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zora neale hurston their eyes were watching god is a seminal work in American literature and a
cornerstone of African American cultural expression. This novel, authored by Zora Neale Hurston,
explores profound themes of identity, love, and empowerment through the journey of its protagonist,
Janie Crawford. Renowned for its rich use of dialect and folklore, the book captures the essence of
the African American experience in the early 20th century South. The narrative style and thematic
depth have made it a staple in academic discussions on race, gender, and literature. This article
delves into the background of Zora Neale Hurston, the plot and major themes of Their Eyes Were
Watching God, and the novel's lasting impact on literature and society. Readers will gain insight into
the cultural significance and enduring relevance of this iconic work. Below is an outline of the main
topics covered.
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Background of Zora Neale Hurston

Early Life and Education
Zora Neale Hurston was born in 1891 in Notasulga, Alabama, and raised in Eatonville, Florida, one
of the first all-Black towns incorporated in the United States. Her upbringing in Eatonville
profoundly influenced her writing, providing a rich cultural backdrop that she later infused into her
works. Hurston attended Howard University before studying anthropology at Barnard College,
where she was mentored by Franz Boas. Her academic background in anthropology contributed to
her unique literary voice, blending folklore, cultural traditions, and vernacular speech.

Career and Contributions
Hurston emerged as a prominent figure during the Harlem Renaissance, a flourishing of African
American art, literature, and music in the 1920s and 1930s. Beyond Their Eyes Were Watching God,



she authored several novels, essays, and plays that explored African American life and identity.
Hurston’s work is noted for its celebration of Black culture and its challenge to prevailing racial
stereotypes. Despite facing criticism during her lifetime, her legacy has grown considerably
posthumously, cementing her status as a pivotal literary and cultural figure.

Overview of Their Eyes Were Watching God

Plot Summary
The novel follows Janie Crawford, an African American woman in the early 20th century South, as
she embarks on a journey of self-discovery and personal freedom. The story is framed through
Janie’s recollections to her friend Pheoby. Janie’s three marriages serve as key stages in her quest
for love, independence, and identity. The narrative explores her relationships with Logan Killicks,
Joe Starks, and Tea Cake, highlighting the evolving dynamics of love and power.

Main Characters
The characters in Their Eyes Were Watching God are richly developed and integral to the novel’s
thematic structure. Key figures include:

Janie Crawford: The protagonist whose journey towards self-realization anchors the novel.

Logan Killicks: Janie’s first husband, representing traditional expectations and security.

Joe Starks: Janie’s ambitious second husband, symbolizing authority and societal status.

Tea Cake: Janie’s third husband, embodying companionship and genuine love.

Themes and Symbolism

Search for Identity and Self-Realization
A central theme in Zora Neale Hurston their eyes were watching god is the protagonist’s pursuit of
identity beyond societal constraints. Janie’s journey reflects the struggle for autonomy, particularly
for Black women in a patriarchal society. Her evolving relationships illustrate the tension between
self-expression and social expectations.



Love and Relationships
The novel examines different dimensions of love—from obligation and control to companionship and
mutual respect. Janie’s marriages highlight contrasting experiences that shape her understanding of
what love means. The portrayal challenges traditional notions of romantic relationships, emphasizing
personal growth and emotional fulfillment.

Nature and Spirituality
Hurston employs nature imagery and spiritual motifs throughout the novel, symbolizing both the
forces that shape human life and the characters’ internal states. The hurricane scene, in particular,
represents the uncontrollable power of nature and fate. Spirituality in the narrative often intersects
with themes of resilience and acceptance.

List of Major Symbols

The Pear Tree: Symbolizes Janie’s idealized vision of love and harmony with nature.

Hair: Represents Janie’s independence and identity.

The Hurricane: Embodies chaos, destruction, and the inevitability of fate.

The Horizon: Signifies Janie’s aspirations and the possibilities of a fuller life.

Literary Style and Language

Use of Dialect and Vernacular
Zora Neale Hurston’s distinctive use of Southern Black dialect enriches the narrative voice and
authenticity of Their Eyes Were Watching God. The vernacular dialogue not only reflects the cultural
setting but also empowers the characters by giving them a unique linguistic identity. This stylistic
choice has been praised for its realism and criticized for its complexity, but it remains a defining
feature of the novel.

Narrative Structure
The novel employs a framed narrative, with Janie recounting her story to her friend Pheoby. This
structure allows for reflection and perspective, emphasizing the themes of storytelling and oral
tradition. The nonlinear timeline enhances the emotional depth, inviting readers to engage with
Janie’s past and present simultaneously.



Cultural and Historical Context

Harlem Renaissance Influence
The novel was published in 1937, during the waning years of the Harlem Renaissance. Zora Neale
Hurston their eyes were watching god reflects the era’s artistic exploration of Black identity and
culture. Hurston’s work stands out for its focus on Southern Black life rather than urban Northern
settings typical of many Harlem Renaissance writers.

Gender and Race Dynamics
The book addresses the intersectionality of race and gender, particularly the experiences of Black
women in early 20th century America. Janie’s character challenges both racial oppression and
patriarchal norms, making the novel a pioneering feminist text within African American literature. It
highlights the limitations imposed by society and the resilience required to overcome them.

