928, captures Hurston's experiences
as an African American woman living in a racially divided America. Through her unique lens, she
explores themes of identity, race, and cultural pride, offering a personal reflection that resonates
with readers across generations. This article delves into the key themes, stylistic elements, and the
significance of Hurston's work in the context of her time and beyond.

Thematic Exploration

Identity and Self-Perception

At the heart of Hurston's essay is the exploration of identity. She shares her experiences of growing
up in Eatonville, Florida, a predominantly black town, where she felt a strong sense of belonging.
However, her perception shifted when she moved to a more racially diverse environment. Hurston
writes about the moment she became aware of her color, describing it as a transformative
experience. This awakening to her racial identity prompted her to reflect on how society viewed her.

- Personal Identity: Hurston emphasizes that her identity is not solely defined by her race. Instead,
she embraces her individuality, highlighting her talents and aspirations.
- Social Identity: She contrasts her experiences in a black community with those in a predominantly
white setting, illustrating the complexities of racial identity in America.

Racial Pride and Cultural Heritage

Hurston's essay also serves as a celebration of her cultural heritage. She proudly asserts her black
identity and the richness of African American culture. Hurston's love for jazz music, for instance,
symbolizes the vibrancy and creativity of black life.

- Cultural Expression: Through her anecdotes, she illustrates how culture is a source of joy and
resilience. She describes how music allows her to connect with her community and express her
emotions.
- Pride in Heritage: Hurston’s assertion that she is unashamed of her color reflects a broader
narrative of racial pride that was emerging during the Harlem Renaissance.



The Complexity of Race Relations

In "How It Feels to Be Colored Me," Hurston candidly discusses the complexities of race relations in
America. She acknowledges the discrimination faced by African Americans but chooses to focus on
her resilience and strength.

- Discrimination and Resilience: While she does not shy away from discussing the prejudice she
encounters, her tone is defiant rather than victimized. She challenges the reader to understand her
perspective and to see her as more than just her race.
- The Duality of Experience: Hurston illustrates the duality of her experience—being a colored
woman in a predominantly white society. She navigates this world with a sense of humor and an
unwavering sense of self.

Stylistic Elements

Use of Language and Imagery

Hurston’s writing style is characterized by its lyrical quality and vivid imagery. She employs a
conversational tone that draws readers into her world, making her reflections feel personal and
relatable.

- Descriptive Language: Hurston uses rich descriptions to paint a picture of her experiences, from
the sounds of jazz music to the sights of her hometown. This imagery enhances the emotional depth
of her narrative.
- Metaphors and Symbolism: Throughout the essay, Hurston employs metaphors to convey her
feelings about race and identity. For example, she compares herself to a "brown bag" filled with
different colors, symbolizing the diversity of human experience.

Humor and Irony

Hurston’s use of humor adds a layer of complexity to her essay. She employs irony to critique
societal perceptions of race while also celebrating her unique identity.

- Witty Anecdotes: Her anecdotes often carry a humorous undertone, enabling her to address serious
topics in a light-hearted manner. This approach allows readers to engage with the subject matter
without feeling overwhelmed.
- Self-Irony: Hurston’s ability to laugh at herself and the absurdities of racial stereotypes
underscores her resilience and confidence in her identity.

Significance of Hurston's Work



Historical Context

Zora Neale Hurston's essay emerged during a pivotal time in American history. The Harlem
Renaissance was a cultural movement that sought to redefine the African American experience
through art, literature, and music. Hurston's work is significant for several reasons:

- Representation: As an African American woman in a male-dominated literary world, Hurston’s
voice was crucial in diversifying the narratives being told about black life in America.
- Cultural Legacy: Her celebration of black culture and heritage paved the way for future
generations of writers and artists to explore their identities and experiences.

Influence on Contemporary Discourse

The themes explored in "How It Feels to Be Colored Me" continue to resonate with contemporary
audiences. The essay invites reflection on the nature of identity, race, and belonging in a
multicultural society.

- Ongoing Conversations about Race: Hurston's candid exploration of race relations remains relevant
today, as discussions about race, privilege, and systemic inequality continue to permeate society.
- Empowerment through Storytelling: Her emphasis on personal narrative as a means of
empowerment inspires contemporary writers to share their stories, fostering a greater
understanding of diverse experiences.

Conclusion

Zora Neale Hurston's "How It Feels to Be Colored Me" is a profound exploration of identity, race,
and cultural pride. Through her eloquent prose, Hurston challenges societal perceptions of race
while celebrating her individuality and cultural heritage. Her work not only reflects the complexities
of her own experiences but also serves as a powerful commentary on the broader narratives of race
in America. As readers engage with her essay, they are invited to reflect on their own identities and
the rich tapestry of human experience that transcends racial boundaries. Hurston's legacy endures,
reminding us of the importance of embracing our stories and the power of self-acceptance in a world
often defined by division.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'How It Feels to Be Colored Me'?
The central theme is the celebration of individuality and the complexity of racial identity,
emphasizing the author's pride in her heritage while rejecting victimhood.



How does Zora Neale Hurston describe her childhood in
relation to her race?
Hurston describes her childhood in Eatonville, Florida, as a joyful and carefree experience, where
her race was not a defining factor until she encountered a predominantly white audience.

What metaphor does Hurston use to explain her experience of
being colored?
Hurston uses the metaphor of being a 'brown bag' filled with various experiences and emotions,
illustrating the idea that her identity is multifaceted and colorful.

In what way does Hurston's writing challenge the societal
views of her time?
Hurston's writing challenges societal views by rejecting the notion of black inferiority and instead
asserting her pride in her race and culture, presenting herself as an individual rather than a
stereotype.

How does Hurston describe her feelings when she enters a
white space?
Hurston describes feeling like a 'colored' person for the first time in a white space, highlighting the
abrupt shift in perception and the way she is viewed by others.

What role does music play in Hurston's narrative?
Music plays a significant role as a source of joy and cultural expression, symbolizing the richness of
African American culture and community.

How does Hurston's perspective on racial identity differ from
contemporary discussions?
Hurston's perspective emphasizes personal identity over collective racial struggles, focusing on her
unique experiences rather than a generalized narrative of oppression.

What literary techniques does Hurston employ to convey her
message?
Hurston employs vivid imagery, personal anecdotes, and a conversational tone to engage readers
and convey her experiences and emotions effectively.

How does Hurston's essay reflect her views on the intersection
of race and gender?
Hurston's essay reflects an understanding of the intersection of race and gender by highlighting her



experiences as a black woman, asserting her strength and individuality in both spheres.

What does Hurston mean by saying she feels 'most colored'
when she is in white spaces?
Hurston means that her racial identity becomes more pronounced and noticeable to others in
predominantly white spaces, leading her to confront societal perceptions and stereotypes.
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