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How It Feels to Be Colored Me Analysis: Exploring Identity and Empowerment

how it feels to be colored me analysis opens the door to a powerful and deeply personal narrative
penned by Zora Neale Hurston. This essay, written during the Harlem Renaissance, offers a unique
perspective on race, identity, and self-perception that continues to resonate with readers today.
Rather than presenting herself as a victim of racial prejudice, Hurston embraces her uniqueness
with vibrancy and unapologetic confidence. Delving into this piece reveals layers of meaning about
societal labels, self-acceptance, and the complexities of being a Black woman in early 20th-century
America.

In this article, we’ll explore the nuances of Hurston’s classic essay, analyze its themes and literary
techniques, and understand why "How It Feels to Be Colored Me" remains a significant work in
discussions about race and personal identity.

The Context Behind “How It Feels to Be Colored Me”

Understanding the historical and cultural backdrop of Hurston’s essay is crucial to fully appreciating
its message. Written in 1928, during the Harlem Renaissance—a flourishing period of African
American cultural and artistic expression—the essay reflects a time when Black writers, musicians,
and thinkers were redefining what it meant to be Black in America.

Hurston herself was an anthropologist and folklorist who traveled extensively to document African
American culture, which gave her a unique voice, blending academic insight with poetic storytelling.
Rather than lamenting the limitations imposed by racial discrimination, she chooses to celebrate her
individuality and the richness of her cultural heritage.

Breaking Free from Victimhood

One of the most striking elements of the essay is Hurston’s refusal to see herself as a victim. Instead
of expressing bitterness or anger, she adopts an optimistic, almost playful tone. She writes about
being “colored” not as a burden but as a distinct and vibrant identity.

This attitude sets her apart from many contemporaries who often highlighted the struggles of racism
more somberly. Her work encourages readers to rethink the way they view race—not just as an
imposed social category but as one aspect of a multi-faceted human experience.

Key Themes in “How It Feels to Be Colored Me”

Hurston’s essay touches on several profound themes that make it a rich subject for analysis. Each
theme invites readers to reflect on their own experiences and assumptions about race and identity.



Identity and Self-Perception

At its core, the essay is an exploration of identity. Hurston paints a vivid picture of herself as a
dynamic individual rather than a stereotype. She famously declares, “I do not weep at the world—I
am too busy sharpening my oyster knife,” signaling resilience and a readiness to engage with life on
her own terms.

This theme challenges the reader to consider how identity is constructed—not solely by external
labels but through internal self-definition. Hurston’s narrative suggests that embracing one’s
identity in totality, including race, is a form of empowerment.

The Fluidity of Race

Hurston also subtly critiques the rigid racial classifications of her time. She describes moments
when she feels “colored” and others when she feels simply like a person among many. Her
experience in the predominantly white town of Jacksonville, Florida, contrasts with her upbringing in
the all-Black town of Eatonville, Florida, highlighting how environment influences racial identity.

This fluidity invites modern readers to question the social constructs of race and consider how
context shapes our understanding of who we are.

Joy and Celebration of Life

Contrary to the often painful narratives associated with racial identity, Hurston’s essay bursts with
joy. She likens herself to a brown bag filled with random bits and pieces, finding delight in life’s
unpredictability and diversity.

Her celebration of life and self is infectious, reminding readers that identity isn’t just about
struggle—it’s also about embracing one’s uniqueness with pride and enthusiasm.

Literary Devices and Style in Hurston’s Essay

Hurston’s mastery of language and literary techniques enhances the impact of her message. Her
essay is not just a statement about race; it is a carefully crafted piece of literature that uses vivid
imagery, metaphor, and a conversational tone to engage readers.

Use of Metaphor and Imagery

One of the most memorable metaphors Hurston uses is comparing herself to a “brown bag of
miscellany.” This image conveys complexity and richness, suggesting that identity cannot be neatly
categorized.



Additionally, her reference to music and jazz rhythms throughout the essay adds a lyrical quality
that enlivens the text. The metaphor of “sharpening my oyster knife” evokes self-reliance and
readiness to seize opportunities.

Conversational and Engaging Tone

Hurston’s tone is informal yet powerful. She writes as if speaking directly to the reader, creating a
sense of intimacy and immediacy. This approach invites readers into her world, making the essay
accessible and relatable.

Her humor and wit also serve to disarm potential tension around the topic of race, allowing her
insights to resonate more deeply.

Why “How It Feels to Be Colored Me” Still Matters
Today

Nearly a century after its publication, this essay remains relevant in contemporary conversations
about race, identity, and empowerment. Its themes continue to inspire and challenge readers across
different backgrounds.

