their eyes were watching god literature
guide

Their Eyes Were Watching God is a seminal work in American literature, penned by the
acclaimed author Zora Neale Hurston. First published in 1937, this novel is notable for its
rich narrative style and profound exploration of themes such as love, identity, and self-
discovery. Hurston’s unique use of dialect and her deep understanding of African
American culture make this work not only a cornerstone of the Harlem Renaissance but
also a timeless reflection on the human experience. This literature guide will delve into the
key themes, characters, and literary devices that make Their Eyes Were Watching God a
significant text in both literary and cultural studies.

Overview of the Novel

Their Eyes Were Watching God follows the life of Janie Crawford, a young African
American woman in early 20th-century Florida. The story unfolds through a frame
narrative, where Janie recounts her life experiences to her friend Pheoby Watson. The
novel is structured in three primary parts, each representing a different phase in Janie’s
journey toward self-realization and empowerment.

Plot Summary

1. Childhood and First Marriage: The narrative begins with Janie’s childhood, raised by
her grandmother, Nanny. Janie is introduced to love through a kiss she shares with a boy
named Johnny Taylor. Nanny, eager for Janie to have a secure future, arranges Janie’s
marriage to Logan Killicks, a man who offers financial stability but lacks emotional
connection.

2. Escape with Tea Cake: After leaving Logan, Janie finds love again with Jodie Starks, a
charismatic and ambitious man who becomes the mayor of Eatonville. While initially
happy, Janie’s spirit is stifled in this relationship. Eventually, she leaves Jodie after his
death, embarking on a journey of self-discovery that leads her to Tea Cake, a younger man
who introduces her to joy, companionship, and true love.

3. Tragedy and Redemption: The climax of Janie’s story occurs during a devastating
hurricane that tests her strength and resilience. The novel concludes with Janie reflecting

on her journey and the lessons learned about love, loss, and the importance of being true
to oneself.

Major Themes

Their Eyes Were Watching God is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers.



Some of the most prominent themes include:

1. Love and Relationships

- The novel explores the different types of love Janie experiences throughout her life:

- Nurturing Love: Represented by her grandmother’s protective nature.

- Possessive Love: Seen in her marriage to Jodie Starks, where love is overshadowed by
control and dominance.

- True Love: Exemplified in her relationship with Tea Cake, characterized by mutual
respect, joy, and partnership.

2. Self-Discovery and Empowerment

- Janie’s journey is one of self-discovery, as she learns to assert her voice and desires.
- The narrative emphasizes the importance of personal fulfillment and the courage to
pursue one’s dreams, particularly in the face of societal expectations and gender norms.

3. The Role of Community

- The novel portrays the complexities of community life in Eatonville, showcasing both
support and criticism.

- Janie’s relationships with her community members reflect broader themes of identity,
belonging, and the struggle for individuality.

4. The Power of Voice

- Janie’s evolution from silence to self-expression underscores the significance of finding
one’s voice.

- The novel illustrates how storytelling becomes a means of empowerment and personal
agency.

Character Analysis

The characters in Their Eyes Were Watching God are intricately crafted, each playing a
vital role in Janie’s development.

1. Janie Crawford

- The protagonist, Janie, embodies the struggle for self-identity and autonomy. Her



character is marked by resilience and an unwavering quest for love and fulfillment.
Throughout the novel, she transforms from a passive participant in her life to an
empowered woman who embraces her individuality.

2. Nanny

- Janie's grandmother, Nanny, represents the older generation’s views on love and
security. Her decisions for Janie stem from a place of survival, illustrating the societal
pressures faced by women in her time. Nanny’s influence shapes Janie’s early
understanding of love and relationships.

3. Logan Killicks

- Janie’s first husband, Logan, symbolizes the practical, yet unfulfilling aspects of
marriage. He represents the societal expectation of women to marry for stability rather
than love, highlighting the theme of oppression within relationships.

4. Jodie Starks

- Jodie is charismatic yet controlling, representing the complexity of power dynamics in
relationships. His treatment of Janie stifles her spirit and showcases the dangers of male
dominance. His eventual demise allows Janie to reclaim her voice and independence.

5. Tea Cake

- Tea Cake is Janie’s true love and represents the ideal partner who encourages her
growth. Their relationship is built on equality and mutual respect, embodying the theme of
love that empowers and liberates.

Literary Devices

Zora Neale Hurston employs various literary devices to enhance the narrative of Their
Eyes Were Watching God.

1. Symbolism

- The Horizon: Represents Janie’s dreams and aspirations, embodying her quest for
fulfillment and self-discovery.
- The Pear Tree: Symbolizes Janie’s ideal vision of love and harmony. It serves as a



recurring motif throughout the narrative, representing her desires.

2. Dialect and Language

- Hurston’s use of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) adds authenticity to the
characters and setting. The dialogue captures the rhythm and depth of Black culture,
enriching the narrative.

3. Narrative Structure

- The frame narrative technique allows readers to witness Janie’s reflections and growth,
creating a deeper connection to her journey.

Critical Reception and Legacy

At the time of its publication, Their Eyes Were Watching God received mixed reviews, with
some critics dismissing it for its dialect and perceived lack of conventional structure.
However, over the decades, the novel has garnered significant acclaim and is now
regarded as a classic of American literature.

- Influence on Literature: The novel has inspired countless writers and has become a
staple in academic curricula, particularly in discussions surrounding gender, race, and
identity.

- Cultural Impact: Hurston’s work laid the groundwork for future feminist and African
American literature, challenging societal norms and advocating for the importance of
personal narratives.

Conclusion

Their Eyes Were Watching God remains an essential text that resonates with readers
across generations. Through Janie Crawford’s journey, Zora Neale Hurston explores the
complexities of love, identity, and self-empowerment, making a profound statement about
the human experience. As a work that celebrates the richness of African American culture
and the quest for individuality, it invites readers to reflect on their own lives and the
search for personal fulfillment. This literature guide serves as a gateway to understanding
the depth and significance of Hurston’s masterpiece, encouraging further exploration of
its themes, characters, and enduring legacy.

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, the role
of love and relationships, and the impact of gender and race in society.

How does Zora Neale Hurston use symbolism in 'Their
Eyes Were Watching God'?

Hurston employs symbolism throughout the novel, with elements like the horizon
representing Janie's dreams and aspirations, and the pear tree symbolizing her ideal of
love and fulfillment.

What is the significance of the novel's setting in the
context of African American history?

The setting of Eatonville, one of the first all-Black towns in America, highlights the themes
of community and self-governance, while also reflecting the broader struggles and
experiences of African Americans in the early 20th century.

How does Janie's character evolve throughout the novel?

Janie's character evolves from a passive girl constrained by societal norms to an
empowered woman who actively pursues her own desires and identity, culminating in her
realization of self-worth and independence.

What role does the narrative style play in 'Their Eyes
Were Watching God'?

The narrative style, characterized by its use of dialect and a frame story structure, allows
for a rich, authentic voice that captures the cultural nuances of African American life and
deepens the reader's connection to Janie's inner journey.
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