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THE UNYIELDING
PRIDE AND
HAUNTING LEGACY
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HURSTON

In  the  vast  landscape
of American literature,
few  voices  resonate
w i t h  t h e  r a w
authenticity and lyrical
brilliance of Zora Neale
Hurston.  Among  her
ear l ies t  and  most
powerful  works  is  the
short story Spunk By
Zora Neale Hurston,
a  t a l e  t h a t
encapsu la tes  the
complexities  of  pride,
masculinity,  and  the

supernatural within the
framework  of  Black
r u r a l  l i f e  i n  t h e
A m e r i c a n  S o u t h .
Published  in  1925  in
Opportunity:  A  Journal
of Negro Life, this story
not  only  launched
Hurs ton  on to  t he
national stage but also
established  her  as  a
formidable  storyteller
capable  of  weaving
folklore,  dialect,  and
psychological  depth
i n t o  a  c o m p a c t
narrative.  For  readers
seeking to  understand
the  roots  of  African
American  modernist
fiction,  Spunk  By
Zora  Neale  Hurston
remains  an  essential
touchstone,  offering  a
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window  into  a  world
where human emotion
collides with the forces
of fate and community
judgment.

The
Genesis
of Spunk:
A Star is
Born in
the
Harlem
Renaissa
nce
To  fully  appreciate
Spunk By Zora Neale
Hurston,  one  must
consider  the  cultural
crucible in which it was

forged.  The  Harlem
Renaissance was in full
swing  when  Hurston,
t h e n  a  y o u n g
anthropologist  and
writer,  submitted  this
story  to  a  l i terary
contest. The piece won
second  place  in  the
Opportunity  contest,
catching  the  attention
of  prominent  figures
such  as  Langs ton
Hughes  and  Fannie
H u r s t .  M o r e
i m p o r t a n t l y ,  i t
announced  the  arrival
of a writer who refused
to sentimentalize Black
life.  Instead,  Hurston
r e n d e r e d  h e r
characters  w i th  a
boldness that was both
r e f r e s h i n g  a n d
controversial.
The  story  is  set  in  a
s m a l l ,  a l l - B l a c k
community in Florida, a
setting  Hurston  knew
intimately  from  her
anthropological  work.
U n l i k e  t h e  u r b a n
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settings  favored  by
m a n y  o f  h e r
c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,
Hurston  anchored  her
fiction  in  the  rural
Sou th ,  where  the
rhythms  of  life  were
dictated  by  nature,
g o s s i p ,  a n d  a n
unspoken  code  o f
honor. Spunk By Zora
Neale Hurston  draws
its  power  from  this
specific  cultural
geography,  using  the
s a w m i l l  a n d  t h e
general  store  as  a
stage for a drama that
feels both timeless and
deeply rooted in place.

A Plot
Driven by
Boldness
and

Jealousy
The narrative of Spunk
B y  Z o r a  N e a l e
Hurston is deceptively
s i m p l e ,  y e t  i t s
i m p l i c a t i o n s  a r e
profound.  The  story
revolves around Spunk
Banks, a man of almost
s u p e r h u m a n
confidence  and
physical  prowess.
Spunk  walks  with  a
s w a g g e r  t h a t
commands respect and
exudes  a  fearlessness
that the other men in
the  village  can  only
envy. When he begins
an  open  affair  with
Lena Kanty, the wife of
the meek and timid Joe
Kanty, the stage is set
for a confrontation that
tests  the  l imits  of
c o u r a g e  a n d
cowardice.
Joe  Kanty,  humiliated
by  the  affair  and
intimidated by Spunk's
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reputation,  is  goaded
by the men at the store
to  confront  his  rival.
R e l u c t a n t l y ,  J o e
approaches Spunk with
a razor, but his resolve
crumbles in the face of
Spunk's  unflinching
stare. Spunk shoots Joe
in self-defense, an act
that  the  community
ultimately  justifies  as
the inevitable outcome
o f  a  w e a k  m a n
challenging  a  strong
one.  At  first,  Spunk
fee ls  no  remorse ,
b u o y e d  b y  t h e
community's  tacit
approval  and  his  own
inflated  sense  of
r i g h t e o u s n e s s .
H o w e v e r ,  t h e
supernatural  element
of  Spunk  By  Zora
Neale  Hurston  soon
emerges. Spunk begins
to  see  a  large,  silent
bobcat  that  follows
him—a  creature  he
bel ieves  to  be  the
ghost  of  Joe  Kanty,

returned  to  exact  a
spiritual  revenge.