Encouraging Self-Definition in a Complex World

Hurston’s insistence on defining herself rather than allowing society to impose an identity is a lesson
that transcends time. In today’s world, where discussions around racial and personal identity are
increasingly complex, her voice reminds us of the power of self-definition.

This perspective is particularly meaningful for individuals navigating multiple cultural influences or
challenging societal stereotypes.

Highlighting the Joy and Diversity of Black Experience

The essay counters common narratives that focus solely on racial trauma by highlighting joy,
creativity, and resilience. This balanced portrayal enriches our understanding of the Black
experience and encourages a more nuanced dialogue.

Tips for Analyzing “How It Feels to Be Colored Me” in
Academic Settings

If you’re studying Hurston’s essay for a class or writing a paper, here are some helpful strategies to



deepen your analysis:

Focus on Tone: Notice how Hurston’s playful and confident voice shapes the essay’s
message.

Examine Historical Context: Consider how the Harlem Renaissance influences the themes
and style.

Identify Literary Devices: Look for metaphors, imagery, and rhythm that enhance meaning.

Reflect on Personal Identity: Relate the essay’s ideas to contemporary issues of race and
self-perception.

Compare Perspectives: Contrast Hurston’s optimistic view with other writers’ experiences
from the same era.

Engaging with the Text Personally

Beyond academic analysis, readers can connect personally with Hurston’s message. Reflect on
moments in your own life when you felt defined by others versus times you asserted your true self.
This personal engagement can deepen your appreciation of the essay’s enduring impact.

---

Exploring how it feels to be colored me through Hurston’s lens offers a refreshing and empowering
narrative that celebrates individuality amid societal constraints. Her essay invites us all to embrace
our identities with joy and resilience, transforming what might be perceived as limitations into
sources of strength and pride. Whether approached as a literary masterpiece or a cultural
statement, it remains a vibrant testament to the human spirit’s capacity to define itself.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Zora Neale Hurston's essay 'How
It Feels to Be Colored Me'?
The central theme of the essay is the exploration of racial identity and self-perception. Hurston
discusses how she embraces her identity as a Black woman with confidence and individuality,
rejecting victimhood and instead celebrating her uniqueness.

How does Hurston describe her experience of racial identity in
'How It Feels to Be Colored Me'?
Hurston describes her racial identity as something that does not define or limit her. She recounts



feeling 'colored' only when she is in the presence of white people, and otherwise sees herself simply
as a unique individual, emphasizing her strong sense of self beyond race.

What literary devices does Hurston use in 'How It Feels to Be
Colored Me' to convey her message?
Hurston employs vivid imagery, metaphor, and a conversational tone to convey her message. For
example, she uses the metaphor of being a 'brown bag of miscellany' to describe her complex
identity and uses humor and irony to challenge stereotypes about race.

How does the historical context influence the message in 'How
It Feels to Be Colored Me'?
Written during the Harlem Renaissance, the essay reflects the era’s emphasis on Black pride and
cultural expression. Hurston’s positive and assertive portrayal of her racial identity counters the
prevailing narratives of racial inferiority and victimization common in early 20th-century America.

What is Hurston's attitude towards being 'colored' as
expressed in the essay?
Hurston's attitude is one of pride and resilience. She does not see being 'colored' as a burden but
rather as a distinctive part of her identity. She celebrates her individuality and refuses to be defined
solely by race or societal expectations.

How does 'How It Feels to Be Colored Me' challenge
traditional narratives about race and identity?
The essay challenges traditional narratives by rejecting victimization and instead portraying a
confident and self-defined Black identity. Hurston emphasizes personal agency, joy, and complexity,
pushing back against stereotypes and encouraging readers to see beyond racial labels.

Additional Resources
How It Feels to Be Colored Me Analysis: Exploring Zora Neale Hurston’s Narrative of Identity and
Race

how it feels to be colored me analysis opens the door to an insightful exploration of Zora Neale
Hurston’s seminal essay, a pioneering work in African American literature that delves into themes of
racial identity, self-perception, and societal constructs. Hurston’s narrative, written during the
Harlem Renaissance, transcends a mere autobiographical reflection; it challenges prevailing notions
of race and identity through a vivid, unapologetic, and nuanced lens. This article provides a
comprehensive, analytical perspective on “How It Feels to Be Colored Me,” underscoring its literary
significance, thematic depth, and cultural impact.



In-Depth Analysis of “How It Feels to Be Colored Me”

Zora Neale Hurston’s essay is a powerful declaration of individuality amid the complex dynamics of
race relations in early 20th-century America. The piece is characterized by its distinctive tone, which
oscillates between exuberance and defiance, allowing Hurston to assert her identity with confidence
rather than victimhood. At its core, the essay interrogates how Hurston perceives herself as a
“colored” woman navigating a world that often imposes limiting labels based on skin color.

