
Chapter 5

Asymmetrical Possessions: Zora 
Neale Hurston and the Gendered 
Fictions of Black Modernity
Samantha Pinto

It is the lack of symmetry which makes Negro dancing so dif!cult for white 
dancers to learn. The abrupt and unexpected changes. The frequent change 
of key and time are evidences of this quality [. . .] Each unit has a rhythm of 
its own, but when the whole is assembled it is lacking in symmetry. But easily 
workable to a Negro who is accustomed to the break in going from one part 
to another, so that he adjusts himself to the new tempo.

Zora Neale Hurston, ‘Characteristics of Negro Expression’1

Zora Neale Hurston begins her 1934 essay, ‘Characteristics of Negro 
Expression’, with an invocation of ‘drama’ – not of her own theatre 
pieces, but of the ‘drama’ of black linguistic practice:

Every phase of Negro life is highly dramatized. No matter how joyful or 
how sad the case there is suf!cient poise for drama. Everything is acted out. 
Unconsciously for the most part of course. There is an impromptu ceremony 
always ready for every hour of life. No little moment passes unadorned.2

This brief and wholly unframed introduction to the drama of blackness 
is also littered, as is the quote on ‘Asymmetry’ above, with many of the 
cringe-worthy components of primitivist racial discourse, most notably 
the continual construction of an evolutionary progress narrative situat-
ing black folks as the original and stagnant point from which modernity, 
and its linguistic and political forms, develop. In this sense, it engages 
in the temporal problematic of anthropological practice that Hurston 
herself performs in her non!ction work: the signi!cance of documenting 
vernacular black culture to ‘preserve’ a speci!c and undervalued history, 
at the same time that the modern social science of anthropology seemed 
to suggest that documentation as a modernist record of disappearing, 
antiquated cultures whose time had passed. In documenting black life 
away from urban centres, Hurston’s work threatened to commodify and 
hence help to eradicate the modern force of folk cultures.3 But through-
out her literary and scholarly work, Hurston insists on the signi!cant 
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place of black performance in the thoroughly modern/modernist time of 
the !rst half of the twentieth century.

As ‘characteristic’ par excellence (it is explicitly ranked !rst), for 
Hurston, ‘drama’ sets up the asymmetrical relations of power that these 
contradictory modes of representation, recording and reception of black-
ness entail in the discourse of twentieth-century modernity. Hurston 
takes this up not by animating the narrative of black Atlantic history 
but instead via a relentless presentism that insists on the simultaneity of 
cultural difference, and on black aesthetic practice as the primary site 
of exposure for the temporal !ctions of race, gender and modernity. It 
is no coincidence, then, that Hurston’s example of ‘Asymmetry’ argues 
for a black modernity ‘accustomed to the break[s]’ in aesthetic practice, 
for performance requires constant attention to the uneven exchanges 
between two perhaps unequal parts – a constant will to read the black 
diaspora strategically.

In this essay, I would like to consider Hurston’s 1938 ethnography, 
Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life in Haiti and Jamaica, and its aesthetic 
and political projects.4 In this context I would also like to think of asym-
metry – ‘the abrupt and unexpected changes’ that characterise race and 
gender’s relationship to modernity – as a method of reading Hurston’s 
innovative critiques of existing orders of modernism in the twentieth-
century black diaspora. By invoking a black feminist critical model, I 
would like to suggest that Hurston’s engagement with language and 
discourse, despite the risk it runs of excluding vernacular histories from 
modernist narratives of politically viable subjectivity, succeeds instead 
in asymmetrically ‘possessing’ modernity. She does so not just by inter-
rupting modernity’s narrative logic of technological progress, but by 
denying the teleology of racial and gendered progress that accompanies 
such linear models of the modern. Instead, she suggests simultaneity of 
difference across the twentieth-century black Atlantic.

The structure of Tell My Horse alters and disrupts the sequence of 
modernity, and its scripts of black women as modern subjects. For 
Hurston, and for Haiti, scenes of political and cultural revolution are 
interrupted by stagnant, uneven gender relations in the semi-public 
sphere. Exposing, as Diana Taylor puts it, ‘the central !ction of reci-
procity between modernity and tradition’, on the side of power and 
the ‘highly exaggerated difference’ between the two in certain postco-
lonial and black feminist discourse, Tell My Horse uses possession as 
middle ground in the confrontation with and against black modernity.5 
Possession, marked as part of a premodern, fantastic tradition by 
dominant modernity and by nostalgic, anthropologic recoveries of black 
folk culture, seems an odd meeting point. But for Hurston, the nuanced 
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cultural and social practices that surround and support possession as a 
performance illuminate its possibilities as a brief suspension of concepts 
of the individual self and the attendant embodiments of class, gender 
and race. As a form of collective resistance and, as other studies have 
thought about the contemporary uses of possession, a protected per-
formance of colonial critique, it is decidedly a hybrid, !exible modern 
practice, able to be incorporated into counter-discourses of modernity. 
For Hurston, though, the romance of resistance is acknowledged but 
also reordered, as both tradition and modernity, in their formulations, 
offer limited scripts for gendered agency, leaving black women subjects 
out of history and their present political moment. The resulting, uniquely 
hybrid construction of black modernity is one that acknowledges how 
race and modernity are constitutively linked, and examines how narra-
tives of that convergence are masculinised.6

