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Abstract 

The paper examines Zora Neale Hurston’s first novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934), which has been little 

read and overshadowed by the later Their Eyes Were Watching God but is deeply important to both African 

American and postcolonial literary studies. This novel focused on the ascendance and undoing of preacher 

John Buddy Pearson; it dramatizes African American life in the post-reconstruction South while 

foregrounding the aftereffects of slavery and racial subjugation as colonial residues that shape identity, 

community and cultural expression. This paper also brings together different critical ideas from 

postcolonial thinkers like Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, and Homi Bhabha, connecting them to themes 

like the lasting effects of colonialism, local resistance, mixed religious practices, and the voices of 

marginalised groups (Bhabha, 1994). Through her deliberate use of African American vernacular, African 

American folklore, and oral traditions, Hurston’s novel is resisting the homogenizing demands of Western 

literary and religious authority by placing its system of signification as a counter-discourse to colonial 

erasure. The preacher’s pendulum between spiritual guidance and personal collapse allegorizes the 

tortuous navigation of freedom within infrastructures still possessed by rule, while women and community 

figures personify grit and cultural survival. Comparative readings place Hurston in conversation with 

George Lamming, Jean Rhys, and Chinua Achebe, highlighting common preoccupations with hybridity, 

identity, and resistance throughout the diaspora (Achebe, 1958). As such, Jonah’s Gourd Vine operates not 

simply as regional fiction but as postcolonial intervention, reclaiming African American subjectivity and 

asserting Hurston’s place in global decolonizing literature. 
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Introduction 

Zora Neale Hurston’s Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934) is her first novel. It has often been eclipsed by the critical 

success of Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937). If the latter has long absorbed rigorous scholarship for 

its treatment of gender, voice and agency, Jonah’s Gourd Vine receives relative neglect, often reframed as 

a warmup act for its interesting little brother rather than an accomplished work in its own right. Still, the 

novel’s deep engagement with African American folklore and vernacular traditions, as well as the cultural 
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politics of the post-Reconstruction South, makes it a vital text for recalibrating Hurston’s body of work 

and its wider significance. 

The aim of this paper is to survey and synthesize critical writing on Jonah’s Gourd Vine, particularly 

readings that are terminally informed by postcolonial theory. Surveying previous interpretations and 

locating them within paradigms conceived by the likes of Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, and Homi Bhabha, 

forms that lie at the intersection between literary criticism and postcolonial theory. It renders visible how 

Hurston’s narrative interrogates colonial remains that animate African American life. The ascent and 

decline of Esau Pearson, the preacher John Buddy Pearson’s professional name, is not just a personal 

drama but an allegory of cultural negotiation, in which freedom and identity are contested across structures 

that still bear the imprint of domination. 

This paper highlights the importance of African American literature to global postcolonial discourse. By 

embedding oral traditions, vernacular speech and folklore in her literary production, Hurston resists 

cultural erasure while asserting the value and authenticity of subaltern voices, linking her struggles to 

similar struggles across the African diaspora. Reimagining Jonah’s Gourd Vine as a postcolonial 

intervention, this paper locates Hurston’s novel within transnational fields of influence and reveals its 

contributions toward decolonizing literature beyond the boundaries of African American literary history. 

 

Critical Studies on Jonah’s Gourd Vine 

a. Early Reception 

Jonah’s Gourd Vine was published in 1934. The critics generally treated it like an ethnographic document 

rather than a literary text. At the time, Hurston was best known as a folklorist; reviewers highlighted her 

preservation of African American oral traditions and storytelling practices. (Readers praised the novel for 

true-to-form evocation of creating the rhythms of Black vernacular speech and cultural life in the rural 

South.) But this early reception often reduced the novel’s scope, regarding it as more of a sociological 

than a cultural artefact rather than a work of theoretical or aesthetic depth. Academic attention, supple as 

it is to the field’s expectations, trained itself on Hurston’s anthropological interventions, not her narrative 

strategies; consequently, the text has been underexamined for its wider literary and political stakes. 

