
how it feels to be colored me analysis

Introduction to "How It Feels to Be Colored Me"

How it feels to be colored me is a powerful essay by Zora Neale Hurston, a prominent figure of the
Harlem Renaissance. Published in 1928, the essay reflects Hurston’s personal experiences as an
African American woman in a racially divided America. Through her unique voice, Hurston explores
themes of identity, race, and self-acceptance, shedding light on the complexities of being both a
woman and a person of color during her time. This analysis will delve into the major themes of the
essay, its stylistic elements, and the significance of Hurston’s message in today’s context.

Thematic Exploration

Identity and Self-Acceptance

One of the central themes of Hurston's essay is the exploration of identity and self-acceptance.
Hurston writes about her own experiences with race, emphasizing that her identity as a Black woman
is both a source of pride and a complex aspect of her life. She reflects on her childhood in Eatonville,
Florida, where she felt a sense of belonging and comfort within her own community. The contrast
between her upbringing and her later experiences in predominantly white spaces reveals the
challenges she faced regarding her identity.

- Pride in Heritage: Hurston’s connection to her cultural roots is evident throughout the essay. She
describes her vibrant community and the richness of African American cultural expressions. This pride
is a crucial aspect of her identity and serves as a counterpoint to the discrimination she encounters.

- Navigating Dual Identities: Hurston illustrates the duality of her existence. In predominantly white
spaces, she becomes aware of her race and the stereotypes attached to it. However, she refuses to
let these experiences define her. Instead, she embraces her identity, asserting that being “colored” is
an integral part of who she is.

Race and Social Consciousness

Hurston’s essay also addresses the broader issues of race and social consciousness. She highlights
the societal perceptions of Black individuals and the limitations imposed on them. Hurston’s
perspective is refreshing because she does not portray herself as a victim; rather, she embraces her
individuality and challenges the societal norms that seek to pigeonhole her.

- Reflections on Racism: Hurston’s narrative provides insights into the racism she encounters,
particularly in white-dominated spaces. She describes her feelings of alienation and the awareness of
her “colored” identity when she enters such environments. Despite this, she approaches her



experiences with a sense of humor and resilience.

- Confronting Stereotypes: The essay serves as a critique of the stereotypes and misconceptions
surrounding African Americans. Hurston’s refusal to conform to these stereotypes empowers her
narrative. She asserts her identity on her terms, challenging the reader to reconsider their
preconceived notions about race.

Stylistic Elements

Hurston’s writing style is notable for its vivid imagery, rhythmic prose, and use of dialect. These
stylistic choices enhance the emotional resonance of her message and contribute to the overall
impact of the essay.

Imagery and Symbolism

Hurston employs rich imagery and symbolism to convey her experiences and emotions. For instance,
she describes herself as a “brown bag of miscellany” that contains various elements of her identity.
This metaphor illustrates the complexity of her being, filled with diverse experiences, thoughts, and
emotions.

- Nature as a Metaphor: Throughout the essay, Hurston draws on natural imagery to express her
feelings. She compares herself to a “jazz singer,” emphasizing the improvisational and dynamic
aspects of her identity. This connection to music and nature underscores her vibrant spirit and
individuality.

Use of Dialect

Hurston’s use of dialect is another significant aspect of her writing. She incorporates African American
vernacular to authentically represent her cultural background. This choice not only adds depth to her
narrative but also celebrates the richness of Black culture.

- Cultural Authenticity: By using dialect, Hurston ensures that her voice is genuine and reflective of
her community. This authenticity invites readers to engage with her experiences more intimately,
allowing them to understand the nuances of her identity.

The Significance of Hurston's Message Today

Zora Neale Hurston’s essay remains relevant in contemporary discussions about race, identity, and
self-acceptance. Her unapologetic embrace of her identity as a Black woman resonates with
individuals who continue to navigate the complexities of race in modern society.



Empowerment and Individuality

Hurston’s narrative empowers readers to embrace their individuality and take pride in their identities.
In a world where societal pressures often dictate how individuals should perceive themselves,
Hurston’s message encourages self-acceptance and authenticity.

- Challenging Stereotypes: In today’s context, the need to challenge stereotypes and confront societal
norms is more crucial than ever. Hurston’s refusal to be defined by the limitations imposed on her
serves as a reminder that individuals should not allow others to dictate their worth or identity.

Intersectionality and Identity Politics

The themes of intersectionality and identity politics explored in Hurston's essay have gained
significant attention in contemporary discourse. Her experiences as a Black woman highlight the
importance of recognizing the unique challenges faced by individuals at the intersections of race,
gender, and other identities.

- Visibility and Representation: Hurston’s work underscores the necessity for visibility and
representation in literature and society. As discussions about race and identity continue to evolve, her
narrative serves as a foundational text that advocates for diverse voices and experiences.

Conclusion

In "How It Feels to Be Colored Me," Zora Neale Hurston provides a profound exploration of identity,
race, and self-acceptance. Through her vivid imagery, authentic voice, and unapologetic pride in her
heritage, she challenges societal norms and encourages readers to embrace their individuality. The
themes presented in her essay remain relevant today, reminding us of the ongoing struggles and
triumphs of individuals navigating the complexities of race and identity. Hurston's message is a
powerful call to celebrate one’s uniqueness and confront the stereotypes that seek to define us. As we
reflect on her words, we are reminded of the importance of self-acceptance and the beauty of
diversity in our shared human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'How It Feels to Be Colored Me'?
The central theme revolves around identity and the experience of being a Black woman in America,
emphasizing individuality and the complexity of racial consciousness.

How does Zora Neale Hurston describe her childhood
experiences in relation to her racial identity?
Hurston reflects on her childhood in Eatonville, Florida, where she felt a sense of belonging and did



not initially perceive race as a defining factor until she moved to a predominantly white environment.

What literary techniques does Hurston use to convey her
feelings about race?
Hurston employs vivid imagery, personal anecdotes, and a conversational tone to express her
experiences and emotions, making her narrative relatable and engaging.

In what ways does Hurston challenge societal perceptions of
race in her essay?
Hurston challenges societal perceptions by asserting her pride in her racial identity, rejecting
victimhood, and embracing her uniqueness rather than conforming to imposed stereotypes.

How does the author's tone in 'How It Feels to Be Colored Me'
contribute to the overall message?
The author's tone is assertive and unapologetic, which reinforces her message of self-acceptance and
empowerment, encouraging readers to view race as just one aspect of a multifaceted identity.

What role does music and culture play in Hurston's narrative?
Music and culture are portrayed as vital components of her identity, offering a sense of joy and
connection, illustrating how cultural heritage shapes her experiences and resilience.
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