Hurston’s reimaginings are not, however, about reinserting either a 
tradition linked to women or the modernity of ‘great women’. Instead, 
aligned with Barnor Hesse’s critique of a racialised modernity that still 
focuses on embodiment (for him, the visible difference of race), Tell My 
Horse uses possession to move away from the black, gendered body 
as de"nitive marker of difference, into an interrogation of how bodies 
participate in gendered structures of black modernity, negotiating the 
narrative boundaries of racial community and pan-African political ide-
ologies.7 Hurston’s intervention provides an early critique of how black-
ness, and the invocation of African cultures and non-urban blackness as 
tradition, is mobilised in the service of a black politics that reproduces 
‘Culture Hero[]’ structures of black masculinity across the diaspora. Her 
text offers these new sequences not as escapes from black modernity, 
but as critiques from within that try to "nd ways out of the tradition/
modernity divide that black women as subjects "nd themselves as the 
shadow sites of in critical discourse.

In Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life in Haiti and Jamaica, Hurston 
"nds herself doing "eldwork in the Caribbean, speci"cally Jamaica and 
Haiti. It is here that Tell My Horse demonstrates a consistent commit-
ment to mapping the minor and major transgressions of the black public 
sphere in all of its complexity, refusing to be a clean ‘public transcript’ 
for either white modernism or black cultural politics.8 Instead, Hurston 
moves to expose, enact and describe the gendered and classed labour 
that goes into the making of black cultures and community, claiming 
those ‘dramas’ as signi"cant texts, ones that demand new modes of 
literacy, in the vein of Vevé Clark’s call to ‘diaspora literacy’ as ‘a skill 
for both narrator and reader which demands a knowledge of histori-
cal, social, cultural, and political development generated by lived and 
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textual experience’.9 But Hurston also questions that knowledge as a 
site of authenticity, staying committed to a literacy of internal, intra-
racial critique. In order to redistribute both the conceptual and material 
possession of race and gender in the diaspora, Hurston represents spirit 
possession as a practice of voodoo culture to be ‘read’ through and as a 
metaphor for modern political agency within the diaspora. In this, she 
suggests what Joan Dayan would later state directly: ‘The possessed 
gives herself up to become an instrument in a social and collective 
drama.’10 Participation in the drama of the public sphere is a negotiation 
of power, trading varied registers of mobility in exchange for collective 
identi!cation. This tension between the individual and the social body, 
Hurston suggests, is the gendered con"ict that drives black modernity 
with its necessary intersections of the material, conceptual and psychic 
dimensions of participatory experience.

Tell My Horse rides an uneasy line between believing in the emanci-
patory possibilities of modernity, and critiquing the limits of individual 
agency that attend it. Hurston !nds new uses for old standards of black 
modernist representations – Haiti as the modern black state and/or as 
a failed state, and the black body as a site of modernism’s trouble with 
race – pointing out the continuity between modernity and diasporan 
communities’ constructions of gendered power. These repossessions of 
black modernity in Tell My Horse stage practices of cultural literacy 
that insist on recognising the asymmetry of public discourses on race 
and gender across the diaspora, turning our attention to more quotidian 
and heterogeneous sites staging black women as the social and political 
subjects of diaspora’s modern formations.

Written after her Southern folklore tome, Mules and Men, and written 
at the same time as her most famous work, Their Eyes Were Watching 
God,11 Tell My Horse is (or was) widely considered Hurston’s ‘poorest’ 
text – aesthetically, in terms of form, and ideologically, in terms of its 
politics.12 However, its combination of the ethnographic and the auto-
biographic, its modernist prose style fused to the travel narrative genre, 
augurs its partial feminist and formalist recoveries in recent years as 
a text ‘ahead of its time’ in its anticipation of the contemporary form 
of autoethnography and self-re"exive anthropological practice in the 
postcolonial moment.13 For Hurston both engages and subverts the eth-
nographic impulse of modernism/modernity to describe and document 
the Other for use as a romantic (re)source, practical foil, and as part 
of a self-referential practice of social science credibility. To do so, she 
relocates gender as central to the construction of black political, social 
and cultural community.

