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Martyn  
Bone

Times have changed for Zora Neale Hurston 
and Southern literary studies. In 1985, the Society for the Study of 
Southern Literature and Louisiana State University Press published 
The History of Southern Literature. In this monumental volume’s 625 
pages, Hurston’s life and work merited only two pages of an essay by 
Thadious Davis that assessed “southern standard-bearers in the New 
Negro Renaissance” separately from white writers of the Southern 
Renaissance.1 Since the early 1990s, however, there has been an out-
pouring of interest in Hurston within U.S. Southern literary studies. 
This remarkable shift calls to mind Hurston’s hypercanonization in 
American studies, African American studies, and women’s studies 
beginning in the late 1970s. The momentum for this latest trend comes 
in part from contemporary Southernists’ concerted, sometimes self-
conscious, attempts to revise conventional definitions of the South and 
of Southern literature. But this recent work on Hurston has relied too 
heavily on neo-Agrarian ideas of rural Southern identity. Keen to dem-
onstrate that Hurston “was always a southerner too,” such criticism 
has not fully assessed the ambiguities and complexities that charac-
terize Hurston’s treatment of African American life and labor in the 
rural South.2
 By contrast, critics working in African American studies have 
thoroughly discussed and debated this dimension of Hurston’s work, 
paying close attention to Hazel Carby’s provocative argument that 
Hurston creates “a discourse of nostalgia” for Southern, black, rural 
folk life.3 Pointing to a “shift in Hurston’s work” between Mules and 
Men (1935) and Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life in Haiti and Jamaica 
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(1938), Carby argues further that Hurston ignores the Great Migra-
tion in order to “stress” instead “a continuity of [rural black Southern] 
cultural beliefs and practices with beliefs and practices in the Carib-
bean” (“P,” 181).4 According to Carby, Hurston decided “to rewrite the 
geographical boundaries of representation by situating the southern, 
rural folk and patterns of migration in relation to the Caribbean rather 
than the northern states” (“P,” 176).
 Carby’s critique remains an influential yardstick for any scholar 
assessing Hurston’s representation of Southern black life, but my essay 
will challenge her central claim that Hurston’s writing discursively dis-
places the northward trajectory of the Great Migration. Carby’s argu-
ment does not allow for significant intraregional and transnational pat-
terns of black migration: demographic movements within the South, 
and from outside the United States into the South. These movements 
may be less well known than the en masse relocation of rural South-
ern blacks to Northern cities, but Hurston made them central to the 
narrative cartographies of Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934) and Their Eyes 
Were Watching God (1937). My essay will also interrogate Carby’s sug-
gestion that Hurston’s discursive displacement of African American 
migration extended to resituating black Southern culture in relation 
to the Caribbean rather than the (U.S.) North. It does so by looking 
at how migrant workers on “the muck” of the Florida Everglades are 
represented in Their Eyes Were Watching God and by exploring the 
novel’s representation of the devastating storm that hit the Everglades 
on 16 September 1928, killing thousands of black migrant workers, 
including a large number of Bahamians. Ultimately, my essay partici-
pates in recent critical conversations about the connections between 
the U.S. South and the Caribbean that appear throughout Hurston’s 
work.

