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Introduction

Zora Neale Hurston's "Their Eyes Were Watching God," published in 1937, is a seminal work
in the African American literary canon and a vital piece of feminist literature. This novel
explores themes of love, independence, and self-discovery through the life of Janie
Crawford, a woman who embarks on a journey to find her own voice in a world dominated
by social and gender norms. This study guide aims to provide readers with a
comprehensive understanding of the novel's key themes, characters, and literary devices,
as well as discussion questions that encourage deeper analysis.

Plot Summary

The novel follows Janie Crawford, who recounts her life story to her friend Pheoby Watson
after returning to Eatonville, Florida. The narrative unfolds in three main parts, each
representing a significant phase in Janie's life:

1. Janie's Early Life: Janie is raised by her grandmother, Nanny, who insists that she marry
Logan Killicks for financial security. Janie feels stifled in this marriage and seeks a deeper
connection.

2. Janie's Second Marriage: Janie's life changes when she meets and marries Joe Starks, an
ambitious man who becomes the mayor of Eatonville. However, their relationship is marked
by Joe's controlling nature, which suppresses Janie's voice and individuality.

3. Janie's Awakening: After Joe's death, Janie meets Tea Cake, a younger man who
introduces her to love and companionship. Their relationship is transformative, allowing
Janie to reclaim her identity and experience true happiness.

The novel culminates in a devastating hurricane that tests Janie's strength and resilience,
ultimately leading her to a profound understanding of herself and her place in the world.

Main Themes

1. The Search for Identity

Janie's journey is fundamentally about self-discovery. Throughout her life, she grapples with
societal expectations and her desire for autonomy. The novel emphasizes the importance of
finding one’s voice and the courage it takes to pursue personal happiness.



2. Love and Relationships

The nature of love is a central theme in the novel. Janie's relationships with Logan, Joe, and
Tea Cake demonstrate different aspects of love—ranging from obligation to passion.
Hurston portrays love as both empowering and complex, highlighting the necessity of
mutual respect and understanding.

3. Gender Roles

Hurston critiques traditional gender roles through Janie's experiences. The novel illustrates
the limitations placed on women and the societal pressures that dictate their lives. Janie's
defiance of these norms serves as a testament to her strength and desire for
independence.

4. The Influence of Community

The novel is set against the backdrop of the African American community in Eatonville.
Hurston portrays the significance of community in shaping individual identities and
experiences. However, Janie's journey also reveals the limitations of community support
when it conflicts with personal desires.

5. Nature and Spirituality

Nature plays a significant role in the novel, symbolizing Janie's emotional landscape. The
recurring motif of the horizon represents Janie's aspirations and her quest for fulfillment.
Additionally, the title itself suggests a spiritual awareness and the idea that higher powers
observe human struggles.

Main Characters

1. Janie Crawford

The protagonist of the novel, Janie, is a dynamic character who undergoes significant
transformation. Her journey reflects her quest for self-identity and personal empowerment.
Janie's experiences with love and loss shape her understanding of herself and the world
around her.

2. Nanny

Janie's grandmother, Nanny, represents the older generation's values and the societal
expectations imposed on women. Her desire for Janie to have a secure life leads to Janie's
initial marriage to Logan Killicks, which becomes a source of conflict in Janie's pursuit of
happiness.

3. Logan Killicks
Janie's first husband, Logan, is a practical man who embodies societal expectations. His

marriage to Janie is devoid of love and passion, symbolizing the constraints placed on
women during that era.



4. Joe Starks

Janie's second husband, Joe, is ambitious but oppressive. His control over Janie stifles her
individuality, representing the toxic aspects of power dynamics in relationships. Joe’s
eventual death marks a turning point in Janie’s life, allowing her to reclaim her voice.

5. Tea Cake

Tea Cake is Janie's third husband and the embodiment of true love and companionship. He
encourages Janie's independence and helps her discover the joy of living authentically. His
relationship with Janie represents the ideal partnership based on mutual respect and
understanding.