Hurston produced Tell My Horse amidst a wave of publicity  regarding 
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Haiti and its US occupation, with artists and intellectuals from dancer 
Katherine Dunham to poet Langston Hughes making trips to the country 
in the 1930s. As Millery Polyné and Hazel Carby note, Hurston’s sym-
pathy towards the US imperial occupation cast her against the dominant 
African American political stance on the issue.14 With even the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) arguing 
against occupation, and a long list of nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
race leaders travelling to and writing with rhetorical fascination of 
Haiti,15 the struggle to maintain Haiti as a possessed object of black 
modernity’s success hovers around Hurston’s text. Ever the antagonist, 
Hurston intentionally treads on hallowed racial ground with her choice 
to conduct !eldwork in Haiti, and confronts Afro-identi!ed idealisa-
tions of the country head on:

Since the struggle began [in the late eighteenth century], L’Ouverture died 
in a damp, cold prison in France, Dessalines was assassinated by the people 
whom he helped to free, Christophe was driven to suicide, three more presi-
dents have been assassinated, there have been fourteen revolutions, three 
out-and-out kingdoms established and abolished, a military occupation by a 
foreign white power which lasted for nineteen years.16

Hurston’s Haiti is a whole different league of what Amiri Baraka 
labels ‘vicious modernism’, or that which both gives voice to and 
exploits black cultural subjectivity in its ‘violent, transforming beauty’.17 
But instead of a primitivist or a nostalgic ‘salvage’ anthropology project, 
Hurston relocates black modernity to Haiti, site of the !rst black 
‘nation’ in and during the heart of chattel slavery.18 She does so not 
by rehearsing its past, but by bringing that past into a continuity with 
the present in Haiti itself, using the revolution’s history as more than a 
‘pretext to talk about something else’, as Michel-Rolph Trouillot argues 
of many who took up Haiti as a ‘cause’ stuck in the past.19

Even in outlining its status as a failed state, Hurston creates the 
grounds for looking at Haiti not just through the sign of revolution, the 
history of ‘great men’ that critic David Scott insists misses the point, and 
the temporal signi!cance, of the event:

The vindicationist story of the slave’s undaunted will to resist, however stir-
ring and commendable it may be, obscures another and – in the context of 
our present – more important story, namely, a story about the transformed 
conditions (indeed the speci!cally modern conditions) in which the slaves 
were obliged !ght for freedom.20

As a public intellectual, an anthropologist, and a black modernist provo-
cateur, Hurston’s questioning of Haitian history as told through the lens 
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of the Revolution could and should be viewed through the lens of her 
recuperation as a black feminist subject in the past twenty-!ve years.21 
Her feminist politics provide a sustained critique of the material and 
conceptual power of masculinity in Western modernity that has also, in 
her estimation, constructed the terms of debate in black modernity. Her 
turn to Haitian voodoo, then, is an act of regendering the primal scene 
of black freedom through narratives of political resistance.

Hurston investigates the conditions of Haitian culture as insistently of 
the present, much as she lays out in ‘Characteristics’: ‘Negro folklore is 
not a thing of the past. It is still in the making. Its great variety shows the 
adaptability of the black man: nothing is too old or too new, domestic 
or foreign, high or low, for his use.’22 Rather than !x the vernacular as 
authentic, Hurston here expands the timing, geographies and cultural 
class of black history and black culture’s resources and resourcefulness. 
Blackness itself, as a practice of modernity for Tell My Horse, is nothing 
if not adaptable, as are Hurston’s own persistent methods of knowl-
edge and cultural production. This twist of perspective, no longer just 
responding to Western preoccupations with normative forms of capital 
and democratic success, anticipates a Caribbean modernism coined by 
the likes of C. L. R. James and Wilson Harris, where Afromodernist 
cultures ‘develop as a narrative strategy and counter-discourse away 
from outmoded and conventional modes of representation associated 
with colonial domination and colonizing cultural structures’ rather 
than in response to white modernist experiments with a primitive 
Afro-past.23 Modernity is itself a form of charismatic possession, in 
Hurston’s hands, one possessed with ‘progress’ and its failures, the 
speed and relative access to both political and material change. But as 
Patricia Chu astutely observes, primitivism emerges not simply as the 
foil by which modernity de!nes and congratulates itself, but somehow 
as the model for the modern individual subject who still has power to 
critique the status quo, and most importantly, the state.24 In this sense, 
the Haitian revolution charismatically possesses Western modernity, 
effectively occupying the modern rhetoric of republican rights and its 
essential contradiction with the capital system that fuels modernity’s  
gains.25