The
Psycholo
gy of
Pride and
Masculini
ty
At its core, Spunk By
Zora  Neale  Hurston
i s  a  p r o f o u n d
e x p l o r a t i o n  o f
masculine pride. Spunk
is  not  merely  a  bully;
he is  a  man who has
internalized  a  code of
dominance that leaves
no room for hesitation
or  doubt .  Hurston
portrays  this  with  a
nuanced  hand.  She
does  no t  en t i re ly
condemn  Spunk,  nor
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does she excuse Joe's
weakness. Instead, she
presents a spectrum of
manhood,  from  the
aggressive alpha to the
vulnerable  beta,  and
s h o w s  h o w  t h e
community  enforces
these  roles.
The men at  the  store
s e r v e  a s  a  G r e e k
chorus, commenting on
the action and shaping
the social reality of the
characters .  The i r
l a u g h t e r  a t  J o e ' s
expense  is  a  weapon
sharper than any razor.
T h i s  c o m m u n a l
judgment  is  a  critical
element in  Spunk By
Zora Neale Hurston.
I t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t
identity is not solely an
individual construct but
is heavily influenced by
the  percept ion  o f
o t h e r s .  S p u n k ' s
swagger is validated by
the community, just as
J o e ' s  t i m i d i t y  i s
punished.  However,

Hurston  complicates
t h i s  d y n a m i c  b y
showing that even the
s t r o n g e s t  m a n  i s
vu lnerab le  to  the
unseen forces  of  guilt
and superstition.

Superstiti
on and
the
Supernat
ural as
Narrative
Engines
Hurston,  a  trained
anthropologist  with  a
deep  respect  for  folk
traditions,  uses  the
supernatural  not  as  a
g i m m i c k  b u t  a s  a
legitimate  narrative
force.  In  Spunk  By



6

6 Spunk By Zora Neale Hurston 2023-11-24

Zora Neale Hurston,
the ghost of Joe Kanty
appears  as  a  bobcat,
an animal that is both
m a j e s t i c  a n d
menacing.  This  choice
of symbol is deliberate.
The bobcat represents
the  wi ld,  untamed
aspects of nature that
cannot be controlled by
human will. For Spunk,
a man who believes he
can control everything,
the  bobca t  i s  t he
ultimate  challenge—a
reminder  that  some
debts  cannot  be  paid
with bullets.
The  horror  in  Spunk
B y  Z o r a  N e a l e
Hurston  is  not  the
horror  of  a  monster
jumping  out  of  the
shadows.  I t  i s  the
hor ro r  o f  a  gu i l t y
consc ience  made
manifest .  Spunk's
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
u n r a v e l i n g  i s
masterfully  rendered.
He  beg ins  to  hear

noises, see movements
in  the  dark,  and  feel
the  weight  of  Joe's
spirit  pressing  upon
him.  This  turn  toward
the  superna tu ra l
elevates the story from
a  s i m p l e  t a l e  o f
adultery and murder to
a  meditation  on  the
inescapability of moral
c o n s e q u e n c e .  I n
Hurston's  world,  the
ancestors  and  the
spirits  are  never  far
a w a y ,  a n d  t h e y
demand  their  due.

Hurston's
Use of
Dialect
and
Narrative



Spunk By Zora Neale Hurston 7

7

Voice
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  features  of
Spunk By Zora Neale
Hurston  is  its  use  of
A f r i can  Amer ican
Vernacular  English
(AAVE). Hurston had a
remarkable ear for the
poetry  of  everyday
speech.  She  did  not
transcribe dialect  in  a
way  that  made  her
characters  appear
ignorant;  rather,  she
captured  the  rhythm,
metaphor,  and  wit  of
their  language.  When
the  men  at  the  store
speak,  their  dialogue
crackles  with  energy
and  double  meaning.
T h i s  l i n g u i s t i c
a u t h e n t i c i t y  i s  a
hallmark  of  Hurston's
style and a key reason
why  Spunk  By  Zora
N e a l e  H u r s t o n
remains  so  readable
today.  The  language

feels alive, grounded in
the physical realities of
w o r k ,  l o v e ,  a n d
conflict. Hurston avoids
t h e  t r a p  o f  t h e
omniscient,  detached
narrator.  Instead,  she
adopts a voice that is
c l o s e  t o  t h e
community, using their
i d i o m s  a n d
perspectives  to  shape
t h e  s t o r y .  T h i s
technique  creates  an
intimacy  between  the
reader  and  the  text,
allowing us to see the
world through the eyes
of the village.
It  is also worth noting
that  Hurston's  use  of
dialect  was  a  political
act.  At  a  time  when
Black  writers  were
often  pressured  to
a d o p t  a  m o r e
"respectable"  standard
English  to  prove  their
worth, Hurston insisted
on  the  beauty  and
validity  of  Black  folk
speech.  Spunk  By
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Zora  Neale  Hurston
is  a  testament  to  her
belief  that  the  truest
art  emerges  from the
specific,  not  the
generic.

Themes
of
Communi
ty and
Isolation
While  Spunk  is  the
central  character,  the
community  itself  is  a
character in the story.
The men at the store,
the women who gossip,
a n d  t h e  s i l e n t
o b s e r v e r s  a l l
con t r ibu te  to  the
atmosphere  of  Spunk
B y  Z o r a  N e a l e
H u r s t o n .  T h e
community  provides  a
moral  compass,  but  it

is a compass that often
p o i n t s  t o w a r d
convenience  rather
than  just ice.  They
c h e e r  f o r  S p u n k
because  he  is  strong,
b u t  t h e y  a r e  n o t
entirely  comfortable
with  his  actions.  This
ambivalence is realistic
and adds depth to the
story.
As  Spunk  begins  to
lose his grip on reality,
h e  b e c o m e s
increasingly  isolated.
The  same  community
that  once  celebrated
h i s  bo ldness  now
watches  h im  w i th
curiosity and a hint of
fear.  His isolation is a
critical  plot  point.  In
Spunk By Zora Neale
Hurston,  strength  is
not  enough to save a
man  f rom  h i s  own
demons .  Spunk ' s
downfall is not caused
by an external  enemy
but  by  the  internal
erosion of his certainty.
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He  realizes,  too  late,
that  pride  is  a  fragile
shield when faced with
the  mysteries  of  life
and death.

