
the eyes were watching god
The Eyes Were Watching God is a powerful novel written by Zora Neale Hurston, published in
1937. It tells the story of Janie Crawford, an African American woman in the early 20th century
South, as she embarks on a journey of self-discovery and empowerment. This literary masterpiece
delves deep into themes of love, identity, and the struggles of African American women, making it a
significant work in both American literature and the Harlem Renaissance.

Overview of the Novel

Originally published in 1937, "The Eyes Were Watching God" is often regarded as a seminal work
within African American literature. The novel narrates Janie Crawford's life story, focusing on her
quest for personal fulfillment and her search for true love. Through Janie's experiences with her
three marriages, the novel explores the complexities of race, gender, and societal expectations.

Plot Summary

The story begins with Janie returning to Eatonville, Florida, after a long absence. The townspeople
gossip about her, igniting a flashback to her past. The narrative unfolds through a series of
flashbacks that reveal Janie's relationships with her grandmother, her first husband Logan Killicks,
her second husband Joe Starks, and her final, most significant relationship with Tea Cake.

1. Janie's Early Life: Raised by her grandmother, Nanny, Janie is introduced to the oppressive
expectations of society at a young age. Nanny forces Janie into a loveless marriage with Logan
Killicks for financial security.

2. Marriage to Joe Starks: Janie leaves Logan for the ambitious Joe Starks, who becomes the mayor
of Eatonville. However, Joe's controlling nature stifles Janie's spirit, leading to her eventual decision
to escape the confines of their marriage.

3. Finding True Love with Tea Cake: Janie's life dramatically changes when she meets Tea Cake, a
man who treats her as an equal and encourages her independence. Their relationship blossoms into
a profound love that defies societal norms.

4. Tragedy and Growth: The novel culminates in a series of tragic events, including the death of Tea
Cake and Janie's subsequent journey towards self-acceptance and empowerment.

Thematic Elements

"The Eyes Were Watching God" is rich in themes that resonate with readers across generations.
Some of the most prominent themes include:



1. Search for Identity

Janie's journey is one of self-discovery. Throughout her life, she grapples with her identity as a
woman and as a person of color in a society that imposes strict limitations on her freedom. Her quest
for identity is intricately tied to her relationships with men, each of whom represents different
aspects of societal expectations.

2. The Nature of Love

The novel presents various interpretations of love. Janie's relationships range from oppressive to
liberating, highlighting the complexities of love in a patriarchal society. Tea Cake's love is portrayed
as genuine and nurturing, contrasting sharply with the possessiveness of her previous husbands.
This exploration of love underscores the importance of mutual respect and equality in relationships.

3. Gender Roles and Feminism

Hurston's portrayal of Janie challenges traditional gender roles. Janie's evolution from a submissive
wife to an independent woman reflects the struggle for female empowerment. The novel advocates
for women's voices and experiences, making it a crucial text in feminist literature.

4. Race and Community

The setting of Eatonville, an all-Black town, serves as a backdrop for the exploration of race and
community. The novel addresses the challenges faced by African Americans in the early 20th
century, including racism and societal expectations. Janie's experiences reveal the complexities of
navigating identity within a racially defined community.

Literary Style and Techniques

Hurston's writing style in "The Eyes Were Watching God" is noted for its poetic language and use of
dialect. The following elements contribute to the novel's literary significance:

1. Use of Dialect

One of Hurston's most notable achievements is her authentic use of African American Vernacular
English (AAVE). The dialogue captures the cultural nuances of the characters, providing depth to
their personalities and enhancing the realism of the narrative.



2. Symbolism

The novel is rich in symbolism, with motifs such as the horizon and the pear tree representing
Janie's dreams and desires. The horizon symbolizes the limitless potential Janie seeks throughout her
life, while the pear tree embodies her ideal vision of love and harmony.

3. Narrative Structure

Hurston employs a nonlinear narrative structure, using flashbacks to reveal Janie's past. This
technique allows readers to understand her character development and the impact of her
experiences on her journey towards self-actualization.

Impact and Legacy

"The Eyes Were Watching God" initially received mixed reviews upon its release but has since
become a cornerstone of American literature. Its exploration of race, gender, and identity has
resonated with readers and scholars alike.

1. Influence on Literature

Hurston's novel has influenced countless writers, particularly those within the African American
literary tradition. Its themes of empowerment and self-discovery have paved the way for future
explorations of race and gender in literature.

2. Cultural Significance

The novel's portrayal of a strong, independent female protagonist has made it a touchstone for
feminist discussions. Janie's journey continues to inspire readers to challenge societal norms and
seek their own paths toward fulfillment.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Eyes Were Watching God is more than just a novel; it is a profound exploration
of love, identity, and empowerment. Zora Neale Hurston's masterful storytelling and rich character
development create a narrative that resonates with readers across generations. As Janie Crawford
navigates the complexities of her life, she ultimately emerges as a symbol of resilience and self-
actualization—an enduring legacy that continues to inspire and challenge us today. Whether you are
a first-time reader or revisiting this classic, the novel remains a vital part of the literary canon,
inviting reflection on the themes of race, gender, and the search for one's true self.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Their Eyes Were
Watching God'?
The main themes include the search for identity, the importance of self-discovery, love and
relationships, gender roles, and the significance of community.

How does Zora Neale Hurston use symbolism in the novel?
Hurston uses symbolism extensively, such as the horizon representing Janie's dreams and
aspirations, and the pear tree symbolizing her ideal views on love and relationships.

In what ways does Janie's character evolve throughout the
novel?
Janie evolves from a submissive wife to an independent woman who seeks her own happiness and
voice, ultimately finding strength in her experiences and choices.

What role does the setting play in 'Their Eyes Were Watching
God'?
The setting, primarily in Eatonville, Florida, reflects the cultural and social dynamics of the African
American community, influencing Janie's experiences and her journey toward self-realization.

How does the narrative style of the novel contribute to its
impact?
The novel employs a unique narrative style that blends standard English with African American
Vernacular English, effectively capturing the voice and culture of the characters while enhancing the
authenticity of Janie's story.

What is the significance of the title 'Their Eyes Were Watching
God'?
The title suggests a sense of hope and divine oversight, as it reflects the characters' longing for a
higher power and the search for meaning in their lives amidst challenges and struggles.

How does the novel address gender roles in the early 20th
century?
The novel critiques traditional gender roles by showcasing Janie's struggle against societal
expectations of women, highlighting her quest for autonomy and the desire to define her own
identity beyond her relationships with men.
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