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INTRODUCTION

In  the  vast  landscape
of American literature,
few voices capture the
quiet dignity and fierce
h u m a n i t y  o f
m a r g i n a l i z e d
i n d i v i d u a l s  a s
powerfully as Langston
Hughes.  Among  his
most  haunting  and
tender short  stories is
“Cora  Unashamed,”
a masterful piece from
his 1934 collection The
Ways  of  White  Folks.
The  story  centers  on
Cora  Jenkins,  a  Black
domestic  worker  in  a
small Midwestern town,

whose life is marked by
loss,  exploitation,  and
an unyielding sense of
self-worth.  This  article
p r o v i d e s  a
comprehensive  Cora
U n a s h a m e d
summary, delving into
its  plot,  characters,
themes,  and  lasting
literary  significance.
Whether  you  are  a
student  seeking  a
detailed  analysis  or  a
reade r  exp lo r i ng
Hughes’s work for the
first  time,  this  guide
offers  a  thorough
examination of a story
that  remains  painfully
relevant today.

OVERVIEW OF THE
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STORY

Set  in  the  early  20th
c e n t u r y ,  “ C o r a
Unashamed” unfolds in
the  fictional  town  of
Melton, a place where
racial  and  class  lines
are rigidly drawn. Cora
Jenkins works as a cook
a n d  m a i d  f o r  t h e
Studevant  family,  a
w e a l t h y  w h i t e
household.  The  story
traces Cora’s life from
her  youth  through
m i d d l e  a g e ,
h i g h l i g h t i n g  h e r
relationships  with  her
o w n  d a u g h t e r ,
Josephine, and with the
Studevants’  young
daughter ,  Jess ie .
Through  a  series  of
devastating  events,
Hughes  explores  how
C o r a  r e m a i n s
unashamed  of  her
emotions,  her  race,
and her maternal love
i n  a  s o c i e t y  t h a t
constantly  devalues

her.

Plot
Summary
Cora  Jenkins  grew  up
poor  in  Melton,  the
d a u g h t e r  o f  a
hardworking  mother
a n d  a  f a t h e r  w h o
abandoned the family.
As  a  young  woman,
she  became  pregnant
by a man who refused
to  marry  her,  giving
birth  to  a  daughter
named  Josephine.
Despite  the  stigma of
unwed  motherhood,
Cora  poured  all  her
love into Josephine. To
support them, she took
a  job  working  for  the
Studevants,  a  white
family that treated her
w i th  a  m ix tu re  o f
condescension  and
dependence.
Josephine  grew into  a
bright,  lively  girl,  but
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tragedy  struck  when
she died suddenly of a
mysterious  il lness.
C o r a ’ s  g r i e f  w a s
immense,  yet  she
found  solace  in  her
work and in caring for
the Studevant children,
e s p e c i a l l y  t h e
youngest,  Jessie.  Over
t h e  y e a r s ,  C o r a
b e c a m e  d e e p l y
attached  to  Jessie,
s e e i n g  i n  h e r  a
sur rogate  fo r  the
daughter  she  lost.
When  Jessie  grew  up
and  became  pregnant
out  of  wedlock,  her
parents  forced  her  to
have  an  abortion  to
maintain  the  family’s
social  standing.  Cora,
devastated  by  this
callous  act,  openly
wept  at  the  family’s
d i n n e r  t a b l e ,
unashamed  of  her
tears  and  her  anger.
The  story  ends  with
C o r a  l e a v i n g  t h e
Studevant  household,

her  dignity  intact  but
her heart shattered.

MAIN CHARACTERS
AND THEIR ROLES

Cora
Jenkins
Cora is the heart of the
story. Hughes portrays
her  as  a  woman  of
immense strength and
vulnerability.  She  is
uneducated  by  formal
s t a n d a r d s  b u t
possesses  a  deep
emotional  intelligence.
Her key trait is that she
refuses  to  hide  her
feelings,  even  when
doing  so  would  make
her  life  easier.  This
“unashamed” quality is
what  sets  her  apart
f r o m  t h e  w h i t e
c h a r a c t e r s  w h o
s u p p r e s s  t h e i r
humanity  to  maintain
appearances.  Cora’s
love  for  her  daughter
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and later  for  Jessie  is
fierce  and  open,  and
her  grief  is  equally
visible.

