the eyes were watching god

the eyes were watching god is a seminal work of African American literature, authored by Zora
Neale Hurston and first published in 1937. This novel explores themes of identity, love, independence,
and the search for self-realization through the life journey of its protagonist, Janie Crawford. It is
celebrated for its rich use of vernacular speech and its vivid portrayal of Black life in the early 20th
century American South. This article delves into the novel's background, thematic elements,
characters, and its lasting impact on literature and culture. Additionally, the piece provides insight
into Hurston’s unique narrative style and the novel’s place within the Harlem Renaissance. The
following sections will offer a comprehensive understanding of the eyes were watching god and its
significance.
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Plot Summary and Structure

Themes and Motifs

Main Characters

Narrative Style and Language

e Cultural and Literary Significance

Background and Publication History

The eyes were watching god was written by Zora Neale Hurston during the Harlem Renaissance, a
period marked by an explosion of African American cultural and artistic expression. Hurston, an
anthropologist and folklorist, incorporated her extensive knowledge of African American folklore and
dialects into the novel. Despite its initial lukewarm reception and mixed reviews, the book gained
recognition during the civil rights movement and continues to be a pivotal text in American literature.

Author’s Biography

Zora Neale Hurston was born in 1891 in Alabama and raised in Eatonville, Florida, one of the first all-
Black towns to be incorporated in the United States. Her upbringing in Eatonville profoundly
influenced her writing style and thematic focus. As a trained anthropologist, Hurston brought
authenticity to her depiction of Black communities and culture, which is evident in the eyes were
watching god.

Publication Context

The novel was published at a time when African American literature was gaining momentum but was



still constrained by racial stereotypes and limited publishing opportunities. Hurston’s work challenged
these norms by presenting a Black female protagonist who is complex, assertive, and independent, a
rarity in literature of that era.

Plot Summary and Structure

The eyes were watching god follows the life of Janie Crawford as she embarks on a quest for self-
identity and fulfillment through three marriages and various life experiences. The narrative structure
is framed by Janie’s return to Eatonville and her recounting of her life story to her friend Pheoby
Watson.

Major Plot Points

e Janie’s childhood and the influence of her grandmother, Nanny

e Her first marriage to Logan Killicks, arranged by Nanny for security

e Her second marriage to Joe Starks, a charismatic but controlling man
e Her third marriage to Tea Cake, which offers love and companionship

e Janie’s journey to independence and self-discovery

Structural Elements

The novel employs a frame narrative, beginning and ending in Eatonville, with Janie’s storytelling
serving as the central device. This structure allows readers to see Janie’s growth reflected against the
backdrop of her community and societal expectations.

Themes and Motifs

The eyes were watching god is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, particularly in the
context of African American life and womanhood. The novel explores love, freedom, identity, and
resilience.

Search for Identity

Janie’s journey is fundamentally about self-discovery. She struggles to find her voice and assert her
independence in a society that often marginalizes Black women. Her relationships serve as milestones
in her evolving sense of self.



Love and Relationships

The novel examines different forms of love, from security-based arrangements to passionate
companionship. Through Janie’s three marriages, Hurston critiques traditional notions of love and
marriage, ultimately advocating for mutual respect and emotional fulfillment.

Connection to Nature

Nature imagery is prevalent throughout the eyes were watching god, symbolizing Janie’s growth and
the forces beyond human control. The pear tree, in particular, represents Janie’s idealized vision of
harmony and love.

Main Characters

The characters in the eyes were watching god are vividly drawn and contribute significantly to the
novel’s themes and narrative depth.

Janie Crawford

Janie is the novel’s protagonist, whose evolution from a voiceless girl to an empowered woman forms
the core of the story. Her character embodies resilience, independence, and the desire for authentic
love.

Tea Cake

Tea Cake, Janie's third husband, represents freedom and companionship. Unlike her previous
husbands, he treats Janie as an equal and encourages her to embrace life fully.

Joe Starks

Joe Starks is ambitious and authoritative, embodying traditional male dominance. His relationship with
Janie highlights themes of control and suppression.

Nanny

Nanny, Janie’s grandmother, influences Janie’s early life decisions, particularly her first marriage. She
symbolizes protection but also the limitations imposed by societal expectations on Black women.

Narrative Style and Language

The eyes were watching god is distinguished by its unique narrative style, blending standard English



with African American vernacular. This linguistic approach adds authenticity and depth to the
characters and setting.

Use of Vernacular

Hurston’s incorporation of Black Southern dialects captures the rhythms and speech patterns of the
community. This use of vernacular enriches the narrative voice and grounds the story in its cultural
context.

Symbolism and Imagery

Symbolism is a key literary device in the novel. The pear tree, the horizon, and the hurricane are
powerful images that reflect Janie’s internal and external struggles.

Cultural and Literary Significance

The eyes were watching god holds a pivotal place in American and African American literature. Its
exploration of Black womanhood and use of African American cultural elements were groundbreaking
at the time of publication.

Impact on African American Literature

Hurston’s novel broke new ground by centering a Black woman’s experience on her own terms. It
challenged prevailing stereotypes and opened doors for future writers to explore similar themes.