Hurston, Hypercanonization, and Southern Studies

Recent work on Hurston in Southern literary studies can be divided, 
broadly speaking, into two camps. On one side is the moderately 
revisionist criticism that—to adapt a phrase from Michael Krey-
ling—“preserve[s] the status quo long enough to modify it for the 
admission of [Hurston].”5 Perhaps the best example of this approach 
is Jan Cooper’s “Zora Neale Hurston Was Always a Southerner Too” 
(1993). As the title indicates, Cooper tries to integrate Hurston into 
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the established Southern literary canon by reading her work through 
the familiar concepts of traditional, regionalist Southern literary criti-
cism: the “Southern mythic past” and, especially, the “mythic image” 
of “agrarian community” (“ST,” 61). In the other camp, a body of 
more radical criticism has emerged, especially in the last five years. 
Scholars such as Annette Trefzer, Katherine Henninger, and John 
Lowe relocate not only Hurston’s representation of the South but also 
Southern studies itself in a transnational rather than regional context, 
particularly in relation to the Caribbean.6 Somewhere in between the 
two camps one might locate Patricia Yaeger’s widely praised Dirt 
and Desire: Reconstructing Southern Women’s Writing, 1930–1990 
(2000). Yaeger’s brief but brilliant readings of Hurston’s texts success-
fully assail the regionalist insularity of traditional Southern literary 
studies; however, Yaeger’s more sustained analysis of “the dirt-based 
economy” on the Everglades muck in Their Eyes Were Watching God 
remains peculiarly detached from her assessment of “the relevance of 
southern studies within a world of globalized localities.”7
 Recently David McWhirter referred to “what may be south-
ern studies’ oddest and most self-destructive feature: its strange 
divorce from African American literary and cultural studies.”8 Build-
ing on Thadious Davis’s pioneering efforts during the 1980s, critics 
like Cooper and Yaeger have configured their critical approaches 
to Hurston as correctives to this long-standing “divorce”—segrega-
tion would not be too strong a word—of an implicitly white South-
ern studies from African American studies.9 Yet much recent work 
on Hurston by scholars working in Southern studies, whether mod-
erately revisionist or more radically transnational, has remained dis-
engaged from the heated debates over Hurston in African American 
studies.10 This is perplexing if one considers that Hurston’s represen-
tation of the South—and of the U.S. South in relation to the Carib-
bean—has been a major point of contention within these debates, in 
which Carby’s work has been central.
 In Reconstructing Womanhood (1987), Carby charged that Hurston’s 
response to “the migration north of Southern blacks” and the result-
ing class confrontation with the urban Northern elite “who repre-
sented the interests of the race” was to avoid these developments by 
“reconstruct[ing] figures of ‘the folk’ in her novels.”11 Carby would 
flesh out and finesse this argument over the next four years, with 
“The Politics of Fiction, Anthropology, and the Folk” its culmination 
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in 1991. In that essay, she developed a more sustained and insistent 
case for the claims she had been making earlier: “The creation of a 
discourse of ‘the folk’ as a rural people in Hurston’s work in the 1920s 
and 1930s displaces the migration of black people to cities” (“P,” 172). 
Carby argues that Hurston did not just ignore the Great Migration 
of African Americans from the rural South to urban centers such as 
Chicago, Detroit, and New York; Hurston’s conscious “decision to re-
create Eatonville [the all-black town in Florida where she spent most 
of her childhood] as the center of her representation of the rural folk” 
exemplifies a “discourse of nostalgia for a rural community” that per-
vades Hurston’s work (“P,” 173).
 I will address these claims presently, but, first, it is worth noting 
that Carby ranges beyond Hurston’s own literary-historical situation 
in the 1920s and 1930s to question the literary-critical practice and 
sociohistorical context of African American studies itself. In “Ideolo-
gies of Black Folk” (1988), she claims that “ideas of an African Ameri-
can literary tradition are dominated by an ideology of the ‘folk’”—a 
distinctly “Southern ‘folk.’” According to Carby, Hurston’s “highly 
romanticized novel” Their Eyes Were Watching God is a prime locus for 
this ideology.12 In “The Politics of Fiction, Anthropology, and the Folk,” 
Carby accuses critics in African American studies of recapitulating 
not only what she considers Hurston’s nostalgic ideology of the rural 
Southern folk but also her discursive displacement of “contemporary 
social crises.” Where Hurston in the 1930s ignored northward urban 
migration, African American studies in the 1980s, with its “privileging 
of Hurston,” ignored “large parts of black urban America [that were] 
under siege” (“P,” 172, 182). It is not my intention to assess the mer-
its of Carby’s belief that critical approaches to Hurston around 1991 
were symptomatic of a “crisis of representation” in African American 
studies (“P,” 180); however, Carby’s argument might help to explain 
the more recent “privileging of Hurston” in Southern studies. Moder-
ately revisionist readings of Hurston by contemporary Southern crit-
ics are characterized by something very much like the “nostalgia for 
a rural community” and “mythology of the rural South” that Carby 
identified in both Hurston’s contemporary work of the 1930s and in 
African American studies in the 1980s.13 Such readings seek to inte-
grate Hurston’s vision of rural Southern (black) life with the “mythic” 
image of (white) Southern community formulated by the Nashville 
Agrarians in the 1930s and predominant in Southern literary studies 
since the 1950s.
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 Cooper, for example, argues that “at least one pervasive mythic 
image used by many modern white Southern writers—that of the 
agrarian community—can also be seen in Zora Neale Hurston’s work” 
(“ST,” 61). This agrarian community is “intimately attached to ‘the 
soil,’ the natural environment of its geographical location, but dis-
tinctly separate from the world beyond its borders, not linked in any 
significant way to national or global forces that exist outside” (“ST,” 
64). Cooper also recapitulates the Agrarian vision of a “hierarchical” 
community (“ST,” 61), but she overlooks the ways in which, as Scott 
Romine has noted, “[w]riters in the conservative tradition” of South-
ern literary studies have frequently “creat[ed] an artificial division 
between the community’s vices and virtues . . . that allows the recu-
peration of the one and the repression of the other, as if, say, racial 
discrimination was an incidental flaw of the southern community circa 
1930 that need not implicate an entire system of cohesive (and pre-
sumably otherwise legitimate) social relationships.”14 When Cooper 
emphasizes that Hurston’s fiction features “a very specific kind of 
black Southern community,” she comes perilously close to that repres-
sion of racial discrimination that Romine identifies with traditional 
Southern literary studies. For while it may be true that Hurston’s 
fictionalized Eatonville gives its “inhabitants a sense of history that 
is an inspiration, rather than a Faulknerian burden” (“ST,” 64), even 
as an incorporated African American town, the real Eatonville was 
never “distinctly separate” from wider regional and national forces 
that determined the lives and labor of rural black Southerners—as 
one of Hurston’s earliest short stories, “Sweat” (1926), makes clear. 
William Gleason suggests the perils of “nostalgia for a rural commu-
nity” in Hurston scholarship when he wonders aloud: “[Does] know-
ing that black towns like Eatonville were in large respect labor farms 
for neighboring white towns that catered to wealthy northerners win-
tering in Florida dissipate the haze of nostalgia enveloping Hurston’s 
youthful recollections?”15
 Elsewhere, Richard Gray ends his magisterial survey Southern 
Aberrations: Writers of the American South and the Problems of Region-
alism (2000) with what Jennifer Rae Greeson and Candace Waid have 
identified as a tellingly “achronological gesture backward to Hurston’s 
1937 Their Eyes Were Watching God.”16 In a “concluding note on south-
ern regionalism,” Gray homes in on Joe and Janie Starks’s Eatonville 
front porch as a “privileged meeting place, a main site of communal 
ritual” that “shows us the making of a Southern community.” Gray is 
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careful to clarify that Eatonville does not stand for a monolithic vision 
of community: it is “a South, not the South.”17 But as Jon Smith has 
observed, “When all is said and done, and Gray has identified multiple 
Souths, multiple regions, multiple racial perspectives, they all turn 
out to exhibit the same traits the Agrarians claimed they did”—in par-
ticular, “place” and “community.”18 Gray himself admits that a num-
ber of qualifications are necessary if one is to read Hurston’s novel 
in 2000 as representative of Southern communities in their plurality: 
“Not everyone has experienced the cultural insularity of Janie and 
Joe Starks and their neighbors; it is difficult, in fact, to believe that 
any group in the South could live quite so apart from other cultures 
now. . . . Nor has every Southern community been so local and inti-
mate.”19 In other words, a reading of a more contemporary novel, or 
an emphasis on a different “meeting place” in Their Eyes Were Watch-
ing God (say, urban Jacksonville), would generate a different view of 
Southern community.
 I am suggesting, then, that moderately revisionist but residually 
(or nostalgically) neo-Agrarian readings of Hurston as a regional or 
Southern writer, and of Eatonville as an identifiably Southern com-
munity, tend to displace the South’s actual historical problems during 
the 1930s: racial segregation, labor exploitation, and African Ameri-
can migration. Moreover, they obscure the more radical implications 
of Southern literary studies’ own “crisis of representation,” ongoing 
since the 1980s (“P,” 170). This crisis has arisen partly because schol-
ars such as Davis and Kreyling have interrogated the segregated 
parameters of a neo-Agrarian history of Southern literature that 
largely excluded Hurston and other African American writers. But it 
also derives from an increased critical awareness that the Agrarians’ 
image of the South as “distinctly separate from the world beyond its 
borders, not linked in any significant way to national or global forces 
that exist outside” was itself a defensive and wishful response to the 
profound socioeconomic transformation of the South during the 1920s 
and 1930s.20 In both Jonah’s Gourd Vine and Their Eyes Were Watching 
God, Hurston tracks this transformation. Over the course of these two 
novels, Hurston depicts the South—especially south Florida—not as 
a nostalgic site of rooted rural community but as an unstable, liminal 
locus increasingly defined by intraregional and transnational flows of 
capital and labor.



