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Words and characters that represent symbols contribute to the depth of literacy works,
and these symbols vary according to cultural standards. Stemming from the Harlem Renaissance,
Zora Neale Hurston’s work presents issues that focus on the upheaval of African -Americans.
From American literature in the nineteenth century forward, Peter Kerry Powers notices the
importance of race and gender combined with religion into a “preeminence of American
Protestantism [...and] [n]Jowhere was this upheaval felt more acutely—as both an opportunity
and a cause for anxiety—than among African Americans” (229). Not only did African
Americans write about their experiences coming out of slavery, but they also faced spiritual and
gender changes, which altered the entire world view of their people. An important writer, Zora
Neale Hurston, had “ideas concerning a folktale genre [which] are characterized chiefly by their
reliance upon personified images” thus, Hurston’s work, “Sweat,” converges on three diverse
issues of symbolism which surprisingly convey the triumph of feminism, through Delia Jones’s
plight with religious and masculine images concerning slave/master relations, the concept of
labor, and the examination of the soul (Thompson 738).

Delia’s husband, Sykes, remains the first object of symbolism, and through his presence
and his representation with the symbol of the snake, Sykes ensures Delia’s position as subject to
society and male culture. As literary scholar Gordon E. Thompson specifies:

the snake—especially in Sykes’ absence—serves as a substitute for and reflection

of Sykes, further defining the nature of his character. Delia’s attitude toward the



snake resembles her attitude toward Sykes; Sykes’ manipulation of the snake and
his bravado suggest—in the context of the story—that handling snakes is a male
privilege. (745)
This means that Sykes and the snake are the same symbol, just as Delia’s actions and attitudes
toward them will be alike. In the story, the strength of these slave/master images comes to the
fore in several vivid descriptions used by Hurston. The first image occurs when Sykes initially
enters the tale:
Just then something long, round, limp, and black fell upon her shoulders and
slithered to the floor beside her. A great terror took hold of her. It softened her
knees and dried her mouth so that it was a full minute before she could cry out or
move. Then she saw that it was the big bull whip her husband liked to carry when
he drove. (Hurston 238)
This paragraph is essential to understanding Delia’s subordinate position in her life. The initial
sentence evokes thoughts of male sterility and impotence with words such as limp. When Delia
feels her husband’s presence—in this subverted sexual sense—she becomes weak and has a dry
mouth. Nevertheless, Delia cannot overcome Sykes’s perverted male influence despite their
deteriorating relationship, because the mastership Sykes attempts to convey finds strength from
the object he holds, the big bull whip. Just as Sykes commands his horse, so he commands his
wife, with force (238).
The whip also evokes two effective images: one of Sykes’s impotence as a man and the
other, the snake, as symbolic of Sykes’s perverted power, which will eventually destroy him.
Literary scholar Gordon E. Thompson clarifies this assessment when he ascertains: humans in

literature “project their designs, fears, or desires upon inanimate objects or even other characters



to transform the world into a mew manipulable and manageable environment” (742). The whip,
therefore, becomes Sykes’ attempt at manipulation of his world and Delia. The whip also
represents the lifeless version of the snake, an animal intensely religious by itself and one which
embodies Delia’s religious and physical fears. Hurston conveys these emotions for her character
when Delia cries at the touch of the whip: “you knows how skeered Ah is of snakes” (Hurston
238). Not only does Sykes taunt Delia with the whip/snake, but he effectively controls Delia’s
dependence on the presence of sin, the religious allusion also associated with the reptile. Sykes
even expresses his understanding of his power over her when he replies, “Course Ah knowed it!
That’s how come Ah done it” (Hurston 238). Not only does Sykes abuse Delia physically, but he
abuses her mentally as well.

Another important image related to the master/slave relationship conveys Delia’s struggle
with Sykes over the ownership of their home, especially when Sykes attempts to bring over his
lover, Bertha. This issue thus presents to the reader another symbolic biblical allusion to the
attempted overthrow of Heaven by Satan. Delia works hard for her home, and when Sykes tries
one last effort to supplant Delia by capturing a rattlesnake and leaving it in the house in his
absence, the real nature of Sykes’s oppression and evil emerges. At first the snake lazes in the
soap box until “[t]wo or three days later it had digested its meal of frogs and literally came to
life” (Hurston 244). The coming to life of this threat personifies the final struggle Delia will have
with the male domination of her life. Powers believes that the overturning of Sykes’s power,
which culminates in his death by his own snake, “asserts [Delia’s] status as an individual by her
ability to sustain herself in a masculine culture on its own terms” (232). Delia consequently gains
independence, but only by assuming a male-oriented stance in her actions toward Sykes and in

society, altering the perceived role of a woman in the world.