Impact and Legacy

Critical Reception
Upon its release, Their Eyes Were Watching God received mixed reviews, with some critics
undervaluing its literary merit due to its focus on folklore and vernacular speech. However, the
novel gained renewed appreciation during the feminist and Black literary revivals of the 1970s.
Today, it is celebrated as a classic of American literature and a vital contribution to African
American cultural heritage.

Influence on Literature and Culture
Zora Neale Hurston their eyes were watching god has influenced countless writers and scholars. Its
portrayal of a strong Black female protagonist paved the way for more diverse and complex
representations in literature. The novel is widely taught in schools and universities, contributing to
ongoing discussions about race, gender, and identity.

Reasons for Enduring Popularity

Universal themes of love, identity, and self-discovery

Rich cultural and historical insights

Innovative use of language and narrative form



Empowerment of marginalized voices

Continued relevance to contemporary social issues

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the title 'Their Eyes Were Watching
God' by Zora Neale Hurston?
The title signifies the characters' reliance on fate and the divine as they navigate life's challenges. It
reflects the moments in the novel when the characters look to the sky, symbolizing their search for
meaning and understanding beyond their control.

How does Zora Neale Hurston explore themes of independence
and self-discovery in 'Their Eyes Were Watching God'?
Hurston explores these themes primarily through the protagonist Janie Crawford's journey. Janie's
three marriages and her experiences in the novel represent her growth toward self-realization and
independence, ultimately finding her own voice and identity outside societal expectations.

What role does the setting play in 'Their Eyes Were Watching
God'?
The setting, primarily the American South and the Florida Everglades, is crucial as it reflects the
cultural backdrop of the African American experience in the early 20th century. The natural
environment also mirrors Janie's emotional states and the novel's themes of growth, freedom, and
change.

How does 'Their Eyes Were Watching God' address issues of
race and gender?
The novel addresses race and gender by portraying the struggles of African American women in a
patriarchal society. Janie's experiences highlight the intersectionality of race and gender oppression,
as she confronts both racial discrimination and the limitations imposed on women.

What narrative style does Zora Neale Hurston use in 'Their
Eyes Were Watching God' and how does it enhance the story?
Hurston employs a third-person omniscient narrator combined with African American Vernacular
English in dialogue. This narrative style authentically captures the cultural voice of the characters
and adds depth to the storytelling, making the characters' experiences more vivid and relatable.



Additional Resources
1. Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston
This seminal novel tells the story of Janie Crawford, an African American woman in the early 20th
century South, as she embarks on a journey of self-discovery and empowerment. Through three
marriages and numerous trials, Janie seeks her own voice and identity. Hurston's vivid storytelling
and rich use of dialect make this a cornerstone of African American literature.

2. Dust Tracks on a Road by Zora Neale Hurston
This autobiography provides insight into Hurston’s life, from her childhood in Eatonville, Florida, to
her career as a writer and anthropologist. It offers valuable context about the personal experiences
that shaped her work and her perspectives on race, culture, and gender. Readers gain a deeper
understanding of the woman behind "Their Eyes Were Watching God."

3. Quicksand by Nella Larsen
A novel closely related in theme to Hurston's work, "Quicksand" explores the struggles of Helga
Crane, a mixed-race woman grappling with identity and belonging in the early 20th century.
Larsen’s exploration of race, gender, and societal expectations complements the themes found in
Hurston’s writing. The psychological depth and modernist style make it a significant Harlem
Renaissance work.

4. Passing by Nella Larsen
This novel delves into the complexities of racial identity as two African American women, one of
whom "passes" as white, navigate society’s strict racial boundaries. Themes of identity, secrecy, and
societal pressure echo the struggles seen in Hurston’s characters. "Passing" is a profound
examination of race and self-perception during the Harlem Renaissance.

5. Julia Peterkin: Scarlet Sister Mary by Julia Peterkin
Set in the American South, this Pulitzer Prize-winning novel portrays the lives of African American
sharecroppers with empathy and depth. Like Hurston, Peterkin uses regional dialects and rich
storytelling to capture the complexity of Black life in the South. The novel explores themes of
culture, community, and resilience against hardship.

6. The Color Purple by Alice Walker
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel follows Celie, an African American woman in the early 20th century
South, as she overcomes oppression and discovers her own voice. Walker’s narrative, like Hurston’s,
centers on Black womanhood, empowerment, and the search for identity. The epistolary style and
emotional depth make it a powerful companion to Hurston’s work.

7. Black Thunder by Arna Bontemps
A historical novel about a slave rebellion in Virginia, "Black Thunder" explores themes of resistance,
freedom, and identity. Its portrayal of African American resilience and struggle resonates with the
cultural and racial narratives found in Hurston’s writing. Bontemps’ work contributes to the broader
literary tradition of Black history and empowerment.

8. Seraph on the Suwanee by Zora Neale Hurston
Another novel by Hurston, this story centers on Arvay Henson, a poor white woman in Florida, and
explores themes of love, identity, and social class. While different in focus, it complements "Their
Eyes Were Watching God" by showcasing Hurston’s range in depicting Southern life and complex
characters. The novel challenges racial and social boundaries in its own unique way.



9. Song of Solomon by Toni Morrison
This novel follows Macon "Milkman" Dead III on a quest for identity, heritage, and self-knowledge
within an African American family. Morrison’s exploration of folklore, history, and cultural identity
parallels Hurston’s use of oral traditions and community narratives. "Song of Solomon" is a richly
layered work that continues the legacy of African American literary exploration initiated by Hurston.
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