But Hurston’s text remains uneasy with this characterisation of Haiti, 
its revolution, and that event’s – and its leaders’ – charismatic place in 
the logics of modernity. As Erica Edwards powerfully claims, ‘charisma’ 
as an animating force and organising concept in black life and literature 
runs hand in hand with individualist, masculine notions of leadership 
and resistance that have come to de!ne black politics.26 It is this very 
construct that Hurston devotes herself to unmaking across her career 
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– another way that we can mark her iconoclastic position vis-à-vis her 
fellow black authors and organisers. Hurston writes out of this charis-
matic context, but also the one that possesses her contemporary writing 
on black political struggles over Haitian rights and status. A combina-
tion of fear, longing and abjection hovers around Haiti as a simultane-
ous symbol of modernity and its discontents – rendered as the lingering 
traces of the premodern, in the guise of anthropological interest in the 
‘African’ in the black diaspora, which forms into both covert and more 
obvious signs of rebellion.

Tell My Horse moves towards what seems an antithetical project of 
anthropological primitivism, but instead insists on the very modern cha-
risma of voodoo, and its uneasy and uneven intertwining with the more 
familiar trappings of the modern state. Tell My Horse demonstrates this 
connection partially by drawing out the amount of work that it takes to 
perform the primitive in rituals of possession:

The usual routine is this:
 The spirit enters the head of a person. He is possessed of this spirit and 
sometimes he or she is troubled by it because the possession comes at times 
and places that are, perhaps, embarrassing. On advice, he goes to a houngan 
and the spirit is identi!ed and the ‘horse’ is advised to make food for the 
loa who is the master of his head. As soon as the person is !nancially able, 
he or she goes through the ceremony of baptism known as ‘getting the head 
washed.’ Three days before the reception of the degree, the candidate pre-
sents himself to the houngan, who receives him and makes certain libations 
to the spirit who has claimed the candidate.27

Far from exotic or romantic descriptions of ritual, Hurston transforms 
voodoo and spiritual possession into modern ‘routine’. She renders a site 
of primitivist fascination – possession – banal. And, indeed, the histories 
of spirit possession are too numerous to name, found in Judaism, the 
Ibo people, Vietnam, Brazil, India, in French Catholicism (there’s even a 
black Joan of Arc to whom Hurston devotes a chapter) and, of course, 
in American religious practice. As such, possession is not so much a par-
ticular of blackness or even the primitive associations it maintains, but 
a practice that has adapted its meaning across geographic and temporal 
difference into modernity. Its history constantly possesses Hurston’s 
present-day observations – falling in line with what Jenny Sharpe has 
identi!ed as ‘history as spirit possession’, an epistemology animated by 
the few lingering traces, as well as the absence, of evidence surrounding 
displaced cultural identities.28 Hurston’s presence is needed to claim a 
rather ordinary history, one that !ts, albeit unevenly, within the struc-
tures of modern life in the Caribbean as, in Daphne Lamothe’s terms, a 
‘site of culture’ for the diasporic world.29
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The routine possession described above refuses to centre the char-
ismatic black leader, or to romanticise black ‘tradition’ in a nostalgic 
move to mark the folk as a similar site/invocation of authenticity. It also 
has another, intertextual history to claim as well: Hurston’s own initia-
tion past the !rst ‘degree’ of voodoo priestess as recounted in her 1935 
collection of Southern folklore and Louisiana hoodoo, Mules and Men. 
Though Tell My Horse does in passing let us know that the narrator may 
‘go Canzo’, the second degree of initiation, Hurston’s narrative swiftly 
distances her as the subject of a possessed episode. In fact, Hurston 
remains publicly un-possessed throughout the text, vacillating between 
narrative modes of scienti!c inquiry, journalistic distance and personal 
curiosity. Rather than claiming her space in voodoo ritual as an initiate, 
Hurston maintains her difference – as American, as anthropologist and, 
particularly in Tell My Horse, as a woman. The ‘he or she’ slips into the 
routine (along with a mention of money), suggesting the tension Tell 
My Horse locates in its description of voodoo as a social structure and 
practice in Haiti: the promise of equal access against the material condi-
tions of gender and class hierarchy.30 In this, Hurston locates voodoo 
(and diaspora) as relentlessly modern, and as an allegory/doppelganger 
for black political community in the United States. Possession only 
holds currency within complex structures of meaning, ones that exceed 
the de!ning presence of what Hurston calls ‘Culture Heroes’, the title 
of a chapter in Tell My Horse. These men (as they all are) are a source 
of power for black cultural and political life, but Tell My Horse marks 
an even sharper turn in Hurston’s work towards a scepticism of a black 
modernity imagined as the charismatic rhetorical presence of individual 
subjects, including her own authorial exceptionalism.

