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Zora Neale Hurston's "Their Eyes Were Watching God" is a seminal work in American literature that
explores themes of identity, independence, and the quest for self-discovery. Published in 1937, this
novel not only showcases Hurston's masterful storytelling but also provides a deep insight into the
African American experience in the early 20th century. Through the life of its protagonist, Janie
Crawford, the novel delves into the complexities of love, gender roles, and the societal expectations
faced by women, particularly within the African American community.

Overview of the Novel

"Their Eyes Were Watching God" follows the life journey of Janie Crawford, a African American
woman in the early 1900s in the Southern United States. The narrative is framed as Janie recounts
her life story to her friend Pheoby Watson, detailing her experiences from her childhood to her
eventual independence. The novel is structured in three main parts, each corresponding to different
phases of Janie's life, marked significantly by her relationships with three distinct men.

The Structure of the Novel

1. Janie’s Early Life and Marriage to Logan Killicks
- Janie's story begins in her grandmother's home where she grows up with an idealized vision of love,
influenced by a photograph of her mother and a desire for a romantic connection.
- At the age of 16, she marries Logan Killicks, a man chosen by her grandmother for his financial
stability rather than love. This relationship is characterized by a lack of emotional connection,
leading to Janie's discontent.

2. The Pursuit of Independence through Joe Starks
- Janie soon leaves Logan for Joe Starks, an ambitious man who promises her a better life.
- Joe becomes the mayor of Eatonville, Florida, yet he restricts Janie's freedom and voice, treating
her more as a trophy than a partner.
- This phase highlights Janie's struggle against societal expectations of women, especially in her role
as a subservient wife.

3. Finding True Love with Tea Cake
- The narrative shifts when Janie meets Tea Cake, a younger man who treats her as an equal and
encourages her to express herself.
- Their relationship is characterized by genuine companionship, marking Janie's journey toward self-
fulfillment.
- However, their love story is tragically cut short by circumstances beyond their control, leading
Janie to reflect on her life and the lessons learned.



Key Themes in the Novel

"Their Eyes Were Watching God" is rich with themes that resonate with readers, offering a
multifaceted view of Janie's character and her experiences.

1. Search for Identity and Self-Discovery

- Janie's journey is fundamentally about finding her voice and identity in a world that seeks to define
her.
- Each of her marriages represents a different aspect of her struggle for self-definition:
- Logan Killicks: Represents societal expectations and material stability.
- Joe Starks: Symbolizes the constraints of gender roles and power dynamics.
- Tea Cake: Embodies love, companionship, and true partnership, allowing Janie to blossom.

2. Love and Relationships

- The novel explores various forms of love, contrasting the oppressive nature of Janie's earlier
marriages with the liberating love she finds with Tea Cake.
- Key points of analysis include:
- The concept of love as a means of liberation versus love as a form of control.
- The importance of mutual respect and understanding in a relationship.

3. Race and Gender

- Hurston addresses the intersectionality of race and gender through Janie's experiences as a Black
woman.
- The societal expectations placed upon her are reflective of the broader struggles faced by African
American women during the era.
- The narrative challenges stereotypes and highlights the resilience of women in the face of
adversity.

Literary Techniques and Style

Zora Neale Hurston employs various literary techniques that enhance the storytelling and deepen
the thematic elements of the novel.

1. Use of Dialect

- Hurston's use of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) adds authenticity to the characters
and their experiences.



- The dialogue reflects the cultural context of the time and place, allowing readers to connect more
deeply with the characters.

2. Symbolism

- The horizon is a recurring symbol in the novel, representing Janie's dreams and aspirations for a
fulfilling life.
- The pear tree symbolizes Janie's idealistic views on love and nature, serving as a benchmark for her
relationships.

3. Narrative Structure

- The framing device of Janie's story being told to Pheoby allows for a reflective lens on her
experiences.
- The nonlinear narrative structure enhances the depth of Janie's character, providing insights into
her past while focusing on her present.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "Their Eyes Were Watching God" received mixed reviews. Some critics praised
Hurston's unique voice and narrative style, while others criticized it for its perceived lack of a
conventional plot. However, over the years, the novel has gained recognition as a classic of
American literature and a significant work within the African American literary canon.

1. Influence on Feminist Literature

- "Their Eyes Were Watching God" is often regarded as a precursor to feminist literature,
highlighting themes of female independence and self-empowerment.
- Janie's journey has inspired countless readers and writers, particularly women, to challenge
societal norms and pursue their own identities.

2. Adaptations and Cultural Impact

- The novel has been adapted for stage and screen, including a notable television film in 2005 that
brought Janie's story to a new generation of audiences.
- Hurston's work continues to be studied and celebrated in academic circles, influencing
contemporary discussions on race, gender, and identity.



Conclusion

Zora Neale Hurston's "Their Eyes Were Watching God" remains a powerful exploration of a woman's
journey towards self-discovery and independence. Through Janie Crawford's story, Hurston captures
the complexities of love, race, and gender, challenging readers to reflect on their own identities and
societal roles. As a cornerstone of African American literature, the novel not only highlights the
struggles of its time but also resonates with the ongoing quest for self-empowerment and
authenticity in contemporary society. Hurston's legacy endures, inspiring future generations to
embrace their voices and seek their own horizons.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes of 'Their Eyes Were Watching
God'?
The central themes include the search for identity, the importance of self-expression, the power of
love and relationships, and the challenges of gender roles and race in early 20th-century America.

How does Zora Neale Hurston use symbolism in 'Their Eyes
Were Watching God'?
Hurston employs symbolism throughout the novel, with the horizon representing Janie's dreams and
aspirations, the mule symbolizing the burdens faced by African American women, and the pear tree
embodying ideal love and harmony.

What role does the setting play in 'Their Eyes Were Watching
God'?
The setting, particularly the town of Eatonville and the Everglades, serves as a backdrop that
reflects Janie's journey towards self-discovery and freedom, illustrating the cultural and social
dynamics of African American life in the South.

How does the narrative structure of 'Their Eyes Were
Watching God' impact the story?
The novel's use of a frame narrative, with Janie recounting her life story to her friend Pheoby, allows
readers to engage deeply with her personal experiences, while also providing a reflective
commentary on her growth and resilience.

What is the significance of Janie's three marriages in the
novel?
Janie's three marriages symbolize her quest for autonomy and true love. Each relationship teaches
her valuable lessons about herself and her desires, ultimately leading to her realization of self-worth



and independence.

How does Hurston address the concept of voice and
storytelling in 'Their Eyes Were Watching God'?
Hurston emphasizes the power of voice and storytelling as essential to identity and culture. Janie's
journey is marked by her struggle to find her own voice in a patriarchal society, highlighting the
importance of sharing one's story as a means of empowerment.
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