The second role of feminism in Delia’s life emerges from her job, which consists of
washing other people’s clothes. Alluding to biblical consequences, Delia must labor like all men
and women for their entire lives. Related to this, Hurston writes how “Sunday night after church,
[Delia] sorted and put the white things to soak” (238). Her clothes-washing also represents the
idea of her sins just as she washes the stains out of other’s clothes. Delia’s special way of sorting
clothes by using a hamper to make things “so much neater than a number of bundles lying
around” also accounts for this cleansing (Hurston 238). Therefore, Delia sorts her sins and
actions in life as she does her clothes. This method, a purging approach to life, mirrors Delia’s
spiritual aspect as well as her relationship with Sykes. Without the ability to purge each day’s
disunity from her mind, she could not have sustained the wreck of her marriage for so long.

The symbolic disorder which Sykes incites in Delia’s life also occurs in the story when
Delia comes home and “saw that Sykes had kicked all of the clothes together again, and now
stood in her way truculently, his whole manner hoping, praying, for an argument” (Hurston 239).
This scene remains important since Sykes throws sins/stains at her constantly and then to pervert
Delia’s spirituality, Sykes actually prays for a fight with her so he can mentally and physically
abuse her. But Delia begins to fight back when she speaks, “Sykes, you quit grindin’ dirt into
these clothes” (Hurston 239). Delia can only plead in vain, though, since Sykes’ main thrill in
life is bringing stains and sins into Delia’s life.

Overcome with the human condition of toil and pain, Delia laments that her life is
nothing but “Work and sweat, cry and sweat, pray and sweat” (Hurston 239). Despite her ideals
and efforts, Delia remains a being cast out from the spiritual Garden of Eden. She works
endlessly to return to this Garden, but with Sykes around, she can never reach it; thus, her

feminine sense of power smothers itself. However, the one object which represents an earthy



Garden is her own home and plot of land which “[s]The had built it for her old days, and planted
one by one the trees and flowers there” (Hurston 230). Her home, or more importantly, the idea
of her home, gives her the spiritual and physical bulwark to maintain her reserve against Sykes’s
abuse. Hurston amplifies this religious image when she writes, “Delia’s work-worn knees
crawled over the earth in Gethsemane and up the rocks of Cavalry many, many, times” (243).
Delia’s labor, although an inevitable condition of mankind, gives her the strength to endure. Her
work sprouts the roots of a feminist uprising against Sykes. Only the last aspect of feminism
through religious imagery can provide for this triumph—the testing of her own soul and female
stamina in the domination of a male society.

For Delia, her soul and emotional identity are the main forces which she employs to
remain under Sykes’s control, or to defeat him. Hurston exposes the definitive image of the evil
of Sykes’ own soul when she has Sykes strike a match against his breeches. Fire alludes to Satan
and evil, an antithesis to Delia’s wish for a peaceful home and garden which she holds against
him. The only social chance for redemption, which could completely free any sense of guilt from
Delia’s soul, comes from the other men of the town—the men on Joe Clarke’s porch, including
Jim Merchant, Joe Lindsay, Walter Thomas, Elijah Moseley, and Old Man Anderson. These men
state specifically that “[t]here oughter be a law about [Sykes]” (Hurston 242). Hence, these men
can see the ultimate evil of Sykes and the damage he has inflicted upon Delia, “the stoutest
woman of the town” (Hurston 242). A suggestion arises that something should be done.
Consequently, “[a] grunt of approval went around the porch [b]ut the heat was melting their civic
virtue” (Hurston 242). Although capable of acting, these ruling men do not. Because of this, they
give only passing credit to Delia’s situation. Any help from the law will not arrive, so when

man’s judicial practices fail, Delia must act on her own tuition. To do this, she must internalize



some degree of masculine influence since power, until this point, refers only to men. According
to Powers, “Hurston determines the validity of God or the gods not through the refinements of
theological insight or the consolations of meditative reflection but through the exercise of
material power as represented in a particular form of masculinity” (Powers 235). To this God or
these gods, Delia must finally answer.