Hurston’s (Extended) South 759

Black Southern Migrant Labor in Jonah’s Gourd Vine

Like Cooper, Yaeger intends to reconstruct Southern literary studies 
to foreground Hurston. Both critics cite Thadious Davis’s work to 
emphasize, as Yaeger explains, that “the term southern has been whit-
ened, or shorn of its African American connotations” (DD, xii). But 
whereas Cooper “preserve[s] the status quo long enough to modify 
it,” Yaeger wants “to dynamite the rails” of the established metanarra-
tive of Southern literary studies (DD, 34). Cooper, therefore, attempts 
to incorporate Hurston’s work into the neo-Agrarian mythic image of 
Southern community, but Yaeger argues that Hurston interrogates 
the regional, sociohistorical realities of racial segregation and labor 
exploitation—even as she celebrates the relative autonomy and agency 
of rural black Southern life. Reading Jonah’s Gourd Vine, Yaeger sees 
John Pearson’s first encounter with a train not as a naive “depiction of 
the black southerner as primitive”—the terms on which Alain Locke 
and Richard Wright criticized Hurston’s work in the 1930s—but as 
an indication of “the myriad ways the southern world was chang-
ing for African Americans born just after emancipation who were 
still harnessed by the scarcity and immobility of the sharecropping 
system” (DD, 35).21 This suitably loco-centric take on Jonah’s Gourd 
Vine constitutes one of Dirt and Desire’s most successful attempts 
to “dynamite the rails”—the Dixie Limits, so to speak—of Southern  
studies.
 Yaeger cites Carby’s Reconstructing Womanhood as an influence 
(DD, 258–59); Carby, in turn, would surely applaud Yaeger’s material-
ist emphasis on the economic relations (rather than “folk” residues) 
of sharecropping and black Southerners’ desire to escape them. Yet 
Carby’s work on Hurston suggests that she would be skeptical toward 
at least one aspect of Yaeger’s reading of Jonah’s Gourd Vine. Criti-
cizing Southern literary critics’ tendency to talk about “the South’s 
‘monumental historical consciousness,’” Yaeger asks: “In Jonah’s 
Gourd Vine, when a black sharecropper [John Pearson] moves off the 
plantation to go farther south—all the way to the Florida frontier—
why can’t Zora Neale Hurston’s account of his first train ride count as 
‘monumental’? What about this man’s labor in constructing southern 
railroad lines?” (DD, 47). Despite the pertinence of these questions, it 
is the reference to John Pearson’s “go[ing] farther south” that would 
most interest Carby, I think, because it inadvertently raises another 
question: does the narrative trajectory of Jonah’s Gourd Vine support 
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Carby’s theory about discursive displacement in Hurston’s work? 
Although Hurston’s debut novel falls outside Carby’s purview of the 
author’s career between 1935 and 1938, Carby sees Janie’s migrations 
“from the southern states further south” in Their Eyes Were Watching 
God as exemplifying Hurston’s discursive displacement of northward 
urban migration (“P,” 181). If one considers Jonah’s Gourd Vine and 
Their Eyes Were Watching God in tandem, Pearson’s initial train jour-
ney from rural Alabama to Florida may seem to anticipate the moment 
when Janie, in the company of Joe Starks, “turn[s] south” from her 
birthplace in west Florida to Eatonville.22 When Pearson’s adulterous 
ways force him off the Pearson plantation in Notasulga, Alabama, he 
takes a train southward—or more precisely, southeastward—to San-
ford, Florida:

John’s destination was purely accidental. When he came out upon 
the big road to Chehaw, he overtook another Negro. They hailed 
each other gladly in the early dawn.
 “Where you bound fuh?” John asked.
 “Tuh ketch me uh high henry.”
 “Whuss dat?”
 “Uh railroad train, man, where you been all yo’ days you don’t 
know de name of uh train?”
 “Oh, ’bout in spots and places. Where you bound fuh when you git 
on de train?”
 “Tuh Florida, man. Dat’s de new country openin’ up. Now git me 
straight, Ah don’t mean West Florida, Ah means de real place. Good 
times, good money, and no mules and cotton.”
 “B’lieve Ah’ll go ’long wid yuh.”23