It is no surprise that Edwards !nds this charisma acting through the 
power of narrative performance, or that Hurston seeks to reorder these 
‘!ctions’ of the organisation of black politics around masculinity.31 
Returning to Baker’s call to black modernity, possession is a mark of 
the rite of passage for ‘race leaders’ in a gloss that would make Hurston 
and her suspicion of empty language and powerful men roll over.32 
One must, like Martin Luther King, Jr, be ‘touched by the frenzy of 
black spiritual existence’ manifested through ‘rhetorical effectiveness’.33 
Possession, then, becomes a ‘style’ that ‘makes one recognizable and 
resonant before a spirited mass audience’.34 Of course, possession is a 
remarkably "exible signi!er for Tell My Horse and its depicted audi-
ences, its range extending as a !gure of success, threat (both direct and 
indirect), unconscious voice, regulation, a sign of evil, or of spiritual 
power and potential. But for Hurston, it is not the ‘frenzy’ of the char-
ismatic speaking subject that is rendered resonant in Tell My Horse, but 



 134    Samantha Pinto

the ‘mass audience’. She recounts a moment of ‘evil’ possession during 
a ceremony with Dieu Donnez (a houngan) treating both him and the 
possessed body with far less interest than she registers for the power of 
the group in response to the public performance:

But that was not all. A feeling had entered the place. It was a feeling of 
unspeakable human fears, and the remarkable thing was that everybody 
seemed to feel it simultaneously and recoiled from the bearer of it like a wheat 
!eld before a wind.35

Group action becomes the ‘remarkable’ or recognised moment of drama.
Hurston shifts to the ‘audience’ – ‘a necessary part of any drama’, 

as she says in ‘Characteristics’ under the heading of ‘Absence of the 
Concept of Privacy’ – while never losing sight of the major players, 
continuing:

The fear was so humid you could smell it and feel it on your tongue. But the 
amazing thing was that the people did not take refuge in "ight. They pressed 
nearer Dieu Donnez and at last he prevailed. The man fell. His body relaxed 
and his features untangled themselves and became a face again. They wiped 
his face and head with a red handkerchief and put him on a natte [. . .] they 
poured libations for the dead and the ceremony ended.36

The descriptive rhetorical force belongs to ‘the crowd’ and ‘the 
people’. Donnez may prevail, but ‘they pressed’, ‘they wiped’, and ‘they 
poured libations’ and closed the event. Yet even as Tell My Horse is 
didactic about support for ‘the majority’ and political ‘compromise’ at 
moments, it is also unromantic about the will and ‘intelligence’ of the 
crowd.37 The possessive audience is shown to labour before, during and 
after a possession, in order to create the very circumstances of the per-
formance. The performer is, in many ways, beside the point for the text, 
and the possessive audience can gain too much power; as Hurston notes 
in her titular section, ‘Gods always behave like the people who create 
them.’38 Possession, like subjection, is a paradox, not just the unilateral 
application of external power hailing the internal subject, but also 
produced through the ambivalent desire to become a subject, to submit 
oneself to an understandable discourse of, in this case, group identity.39 
Power is both internal and external, an ambivalent relationship that 
Hurston un"inchingly narrates.

Too much giving way to either charismatic force or audience par-
ticipation can also lead to death or dispossession – emblematised in the 
curious cases of Haitian ‘Zombies’ that Hurston painstakingly addresses 
in Tell My Horse. Dayan, Strongman and other critics read zombies as 
a reaction to and representation of the postcolonial condition, subject 
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to uncertain governance and the anthropological gaze; Hurston insists 
on the immediate present, on an allegory of black diasporan social 
and cultural relations in the realm of modernity, infused with but not 
strictly analogous to colonised history – Jamaican colourlines, Haitian 
class divides, the US occupation of the island that ended just the year 
before Hurston arrived.40 Her often contradictory and dif!cult views on 
all three examples perform obvious breaks with her contemporary and 
certainly our contemporary critics of black modernity and imperialism, 
refusing the "attening effect of a predictable audience and challenging 
our ‘conceptual’ political alignment with contemporary readings of 
Hurston.41

Hurston’s anecdotes about fake mountings, scienti!cally explainable 
zombies, stones that wear dresses and urinate, and marriages between 
goats and family members of the heads of state are not the subversive 
narrative behind her apparently party-line imperialism. They are part of 
Hurston’s formal and conceptual strategy of understanding the imbri-
cated nature of the charismatic state and its subjected community. These 
two cultures, she demonstrates, are parts of a whole, constantly re"ect-
ing back on each other in public and in private, with all of the attendant 
hierarchies coming through – be they the houngan’s will or America’s 
occupation of Haiti. For her, structure and resistance are both part of 
the text, and part of the institution of modernity, particularly the contra-
dictions of black modernity. Tell My Horse’s feminist politics demand 
such asymmetrical and sometimes contradictory sites of change, refusing 
hardened categories of the state and the people, or even imperialism and 
autonomous democracy. Both are possessed, internally and publicly, 
by the discourses of gendered and classed power, from which there is 
no easy escape, or for which there is no easy narrative form, as Tell My 
Horse’s aesthetic choices attest.

