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IN THE INTRODUCTION to Mules and Men, Z ora Ne ale Hurst on begins, “I wa s

g lad when someb o dy told me, ‘ You may go and collect Ne gro folklore .’” Th is

st atement ep it o m i zes Hurst on’s life and work . H u rst on was a product of the

folk ab out whom she most loved to writ e . She was a folklorist , scho lar, an t h ro-

po log ist , and cre at ive writer as we l l . The ab i l ity of a pers on to use active and

c o p i ous ve r b al perform an ce to ach i eve re c og n it i on within the group is wide s p re a d

in the Afric an Americ an commu n it y, h aving its roots in Afric an ve r b al art . For

e x amp le , the ab i l ity to speak we l l , to “ h ave mout h ,” is often equated with intelli-

g e n ce and success am ong the Igbo of sout h e a st e rn Nigeri a . H u rst on de m on strat e s

as a means of surv ival this skill to “ h ave mout h ” to observe , c o l le c t , p re s e rve , and

p e rp e t u ate oral tra d it i on and ve r b al art through her writings and her life .

As one of the folk, as well as a folklorist and cre at ive writ e r, H u rst on’s work has

p e d agog ic al imp l ic at i on s . It de m on strates how a speaker well ve rsed in an oral

c o m mu n ic at i on st y le can tran s late and tran s fer into the lit e rate st y le of a diffe r-

ent audience . In fact, the con n e c t i on between oral ity and lit e racy is especial ly

s e rved by st u dying Mules and Men and comp aring it with other texts that

H u rst on colle c t e d. In the pro cess of shifting from the collected oral texts and

p rep aring for publ ic at i on , H u rst on init i ated seve ral linguist ic techniques that are

ap p l ic able to the teaching of writing at any leve l .

One of the infor m ants whom Hurst on collected fro m , Joe Wi le y, was a you n g

school boy she met on her expedit i on to Alab am a . A t t a ched to a letter dated Ju ly

2 5 ,1 9 2 8 , to her “ go d m o t h e r ” M rs . O sgood Ma s on , we re seve ral st ories with a note

f rom Hurst on say i n g, “All of these st ories except the first we re written out by Jo e

Wi ley himself, h e n ce the la ck of diale c t .” Th is is a reve aling comment that sheds

light on Hurst on’s con cep t u al i z at i on of dialect and her own us age of the Eye -

d i alect ap p arat us for publ is h i n g. Th is term Eye - d i ale c t , chosen by some sociolin-

g u ists to de sc ribe lit e rary conve n t i ons that often take liberties with the spo ke n

re al ity of lan g u age vari at i on through ort hograp h ic s , i n cl u des such dive rg e n t

spellings as wus / wa s , ke e r f ul/ c are f u l , and ke t ch / c at ch . The disc us s i on of diale c t ,

howeve r, wou ld carry us in a ve ry diff e rent dire c t i on . For now, let us say that

d i alect was not the on ly ch ange Hurst on made .

H aving to con t e nd with all the conve n t i ons of writing for an unseen audience that

d id not share back grou nd inform at i on , H u rst on needed to find ways of tran s lat-

ing from wh at was for all intents and purposes an oral st y le to lit e rate st y le . S h e

had to use le x ic al and syntactic comp le x ities as well as rhetoric al stru c t u res that

wou ld give the work a shape for publ is h i n g. O ral commu n ic at i on dep e nds for it s

e f fect on interp e rs on al invo lvement or the sense of ide n t i f ic at i on between the

s p e a ker and the list e n e r. W rit e rs who emp loy fe at u res of invo lvement can cre at e

an inter p e rs on al re lat i onship between themselves or the ch ara c t e rs and the

re a de r. The audience in a written piece must get the po i n t , so sequence and other
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f a c t ors must be man i p u lat e d. E vents might be re orde red to highlight the point of

the st ory (eval u at i on ) . I n t e rn al eval u at i on may be shifted to extern al eval u at i on .

C e rtain con cepts may need to be made explic it .

