
zora neale hurston and langston hughes
Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes are two of the most influential figures in
American literature, particularly during the Harlem Renaissance, a cultural and artistic
movement that celebrated African American culture in the 1920s. Their works not only
reflect the complexities of African American identity but also contribute to the broader
discourse on race, gender, and social justice. This article delves into their lives, their
contributions to literature, and the enduring legacy they left behind.

The Lives of Zora Neale Hurston and Langston
Hughes

Zora Neale Hurston: A Trailblazer of Black Womanhood
Zora Neale Hurston was born on January 7, 1891, in Notasulga, Alabama. Raised in
Eatonville, Florida, one of the first all-Black towns in the United States, Hurston developed a
profound appreciation for African American folklore and culture. She earned her bachelor’s
degree from Barnard College in 1928, making her one of the first African American women
to graduate from the institution.

Hurston's unique perspective as a Black woman in America allowed her to explore themes
of identity, community, and resilience in her writing. Her most famous work, "Their Eyes
Were Watching God," published in 1937, is a seminal novel that examines the life of Janie
Crawford, a Black woman seeking her own voice in a patriarchal society.

Langston Hughes: The Voice of the Harlem Renaissance
Langston Hughes, born on February 1, 1902, in Joplin, Missouri, was a prominent figure in
the Harlem Renaissance. He spent much of his formative years in Lawrence, Kansas, and
moved to New York City in 1921. Hughes’s poetry and prose captured the essence of
African American life, often invoking the rhythms of jazz and blues.

His first collection of poetry, "The Weary Blues," published in 1926, brought him instant
acclaim. Hughes's work often highlighted the struggles and aspirations of African
Americans, portraying their experiences with dignity and pride. Through poems like “I, Too”
and “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” Hughes articulated a vision of racial pride and resilience.

The Relationship Between Hurston and Hughes

Despite their shared commitment to African American literature, the relationship between
Hurston and Hughes was complex. They first met in the early 1920s and shared mutual
respect for each other's work. However, their differing perspectives on race and culture led
to tension.



Different Philosophies: Hurston embraced her cultural heritage and sought to
portray African American life authentically, while Hughes focused on social issues and
the broader implications of race in America.

Literary Rivalry: As both writers gained prominence, they began to critique each
other's work. This rivalry became particularly evident during the publication of
Hurston's "Their Eyes Were Watching God," which Hughes criticized for its perceived
lack of political engagement.

Friendship and Conflict: Despite their disagreements, there were moments of
camaraderie between the two. They both understood the challenges of being Black
writers in a predominantly white literary world, and they often supported each other’s
endeavors.

Literary Contributions and Themes

Zora Neale Hurston’s Contributions
Hurston's literary contributions are celebrated for their deep exploration of Black culture
and female identity. Her anthropological background informed her writing, allowing her to
weave folklore and oral traditions into her narratives. Key themes in her work include:

Identity and Self-Discovery: Hurston's characters often embark on journeys of self-1.
discovery, challenging societal norms and embracing their true selves.

Community and Belonging: The importance of community is a recurring theme, as2.
seen in her depiction of Eatonville and its vibrant culture.

Gender Roles: Hurston's exploration of gender dynamics, particularly in "Their Eyes3.
Were Watching God," highlights the struggles and triumphs of Black women in a
patriarchal society.

Langston Hughes’s Contributions
Hughes's literary oeuvre is characterized by its rhythmic and musical quality, reflecting the
influence of jazz and blues. His work spans poetry, essays, and plays, making him a
versatile figure in American literature. Key themes in Hughes's work include:

Racial Pride: Hughes emphasized the beauty and strength of African American1.
culture, often celebrating the contributions of Black individuals to American society.



Social Justice: Many of his works address issues of inequality, advocating for civil2.
rights and social change.

The American Experience: Hughes’s writing often reflects the complexities of the3.
American experience, capturing the struggles and joys of everyday life for African
Americans.

The Enduring Legacy of Hurston and Hughes

Both Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes have left an indelible mark on American
literature. Their works continue to resonate with readers, inspiring new generations of
writers and thinkers.

Rediscovery and Recognition
In the latter half of the 20th century, both authors experienced a resurgence of interest:

Zora Neale Hurston: Hurston's work was rediscovered by feminist scholars and
cultural critics, leading to a reevaluation of her contributions to literature and the
African American experience.

Langston Hughes: Hughes's poetry remains a staple in American literature curricula,
and his work is frequently anthologized, highlighting its relevance to contemporary
discussions of race and identity.

Cultural Impact
The impact of Hurston and Hughes extends beyond literature:

Influence on Modern Writers: Contemporary authors, including Toni Morrison, Alice
Walker, and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, cite Hurston and Hughes as significant
influences on their work.

Adaptations and Performances: Their works have been adapted into various forms
of media, including film, theater, and music, ensuring their stories continue to reach
new audiences.



Conclusion

Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes are not just pillars of the Harlem Renaissance;
they are essential voices in the ongoing conversation about race, identity, and culture in
America. Their legacies endure, reminding us of the power of storytelling to illuminate the
human experience. As we continue to explore their work, we uncover the beauty,
complexity, and richness of African American literature, celebrating the contributions of
these two remarkable figures. Whether through Hurston's exploration of Black womanhood
or Hughes's celebration of racial pride, their literature inspires and challenges us to reflect
on the world we inhabit today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the friendship between Zora
Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes in the Harlem
Renaissance?
The friendship between Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes was significant as it
represented the collaboration and exchange of ideas among African American artists during
the Harlem Renaissance. Their interactions helped shape the cultural landscape of the era,
with both writers influencing each other's work and contributing to the broader narrative of
Black identity and experience in America.

How did Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes
differ in their literary styles?
Zora Neale Hurston's literary style is often characterized by her use of African American
vernacular, folklore, and a focus on Southern Black culture, while Langston Hughes's style is
more direct and incorporates jazz rhythms and themes of social justice. These differences
highlight their unique perspectives and approaches to storytelling, reflecting the diversity
of voices within the Harlem Renaissance.

What themes did Zora Neale Hurston and Langston
Hughes explore in their writings?
Both Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes explored themes of racial identity,
community, and the complexities of the African American experience. Hurston often
focused on the lives and traditions of Black people in the South, while Hughes addressed
broader social issues, including racial discrimination and the quest for equality, making
their works complementary in understanding Black life in America.

What impact did Zora Neale Hurston's 'Their Eyes Were



Watching God' have on literature, and how did it relate
to Langston Hughes's work?
Zora Neale Hurston's 'Their Eyes Were Watching God' had a profound impact on literature
by providing a strong female perspective and celebrating Black womanhood. It relates to
Langston Hughes's work through its exploration of identity and resilience, as both writers
sought to portray authentic African American voices and experiences, challenging
prevailing stereotypes of their time.

Why did the relationship between Zora Neale Hurston
and Langston Hughes deteriorate over time?
The relationship between Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes deteriorated due to
ideological differences and personal conflicts. Hurston's belief in the importance of cultural
nationalism clashed with Hughes's focus on social activism and political engagement. These
tensions were further exacerbated by their differing views on the role of art and literature in
addressing racial issues, ultimately leading to a rift in their friendship.
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