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echnology Attitudes in the Classroom

"Sweat:" Through the Lens of Womanness

Laura Lindenberger

Zora Neale Hurston’s short story "Sweat," written in 1926,
explores a variety of complex issues within a politically, racially, and
sexually charged backdrop. The story of Delia, an African-American
laundress, who has been married to an abusive husband for fifteen
years, "Sweat" questions roles of women and African-Americans within
| a social and personal context, and how those roles can be changed

through an exploration of self-identity. Within the historical time frame

of its writing, "Sweat" brings up an interesting dialogue between
| Oppression and repression of women, as well as an emerging identifica-
| tion of women with their gender and the restrictions imposed by society

based on race, sex, and class.

The title of Hurston’s short story immediately conjures a world

| of associations within the spectrum of female experience. Sweat is
| often, although not always, associated with masculinity, physical labor,

and athletic prowess. To associate sweat with the world of women is to
| Question gender roles and the typical assumption of women as domestic

laborers whose labors are important in their effects, but generally light
 tasks of home making. Delia is employed in the grueling work of laun-
, dering the clothes of whites in her community. She supports herself and
her husband, Sykes, through the money she makes by doing other peo-
Ples’ laundry. This tough image of a sweating, working Delia contrasts
with the archetypal female imagery of water and fluid. Women, often
associated with the body, have been symbolically linked with natural
fluids for centuries. That Delia’s story is called "Sweat" conforms to the
idea of an essential femininity within the symbol of water, but simulta-
Neously asserts the ability of a woman to break gender barriers and do
"men’s work" while maintaining a sense of her body and womanliness.
It’s interesting to note that Delia’s work-hardened body is what Sykes,
her husband, holds against her. He only likes fat women, women who
Overindulge and whose excesses arouse him. Delia’s sweat, which has
Sustained and supported Sykes for years, disgusts him. As he repeatedly
tells her, "Ah’m so tired of you Ah don’t know whut to do. Gawd! how
Ah hates skinny wimmen!" (1001). As a literary device, Delia’s body
Serves to reinforce her growing independence. That her body does not
Please her husband but is perfectly suited to her work shows that her
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colored mentality that has bogged down her husband.

One of the questions feminist critics often ask about a work
relates to the issue of language and communication within a story. The
gender of the narrator and authorial decisions about gender imagery cre-
ate stepping-stones for a feminist discussion of the implications of a
great work. In "Sweat," the omniscient narrator remains un-gendered,
leaving the perspective from which the story is told undefined. And,
regardless of gender, Hurston creates a definite demarcation between
good and bad with Delia and Sykes. Gender does become important,
however, in degrees of good and bad and how they play themselves out
within a social context. How Sykes gets away with his abusive behavior
and how Delia manages to continue living with him with little or no
Creative or emotional outlet, are both direct effects of an environment
that encourages certain gender roles, of which Hurston was certainly
aware.

The Florida villagers with whom Delia lives, although generally
disapproving of Sykes, are partially responsible for Delia’s situation.
The passive interest of the village men who watch as Delia works on a
day when "Even conversation had collapsed under the heat," (1002)
reflect an ambivalence in regard to Delia’s situation that is incredibly
disappointing and reflective of a patriarchal decision to avoid meddling
in the affairs of another man. As hopeful as it sounds, Clarke’s indict-
ment of Sykes only serves to perpetuate the idea that an abusive man is
not responsible for his actions. When he speaks for the first time, Clarke
points out, "Taint no law on earth dat kin make a man be decent if it
aint in ‘im" (1002). Apparently, Sykes’ brutality is just a character flaw
to these men and although Old Man Anderson suggests dragging Sykes
{0 a swamp and beating sense into him, "civic virtue" is hard to main-
tain in such intense heat. As the men of the community (who seem to
have no pressing work or responsibilities to attend to) sit and reflect on
the past, they offer important insight into the communal image of
responsibility breakdown within interpersonal relationships. Walter
Thomas, in his musings on how Sykes and Delia got married, comments
on the value of a wife like Delia and her attributes. Thomas says:

[H]e [Sykes] usester eat some mighty big hunks uh humble pie

tuh git dat lil’ ‘oman he got. She wuz ez pretty ez a speckled

pup! Dat wuz fifteen yeahs ago. He useter be so skeered uh 1

losin” huh, she could make him do some parts of a husband’s

duty. Dey never wuz de same in de mind (1002).
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Sykes bas helped to build her into a wife who does not have any emo-
tional response whatsoever (within the story) to her husband’s death.
Hurston creates the story to emphasize this lack of emotional connec-
tion between not only Delia and Sykes but also the reader and Sykes.
Sykes’ death is self-inflicted through his evil need to instill fear in
Delia.

Feminist evaluations and re-evaluations of "Sweat," are essen-
tial to building a relationship between Hurston’s subtleties and the
story’s main plot, which both raise questions of femininity and gender
roles within societal classifications of class and race. By looking at
"Sweat" with feminist questions in mind, the reader can explore histori-
cal attitudes, as well as themes of women’s rights, independence, and
emotional maturation within social constructions. Delia’s relationship to
her community, her husband, and herself as a woman in these con-
structs, are interesting sociological studies of the experience of woman-
hood and offer important vision into the emotional maturation of one
Woman within a patriarchal society.
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