Legacy and Modern Reception

Initially overlooked, the novel gained widespread acclaim in the latter half of the 20th century and
remains a staple in academic curricula. Its themes continue to resonate, influencing contemporary
discussions on race, gender, and identity.

Key Contributions

e Authentic representation of Black vernacular and culture
e Portrayal of a strong, independent Black female protagonist
e Insight into early 20th-century African American life in the South

e Contribution to the Harlem Renaissance literary movement



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Their Eyes Were Watching God'?

The central theme of 'Their Eyes Were Watching God' is the journey of self-discovery and
empowerment of the protagonist, Janie Crawford, as she seeks her own identity and voice in a
patriarchal society.

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

Hurston uses nature imagery extensively to symbolize Janie's growth and emotional state, such as the
blooming pear tree representing her idealistic views on love and the hurricane depicting the
uncontrollable forces of life and fate.

What role do Janie's three marriages play in her personal
development?

Janie's three marriages each represent different stages in her life and contribute to her self-
realization: Logan Killicks symbolizes security but lacks love, Joe Starks represents ambition and
societal status but suppresses her voice, and Tea Cake brings companionship and true love, allowing
Janie to fully express herself.

How does the novel address the theme of race and identity?

The novel explores race and identity by portraying the experiences of African Americans in the early
20th century South, highlighting both the struggles against racial prejudice and the richness of Black
culture and community life.

Why is the narrative structure of 'Their Eyes Were Watching
God' significant?

The novel's narrative structure, told through Janie's recounting of her life story to her friend Pheoby,
emphasizes oral tradition and personal storytelling, which reinforces the themes of self-expression
and the importance of individual voice.

Additional Resources

1. The Color Purple by Alice Walker

This novel explores the life of Celie, an African American woman in the early 20th century South, who
overcomes oppression and abuse to find her own voice and identity. Like *Their Eyes Were Watching
God*, it delves deeply into themes of female empowerment, resilience, and the search for selfhood
within a restrictive society. Walker’s lyrical prose and rich character development make it a powerful
exploration of race, gender, and personal growth.

2. Sula by Toni Morrison



Set in a small Ohio town, *Sula* follows the complex friendship between two African American
women, Sula and Nel, as they navigate the challenges of life, love, and betrayal. Morrison’s novel,
much like Hurston’s, examines communal bonds and individual identity, highlighting the struggles
and triumphs of black womanhood. The story is a profound meditation on morality, loyalty, and the
impact of choices.

3. Beloved by Toni Morrison

This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel tells the haunting story of Sethe, a former enslaved woman grappling
with her traumatic past and the ghost of her dead daughter. Morrison’s narrative explores themes of
memory, motherhood, and the enduring scars of slavery, paralleling Hurston’s focus on personal
history and emotional depth. The book is a poignant and intense exploration of freedom and identity.

4. Song of Solomon by Toni Morrison

A richly layered novel about Milkman Dead’s journey to uncover his family history and cultural roots,
*Song of Solomon* touches on themes of self-discovery, heritage, and the search for meaning. Like
*Their Eyes Were Watching God*, it blends folklore and realism to explore African American identity
and community. Morrison’s storytelling is vivid, poetic, and deeply insightful.

5. Kindred by Octavia E. Butler

This science fiction novel follows Dana, a modern black woman who is mysteriously transported back
to the antebellum South, where she must survive the brutal realities of slavery. Butler’'s work, while
speculative, echoes Hurston’s themes of confronting history and understanding one’s place within it.
The novel challenges readers to consider the legacies of oppression and resilience.

6. Passing by Nella Larsen

Set during the Harlem Renaissance, *Passing* explores the lives of two light-skinned African American
women who can "pass" as white, examining themes of racial identity, social boundaries, and personal
freedom. Larsen’s psychological and social insights complement Hurston’s exploration of identity and
autonomy. The novel is a compelling study of race, class, and the complexities of self-presentation.

7. Jane Crow: The Life of Pauli Murray by Rosalind Rosenberg

This biography details the life of Pauli Murray, an African American civil rights activist, lawyer, and
feminist who challenged both racial and gender discrimination. The book offers an inspiring look at a
figure whose determination and courage resonate with the themes of empowerment and self-
definition found in Hurston’s novel. It provides historical context and highlights the ongoing struggle
for equality.

8. The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison

Morrison’s debut novel centers on Pecola Breedlove, a young black girl who longs for blue eyes and
the beauty standards they represent. The novel confronts issues of internalized racism, beauty, and
identity, themes that parallel Hurston’s exploration of self-worth and societal expectations. It is a
heartbreaking yet insightful narrative about the impact of systemic racism and personal trauma.

9. Black Girl, White Girl by Joyce Carol Oates

This novel explores the intertwined lives of two girls from different racial and socioeconomic
backgrounds, examining themes of identity, privilege, and the search for belonging. Oates’ work, like
Hurston’s, delves into the complexities of gender and race in America, offering a nuanced portrayal of
friendship and conflict. The story challenges readers to reflect on social divisions and personal growth.
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