M oving from an oral ve rs i on of a st ory to a written one may lead to adding a

t it le , f ormu la ic sentence s , l it e rary dic t i on , and fe at u res of de t a chment such as

ch anging a direct quote to an ind i rect one (He said ) . Th e re may be incre a s e d

le x ic al de n s ity and a general ch ange in le x ic al cho ice . The rhetoric al dev ices us e d

in the oral ve rs i on (figures of speech , rep e t it i on , p aral le l ism in the gram m at ic al

s ystem) will be re t a i n e d, b ut the paral i n g u ist ics must show up in paragrap h i n g,

p u n c t u at i on , e t c. The speaker may invo ke ce rtain maxims in the oral text that are

a s s umed rather than art ic u lat e d. But in the written ve rs i on the narrat or must

e ither de lete such re fe re n ces or make them explic it .

A comp aris on between two ve rs i ons of “ John and the Coon ” c o l lected from Jo e

Wi ley by Hurst on and “The Fort u n e t e l le r ” f ou nd in Mules and Men de m on strat e s

m any of the operat i ons disc us s e d, highlighting the types of ch anges she made to

m ove from the “ oral text” to the publ ished on e . B e c a use Joe Wi ley had writ t e n

the st ory for Hurst on , he assumed that his audience was operating on the sam e

c u l t u ral wave le n g t h , t h e re f ore he did n’t use the dram at ic dev ices Hurst on incor-

porates in her text. He did not, f or examp le , de sc ribe ch ara c t e rs or phys ic al set-

tings in mu ch de t a i l . When Hurst on retells the st ory in Mules and Men , howeve r,

she incorporates gre ater de t a i l s , sometimes adding who le paragrap h s .

In the comp aris on we find that Hurst on uses more rep e t it i on , i nve rts facts for

clarity and emp h a s is , re s orts to specific at i on of such items as “the man ” f or “ h e ,”

“ m any pers on ” f or “a many on e ,” uses words emp h at ic al ly as in “ way behind,”

i n cl u des tran s it i on al de v ice s , ch anges pron o m i n al r e fe re n ce , le x ic al i zes by ch an g-

ing “ b ox ” to “big old iron wash po t ,” ch anges narrat ive vo ice and function in dia-

log u e , a dds a specific thre at rather than letting it be imp l i e d, and general ly

i n cl u des more specific at i on and less infe re n ce . In fact, at one point she insert s

an entire paragraph for emp h a s is . Wh i le the narrat ive units we re the same in both

ve rs i on s , H u rst on’s was elab orat e d, le x ic al i ze d, r h e t oric i ze d, d i ale c t i ze d, and oth-

e r wise expande d, making her ve rs i on nearly dou ble in length from 29 lines in

Wi le y ’s to 45 lines in her ow n .

When we ask wh at kinds of things in Afric an Americ an disc ou rse st y le might

s u rv ive in tran s fer to written st y le , we can look to Hurst on’s wor k . The tende n c y

to rep e t it i on of key words and sou nds (al l it e rat i on ), v iv id imag e ry, c on c rete cat chy

p h ra s i n g, f i g u rat ive and meta p horic lan g u ag e , s y m b o l is m , and exper i e n t i al oral

st y le may be tran s fe rred to written st y le . N arrat ive sequencing to elab orat e

ab stract con cepts that may incl u de de t a i l s , ch ara c t e ri z at i on s , p lo t , and re lat e d

d i gre s s i ons are ce rt a i n ly there . D e l i b e rate man i p u lat i on of gram m at ic al stru c t u re

and meter can be tran s fe rre d. E x agg e rated lan g u age and prove r b i al st at e m e n t s

m ay tran s fe r, along with formu la ic stru c t u re . I nd i re c t i on , s ugg e st i on , and innu-

e ndo can be re t a i n e d.
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From these observat i ons we can con cl u de that an an alys is of writing that had as

its origins a speech event of a ve r b al ly skillful perform an ce has pedago g ic al

i mp l ic at i ons and that oral disc ou rse st y le is tran s fe rable . E ven the conve rs at i on s

am on g st st ory t e l le rs between the st ories in Mules and Men c an function in some

ways like the cal l - and - re s ponse tra d it i on of Afric an Americ an disc ou rse st y le for

a u d i e n ce part ic i p at i on . If Hurst on’s goal was indeed to pre s e rve the oral tra d it i on

of Afric an Ameri c ans through the lit e rat u re she collected and cre at e d, she wa s

s u c ce s s f u l . But not on ly did she pre s e rve it , she left for us a model that can be

used as a teaching too l .
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