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god
SparkNotes for Their Eyes Were Watching God is an invaluable resource for both
students and educators delving into Zora Neale Hurston's seminal work. Published in
1937, "Their Eyes Were Watching God" is a novel that explores themes of love, identity,
and self-discovery through the life of its protagonist, Janie Crawford. This article provides
an overview of the main themes, characters, and critical analysis of the novel, along with a
summary that will aid readers in understanding Hurston's powerful narrative.

Summary of "Their Eyes Were Watching God"

The story follows Janie Crawford, a biracial woman in the early 20th century American
South, as she navigates her journey toward self-fulfillment. The narrative is framed
through Janie's reflections as she recounts her life experiences to her friend, Pheoby
Watson.

Plot Overview

The novel opens with Janie's return to Eatonville, Florida, after a long absence. The
townspeople gossip about her and her past relationships, setting the stage for Janie's
story. Through a series of flashbacks, we learn about her life, beginning with her
childhood raised by her grandmother, Nanny. Key events in Janie's life include:

1. Her marriage to Logan Killicks: Nanny arranges this marriage for financial security, but
Janie feels stifled and unhappy.
2. Her relationship with Joe Starks: Joe is ambitious and becomes the mayor of Eatonville.
While he provides Janie with material comforts, he also suppresses her voice and
independence.
3. Her love for Tea Cake: Finally, Janie discovers true love with Tea Cake, a younger man
who encourages her individuality and passion for life.

Janie's journey is marked by her struggle against societal norms and her quest for her
voice and identity. The novel culminates in her tragic yet liberating experiences, allowing
her to reclaim her sense of self.

Main Themes

Understanding the themes of "Their Eyes Were Watching God" is crucial for a deeper
appreciation of the text. Here are some of the most significant themes:



1. Search for Identity

Janie's quest for identity is central to the novel. Throughout her life, she grapples with
societal expectations, racial identity, and gender roles. Each relationship she enters
reflects her struggle for independence and self-definition. Her journey ultimately leads her
to a place of self-acceptance and empowerment.

2. Love and Relationships

The novel portrays various types of love and relationships, from oppressive marriages to
nurturing partnerships. Janie's relationships with Logan, Joe, and Tea Cake each teach her
different lessons about love. While Logan and Joe represent societal constraints, Tea Cake
embodies a love that fosters growth and mutual respect.

3. The Role of Community

Eatonville serves as a microcosm of African American life in the early 20th century. The
community's expectations and gossip play a significant role in Janie's life. The novel
critiques social norms and highlights how community can both support and constrain
individual freedom.

4. Gender Roles

Hurston explores the limitations placed on women in her society. Janie's journey
represents a rebellion against these constraints, as she seeks to assert her voice and
autonomy. Through her relationships, the novel critiques traditional gender roles and
emphasizes the importance of self-empowerment.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "Their Eyes Were Watching God" provides insight into
the novel's themes and messages. Below are key characters:

1. Janie Crawford

Janie is the protagonist whose life journey encapsulates the search for identity and self-
fulfillment. Her character evolves from a passive figure in her early marriages to a strong,
independent woman who embraces her voice by the novel's conclusion.



2. Nanny

Nanny, Janie's grandmother, represents the older generation's struggles and sacrifices.
Her desire for Janie to have security leads to the arranged marriage with Logan,
highlighting the generational divide in attitudes toward love and independence.

3. Logan Killicks

Logan, Janie's first husband, symbolizes the oppressive nature of societal expectations. He
represents stability but lacks emotional connection, demonstrating how material security
can come at the expense of personal happiness.

4. Joe Starks

Joe is ambitious and seeks power but is ultimately controlling and dismissive of Janie's
individuality. His character serves as a critique of patriarchal authority and the way it
stifles women's voices.

5. Tea Cake

Tea Cake is the embodiment of true love and companionship. He encourages Janie's self-
expression and represents the hope and joy she had long been denied. Their relationship
contrasts sharply with her previous marriages.

Critical Analysis

Analyzing Hurston’s literary techniques and style enhances the understanding of her
message. Here are some critical aspects of the novel:

1. Use of Dialect

Hurston employs African American Vernacular English (AAVE) to convey authenticity and
cultural identity. This use of dialect enriches the narrative and offers readers a glimpse
into the characters' lives and their cultural context.

2. Symbolism

The novel is rich with symbolism, particularly in nature. The horizon symbolizes Janie’s



dreams and aspirations, while the pear tree represents her idealized views of love. These
symbols recur throughout the text, reinforcing key themes.

3. Narrative Structure

The framing device of Janie's story being told to Pheoby allows for a reflective and
intimate narrative. This structure emphasizes Janie's journey towards self-actualization
and her desire to share her wisdom with others.

4. Feminist Perspective

Hurston's work is often regarded as a foundational text in feminist literature. The novel
challenges traditional gender roles and advocates for women’s autonomy and self-
expression. Janie's journey serves as a testament to the importance of individual agency.

Conclusion

SparkNotes for Their Eyes Were Watching God offers essential insights into Zora
Neale Hurston's profound exploration of identity, love, and the complexities of African
American life. By examining the novel's themes, characters, and literary techniques,
readers can appreciate the depth and richness of Janie Crawford's journey. Whether for
academic purposes or personal enrichment, understanding this classic work is crucial for
anyone interested in literature, feminism, and the African American experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Their Eyes Were Watching
God'?
The main theme of the novel is the search for self-identity and empowerment, particularly
in the context of gender and race. It explores Janie's journey towards finding her voice and
autonomy in a society that often suppresses women.

How does the use of dialect contribute to the narrative
of 'Their Eyes Were Watching God'?
The use of dialect in the novel adds authenticity to the characters and setting, highlighting
the cultural background of African American communities in the early 20th century. It
enriches the narrative by reflecting the characters' emotions and social realities.



What role do the relationships in Janie's life play in her
development?
Janie's relationships with her three husbands—Logan Killicks, Joe Starks, and Tea
Cake—each represent different stages of her search for love, independence, and self-
realization. These relationships shape her understanding of herself and her desires,
ultimately leading her to personal fulfillment.

How does the symbolism of the horizon influence Janie's
journey?
The horizon symbolizes Janie's dreams and aspirations throughout the novel. It represents
her longing for a fulfilling life and the possibilities that lie ahead. As she moves closer to
realizing her dreams, the horizon becomes a recurring motif of hope and freedom.

What significance does the title 'Their Eyes Were
Watching God' have?
The title suggests a divine presence and the idea that people are constantly seeking
meaning and guidance from a higher power. It also reflects the characters' struggles and
desires as they navigate their lives, with 'God' representing a source of hope and
understanding.

In what ways does the setting impact the story in 'Their
Eyes Were Watching God'?
The setting, primarily in Eatonville, Florida, and the surrounding landscapes, plays a
crucial role in shaping the characters' lives and experiences. It reflects the social
dynamics, cultural traditions, and challenges faced by the African American community,
providing a rich backdrop for Janie's journey.
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