Thus, Delia makes her ultimate stand against Sykes. She announces: “Ah hates you tuh
de same degree dat Ah usester love yuh” (Hurston 245). There can be no dissolution back into
the religious spirit of universal loving. She hates Sykes; therefore, Delia must act. According to
literary critic Cheryl A. Wall, this concept of “‘Talking smart’ was emphatically not a feminine
value,” (8) but in Delia’s case absolutely necessary for her to recognize her feminine power. The
climax rises on her way back from Church as she sings of the River Jordan, a metaphor for death.
Sykes will die, and so too will the complete purity of Delia’s soul since she must help to destroy
one whom her religious beliefs tell her to love no matter what happens. As she thinks upon
Sykes’s fatal bite from the rattlesnake, Delia feels “a period of introspection, a space of
retrospection, then a mixture of both. Out of this an awful calm” (Hurston 247). The term awful
is important since it denotes this regression of Delia’s soul in order to free herself from male
bonds. Assessed differently, Cheryl A. Wall explains that “Delia is a devoutly religious woman
whose faith helps her weather the storms of her marriage, while at the same time it imbues her
with a meekness that makes her more vulnerable to her husband’s cruelty. Conversely, when
Delia gains the strength to stand up to Sykes, she jeopardizes her spiritual peace” ( 8). The
lasting decision she makes occurs when Sykes calls for her aid. Hurston writes: “She never
moved, he called, and the sun kept rising” (248). Delia may sacrifice some of her morality to free

herself, but the sun rises and there is a new day for her. Delia attains independence.



With the arguments of slave/master relations, the presence of labor, and the examination
of the soul, other literary criticisms become a complementary collaboration with, and an
expansion of, these ideas. The first concerns the points which Susan Edwards Meisenhelder
makes when she describes the audience that Hurston wrote for was more subject to race than
feminism. To compensate for this loss of female interest, Hurston “actually developed a much
more subversive approach to the problem of audience, one based on a shrewd assessment of
complex power relationships” (Meisenhelder 4). These power relationships become clear
between Delia and Sykes as each attempts to supplant the other’s influences. From these efforts,
Meisenhelder proves Hurston a great compliment since she states that Hurston “actually
grounded her literary craft in traditions of black expressivity, using the trickster figure as a
flexible discursive strategy to confront both the racial and gendered aspects of black women’s
oppression” (Meisenhelder 5). Delia therefore acts as this trickster as she successfully questions
issues of gender and especially feminism.

A second important criticism arises from the studies of Maxine Baca Zinn and Bonnie
Thornton Dill, whose argument centers around the perceived notion of multiracial feminism
which is a “perspective [that] is an attempt to go beyond a mere recognition of diversity and
difference among women to examine structures of domination, specifically the importance of
race in understanding the social construction of gender” (321). Here again, the issue of
master/slave relationships appears as applied to the female struggle. This struggle does not just
center on one group or one race. The importance of multiracial feminism emerges from
“examining gender in the context of other social divisions and perspectives, difference has
gradually become important—even problematizing the universal categories of ‘women’ and

‘men’” (Zinn and Dill 322). In Hurston’s “Sweat,” Delia’s plight not only gets measured against



the white people for whom she washes clothes, but also her husband, the social community, and
the church/religious spirit to which she belongs. Without these subdivisions, the entire
significance of Delia’s eventual independence cannot be better understood. Even the experiences
of men, according to these scholars, find concern from the effects of multiracial feminism since
men not only get measured against its ideals, but also must live with them. Hence, Zinn and Dill
assess that “women and men throughout the social order experience different forms of privilege
and subordination, depending on their race, class, gender, and sexuality [...] Therefore,
multiracial feminism applies not only to racial ethnic women but also to women and men of all
races, classes, and genders” (Zinn 327). From these issues, the real nature of Delia’s struggle not
only against male power, but against society and spirit, begins to find more focus.

The end triumph of feminism in Zora Neale Hurston’s short story, “Sweat,” arises both
from the careful reading of feminist values through master/slave relationships, the importance of
occupation, and the strength of the soul and these issues’ relationship to religious imagery.
Because of these important forces, “Hurston’s work announces the end of ‘masculinity’ as an
exclusively male preserve, indeed, imagines an end to the masculine/feminine divide” (Powers
243). Delia must therefore assume a male expression of power to assert her newfound
independence. Even the process of attaining this power must forsake normal gendered roles. The
consequence for Delia is that “an independent woman is thus partially responsible for her
husband’s death, thus signaling Hurston’s move towards depicting women who change their
lives by seeing their world anew” (Thompson 745-46). The spiritual aspects not only guide
Hurston’s characters to revelation, but the impact of these images permits the reader a glimpse

into the female, African American soul.
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Dr. Spence’s Comments: Rachel Carazo’s “Feminism Through Religion in Hurston’s ‘Sweat
exemplifies her excellent, creative work. Her use of symbolism to convey “the triumph of
feminism” in “Sweat” ultimately refocuses on the African upheaval of the Harlem

Renaissance, spiritualism, and feminism.



