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Their Eyes Were Watching God is a seminal piece of American literature,
written by Zora Neale Hurston and published in 1937. The novel is celebrated
for its rich portrayal of African American life in the early 20th century and
its exploration of themes such as love, identity, and self-discovery.
Hurston's unique narrative style, characterized by its use of African
American vernacular, gives voice to her characters in a way that resonates
deeply with readers. This article aims to provide a comprehensive overview of
the novel, its themes, characters, and the cultural context in which it was
written.

Overview of the Novel

Their Eyes Were Watching God follows the life of Janie Crawford, a mixed-race
woman in the American South, as she embarks on a journey of self-discovery
and empowerment. The narrative is framed through Janie's return to
Eatonville, Florida, where she recounts her life story to her friend Pheoby
Watson. Through Janie's experiences, Hurston explores the complexities of
love, the quest for autonomy, and the struggle for identity in a society
fraught with racial and gender inequalities.

Plot Summary

The novel opens with Janie returning to Eatonville after a long absence. The
townspeople are curious about her past, and the story unfolds through Janie's
reflections on her life. Key events in her life include:

1. Childhood: Raised by her grandmother, Nanny, Janie is introduced to the
concept of love through a kiss she shares with a boy named Johnny Taylor.

Nanny, concerned for Janie's future, forces her into an arranged marriage

with Logan Killicks, a man she does not love.

2. First Marriage: Janie's marriage to Logan is unfulfilling. Logan is more
focused on farming than on Janie's emotional needs, leading her to feel
trapped and unfulfilled.

3. Second Marriage: Janie meets Joe Starks, a charismatic man who promises
her a better life. They move to Eatonville, where Joe becomes the mayor.
However, their relationship deteriorates as Joe becomes increasingly
controlling and dismissive of Janie's individuality.

4. Widowhood and Self-Discovery: After Joe's death, Janie begins to explore
her independence. She meets Tea Cake, a younger man who treats her as an
equal. Their relationship is marked by joy and genuine love, allowing Janie
to express her true self.

5. The Hurricane: The climax of the novel occurs during a hurricane that
forces Janie and Tea Cake to confront life and death. The storm serves as a
metaphor for the uncontrollable forces that shape their lives.



6. Resolution: The novel concludes with Janie's return to Eatonville, where
she reflects on her journey and the lessons learned about love, loss, and
resilience.

Themes

Their Eyes Were Watching God is rich with themes that reflect the
complexities of life, particularly for African American women in the early
20th century.

Search for Identity

One of the central themes of the novel is the quest for identity. Janie
struggles with her sense of self throughout her life, influenced by the
expectations of others and societal norms. Her journey illustrates:

— The conflict between societal expectations and personal desires.
— The importance of self-acceptance and understanding one's worth.
— The impact of relationships on personal identity.

Love and Relationships

Love 1is portrayed in various forms throughout the novel, from the oppressive
love of Logan Killicks to the liberating affection shared with Tea Cake.
Hurston explores:

— The difference between conditional and unconditional love.
— The role of companionship in personal growth.
— The destructive nature of jealousy and control in relationships.

Gender Roles and Feminism

The novel also addresses gender roles and the feminist struggle. Janie's
experiences highlight:

— The limitations placed on women in society.
— The importance of female empowerment and autonomy.
— The journey from submission to self-assertion.

Race and Community

Race plays a significant role in shaping Janie's experiences and identity.
The novel examines:

— The dynamics of race within the African American community.
- The impact of racial identity on personal relationships.
— The significance of community and belonging.



Character Analysis

The characters in Their Eyes Were Watching God are richly drawn and
multifaceted, each contributing to Janie's journey.

Janie Crawford

Janie is the protagonist and embodies the struggle for self-discovery. Her
character evolves from a passive girl to a strong, independent woman. Key
aspects of her character include:

— Her resilience in the face of adversity.
— Her desire for love and fulfillment.
— Her journey towards self-realization and empowerment.

Logan Killicks

Logan represents the traditional, unromantic view of marriage. He is a
practical man who prioritizes work over emotional connection, serving as a
foil to Janie's aspirations for love.

Joe Starks

Joe is a complex character who initially appears to offer Janie a better life
but ultimately becomes her oppressor. His ambition and desire for control
lead to Janie's confinement, illustrating the dangers of toxic masculinity.

Tea Cake

Tea Cake is Janie's true love and represents the freedom and joy she craves.
His character brings out Janie's playful and adventurous side, allowing her
to fully embrace her identity.

Cultural Context

Zora Neale Hurston wrote Their Eyes Were Watching God during the Harlem
Renaissance, a time of significant cultural and artistic flourishing for
African Americans. This period saw a renewed interest in African American
culture, literature, and identity, and Hurston's work reflects these themes.

Hurston's Background

Zora Neale Hurston was born in Alabama in 1891 and grew up in Eatonville,
Florida, one of the first all-Black towns in the United States. Her
experiences in this vibrant community informed her writing and her



understanding of African American culture. She was an anthropologist,
collecting folklore and oral histories, which influenced her narrative style.

Literary Significance

Their Eyes Were Watching God has been recognized as a groundbreaking work in
African American literature. It challenged prevailing narratives about race
and gender and provided a distinct voice for Black women. The novel's use of
dialect and its exploration of female agency have made it a pivotal text in
feminist and African American literary studies.

Conclusion

Their Eyes Were Watching God is a profound exploration of love, identity, and
the quest for autonomy. Zora Neale Hurston's masterful storytelling and her
ability to capture the complexities of human experience have solidified the
novel's place in American literature. Through Janie's Jjourney, readers are
invited to reflect on their own paths to self-discovery and the universal
quest for love and fulfillment. The novel remains a timeless reminder of the
strength and resilience of the human spirit, particularly in the face of
societal constraints.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Their Eyes Were
Watching God'?
The main themes of 'Their Eyes Were Watching God' include the search for

identity, the importance of self-discovery, the nature of love and
relationships, and the impact of gender and race on personal freedom.

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 pear tree symbolizing ideal love and
harmony, and the hurricane embodying the uncontrollable forces of nature and
life.

In what ways does Janie's character develop
throughout the novel?

Janie evolves from a passive character seeking approval from her
relationships to an independent woman who embraces her voice and agency,
ultimately finding empowerment through her experiences and self-acceptance.

What role does the setting play in 'Their Eyes Were



Watching God'?

The setting, particularly the rural South during the early 20th century,
plays a crucial role in shaping the characters' experiences, reflecting
social dynamics, and emphasizing themes of community, race, and the struggle
for personal freedom.

Why is 'Their Eyes Were Watching God' considered a

significant work in African American literature?
The novel is significant because it offers a unique perspective on the
African American female experience, challenges traditional gender roles, and

showcases Hurston's innovative use of dialect and narrative style, making it
a cornerstone of both feminist and African American literary canon.
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