
The Gilded Six Bits Analysis

The Gilded Six-Bits is a short story written by Zora Neale Hurston, first published in 1933. This narrative
captures the intricacies of love, betrayal, and the socio-economic dynamics of African American life in the
early 20th century. Set in a small Florida town, the tale revolves around the lives of a married couple, Joe
and Missie May, and delves into themes of materialism, fidelity, and the impact of societal expectations on
personal relationships. In this article, we will explore the key elements of the story, analyze its themes,
characters, and the cultural context in which it was written.

Summary of the Story

The story begins with the portrayal of Joe and Missie May, a young couple deeply in love who are living a
simple life in Eatonville, Florida. Joe works hard to provide for his family, and Missie May cherishes the love
they share. Their domestic life is characterized by their playful interactions and shared dreams. However, their
relationship is tested when a traveling salesman arrives in town, bringing with him a golden coin that symbolizes
wealth and temptation.

The salesman’s presence ignites Missie May’s desire for material riches, and she becomes enamored with the idea of
wealth. Despite Joe’s efforts to maintain their humble life, Missie May is drawn to the glamour and excitement
that the salesman represents. The story reaches a turning point when Joe, in a moment of vulnerability, gives
Missie May a golden coin, which she later discovers is merely a gilded version of a real coin. This revelation
leads to feelings of betrayal and disillusionment.

The climax of the story revolves around Joe’s realization of Missie May’s infidelity with the salesman, and the
emotional fallout that ensues. The story concludes with Joe and Missie May reconciling, but the experience
leaves an indelible mark on their relationship, prompting reflections on the nature of love and the true meaning
of wealth.



Character Analysis

Joe Banks

Joe Banks is an embodiment of the hardworking, devoted husband. His character is marked by integrity, loyalty,
and a strong moral compass. He represents the traditional values of love and commitment, believing that true
wealth lies in the strength of their relationship rather than material possessions. Joe's emotional journey
throughout the story reflects his struggle between societal expectations and personal happiness.

Key traits of Joe Banks:
- Hardworking: Joe is dedicated to providing for his family and takes pride in his labor.
- Loyal: His devotion to Missie May is unwavering, despite the challenges they face.
- Emotionally Vulnerable: Joe's vulnerability becomes evident when he grapples with feelings of betrayal and
inadequacy.

Missie May

Missie May is a complex character who embodies the tension between material desires and emotional fulfillment.
Initially, she represents the ideal of a loving wife, but her longing for wealth complicates her character. Her
relationship with Joe is tested by her infatuation with the idea of luxury and glamour, which ultimately leads
her to make questionable choices.

Key traits of Missie May:
- Desirous: Missie May's longing for wealth reveals her vulnerability to external influences.
- Insecure: Her actions stem from a desire to elevate her status and compensate for perceived inadequacies in her
life.
- Regretful: As the story unfolds, Missie May experiences remorse for her infidelity and the impact it has on her
relationship with Joe.

The Salesman

The salesman serves as a catalyst for change in the story, representing the allure of material wealth and the
moral dilemmas that accompany it. His character is somewhat enigmatic, and his presence highlights the
contrast between Joe and Missie May’s values and the temptation of a more extravagant lifestyle.

Key traits of the Salesman:
- Charismatic: His charm attracts Missie May and draws her away from her life with Joe.
- Manipulative: The salesman exploits Missie May's insecurities and desires for his gain.
- Symbolic: He embodies the seductive nature of materialism and the complexities of human relationships.

Themes

Materialism vs. Emotional Fulfillment

One of the central themes in "The Gilded Six-Bits" is the conflict between materialism and emotional fulfillment.
Missie May's desire for wealth ultimately leads her to make choices that jeopardize her relationship with Joe.
The gilded coin symbolizes the superficial nature of material wealth and the fleeting satisfaction it provides.



The story critiques the societal pressures that equate success with material possessions, suggesting that
true happiness lies in genuine human connections.

Love and Betrayal

The theme of love and betrayal is intricately woven throughout the narrative. Joe’s unwavering love for
Missie May is juxtaposed with her momentary lapse in judgment. The emotional turmoil resulting from betrayal
serves as a catalyst for personal growth and reflection. The story ultimately suggests that while love can
be tested, it has the potential to endure and evolve.

Socio-Economic Dynamics

Set against the backdrop of the Great Depression, the story explores the socio-economic realities faced by
African Americans during this period. The desire for wealth and the pursuit of the American Dream are portrayed
as double-edged swords that can lead to both aspiration and disillusionment. The characters’ experiences
reflect broader societal themes of struggle, aspiration, and the complexities of identity.

Cultural Context

Zora Neale Hurston, an influential figure of the Harlem Renaissance, wrote "The Gilded Six-Bits" during a time
when African American literature was gaining prominence. Hurston's work often focused on the lives of African
Americans in the South, exploring themes of race, gender, and culture. Her use of dialect and vivid imagery
captures the essence of the African American experience and contributes to the authenticity of her characters.

The story is set in Eatonville, one of the first all-Black towns in the United States, which serves as a
microcosm of African American life in the early 20th century. The dynamics of community, tradition, and the
pursuit of individual dreams are central to understanding the cultural context in which the story unfolds.

Conclusion

"The Gilded Six-Bits" is a poignant exploration of love, betrayal, and the complexities of materialism. Zora
Neale Hurston's masterful storytelling and rich character development invite readers to reflect on the true
meaning of wealth and the importance of emotional connections. Through the lens of Joe and Missie May's
relationship, the narrative highlights the struggles faced by individuals in a society that often prioritizes
material success over genuine human experiences. Hurston's work remains relevant today, as it speaks to the
timeless nature of love, the dangers of temptation, and the quest for fulfillment in a rapidly changing world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Gilded Six-Bits'?
The main themes include love, betrayal, class disparity, and the complexities of human relationships,
particularly within the context of African American life in the early 20th century.

How does Zora Neale Hurston use symbolism in 'The Gilded Six-Bits'?
Hurston employs symbolism through various elements, such as the six-bit coin representing wealth and deceit,



and the carnival, which symbolizes the allure of superficiality and the impact of societal expectations.

What role does setting play in 'The Gilded Six-Bits'?
The setting, a small town in Florida, serves as a microcosm of African American life during the period,
highlighting the social dynamics and cultural practices that shape the characters' experiences and
relationships.

How does the character of Joe reflect the theme of innocence and experience?
Joe begins as an innocent and trusting husband, but his experience of betrayal by his wife, Missy May, leads to a
painful awakening that forces him to confront the complexities of love and trust.

What is the significance of the title 'The Gilded Six-Bits'?
The title signifies the idea of something that appears valuable on the surface but is ultimately hollow or
deceptive, reflecting the central conflict of the story and the characters' lives.

In what ways does 'The Gilded Six-Bits' address issues of gender roles?
The story critiques traditional gender roles by showcasing Missy May's desires and actions, as well as Joe's
reaction to her infidelity, revealing the societal pressures and expectations placed on both men and women.

What literary techniques does Hurston utilize in 'The Gilded Six-Bits'?
Hurston employs vivid imagery, dialect, and foreshadowing to enrich the narrative, create authenticity in the
characters' voices, and heighten emotional impact throughout the story.
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