Are we to understand, then, that John Pearson’s “purely accidental” 
journey southward foreshadows Hurston’s subsequent work in which, 
according to Carby, an ideology of the black Southern folk discursively 
displaces northward urban migration?
 I suggest that we can fully understand the complexity and signifi-
cance of Pearson’s peregrinations in Jonah’s Gourd Vine only if we 
attend more closely to the first half of the novel and to the demograph-
ics of migrant labor in the South during the 1920s and 1930s. Through 
Pearson’s frequent changes of location and employment, Hurston 
constructs a detailed narrative cartography of migrant labor patterns 
around the rural South—patterns more localized but no less “monu-
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mental” than those involving the more familiar Great Migration to 
the urban North. As R. Douglas Hurt points out, “Despite the Great 
Migration of African American farmers from the countryside during 
the first third of the twentieth century, by 1940, 77 percent of the U.S. 
black population still lived in the South, and 64 percent lived in rural 
areas.”24 Louis Kyriakoudes argues that the oral histories of black 
Southern migrants recorded during the 1930s by the Federal Writers’ 
Project “complicate our view of the early-twentieth-century southern 
rural exodus we call the Great Migration. The migration that swept 
black southerners to the cities of the North and West was just one por-
tion of a broader black and white exodus from southern agriculture. . . . 
Highly mobile rural southerners moved across the rural South, seek-
ing greater opportunities in the region’s tenancy-dominated agricul-
ture.”25 This recent historical work on African American migration 
sheds new light on Hurston’s writing, elucidating her profound under-
standing of rural migration within and between the Southern states. It 
helps us to see how John Pearson’s “highly mobile” search for “greater 
opportunities” encompasses not only the interstate train journey from 
plantation life in Alabama to “de new country” of Florida but also his 
intrastate movements even before leaving Alabama.
 Almost from the start of the narrative, John Pearson is an eco-
nomic migrant. He arrives on the Pearson plantation in Notasulga 
after leaving his family back “over de Creek” in order to escape his 
stepfather Ned’s neoslaver attitude to African American labor. Ned 
insists that “[n]iggers wuz made tuh work and all of ’em [John and 
his siblings] gwine work right long wid me” ( JGV, 5), to which Pear-
son responds, “Dis ain’t slavery time and Ah got two good footses 
hung onto me” ( JGV, 8). His initial journey on foot over the Songa-
hatchee Creek—with its accompanying shift from sharecropping to 
plantation labor—is no less significant than his subsequent migration 
by train to Florida.26 Notably, Pearson’s first encounter with a loco-
motive coincides with his arrival in Notasulga. Overcoming his shock 
at the “fiery-lunged monster,” he quickly begins to freight the train 
with symbolic meaning, albeit without yet understanding why: “It say 
something but Ah ain’t heered it ’nough tuh tell whut it say yit. . . . 
Ahm comin’ heah [the station] plenty mo’ times and den Ah tell yuh 
whut it say” ( JGV, 16). When he is confronted the following spring by 
the grim prospect of returning back “over dat Creek” and to share-
cropping ( JGV, 40), he more clearly comprehends and articulates 
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the sense of freedom that he has associated with and projected onto 
the train since his arrival: “No, he couldn’t leave Notasulga where the 
train came puffing into the depot twice a day. No, no! He dropped 
everything and tore out across the fields and came out at last at the 
railroad cut just below the station. He sat down upon the embankment 
and waited” ( JGV, 41). On one level, then, the train represents Pear-
son’s initial, relatively liberating migration to Notasulga and away 
from sharecropping. On another level, however, he is beginning to 
read into the train’s “words” the possibility of a “great[er] away,” a 
“distance” that extends beyond Notasulga. Pearson hears the refrain 
“Opelika-black-and-dirty, Opelika-black-and-dirty!” in the “chanting” 
of the engine and “the powerful whisper of steam” ( JGV, 41). Here he 
anticipates his first (albeit temporary) break with the plantation when 
he goes to work in a tie-camp near Opelika ( JGV, 57)—itself a move 
that foreshadows his interstate migration by train to Sanford where, 
upon disembarking the train, he is recruited to work in another rail-
road camp in Wildwood, west of Sanford ( JGV, 105).
 Jonah’s Gourd Vine does more, however, than depict Pearson’s move-
ments around the South. The second half of the novel, focusing on his 
comparatively settled (if scandal-ridden) later life as a carpenter and 
preacher in Sanford, maps the impact of black Southern migration to 
the urban North before and after World War I. In particular, chapter 
19 depicts Northern industrial capitalism’s active recruitment of black 
labor from “[t]he South—land of muscled hands” and considers how 
the “call of the North” subverts the authority of the white Southern 
state apparatus and its surveillance of rural African Americans ( JGV, 
149):

Do what they could, the State, County and City all over the South 
could do little to halt the stampede. The cry of “Goin’ Nawth” hung 
over the land like the wail over Egypt at the death of the first-born. 
The railroad stations might be watched, but there could be no effec-
tive censorship over the mails. No one could keep track of the move-
ments of cars and wagons and mules and men walking. Railroads, 
hardroads, dirt roads, side roads, roads were in the minds of the 
black South and all roads led North. ( JGV, 151)