One critic says of Mules and Men that it is ‘a textual paradigm of the 
functionality of US black folk culture’ – but is the failing text of Tell My 
Horse then about the dysfunction of diaspora?42 Or does diaspora act as 
a vision of the dif!culty of difference within difference, or what Ellison 
referred to as ‘the blackness of blackness’? In Tell My Horse, diaspora 
exposes the multiple myths of national and transnational unity/progress, 
instead articulating the dangerous work of relying too much on past 
success – ‘the greatest progress’ line that Hurston skewers US ‘race 
leaders’ for using – or a detached, obstinate presence, as when she identi-
!es the practice of ‘lying’ as the greatest weakness of Haiti, ‘people who 
have no memory of yesterday and no suspicion of tomorrow’.43 These 
rhetorical temporalities – to use Baker’s terms, the ‘mythomania’44 – fail 
black modernity at the level of ‘action’ (for the people), though Hurston 
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herself is unsure of how to proceed, as evidenced by her at times aggres-
sive elitism surrounding the vague concept of ‘intelligence’ and at other 
points sensitive readings of black literature’s role in enacting social and 
political change on a mass scale. For Hurston, there is no way out of 
modernity’s rhetorical or material power – only the critical possession 
and critique of the excessive charisma of power.

Until now, I have focused on the reckoning and revision that Hurston 
does in rendering the charismatic power of seemingly singular bodies, 
objects and states. Her text inverts and even exploits these signs of 
hierarchal structure to lay out potentially feminist visions of black 
modernity. These hegemonic asymmetries – their unequal possessions 
of Tell My Horse, as well as of diaspora studies – play out in the formal 
and structural dramas of the text, and in what these uneven ‘failures’ 
of charismatic narrative presence might suggest about the intertwined 
futures of gender and race in diaspora studies.

When Hurston takes on the non!ction voice in Tell My Horse, she 
refuses charisma, or a totalising, linear version of that rhetorical force. 
Unlike, for instance, Maya Deren’s late modernist work on voodoo 
ritual, Divine Horsemen (1953), Hurston also refuses to write the cata-
logue of Haitian ritual, the textbook that isolates Haiti and imagines 
its culture exhausted and without connection to even the rest of the 
Caribbean, let alone its present political moment. Hurston seems bored, 
in fact, by her own theory/practice division – the conceptual versus the 
dramatic. That impatience, and her own model of political and social 
engagement, comes to fruition most publicly in Tell My Horse’s frag-
mented and mixed generic claims. Many, including Henry Louis Gates, 
Jr in his afterword to the Harper and Row edition, attribute this to a 
kind of tragic sloppiness:

In fact, Hurston’s life [. . .] reveals how economic limits determine our 
choices even more than does violence or love. Put simply, Hurston wrote well 
when she was comfortable, wrote poorly when she was not. Financial prob-
lems [. . .] produced the sort of dependence that affects, if not determines, her 
style.45

And, in fact, we might not be far off from what Hurston herself seemed 
to recognise about not just her own work, but the so-called ‘folk’ culture 
she studied. The vernacular does not stand outside of what Baker calls 
‘the economics of slavery’, but instead situates them as simultaneous 
events.46 When cultural expression is possessed by economic need, a 
particularity is produced, a rubric, a style, a local difference. Instead of 
viewing ‘creativity and commerce’ as ‘antimonies’, we could perhaps 
view them as Hurston does – necessary and mutual social dramas, 



Hurston and the Gendered Fictions of Black Modernity     137

whether produced for intra-community currency or reproduced (by her) 
in a transnational framework, the condition of modernity pushing the 
conditions for art and vice versa. This is not to say that there are no 
rami!cations to that imbalance in representative and economic power, 
but it is, in Tell My Horse, a signi!cant distinction as it continually rep-
resents cultural production – be it in the form of voodoo, politics, wild 
boar hunts or curried goat feeds – as structured internally by class and 
gender difference.47