b. Later Reassessments 

In the late twentieth century, when Hurston’s legacy was once again taken up by feminist and African 

American literary scholarship, Jonah’s Gourd Vine would also be reassessed as an important part of the 

Harlem Renaissance canon. Scholars pointed to the novel’s attention to themes of migration, community 

formation and cultural identity, placing it alongside other Renaissance texts that wrestled with the legacies 

of slavery and racial oppression. Gender politics also came to the fore, as critics explored Lucy’s position 

as a stabilizing force compared with John Buddy Pearson’s failings and how much Hurston features 

women subverting patriarchal structures. These recalibrations situated the novel not just as a precursor to 

Their Eyes Were Watching God but also as a major investigation of African American subjectivity in its 

own right (Johnson, 1986). 

c. Postcolonial Perspectives 

Recent scholarship has started to locate Jonah’s Gourd Vine within a postcolonial framework, though still 

less so than with Hurston’s later works. Edward Said’s notion of cultural imperialism offers a lens through 

which to analyze the novel’s mapping of Christianity and Western hierarchies on top of indigenous 

structures (Said, 1993), while Gayatri Spivak’s idea of the subaltern reveals Hurston’s efforts to amplify 

oppressed voices through folklore and vernacular speech (Spivak, 1988). Both Bhabha’s notions of 
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hybridity and mimicry are relevant to understanding John Buddy Pearson’s sermons, which transform 

biblical narratives through African American oral stories and create a hybrid discourse that both resists 

and replicates colonial residues. Comparative readings have also traced connections between Hurston’s 

work and texts from the Caribbean and African diaspora, such as George Lamming’s In the Castle of My 

Skin and Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea, identifying shared interests in questions of identity, hybridity, 

and cultural survival across colonial legacies (Lamming, 1953). These interpretations contextualize 

Jonah’s Gourd Vine within a worldwide postcolonial framework, broadening its import beyond African 

American literary history. 

 

Thematic Review of Jonah’s Gourd Vine 

a. Colonial Residues 

Hurston’s Jonah’s Gourd Vine dramatizes how slavery’s legacies and racial hierarchies endure into the 

post-Reconstruction South. The rise of John Buddy Pearson as a preacher is set against a backdrop of 

systemic inequality, in which freedom is nominal but limited by structures of domination. The novel 

illustrates how the detritus of colonialism festers in the most intimate spaces - marriage, community and 

religion - underscoring that liberation didn’t wipe out hierarchies of race or class. By virtue of Pearson’s 

standing in the church and soon as a critic of racism on the national stage, he backed these attempts into 

power dynamics that echoed colonial structures, suggesting that African American communities remained 

embroiled in negotiations about identity framed through the terms of domination. This theme calls 

attention to the relevance of the novel for postcolonial discourse, where colonialism’s afterlife remains 

present-future in cultural and social struggles. 

b. An Ongoing Resistance of Vernacular and Folklore 

Hurston’s uses of language are at the heart of the novel’s resistance to erasure. Through infusions of 

African American vernacular and oral traditions into the narrative, she undermines the elevation of 

standardized English as the only signifier of authority. In Jonah’s Gourd Vine, dialogue and storytelling 

preserve the memory of an oral culture and assert identity as counter-discourse to colonial silencing. As 

many scholars have recognized, Hurston’s engagement with folklore is not simply a matter of ethnography 

but rather one of political assertion. It validates the legitimacy of subaltern voices and places African 

American culture as a locus of strength. In the postcolonial lexicon, vernacular speech serves as a weapon 

of resistance, disrupting colonial hierarchies of language and reasserting cultural territory. 

c. Religion and Hybridity 

Christianity in Jonah’s Gourd Vine functions as a colonial imposition and a site of agency, with 

contradictory forces existing side by side. The preacher’s sermons, based on biblical narratives but 

refracted through African American oral traditions, become hybrid cultural texts. This hybridity is a 

reflection of Homi Bhabha’s notion of negotiation between imposed systems and local practices. Religion 

becomes a terrain of contestation itself. It is both a mechanism for reinforcing colonial power premised 

on patriarchal and hierarchical frameworks, and an arena in which African American articulations of 

identity and resilience can be played out. Pearson’s sermons illustrate this duality, both mimicking colonial 

discourse and creatively transforming it into a culturally specific mode of expression. 

d. Subaltern Voices 

Women, communities and folklore are already marginal to the novel but central to its workings as well. 