Literary Devices

1. Symbolism
Hurston employs various symbols to convey themes and deepen the narrative:

- The Horizon: Represents Janie's dreams and aspirations, symbolizing the endless
possibilities in her life.

- The Pear Tree: Serves as a symbol of Janie's ideal vision of love and fulfillment,
representing her yearning for a deep and meaningful connection.

- The Hurricane: Acts as a metaphor for the uncontrollable forces of nature and life,
illustrating the fragility of human existence.

2. Dialect and Language

Hurston's use of African American vernacular enriches the narrative and lends authenticity
to the characters' voices. The dialect reflects cultural identity and creates a sense of place,
immersing readers in the world of Eatonville.

3. Foreshadowing

The narrative is infused with foreshadowing, hinting at future events and Janie's ultimate
fate. The subtle clues throughout the text build tension and anticipation, drawing readers
into Janie's journey.

Discussion Questions

1. How does Janie's perception of love evolve throughout the novel? What are the key
moments that influence this evolution?

2. In what ways does Hurston challenge traditional gender roles through Janie's character?
How does Janie's journey reflect broader societal changes?

3. Discuss the significance of the horizon as a motif in the novel. How does it relate to
Janie's aspirations and struggles?



4. How does the setting of Eatonville influence the characters and their relationships? What
role does community play in Janie's life?

5. Analyze the relationships between Janie and her three husbands. What do these
relationships reveal about her character and her quest for identity?

Conclusion

Zora Neale Hurston's "Their Eyes Were Watching God" remains a powerful exploration of
love, identity, and the complexities of human relationships. Through Janie's journey,
readers are invited to reflect on their own search for meaning and fulfillment in a world rife
with societal constraints. This study guide serves as a resource for deeper engagement with
the text, encouraging readers to appreciate the richness of Hurston's prose and the
timeless relevance of her themes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the major themes explored in 'Their Eyes
Were Watching God'?

The major themes include the search for identity, the nature of love, empowerment, and
the significance of community and gender roles.

How does the setting influence the story in 'Their Eyes
Were Watching God'?

The setting, primarily in Eatonville, Florida, reflects the African American experience in the
early 20th century and serves as a backdrop for Janie's personal growth and exploration of
her identity.

Who is the protagonist of ‘'Their Eyes Were Watching
God' and what is her journey?
The protagonist is Janie Crawford, whose journey involves finding her voice and

independence through her relationships and experiences, ultimately leading to self-
discovery.

What role does symbolism play in ‘'Their Eyes Were
Watching God'?
Symbolism is prevalent throughout the novel, with key symbols such as the horizon

representing Janie's dreams and aspirations, and the pear tree symbolizing her ideal vision
of love.



How does Zora Neale Hurston use dialect in the novel?

Hurston uses dialect to authentically portray the voices and culture of African American
communities in the South, enriching the narrative and character development.

What is the significance of the title 'Their Eyes Were
Watching God'?

The title reflects the idea of seeking a higher understanding or divine presence, as well as
the characters' awareness and longing for a deeper meaning in their lives.

How does Janie's relationship with Tea Cake differ from
her previous marriages?

Janie's relationship with Tea Cake is built on mutual respect, companionship, and genuine
love, contrasting sharply with her previous marriages which were marked by control and
oppression.

What does the character of Nanny represent in the
novel?

Nanny represents the older generation's views on marriage and security, highlighting the
societal pressures faced by women and the sacrifices made for their children's futures.

How does the ending of 'Their Eyes Were Watching God'
reflect Janie's growth?

The ending illustrates Janie's newfound independence and acceptance of her past, as she
returns to Eatonville with a sense of empowerment and fulfillment, symbolizing her journey
to self-actualization.

What literary techniques does Hurston employ to
enhance the narrative?

Hurston uses a mix of poetic language, rich imagery, and folk elements to create a vivid
narrative that captures the emotional depth of Janie's experiences and the cultural context
of her life.
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