Hurston’s text engages in large-scale structural asymmetry, from its 
anaemic section on Jamaica to its sprawling two-thirds on the ‘Politics 
and personalities of Haiti’ and ‘Voodoo in Haiti’. As voodoo is clearly 
the ‘draw’ of the book, why even present Jamaica? The answer comes 
in the form of the comparative, as Hurston contemplates what is in 
her estimation a decidedly un-modern maroon settlement and wonders 
aloud about the conceptual versus the material power of revolution. 
Diasporic reception as well as colonial histories make Jamaica and 
Haiti asymmetrical modernities, with the Jamaican narrative allowing 
Hurston to outline the dangers of romantically maintaining perpetual 
and uncomplicated narratives of revolution. The text does this in part 
by speaking from a point of failure (Jamaica does not gain independence 
until 1962) before addressing the ‘success’ of Haiti, the !rst black repub-
lic. That there are grave similarities between the two in the realm of the 
social, in particular, is Hurston’s unspoken link between the uneven 
sections. Beyond geographic proximity, then, there is the conceptual and 
structural proximity that Tell My Horse implicitly imposes and invites.

Elsewhere noted for her prowess at signifying, Hurston’s larger 
formal concerns remain dif!cult for critics to read in the case of Tell 
My Horse, partially because they feel resolved to the recovery of the 
American vernacular in Hurston’s other work, and the diasporic context 
of Tell My Horse leaves them unsure of how to read Hurston’s politics 
on global black modernity and US imperialism.48 Nowhere is this ren-
dered more strange than in her sudden shift to direct comparison of 
US and Caribbean gender relations in the last chapter of the ‘Jamaica’ 
section, ‘Women in the Caribbean’. Immediately following the descrip-
tion of funeral rites of ‘Pocomania’ or indigenously inspired religious 
practice, Tell My Horse switches rhetorical gears. Leading up to chapter 
5, we have only been given short quips of witty and incisive political 
observation in an otherwise part travelogue, part celebrity-ethnographer 
narrative. Without any warning but the chapter title, we are told that:

It is a curious thing to be a woman in the Caribbean after you have been a 
woman in these United States. It has been said that the United States is a large 
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collection of little nations, each having its own ways, and that is right. But 
the thing that binds them all together is the way they look at women, and 
that is right, too.49

From the feminist hero/author of Their Eyes Were Watching God, 
this nationalist celebration of the US’s forward-thinking gender politics 
seems strange indeed. But if we think of Hurston’s larger project of 
asymmetry, this is the moment of con!ated identities before the break: 
the US is just a ‘collection’ of nations, like the Caribbean, and the ‘little 
nation’ that Hurston is most interested in is that of the black public 
sphere. Allowed access to white institutions, Hurston’s frustration with 
the lack of rhetorical power of women in black political movements and 
social-cultural politics is laid bare throughout the book.50

Hurston is trying to think through a metaphor other than the 
‘rooster’s nest’ of masculine-colonialist imitation, to provide another 
model for thinking gender in black diasporic modernity. In her forced 
transition, she "nds it. As the ‘only woman’ allowed to participate in 
the goat feed, or to hunt wild boar, in the previous ‘Jamaica’ sections, 
the funeral chapter is much less ostentatious about the author’s excep-
tionalism. The funeral rites are a long, involved process, demanding 
group participation in elaborately preparing the dead to stay dead, for 
as Hurston puts it, ‘It all stems from the "rm belief in survival after 
death. Or rather that there is no death. Activities are merely changed 
from one condition to the other.’51 Rather than the "nality of a single 
revolutionary act, or the "xed position of gender roles, Hurston’s asym-
metry suggests that social politics are an ongoing process. Hurston !ags 
the !ame of US national feminist pride (if there can be said to be a "re 
at all) instead of racial nationalism and myths of progress in an attempt 
to allow less visible, and less ‘of"cial’, shifts in modernity – and nascent 
development discourse – come to the forefront. Above all, in the death 
rituals, there is a sociability in!ected with all of the sexual and gendered 
relations that exist (older women try to keep track of younger ones, for 
instance) among the people and among a more symbolic order, where a 
ceremonial stick’s ‘name is always feminine. It is named for some mule 
or horse or obeah woman.’52 In the wake of communal events that seem 
to write women out of signi"cant performance, there comes a ‘break’ 
in the ceremony: ‘A few warming-up steps by some dancers. Then a 
woman breaks through the dancers with a leap like a lioness emerging 
from cover. Just like that. She sings with gestures as she challenges the 
drummers, a lioness defying the tribesmen.’53 Obviously a scripted pos-
session of the community stage, the moment not only recognises the per-
formative force of here, a charismatic woman ‘whipping’ the audience 
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into a mass possession, but also underscores the various other, unseen 
labour that Hurston documents women doing throughout, including 
herself – from making a dead man’s shirt to decorating the ritual space, 
from being mounted as a possessed ‘horse’ to !nding sexual pleasure 
and connection in ‘the crowd’ of ritual.