Hurston foregrounds this and hits hard at mythologizing attitudes toward race so that with them disappear 

folklore and community, which remain marginal. “I know you don’t actually want to be nice,” Lucy, John 
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Buddy’s wife, tells him when he spills a drink (Hurston, 1990). She embodies resilience and moral 

uprightness as a foil to the preacher’s failings; she also represents the strength of vowels amid shouts of 

consonantal sounds from the subaltern voices. Folklore and community gathering allow broader 

perspectives to be seen, heard and shared by some who are traditionally marginalized from the dominant 

story-telling narrative; it is a place for African American women and community members to take 

ownership of cultural longevity. Gayatri Spivak’s idea of the subaltern comes to mind here. Hurston’s 

story argues that these voices, while often marginalized, are critical participants in a larger identity 

negotiation process. Thus, Hurston asserts the validity of subaltern voices as postcolonial discourse and 

subverts colonial erasure by weaving them into the very fabric of the novel. 

Jonah's Gourd Vine in Comparative Context 

Jonah's Gourd Vine by Zora Neale Hurston can be productively geopolitically located in the wider canon 

of postcolonial literature, where some corners of the African diaspora and its writers attest to negotiating 

legacies of colonialism, cultural erasure and identities. While Hurston’s work comes out of the African 

American experience in the United States, its thematic concerns echo strongly with Caribbean and African 

postcolonial texts, evincing an emphasis on the interrelationship between anti-domination struggles and 

the silencing of culture. 

George Lamming’s In the Castle of My Skin (1953), for example, examines the enduring effects of colonial 

education and authority at the forefront in Barbados and how colonial residues follow one into personhood 

and into community. So too does Hurston’s dramatization of John Buddy Pearson’s rise and fall, which 

similarly plays out the negotiation of freedom within structures still haunted by domination, particularly 

when it comes to systems of belief and social hierarchy. Both works explore the tenuousness of identity 

in the face of colonial legacies but affirm the continuity and resurgence of cultural practices that refuse to 

be erased. 

Another point of comparison is Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), which interrogates the silencing 

of Creole identity through colonial frameworks. Rhys foregrounds both hybridity and marginalization, 

ideas that invoke Hurston’s inflection of African American vernacular and folklore as counter-discourses 

forming against colonial authority (Rhys, 1966). Language itself becomes a kind of resistance in both 

novels, reclaiming identity through the mechanics of speech and narratives that upend colonial hierarchies. 

Hurston’s work is equally at home in this vein with African writers like Chinua Achebe, whose Things 

Fall Apart (1958) scrutinizes the collision between indigenous beliefs and colonial dictates. Like Achebe, 

Hurston dramatizes the rivalry between Christianity as a colonial force and indigenous cultural practices 

as venues of agency. The preacher’s sermons in Jonah’s Gourd Vine demonstrate how the hybridization of 

biblical narratives generically aligns with African American oral traditions to produce a hybrid discourse 

that both resists and neutralizes legacies of colonial trauma. 

Situating Hurston alongside Lamming, Rhys, and Achebe places Jonah’s Gourd Vine within a transnational 

postcolonial canon. Common issues such as, identity negotiation, cultural hybridity and resistance to 

erasure, underscore the novel’s relevance beyond African American literary history. Hurston’s interleaving 

of folklore and subaltern voices would not be out of place in the work of later postcolonial writers, lending 

her own sense to global discourses on decolonization and cultural survival. 