Mrs.
Studevan
t
M r s .  S t u d e v a n t
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
patronizing  racism  of
the white middle class.
She treats Cora with a
kind  of  benevolent
c o n d e s c e n s i o n ,
viewing her as a loyal
servant  rather  than  a
fu l l  human  be ing.
When  Cora  mourns
J o s e p h i n e ,  M r s .
Studevant  dismisses
her grief as excessive.
Later, she orchestrates
Jess ie ’ s  abor t i on
w i thou t  a  second
thought, valuing social
reputation  over  her
daughter’s  well-being.

Mrs. Studevant is not a
v i l l a i n  i n  a
melodramatic  sense;
she is a product of her
society,  which  makes
her  act ions  al l  the
more  chil l ing.

Josephine
Though  Josephine
appears  only  briefly,
she is central to Cora’s
emotional  landscape.
She is  described as  a
happy,  curious  child
who  loved  music  and
laughter.  Her  sudden
death is the first major
blow in Cora’s life and
establishes  the  theme
of  maternal  loss  that
runs  throughout  the
story.

Jessie
Studevan
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t
J e s s i e  i s  t h e
Studevants’  youngest
daughter.  She  is  kind
to  Cora  and  forms  a
genuine bond with her.
When  Jessie  becomes
pregnant, she wants to
keep the baby, but her
parents  force  her  to
t e r m i n a t e  t h e
pregnancy.  Jessie’s
passivity in the face of
her  parents’  decision
h i g h l i g h t s  t h e
power lessness  o f
women—even  white
women—within  the
patr iarchal  family
structure.  Her  fate
mirrors  Josephine’s  in
that  both  daughters
a r e  l o s t  t o  C o r a
through forces beyond
her control.

THEMES IN “CORA
UNASHAMED”

Racism
and
Classism
Hughes  unflinchingly
depicts the intersection
of race and class. Cora
is  exploited  not  only
because  she  is  Black
but also because she is
poor.  The  Studevants
pay  her  a  meager
wage,  expect  her  to
work  long  hours,  and
offer  no  real  support
when  tragedy  strikes
her  own  family.  Yet
t h e y  r e l y  o n  h e r
emotionally,  especially
for  chi ldcare.  This
dynamic  illustrates
how  white  families  of
the  era  depended  on
B lack  labor  wh i le
denying  Black  people
full humanity.
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Motherho
od and

Loss
Motherhood  is  the
centra l  emot ional
thread  of  the  story.
Cora ’s  ident i ty  i s
deeply tied to being a
mother—first  to
Josephine, then to the
idea  of  Jess ie  as  a
surrogate  child.  The
loss  of  both  children
breaks  her,  but  she
never  hides  her  pain.
I n  c o n t r a s t ,  M r s .
S tudevant  t rea ts
Jessie’s pregnancy as a
problem to be solved,
n o t  a  l i f e  t o  b e
cherished.  Hughes
contrasts  authentic,
sacrificial  motherhood
( C o r a )  w i t h
performative,  socially
driven  motherhood
(Mrs.  Studevant).

Identity
and
Authentic
ity
T h e  t i t l e  “ C o r a
Unashamed”  points  to
Co ra ’ s  r e fusa l  t o
c o n f o r m  t o
expectations. She does
not hide her grief, her
love, or her race. In a
society  that  demands
Black  people  suppress
their emotions to avoid
u p s e t t i n g  w h i t e
sensibilities,  Cora’s
unashamed expression
of feeling is an act of
resistance.  She  is  not
rebellious in a political
s e n s e ,  b u t  h e r
authenticity  exposes
the  hypocrisy  of  the
white  world  around
her.
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The
Unasham
ed Spirit
More  than  a  t i t le ,
“unashamed” becomes
a  philosophy.  Cora
weeps  openly  at  the
Studevant dinner table
because  she  cannot
pretend  that  Jessie’s
abortion is acceptable.
Her tears are a form of
protest,  a  refusal  to
c o l l u d e  i n  t h e
destruction of  life and
love.  This  moment  is
the climax of the story,
where  Cora’s  internal
truth  overrides  social
codes.

LITERARY
ANALYSIS AND
STYLE

Narrative
Perspecti
ve
Hughes  uses  a  third-
person limited narrator
who  closely  follows
Cora’s  thoughts  and
f e e l i n g s .  T h i s
techn ique  a l l ows
readers  to  see  the
world  through  Cora’s
eyes while maintaining
a degree of objectivity.
The  narrative  voice  is
l y r i ca l  ye t  p l a i n ,
mirroring  Cora’s  own
straightforwardness.
H u g h e s  a v o i d s
melodrama;  instead,
he lets small, concrete
details carry emotional
weight.