There is decidedly room for alternate performances of gender and 
modernity in transitional and transnational spaces in Tell My Horse, 
inasmuch as there are still parallels to other, less generous metaphors 
of sexual and corporeal possession.54 Hurston writes of one anecdotal 
exchange in ‘Women in the Caribbean’: ‘Up in a safe little spot he 
induced her to leave the car after a struggle and possessed her’, lamenting 
that even in the realm of black modernity, ‘She cannot refute his state-
ment. What could she offer as proof?’55 The modern condition for black 
women in relation to sexuality and the state then follows a trajectory of 
madness and death in the narrative. But Hurston’s juxtapositions attempt 
to retain the promise of a ‘change’ of activities, where black women’s 
inability to register on the scale of charismatic rhetorical force as politi-
cal subjects is transmuted into Hurston’s poetics of transition. Tell My 
Horse then !nds not just the detached imperialism of anthropology, but 
a mode of critical participation through proximity and transition.

At the end of the ‘drama’ section in ‘Characteristics of Negro 
Expression’, an essay that embodies the asymmetrical politics of transi-
tion in its non sequiturs as well as its unexplained and/or absent transi-
tions, Hurston introduces us to a narrative anecdote, one of a public 
drama of a black vernacular heterosexuality. Comparing ‘a robust 
young Negro chap’ to Louis XIV, Hurston does a play by play transla-
tion of his body – posture, gesture, costume – into language; and not just 
any language, but an aggrandised and primitivised register that turns 
him into ‘male, giver of life’.56 Recognising and reproducing colonial 
understatement, she notes that: ‘There is no mistaking his meaning.’ 
The ‘girl’ in the drama gets more action, less language, ‘Her whole body 
panging and posting [. . .] that is all of a dare. A hip undulation below 
the waist that is a sheaf of promises tied with conscious power.’57 A 
dare, a promise, power – these high concepts emerge directly from her 
‘action’, the again exaggerated inverse of the amount of language it 
took to turn the black male body into a ‘king’ of the modern street. The 
drama of gender and race, the public nature of how black bodies are 
read in the colonised world, and how black speech possesses the bulk 
of political power in the black public sphere, are not incidental tensions 
for Hurston. Indeed, she ends: ‘These little plays by strolling players, 
are acted out daily in a dozen streets in a thousand cities, and no one 
ever mistakes the meaning.’58 Received ways of reading  blackness are 
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 dangerous, for Hurston, in their effort to maintain !xed subject posi-
tions and cultural methods. The repetition of ‘no one ever mistakes 
the meaning’ betrays an anxiety around the performance of blackness, 
particularly concerning gender and sexuality, an anxiety about never 
being able to escape comparisons to categories of modernity that read 
blackness as permanently possessed by the primitive. It is a trap that 
Hurston both participates in and exposes in her poetics of asymmetry. 
She ends ‘Characteristics’ noting that, ‘Nothing less than a volume 
would be adequate’ to document the fullness and particularities of black 
expressive culture, particular vernacular language. From ‘no mistaking’ 
to ‘nothing less’, her sequencing is her signal of conscious disciplinary 
failure, her lack of wholly ‘ethnographic’ intentions in her work, her 
engagement of the values of modernity as well as her commitment to 
alternate ways of reading for it and through it.

Rather than betraying Hurston’s disciplinary anxieties, Tell My 
Horse exposes modernity as a practice of both fear and desire that the 
text employs for its narrative and structural con"icts. Hurston creates 
Haiti as the point of origin for modernity only to expose its messy !c-
tions of race, gender, and political and social ‘progress’, historically and 
ideologically. Modernity comes possessed by not just its past, but by its 
diasporic present, trying to hold on to all of the ‘old’ narrative strains of 
self and empire-building in new forms. Modernity, in turn, possesses the 
present for Hurston’s texts, and arrests it into a perpetual failure. Achille 
Mbembé might locate this seeming stasis as what he calls a mutual 
‘zombi!cation’ of coloniser and colonised, but for Tell My Horse, there 
is much possibility in the ‘convivial’ relationship between the two.59 
The shared public cultural practices and gendered spaces of the text are 
where the potential for radical political thought emerges, asymmetrical 
as the borders around those spaces may be. Foregrounding gendered 
critiques of charismatic power, Hurston repossesses modernity to make 
a more dif!cult diaspora visible, rather than searching for its conceptual 
cure, through interdisciplinary prose formats. The ‘dynamic suggestion’ 
of metaphorical and rhetorical movement, no matter how indelicate the 
juxtaposition, prepares the !eld for ‘the abrupt and unexpected changes’ 
that characterise black modernity. This modernity pivots on the public, 
disciplinary and dif!cult dramas critical to understanding the complexi-
ties of race in the !rst half of the twentieth century, and beyond.
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