Symbolis
m in the
Story
Hurs ton  packed  a
remarkable  amount  of
symbolism  into  this
s h o r t  s t o r y .  T h e
sawmill,  where  Spunk
works,  represents  the
industrial  force that is
cutting  through  the
natural  world.  The
bobcat,  as  previously
mentioned, is a symbol
of  wildness  and  the
supernatural .  The
razor, which Joe carries
b u t  c a n n o t  u s e ,
s y m b o l i z e s  h i s
impotence and lack of
resolve. Even the act of
w a l k i n g — S p u n k ' s

confident  stride  versus
J o e ' s  h e s i t a n t
shuffle—carries
symbolic weight.
In  Spunk  By  Zora
Neale  Hurston,  the
most  powerful  symbol
i s  p e r h a p s  t h e
community store itself.
It  is  the  stage  where
m a s c u l i n i t y  i s
performed and judged.
It  is  a  space  of  male
bonding,  but  also  of
cruelty.  The  store  is
where  reputations  are
made  and  destroyed.
Hurston's  use  of  this
sett ing  is  br i l l iant
b e c a u s e  i t  i s  s o
o r d i n a r y ,  y e t  i t
becomes the arena for
a  l i f e - a n d - d e a t h
struggle over honor.

Comparin
g Spunk
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to
Hurston's
Larger
Body of

Work
R e a d e r s  w h o
encounter  Spunk  By
Zora  Neale  Hurston
for  the  first  time  will
recognize themes that
recur  throughout  her
career. Her novel Their
Eyes  Were  Watching
God  explores  similar
ideas of independence,
love,  and  community
judgment.  Both  works
f e a t u r e  s t r o n g
protagonists  who  defy
convention  and  pay  a
price for their audacity.
However,  "Spunk"  is
d a r k e r  a n d  m o r e
fatalistic.  There  is  no
hopeful  ending  here,

o n l y  t h e  t r a g i c
unraveling  of  a  man
who  believed  he  was
invincible.
Hurston's  background
in  anthropology  is
evident in the care she
takes  to  render  the
customs and beliefs of
the  community.  She
treats the superstitions
of her characters with
r e s p e c t ,  n e i t h e r
mocking  them  nor
explaining them away.
This  approach  gives
Spunk By Zora Neale
H u r s t o n  a n
ethnographic  richness
that elevates it beyond
mere entertainment.

Literary
Significan
ce and
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Legacy
When Spunk By Zora
Neale  Hurston  was
published  in  1925,  it
announced  the  arrival
of a major new voice in
American  letters.  The
story won a prize and
was widely praised for
i t s  v i t a l i t y  a n d
originality.  It  was  a
bold statement from a
Black woman writer at
a  t ime  when  such
voices  were  of ten
marginalized. Hurston's
willingness  to  portray
Black  l i fe  wi thout
a p o l o g y  o r
bowdlerization  set  her
apart from many of her
peers.
Today ,  Spunk  By
Zora  Neale  Hurston
i s  recognized  as  a
classic  of  short  fiction.
I t  i s  f r e q u e n t l y
antho log ized  and
taught  in  literature
courses.  Its  influence

can  be  seen  in  the
work  of  later  writers
such as  Toni  Morrison
and Alice Walker, both
o f  w h o m  h a v e
a c k n o w l e d g e d
Hurston's  impact  on
their  own  wr i t ing.
Walker's famous essay
"In  Search  of  Zora
Neale Hurston" helped
rev ive  in terest  in
H u r s t o n ' s  w o r k ,
introducing  a  new
generation  to  stories
like  "Spunk."

Why
Spunk
Matters
Today
I n  a n  e r a  w h e n
discussions  of  toxic
masculinity,  mental
health, and community
responsibility are more
urgent  than  ever ,
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Spunk By Zora Neale
H u r s t o n  f e e l s
s u r p r i s i n g l y
contemporary.  Spunk
is a man trapped by his
own  performance  of
strength.  He  cannot
show fear, cannot back
down,  cannot  admit
weakness.  This  rigid
code  of  masculinity
ultimately  destroys
him.  The story  invites
u s  t o  a s k
u n c o m f o r t a b l e

questions  about  the
roles  we  ask  men  to
play  and  the  costs  of
those roles.
Furthermore,  Spunk
B y  Z o r a  N e a l e
Hurston  offers  a
valuable  lesson  about
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between  individual
action  and  communal
consequence. The men
a t  t h e  s t o r e  w h o
encouraged Spunk are
not innocent bystand