 

The synthesis of critical scholarship on Jonah’s Gourd Vine 

Jonah’s Gourd Vine indicates that Hurston’s novel anticipates a number of strategies later associated with 

postcolonial literature. Through subtle engagement with vernacular speech, folklore and oral traditions, 
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her writings instead turn to both the microcosmic and macro-worlds around us as a counter-discourse to 

colonial evisceration that reclaims subaltern silencing. The preacher’s sermons, which mix biblical 

authority with African American oral rhythms, are themselves an example of hybridity, a signature element 

of postcolonial negotiation between imposed structures and indigenous practices. By dramatizing the 

trajectory of John Buddy Pearson’s rise and fall, Hurston allegorizes the precarious negotiation of freedom 

in systems that are still haunted by domination while placing a spotlight on the stubborn residue of 

colonialism in African American life. 

This understanding relocates African American literature into the global currents of postcolonial language. 

Though postcolonial studies have traditionally focused on Caribbean, African and South Asian texts, 

Hurston’s novel makes clear that creating an African-American canon means considering colliding 

imperial histories, ones no less than other colonized peoples struggled with slavery and its legacies (racial 

hierarchies and cultural erasure). Positioning Jonah’s Gourd Vine alongside writers including George 

Lamming, Jean Rhys, and Chinua Achebe brings to the fore the transnational resonance of Hurston’s work 

that attests to its relevance for larger discussions about identity, hybridity, and resistance. 

Simultaneously, this paper notes a big gap in scholarship. Jonah’s Gourd Vine has been less studied in 

postcolonial studies than Hurston’s later writings. A great deal of criticism focuses on whether it deserves 

to be called ethnographically authentic or simply serves as a forerunner to Their Eyes Were Watching God. 

Nevertheless, postcolonial theory has so far remained underutilized in the field of novel studies: only few 

researchers engage with it explicitly, and its contributions to discussions around the novel remain largely 

uncharted territory. Filling this gap not only deepens Hurston scholarship, but also extends postcolonial 

studies by treating African American literature as a critical site of cultural reclamation and resistance to 

colonial domination. 

 

7. Conclusion 

This paper reaffirmed Zora Neale Hurston’s Jonah’s Gourd Vine as a text of enduring relevance to 

postcolonial studies. Because it is often overshadowed by Their Eyes Were Watching God, readers can be 

surprised that Hurston’s first novel shows a sophisticated engagement with themes key to postcolonial 

discourse: the persistence of colonial residues, the reclamation of identity through vernacular and folklore, 

hybridity as definition (and dissolution) in religious practice, and amplification of subaltern voices. 

Through the integration of African American oral traditions and cultural memory, Hurston refuses erasure, 

centers marginalized voices in her narrative and builds a global understanding of decolonial literature out 

of these elements. 

This synthesis of scholarship demonstrates how Hurston anticipates postcolonial contours throughout the 

Caribbean and African diaspora, showing that struggles against domination and the silencing of culture 

were intertwined. But in spite of these resonances, Jonah’s Gourd Vine is a work that has been 

comparatively underexplored within postcolonial studies itself; most criticism on the novel has focused 

instead on the text’s ethnographic verisimilitude or Jonah’s Gourd Vine as a precursor to Hurston’s later 

oeuvre. Bridging this gap both broadens the field of Hurston scholarship and provocatively reorients 

postcolonial theory towards intensive readings of African American texts-as-histories as integral to global 

discourses of resistance and identity. 

It is a comparative diaspora study that future research can follow with Hurston standing in the company 

of George Lamming, Jean Rhys and Chinua Achebe, writers who share common concerns but whose 

writing has recently been located within other cultural contexts around hybridity, identity and cultural 
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survival. Moreover, Hurston’s anthropological practice prompts inquiry into ethnography as a postcolonial 

method of both literary analysis and cultural documentation. By offering different paradigms for rereading 

Jonah’s Gourd Vine in these and other ways, scholars ultimately can take steps not only to establish 

Hurston in African American literary history but also to lay the groundwork for a broader project that 

feminists call decolonizing literature, where voice and identity remain central. 
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