Symbolis
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m
Several symbols enrich
the story.  The dinner
table  where  Cora
weeps  i s  a  s i te  o f
domestic  routine  that
becomes  a  stage  for
her  emotional  truth.
The  baby  that  Jessie
carries  symbolizes
h o p e  a n d
c o n t i n u i t y — i t s
termination  represents
the erasure of love by
social  convention.
C o r a ’ s  h a n d s ,
described  as  strong
and capable, symbolize
her  l abor  and  her
nurturing  role.

Language
and Tone
Hughes’s  language  is
deceptively simple. He
uses  repetition  and
parallel  structure  to
e m p h a s i z e  k e y

emotions.  The  tone  is
somber  but  never
despairing;  even  in
tragedy,  there  is  a
s e n s e  o f  C o r a ’ s
enduring strength. The
s t o r y ’ s  p a c i n g  i s
deliberate,  building
toward  the  final
revelation at the dinner
table.

HISTORICAL
CONTEXT: THE
GREAT MIGRATION
AND JIM CROW

“Cora  Unashamed”  is
s e t  a g a i n s t  t h e
backdrop of the Great
M i g r a t i o n ,  w h e n
mil l ions  of  Afr ican
Americans moved from
the  rura l  South  to
industrial  centers  in
the North and Midwest.
Melton is a fictionalized
v e r s i o n  o f  t h e s e
Midwest  towns  where
Black  women  often
f o u n d  w o r k  a s
domestics.  Jim  Crow
l a w s  e n f o r c e d
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s e g r e g a t i o n  a n d
s e c o n d - c l a s s
citizenship,  and  Black
w o m e n  w e r e
particularly  vulnerable
t o  e c o n o m i c
exploitation and sexual
harassment. Hughes, a
key  figure  in  the
Harlem  Renaissance,
wrote  stor ies  that
e x p o s e d  t h e
psychological  toll  of
r a c i s m .  “ C o r a
U n a s h a m e d ”  i s  a
nuanced  portrait  of
h o w  s y s t e m i c
oppression  affects
personal  relationships
and  emotional  life.

SIGNIFICANCE OF
THE TITLE: “CORA
UNASHAMED”

T h e  t i t l e  i s  b o t h
d e s c r i p t i v e  a n d
thematic. On one level,
it  describes  Cora’s
cha rac te r :  she  i s
unashamed of her past
(having a child  out  of
wedlock), her race, and

her  emot ions .  On
another level, the title
challenges the reader’s
own assumptions. In a
world  that  teaches
Black  women  to  be
quiet,  grateful,  and
inv i s i b l e ,  Co ra ’ s
unashamed  presence
is  radical.  The  word
“unashamed”  reclaims
dignity  from a society
that  tries  to  shame
Black  motherhood,
Black  poverty,  and
Black  grief.

COMPARISON
WITH OTHER
WORKS BY
LANGSTON
HUGHES

Readers  familiar  with
Hughes’s  poetry  will
recognize  the  same
themes  of  resilience
and sorrow. Poems like
“Mother  to  Son”  and
“The Negro Speaks of
Rivers” celebrate Black
endurance, while “Cora
Unashamed”  offers  a
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narrative exploration of
that  endurance  under
d a i l y  a s s a u l t .
Compared  to  other
stories in The Ways of
White  Folks,  such  as
“Home”  and  “The
Blues  I’m  Playing,”
“Cora  Unashamed”  is
perhaps  the  most
direct in its criticism of
white  paternalism.  It
also  shares  thematic
DNA  with  later  works
by  African  American
women writers, such as
Alice  Walker’s  “The
Flowers”  and  Toni
Morrison’s  The  Bluest
Eye, where the interior
lives  of  Black  women
are centered.

CONCLUSION

Langston  Hughes’s
“Cora  Unashamed”
remains  a  powerful,
heartrending story that
speaks to the enduring
struggles of race, class,

and  motherhood  in
America.  This  Cora
U n a s h a m e d
s u m m a r y  h a s
exp lored  i t s  p lo t ,
characters,  themes,
and  l i terary  craft ,
h igh l i gh t i ng  how
Hughes  c reated  a
p r o t a g o n i s t  w h o
refuses  to  hide  her
human i ty .  Cora ’s
unashamed  tears  at
the  Studevant  dinner
table  reverberate
across  generations,
reminding us  that  the
personal  is  political,
and  that  true  dignity
l ies  in  being  ful ly,
openly  oneself—even
w h e n  t h e  w o r l d
demands  otherwise.
For  anyone  seeking  a
short  yet  profound
g l i m p s e  i n t o  t h e
Af r i can  Amer ican
experience of the early
twentieth  century,
“Cora  Unashamed”  is
an essential read.