This passage provides compelling support for Yaeger’s argument that 
Jonah’s Gourd Vine “rewrit[es] black public history—capturing the 
train’s [and, one might add, the road’s] historic meaning for south-
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ern black men and women” (DD, 35). And yet when Pearson himself 
makes one final migration, he does not go “[o]n to the North! The 
land of promise” ( JGV, 151). His authority over his congregation and 
his standing within the wider Sanford community has been seriously 
imperiled by his philandering and his eventual, scandalous divorce 
from his second wife. Because many of his most loyal supporters have 
already gone north, Pearson recognizes that “[m]aybe it’s meant for 
me tuh leave Sanford” ( JGV, 185). Yet rather than reconnecting with 
his former congregation in a Northern metropolis, he heads yet fur-
ther south—or more precisely, southwest—to Plant City, where he 
struggles to find work as a carpenter before marrying the wealthy 
widow Sally Lovelace.27
 Ultimately, then, although Jonah’s Gourd Vine seems to support 
Carby’s theory of discursive displacement, it actually subverts it. On 
one hand, Pearson’s “accidental” and “haphazard” southward migra-
tions ( JGV, 186)—from Notasulga southeast to Sanford and Eatonville 
and finally southwest to Plant City—anticipate Janie Starks’s general 
movement further and “further south” in Their Eyes Were Watching 
God, and thus seem to invite the kind of critique that Carby applies to 
the later novel. On the other hand, Jonah’s Gourd Vine depicts the mass 
northward migration that Carby claims Hurston preferred to ignore, 
and that Yaeger identifies as an important and insufficiently discussed 
aspect of Hurston’s work that helps to make “[t]he southern literary 
landscapes of the 1930s look much less regionally insular” than tradi-
tional Southern literary studies has allowed (DD, 51). What is more, 
Jonah’s Gourd Vine maps the kind of rural and intraregional migrant 
labor patterns overlooked by Carby’s overly simple model of African 
American migration from the rural South to the urban North.
 Strong historical evidence supports Hurston’s claims throughout 
her work that Florida was a major destination for black Southern 
migrant workers. Kyriakoudes observes that “the advent of the 1920s 
farm depression sent southern blacks on the road as migrant laborers, 
working the fruit and vegetable crops in the burgeoning truck farms 
of Florida and New Jersey.”28 Even as most of the agricultural South 
was falling into decline, Florida was experiencing a widely promoted 
land boom. The construction of massive new urban developments for 
both residents and tourists was accompanied by an expansion of agri-
cultural production around Lake Okechobee; most of the farm labor 
was provided by migrant workers. These localized variations in the 
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South’s agricultural economy were not the only factor that fueled 
black migration to Florida. Sociologists Stewart Tolnay and E. M. 
Beck have demonstrated that between 1910 and 1930 racial violence in 
the deep South, especially Mississippi and Georgia, generated a sig-
nificantly larger exodus of African Americans from those states than 
from others in the region. Tolnay and Beck emphasize that “[n]ot all 
black migrants during the era of the ‘Great Migration’ were headed 
northward, however. There was a great deal of circulation within south-
ern states.” For example, “[B]etween 1920 and 1930 . . . Georgia lost 
260,000 blacks and Florida gained over 54,000 via net migration.”29 
In her introduction to Mules and Men, Hurston recalls a conversation 
with her mentor, Columbia anthropology professor Franz Boas, in 
which she justified her decision to begin field work on “Negro folk-
lore” in the far Southeast: “‘Florida is a place that draws . . . Negroes 
from every Southern state surely and some from the North and West.’ 
So I knew it was possible for me to get a cross section of the Negro 
South in the one state.”30 Carby quotes this passage to bolster her 
argument that with Mules and Men Hurston began deliberately and 
discursively displacing the demographics of northward urban migra-
tion (“P,” 181). Yet one might also cite this conversation to emphasize 
a point Hurston makes in both Jonah’s Gourd Vine and Mules and Men: 
mass movement to Northern cities was hardly the whole story of rural 
black Southern migration during the 1920s and 1930s.31 Recently, 
Riché Richardson has argued that “while Carby valuably instructs us 
about the costs of a hegemonic black rural folk ideology for blacks in 
urban contexts,” her theory itself “renders invisible and insignificant 
blacks who do continue to live in the rural South.”32 Reading Jonah’s 
Gourd Vine against Carby’s theory of discursive displacement and 
with Richardson’s point in mind, one might say that Hurston’s writing 
throughout the 1930s was concerned with representing those blacks 
who did remain in, and move around, the rural South—even during 
the Great Migration.
 Still, it is Their Eyes Were Watching God, not Jonah’s Gourd Vine, that 
Carby reads in terms of discursive displacement. Similarly, it is Their 
Eyes that takes the more prominent role in Yaeger’s project of “recon-
structing southern women’s writing,” and “the muck” of the Ever-
glades that becomes a locus within Dirt and Desire’s own revisionist 
Southern literary landscape. Discussing the way in which Hurston 
and other Southern women writers map “a southern social geography 
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that should make the quiddity of ‘southern’ places more interesting,” 
Yaeger applauds Hurston for generating “an incredible instability of 
place [as] she sends her African American characters southward” 
from Eatonville to the Everglades (DD, 22). Yaeger thus echoes both 
her own reading of Pearson’s travels “farther south” in Jonah’s Gourd 
Vine and intones once more (though again inadvertently) Carby’s 
argument that migration “from the southern states further south” in 
Their Eyes Were Watching God obscures northward urban migration. 
However, the narrative trajectory and literary geography of Hurston’s 
second novel looks different if one considers another migratory move-
ment that Carby refuses to take seriously and that Yaeger overlooks 
in her brief analysis of “the indigent situation of migrant workers” 
in the Everglades (DD, 274). The Bahamian presence in Their Eyes 
Were Watching God further destabilizes neo-Agrarian ideas of “‘south-
ern’ places” and “community” by extending Hurston’s representa-
tion of migrant labor in the rural South from the intraregional to the 
transnational.

Bahamian Migrant Labor in Their Eyes Were Watching God

In Cooper’s reading of Their Eyes Were Watching God, Janie regains 
“[b]riefly with Tea Cake and the other workers in ‘the muck’ . . . some-
thing as close to the agrarian ideal as a modern Southern writer could 
imagine, a community in which all members have a well-defined role 
and are fundamentally at harmony with the luxuriant natural world 
surrounding them” (“ST,” 66). Cooper acknowledges the gendered 
limits of this black (folk) community, especially on the muck, but the 
events that lead to Janie’s killing Tea Cake and the resulting split in 
the community (depicted vividly during Janie’s trial) are inextricable 
from the more pervasive power of white Southern racism, both on 
and beyond the muck. Cooper’s claim that Janie, Tea Cake, and their 
fellow workers live in “harmony with the luxuriant natural world sur-
rounding them” elides what happens when they are displaced from the 
muck by a devastating hurricane.33 Moreover, the novel’s representa-
tion of the storm’s aftermath foregrounds the social reality of South-
ern white power. Although Hurston’s first three books depict south 
Florida as a mecca for African American migrant workers fleeing eco-
nomic depression and racial oppression elsewhere in the South, here 
she brings vividly into focus the grimly familiar regional experience 



766 American Literature

of “living [and dying] Jim Crow.” Tea Cake, for example, is comman-
deered by two white men in the hurricane’s aftermath. Despite pro-
testing that he is “uh workin’ man wid money in mah pocket,” he is 
forced to help bury the storm’s victims in mass, segregated graves:

 “Hey, dere, y’all! Don’t dump dem bodies in de hole lak dat! Exam-
ine every last one of ’em and find out if they’s white or black.”
 “Us got tuh handle ’em slow lak dat? God have mussy! In de con-
dition they’s in got tuh examine ’em? Whut difference do it make 
’bout de color? Dey all needs buryin’ in uh hurry.”
 “Got orders from headquarters. They makin’ coffins fuh all de 
white folks. ’Tain’t nothin’ but cheap pine, but dat’s better’n nothin’. 
Don’t dump no white folks in de hole jus’ so.”
 “Whut tuh do ’bout de colored folks? Got boxes fuh dem too?”
 “Nope. They cain’t find enough of ’em tuh go ’round. Jus’ sprinkle 
plenty quick-lime over ’em and cover ’em up.”
 “Shucks! Nobody can’t tell nothin’ ’bout some of uh dese bodies, 
de shape dey’s in. Can’t tell whether dey’s white or black.”
 The guards had a long conference over that. After a while they 
came back and told the men, “Look at they hair, when you cain’t tell 
no other way. And don’t lemme ketch none uh y’all dumpin’ white 
folks, and don’t be wastin’ no boxes on colored. They’s too hard tuh 
git holt of right now.” (E, 162–63)