Exploration of Identity and Self-Perception

One of the most compelling aspects of this essay is Hurston’s refusal to be defined solely by her
race. She describes herself as a “brown bag of miscellany,” emphasizing the complexity of her
identity beyond racial categorization. This metaphor encapsulates her multifaceted personality and
experiences, rejecting monolithic interpretations of what it means to be African American. Her self-
perception is not rooted in societal pity or victimhood but in a vibrant sense of self-awareness and
pride.

Hurston’s narrative voice is unapologetically lively and resilient. She recounts her upbringing in
Eatonville, Florida, a predominantly Black town where she felt “not colored.” This detail highlights
the relativity of racial identity depending on context—within her hometown, race was not a defining
factor, but upon moving to Jacksonville, she became acutely aware of her “colored” status. This
transition illustrates the fluidity of racial identity and its dependence on external social
environments.

Thematic Significance of Race and Social Context

The essay critically examines the social constructs surrounding race. Hurston acknowledges the
realities of discrimination but counters them with a refusal to internalize victimhood. She famously
states, “I do not weep at the world—I am too busy sharpening my oyster knife,” a metaphor for her
proactive approach to life. This attitude sets her apart from many contemporaneous narratives of
racial oppression, positioning her work as an empowering alternative that celebrates individuality
and resilience.

Hurston also challenges the concept of collective racial identity by emphasizing her uniqueness. She
writes, “I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp white background,” identifying
moments when racial differences are most starkly perceived. This observation underscores the
societal tendency to define individuals by race only in contrast to others, highlighting the
constructed nature of racial categories.

Stylistic Features and Literary Devices

Hurston’s essay is notable for its distinctive literary style, blending colloquial language with poetic
imagery. Her use of vivid metaphors and similes enriches the narrative, making abstract concepts of
identity tangible and relatable. For instance, the “brown bag of miscellany” metaphor conveys



complexity and richness, while the oyster knife metaphor symbolizes resourcefulness and
determination.

The tone of the essay fluctuates between playful and assertive, which serves to engage readers while
reinforcing Hurston’s message of empowerment. This stylistic choice differentiates her from other
Harlem Renaissance writers who often employed a more somber or protest-oriented tone. Hurston’s
approach invites readers to reconsider preconceived ideas about race and identity through a lens of
optimism and self-celebration.

Comparative Perspective: Hurston vs. Contemporary Writers

In comparison with contemporaries like Langston Hughes or Claude McKay, who often emphasized
racial struggle and collective solidarity, Hurston’s essay stands out for its individualism. While
Hughes’s poetry might reflect the pain and aspirations of the African American community as a
whole, Hurston zeroes in on personal experience and self-definition. This distinction is crucial, as it
broadens the scope of African American literature by incorporating diverse voices and perspectives.

Moreover, Hurston’s refusal to present herself as a victim contrasts with the prevailing narratives of
racial marginalization common in early 20th-century literature. This contrast enriches the discourse
on race by introducing a narrative of empowerment and self-acceptance alongside narratives of
oppression.

Relevance and Impact of “How It Feels to Be Colored
Me” in Modern Discourse

Hurston’s essay remains relevant in contemporary discussions about race, identity, and
intersectionality. Its exploration of selfhood beyond imposed racial identities resonates with ongoing
debates about how individuals navigate complex social identities today. The essay’s themes echo in
modern conversations about colorism, systemic discrimination, and cultural pride.

Pros and Cons of Hurston’s Approach

Pros:

Empowers individuals to embrace multifaceted identities beyond racial labels.

Challenges victimhood narratives, promoting resilience and self-worth.

Offers a unique, personal perspective that enriches African American literary traditions.

Cons:



Some critics argue that Hurston’s optimism may understate systemic racial injustices.

The individualistic tone might overlook collective struggles faced by the African
American community.

Despite these critiques, the essay’s contribution to literary and cultural discourse is undeniable,
offering a refreshing perspective that complements broader narratives about race.

Legacy and Influence

“How It Feels to Be Colored Me” has inspired generations of writers, scholars, and activists. Its
legacy lies in its bold articulation of selfhood and its challenge to reductive racial stereotypes. The
essay continues to be studied in academic settings worldwide, serving as a vital text for
understanding the intersections of race, identity, and literature.

In summary, an analysis of “How It Feels to Be Colored Me” reveals a rich tapestry of themes and
stylistic elements that make it a landmark essay in American literature. Hurston’s vivid portrayal of
her experience as a “colored” woman offers timeless insights into the complexities of identity, the
social construction of race, and the power of self-definition. Through her unique narrative voice,
Hurston invites readers to rethink preconceived notions about race and to celebrate the individuality
that exists within every human experience.
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