Noting that “the pleasures of life on the muck” are turned upside 
down by the storm, Yaeger identifies these Jim Crow burials as a case 
study in “reverse autochthony,” her term for a relatively uncharted 
dimension of Southern fiction in which “both grownups and children 
are hurled into water or earth without proper rituals, without bear-
ing witness to grief, without proper mourning” (DD, 16–17). Reading 
Hurston’s representation of the storm and its aftermath in these terms 
helps to link Their Eyes Were Watching God to Richard Wright’s story 
“Down by the Riverside” in Uncle Tom’s Children (1938).34 Also set 
during a flood, “Down by the Riverside” ends with the death of the 
protagonist, Mann. Shot by white troops, he is “hurled into water . . . 
without proper mourning”: “One of the soldiers stooped and pushed 
the butt of his rifle under the body and lifted it over. It rolled heavily 
down the wet slope and stopped about a foot from the water’s edge; 
one black palm sprawled limply outward and upward, trailing in the 
brown current. . . .”35 Yaeger herself connects reverse autochthony 
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to a more recent event in Southern history: the brutal 1998 murder of 
James Byrd in Jasper, Texas (DD, 17). She does not, however, relate 
reverse autochthony to Hurston’s more immediate historical source. 
Whereas Wright based “Down by the Riverside” on the Mississippi 
flood of 1927, the representation of the storm in Their Eyes Were Watch-
ing God draws upon the Lake Okechobee hurricane of 1928.
 On 16 September 1928, a hurricane with winds of 140 miles per 
hour struck Florida, having already killed hundreds of people in 
Puerto Rico and the Bahamas. Upon reaching the southcentral part 
of the state, the wind demolished the feeble four-foot dikes that held 
back the 700 square miles of Lake Okechobee, sending eight-foot 
tidal waves sweeping through the surrounding landscape. The official 
death toll was 1,838, but this figure has been disputed by scholars 
who believe that up to 6,000 people died and that “four-fifths of them 
[were] poor blacks working the fertile sugar cane and bean fields near 
Lake Okechobee.”36 In a “natural” example of reverse autochthony, 
some bodies were “swallowed whole by the Everglades muck” and 
thus never recorded in the official death toll.37 But as the recovered 
corpses piled up, the grotesque reality of Southern racial segregation 
was starkly illustrated. Even as sixty-nine whites were being buried 
in pine boxes in Palm Beach’s Woodland Cemetery, 674 black corpses 
were separated out and buried en masse in a vacant lot in West Palm 
Beach, which, as Robert Mykle recounts, “served as a clandestine 
burial ground” for poor blacks. “The black survivors were treated 
little better,” Mykle notes. “Many were rounded up for the worst of 
the cemetery detail work, loading and unloading the stinking, rot-
ting bodies. White National Guardsmen watched over them as they 
worked. Many were single men with few ties to the area and little 
incentive to help.”38 Like Tea Cake in Palm Beach, these coerced 
black migrants were further ordered to “rely on facial features or hair 
texture if necessary” to ensure that no white bodies were thrown into 
the mass graves.39
 Here we begin to see how the links between black migrant labor 
on the muck and the hurricane of 1928 historicize a novel that has 
been read by critics from Wright to Carby and Leigh Anne Duck as 
a “quaint,” “nostalgic,” and “allotemporal” depiction of black South-
ern folk culture.40 More important, the history of the Lake Okechobee 
hurricane helps to bring into focus another rarely considered aspect of 
Hurston’s representation of black life and labor in the Everglades: the 
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presence of Caribbean migrant workers. The cohort of black migrant 
workers on the muck was “four thousand strong,” according to Mykle. 
“The majority were American born, but many were from the Bahamas, 
joined by a few Jamaican and other Caribbean islanders” (KC, 6–7). 
Journalist and historian Eliot Kleinberg remarks that “as many as 
5,000 migrant workers [were] believed to come from the impover-
ished islands of the Caribbean.” Local white landlords’ reliance upon 
(and exploitation of ) “black migrants from the Deep South or the 
Caribbean” increased as the mode of agricultural production in the 
Everglades shifted from small farms to “a collection of larger farms 
owned by big business.”41 As Howard Johnson observes in his study 
of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century migration from the 
Bahamas to Florida, “the Bahamas provided the mainly black labor 
force” that, besides building Miami, “was responsible for the expan-
sion of agrarian capitalism in South Florida.”42 Yet the Bahamian and 
other Caribbean workers in the Everglades were generally “unseen, 
uncounted, unwanted, except at planting and harvest time,” reports 
Mykle. “No one thought very much about them, though it was their 
labor that brought most of the prosperity to Belle Glade” (KC, 7).
 It was inevitable, then, that the Caribbean workers would, along with 
their African American counterparts, suffer the most when the storm 
hit Lake Okechobee. As Mykle explains: “Living in flimsy shanties, 
many built of tarpaper and scrap wood in the least desirable areas . . . 
they were the first to feel the water’s wrath. . . . There was no one to 
miss them, no one to look for them, and no one who cared whether 
they were found or not” (KC, 7, 211). In the disaster’s immediate after-
math, a newsletter of the Florida State Board of Health reported that 
“[m]ost of the deaths were among the negro laborers who entered 
the Everglades for the planting season which had opened a short 
time previously. Since a large percentage of these negroes were from 
Nassau, which is outside of the state, it was not possible in a great 
many instances to identify the bodies.”43 Despite the recent efforts 
of Mykle, Kleinberg, and local community activists, it has remained 
all but impossible to trace the lives and deaths of the storm’s Carib-
bean victims because of their tenuous social and legal status as black 
immigrants.44
 The Caribbean migrants’ absence from the official history and 
death toll of the 1928 hurricane is eerily echoed by the lack of literary-
critical attention to the Bahamian presence on the muck in Their 
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Eyes Were Watching God. Despite the recent effort to resituate both 
Hurston’s work and Southern studies in relation to the Caribbean, 
Carby remains one of the few critics to have volunteered more than 
a passing remark on the Caribbean workers’ role in the novel. Carby, 
however, sees the introduction of Caribbean immigrants as a narra-
tive strategy through which Hurston disingenuously “displaces the 
urban migration of black people in the continental United States”: 
whereas Janie keeps turning south again, “[m]igration in a northerly 
direction is undertaken only by the Barbadians [sic] who join Janie 
and Tea Cake on the ‘muck’” (“P,” 181). A closer reading of the novel 
with reference to Southern labor history exposes the limitations of 
this argument. Even during the Great Migration, vast numbers of 
black migrant workers continued to move not only around the rural 
South (especially Florida) but also into the region from the Caribbean 
(especially the Bahamas).
 Their Eyes Were Watching God powerfully and pointedly renders 
the mass arrival of migrant workers on the muck from multiple direc-
tions: “They came in wagons from way up in Georgia and they came 
in truck loads from east, west, north and south” (E, 125). By intro-
ducing the Bahamian workers, the novel makes the explicit point 
that these arrivals from south of the Everglades were coming from 
south of the U.S. South. Initially, the Bahamians seem to be merely 
minor characters; moreover, their representation is heavily mediated 
through Janie’s point of view. But it is precisely the narrative’s subtle 
exposure of Janie’s initial shortsightedness that facilitates our under-
standing of how, far from consolidating Hurston’s alleged ideology of 
rural black folk, the Bahamian presence exposes another gaping flaw 
in the agrarian “community” celebrated by critics such as Cooper. 
The U.S.-born workers’ limited empathy for and solidarity with their 
Caribbean counterparts manifests itself less as a colonial gaze than as 
a regional (black Southern) or national (African American) blindness. 
At first, the Bahamians are all but invisible to the U.S.-born migrant 
workers, including Janie. When she arrives with Tea Cake, it seems 
“[t]o Janie’s strange eyes [that] everything in the Everglades was big 
and new. Big Lake Okechobee, big beans, big cane, big weeds, big 
everything. . . . Wild cane on either side of the road hiding the rest of 
the world. People wild too” (E, 123). The Bahamians only come into 
Janie’s focus some months later when she begins “to look around and 
see people and things she hadn’t noticed during the [picking] sea-
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son.” Janie belatedly begins to engage with the Bahamians and their 
culture: “[W]hen she heard the subtle but compelling rhythms of the 
Bahaman drummers, she’d walk over and watch the dances. She did 
not laugh the ‘Saws’ to scorn as she had heard the people doing in the 
season” (E, 133). Only after “Tea Cake and Janie had friended with 
the Bahaman workers” did the other African American workers follow 
suit: “[T]hey, the ‘Saws,’ had been gradually drawn into the American 
crowd. They quit hiding out to hold their dances when they found out 
that their American friends didn’t laugh at them as they feared. Many 
of the Americans learned to jump and liked it as much as the ‘Saws.’ 
So they began to hold dances night after night in the quarters, usually 
behind Tea Cake’s house” (E, 146). Not until this point, then, does 
what Edward Pavlic' calls the muck’s “transnational diasporic commu-
nity” really begin to emerge.45
 Daphne Lamothe notes that this encounter between “the Baha-
mians and Black Americans” is “an easily overlooked passage in the 
novel” before claiming that “[t]he relative ease with which these 
groups overcome their differences suggests that national and ethnic 
identification can be blurred with a greater awareness and cultivation 
of cultural similarities, and a greater tolerance of and interest in cul-
tural difference.”46 Lamothe’s claim is supported by a later passage 
where we learn that Tea Cake has pledged to travel to the Bahamas to 
visit Motor Boat: “Goin’ over tuh Nassau fuh dat visit widja when all 
dis is over,” to which Motor Boat replies: “Definitely, Tea Cake. Mah 
mama’s house is yours” (E, 155). This exchange takes place during 
the hurricane; however, an earlier conversation between Tea Cake 
and “[o]ne of the Bahaman boys” (E, 147), Lias, suggests that the 
development of a diasporic “awareness” and “tolerance” among the 
U.S.-born workers is not as simple as Lamothe suggests. For rather 
than heed Lias’s uncle’s warning about the imminent arrival of the 
hurricane that will devastate the muck and, indirectly, lead to his 
death, Tea Cake submits to the supposed authority of white South-
ern landowners. Indeed, the encounter reveals Tea Cake’s dismissive 
attitude toward not only the Bahamian “boy” and his uncle but also 
the local Native Americans—another demographic presence on the 
muck rarely discussed by Hurston scholars. Although the Seminoles 
are represented in the narrative as the first group on the muck to rec-
ognize that a storm is approaching (E, 146)—much as, historically, 
they are said to have anticipated the 1928 hurricane—Tea Cake is 
scornful:
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[Lias] “De Indians gahn east, man. It’s dangerous.”
[Tea Cake] “Dey don’t always know. Indians don’t know much uh 
nothin’, tuh tell de truth. Else dey’d own dis country still. De white 
folks ain’t gone nowhere. Dey oughta know if it’s dangerous. You 
better stay heah, man. Big jumpin’ dance tuhnight right heah, when 
it fair off.”
 Lias hesitated and started to climb out, but his uncle wouldn’t 
let him. “Dis time tuhmorrer you gointuh wish you follow crow,” he 
snorted and drove off. Lias waved back to them gaily.
 “If Ah never see you no mo’ on earth, Ah’ll meet you in Africa.”
 Others hurried east like the Indians and rabbits and snakes and 
coons. But the majority sat around laughing and waiting for the sun 
to get friendly again. (E, 148)

Tea Cake’s rejection of the Seminoles’ storm warning on the premise 
that they surrendered to white colonial supremacy is laden with dra-
matic irony. When the storm hits, Tea Cake is finally forced to abandon 
his own faith in the white “bossmen” who literally “own dis country”: 
“The time was past asking the white folks what to look for” (E, 151). 
Perhaps because Tea Cake himself is a transient worker and thus unfa-
miliar with Florida history, he overlooks the Jackson administration’s 
genocidal terror during the Seminole wars of the 1830s and the Florida 
Miccosukees’ proud status as “the only known Native Americans to 
have never signed a treaty with the United States because they never 
surrendered” (KC, 21).
 By interpreting Hurston’s depiction of Caribbean “migration in a 
northward direction” only with reference to African American migra-
tion within the United States, Carby elides the large numbers of Baha-
mian migrant workers who traveled to the U.S. South—including those 
who died during the storm of 1928 and went unrecorded and unre-
membered outside the pages of Hurston’s novel. Moreover, by focus-
ing on Hurston’s extended stays in Jamaica and Haiti between 1936 
and 1938 (“P,” 176), Carby fails to take into account Hurston’s earlier 
research trips to the Bahamas during 1929 and 1930, which already 
had convinced her of the links between blacks in the U.S. South and 
the Caribbean. Ironically, Carby’s critical focus on Hurston’s writing 
between Mules and Men and Tell My Horse, and on Hurston’s research 
in the Caribbean between 1936 and 1938, has been reproduced by 
scholars in Southern studies, American studies, and African Ameri-
can studies who are much more sympathetic to the ways in which 
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Hurston relates “southernness . . . to cultural practices and beliefs of 
the Caribbean” (“P,” 181). Annette Trefzer argues persuasively that 
“Hurston’s work on black Southern folk culture in Mules and Men 
(1935) and her travels in the Caribbean produced her understanding 
of what might be termed black cultural globalism. By extending her 
research on folklore and voodoo from the Southern United States into 
the Caribbean Basin [in Tell My Horse], Hurston articulates a cultural 
continuum that stretches from West Africa through the Caribbean into 
the black American South.”47 John Carlos Rowe suggests that Mules 
and Men and Tell My Horse “stage a drama in which the scientific and 
literary observer is reintroduced to her rural roots in the South, then 
initiated into her Afro-Caribbean heritage in New Orleans, Jamaica, 
and Haiti.” Rowe explicitly challenges Carby’s theory of discursive 
displacement: “Rather than treating this quest as an alternative to or 
escape from the urban experiences of African Americans in the North 
after the great migration of the post–World War I period, Hurston 
links urban and rural, northern and southern, U.S. and Caribbean cul-
tural practices.”48 Trefzer, Rowe, and Edward Pavlic' all concentrate 
on the continuities between Mules and Men and Tell My Horse.49 By 
exploring Hurston’s much earlier engagement with the Bahamas, we 
can begin to understand the significance of the Bahamian presence 
not only in Their Eyes Were Watching God but also in the South and 
in a new Southern studies that foregrounds long-standing “globalized 
localities” such as south Florida.50
 In October 1929, Hurston traveled to Nassau because she had heard 
“some Bahaman music and seen a Jumping Dance out in Liberty 
City and I was entranced.”51 This contact with Bahamians in Miami 
prompted her to write to Langston Hughes that “their folklore defi-
nitely influences ours in South Florida.”52 After further research in 
the Bahamas during January and February 1930, Hurston published 
“Dance Songs and Tales from the Bahamas” later that year in the Jour-
nal of American Folklore. As if to drive home the connections between 
the Bahamas and south Florida, Hurston concluded the article with 
four folk tales “recorded in Miami from Bahamian settlers.” It is 
notable, too, that her article employs the term “great migration” to 
flag a transnational history of demographic and cultural exchange 
between the U.S. South and the Caribbean: “[D]ancing is universal in 
the Bahamas, the educated Negroes excepted. [The Bahamian jump-
ing dance] resembles the Cuban rumba and the dances held in New 
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Orleans after the great migration of Haitian and Santa Dominican 
Negroes after the success of [Touissant] L’Ouverture.”53
 Hurston’s conception of Bahamian culture is occasionally informed 
by a romanticized, diasporic ideology of the folk. In Dust Tracks on 
a Road (1942), Hurston recalls: “I introduced Bahaman songs and 
dances to a New York audience at the John Golden Theater” in her 
off-Broadway production, The Great Day (1932). When she retrospec-
tively celebrates these songs and dances as “primitive” and “genuine 
Negro material”54 (in implicit contrast to the allegedly adulterated 
and commercialized African American songs that she dismissed in 
a 1934 essay as “neo-spirituals”) she seems to be turning from U.S. 
Southern to Bahamian folk culture in order to rescue what Carby calls 
“a representation of ‘Negroness’ as an unchanging, essential entity” 
(“P,” 173).55 Their Eyes Were Watching God, however, presents a more 
complex and compelling case than Dust Tracks on a Road. The novel 
brings into focus the Bahamian presence in the rural U.S. South and 
demonstrates that Caribbean folk-cultural forms such as jump dances 
were, as Hurston observed in 1939, “brought to Florida by immigrant 
Negro workers from the Bahama Islands.”56 But the novel does not 
uncritically reproduce what Carby identifies in Mules and Men as the 
“stress on a continuity of [rural black Southern] cultural beliefs and 
practices with beliefs and practices in the Caribbean” (“P,” 181). Far 
from it. As I have tried to demonstrate, Hurston’s depiction of Afri-
can American workers on the muck as initially aloof and condescend-
ing toward “the Saws” and their dances suggests that she was more 
skeptical than Carby allows about the viability of a diasporic (or “dis-
placed” Southern cum Caribbean) rural black folk culture. Although 
Janie’s pioneering personal embrace of the Bahamians and their cul-
ture generates an inchoate transnational folk community, Tea Cake’s 
conversation with Lias indicates that there are still national(ist) bar-
riers to the growth and survival of such a community.
 In Their Eyes Were Watching God, then, Hurston tracks the U.S. 
South’s historic and continuing role within what Immanuel Wallerstein 
was the first to call the “extended Caribbean.”57 The novel maps south 
Florida’s powerful economic position within an extended Caribbean—
or alternatively, an extended South—characterized by transnational 
migrant labor. From this perspective, Carby’s misidentification of the 
workers as “Barbadian” seems symbolic of her failure to take more 
seriously Hurston’s representation of the presence and exploitation 
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of transnational migrant labor in the U.S. South. Hurston’s subject is 
hardly less relevant in today’s globalized South, where wealthy sugar 
producers have “bought land in the vicinity of Lake Okechobee . . . 
and imported platoons of poorly paid Caribbean migrant workers,”58 
and where Hurricane Katrina—officially the deadliest hurricane to hit 
the United States since the Lake Okechobee hurricane seventy-seven 
years earlier—displaced an estimated 300,000 Central American and 
Caribbean immigrants from in and around New Orleans.59 Ultimately, 
by failing to consider either the intraregional movements of rural 
black Southerners or the transnational border crossings of Caribbean 
immigrants, it is Carby’s reading—not Hurston’s writing—that dis-
cursively displaces the (extended) South of black folk.
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