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And Their Eyes Were Watching God is a profound novel written by Zora Neale Hurston,
first published in 1937. This landmark work of African American literature explores
themes of love, identity, and the quest for self-fulfillment through the journey of its
protagonist, Janie Crawford. Set in the early 20th century in the southern United States,
the novel delves into the complexities of race, gender, and social expectations. In this
article, we will explore various aspects of Hurston's masterpiece, including its historical
context, character analysis, themes, and its lasting impact on literature and culture.



Historical Context of "Their Eyes Were Watching
God"

Understanding the historical context of And Their Eyes Were Watching God is crucial for
appreciating its depth. The novel was written during the Harlem Renaissance, a cultural
movement celebrating African American art, literature, and music.

The Harlem Renaissance

- Cultural vibrancy: The Harlem Renaissance marked a blossoming of African American
culture in cities like New York and Chicago, contributing to new forms of artistic
expression.

- Political climate: The period was also characterized by racial segregation and the fight
for civil rights, which influenced many writers and artists.

- Zora Neale Hurston's role: Hurston was a key figure in this movement, known for her
unique voice that combined folklore, dialect, and a deep understanding of African
American life.

Setting and Time Period

The novel is set in Eatonville, Florida, one of the first all-Black towns in the United States.
This setting plays a significant role in shaping the characters and events of the story.

- Eatonville's significance: The town serves as a backdrop for Janie's journey, highlighting
the unique social dynamics of African American communities.

- Rural South: The portrayal of life in the rural South reflects the struggles and triumphs
faced by Black individuals during the early 20th century.

Character Analysis

The characters in And Their Eyes Were Watching God are richly developed, each
contributing to Janie's journey of self-discovery.

Janie Crawford

Janie is the novel's protagonist, whose search for love and self-identity drives the
narrative.

- Her journey: Janie's journey is marked by her relationships with three significant men:
Logan Killicks, Joe Starks, and Tea Cake.
- Symbolism: Janie's hair symbolizes her independence and defiance against societal



norms, serving as a representation of her inner strength.

Logan Killicks

Logan represents the practical, traditional approach to marriage and life.
- The arranged marriage: Janie's marriage to Logan is based on practicality rather than
love, showcasing the societal pressures placed on women.

- Contrast with Janie's desires: Logan's character highlights Janie's yearning for a deeper
emotional connection.

Joe Starks

Joe Starks embodies ambition and power, but his relationship with Janie limits her
freedom.

- The mayor's wife: Joe's desire for status leads him to control Janie's life, stifling her voice
and individuality.

- Symbol of oppression: Joe's treatment of Janie serves as a critique of patriarchal society
and the constraints it imposes on women.

Tea Cake

Tea Cake represents love, companionship, and the possibility of true happiness for Janie.
- A partnership of equals: Unlike her previous relationships, Janie and Tea Cake share
mutual respect and understanding.

- Symbol of hope: Tea Cake is a symbol of Janie's ultimate quest for fulfillment and self-
discovery.

Themes in "Their Eyes Were Watching God"

Several key themes emerge throughout And Their Eyes Were Watching God, each adding
layers of meaning to Janie's story.

Love and Relationships

At its core, the novel is a meditation on love and the various forms it can take.

- Romantic love vs. societal expectations: Janie's relationships reveal the tension between
personal desires and societal pressures.



- The importance of self-love: Ultimately, Janie's journey leads her to understand the
significance of loving herself first.

Identity and Self-Discovery

Janie's quest for identity is a central theme in the novel.
- The search for voice: Throughout her life, Janie struggles to find her voice in a world that
seeks to silence her.

- Empowerment through experience: Each relationship teaches Janie valuable lessons
about herself and her desires.

Race and Gender

Hurston's exploration of race and gender sheds light on the complexities of African
American women's experiences.

- Intersectionality: The novel addresses how race and gender intersect, affecting Janie's
opportunities and choices.

- Critique of patriarchy: Through Janie's struggles, Hurston critiques the patriarchal
structures that limit women's autonomy.

The Literary Style of Hurston

Zora Neale Hurston's literary style is distinct and contributes to the novel's richness.

Use of Dialect

Hurston employs African American Vernacular English (AAVE) to give authenticity to her
characters and their experiences.

- Cultural representation: The use of dialect captures the nuances of African American
culture and identity.

- Character development: Dialogue reveals the personalities and backgrounds of
characters, making them relatable and vibrant.

Symbolism and Imagery

The novel is rich in symbolism and imagery that enhance its themes.

- The horizon: The horizon symbolizes Janie's dreams and aspirations, representing the



limitless possibilities of life.
- The pear tree: The pear tree serves as a symbol of Janie's idealized views of love and
nature, reflecting her innermost desires.

The Impact of "Their Eyes Were Watching God"

And Their Eyes Were Watching God has left a lasting impact on literature and culture.

Influence on Literature

- Pioneering voice: Hurston's work paved the way for future generations of Black female
writers, inspiring them to share their stories.

- Cultural significance: The novel is now considered a classic of American literature,
studied and celebrated for its themes and style.

Modern Relevance

- Continued discussions: Themes of identity, love, and gender remain relevant today,
prompting discussions about race and gender equality.

- Adaptations and interpretations: The novel has been adapted into various forms,
including film and stage productions, further cementing its place in contemporary culture.

Conclusion

And Their Eyes Were Watching God is a timeless exploration of love, identity, and self-
discovery, resonating with readers across generations. Zora Neale Hurston's masterful
storytelling, vibrant characters, and profound themes offer invaluable insights into the
human experience. As readers continue to engage with Janie Crawford's journey, they are
reminded of the importance of finding one's voice and the pursuit of a fulfilling life.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The central theme is the quest for self-discovery and empowerment, particularly for
African American women, as Janie's journey reflects her struggle for independence and
identity.



How does the use of dialect contribute to the novel?

The use of dialect adds authenticity to the characters and setting, reflecting the culture
and experiences of African Americans in the early 20th century, and helps to convey their
emotions and perspectives.

What role does nature play in 'Their Eyes Were
Watching God'?

Nature serves as a backdrop and a symbol of Janie's inner life and emotional states,
representing freedom, beauty, and the cycles of life and love throughout her journey.

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

Janie's relationship with Tea Cake is characterized by mutual respect, companionship, and
genuine love, contrasting sharply with her previous marriages that were marked by
repression and control.

What does the horizon symbolize in the novel?

The horizon symbolizes Janie's dreams, aspirations, and the potential for a fulfilling life. It
represents her longing for freedom and the possibilities that lie ahead.

How does the narrative structure of the novel affect its
storytelling?

The nonlinear narrative structure, which includes flashbacks, allows for a deeper
exploration of Janie's character and her relationships, enhancing the emotional impact of
her journey.

What significance does the title 'Their Eyes Were
Watching God' hold?

The title suggests the theme of observation and the search for divine guidance, as well as
the idea of looking beyond societal expectations and finding personal truth.

How does Zora Neale Hurston portray female
empowerment in the novel?

Hurston portrays female empowerment through Janie's journey of self-assertion, her
rejection of traditional gender roles, and her pursuit of love and fulfillment on her own
terms.

What role does community play in Janie's life?

Community plays a crucial role in shaping Janie's experiences and identity, both providing
support and imposing social norms that she ultimately challenges in her quest for self-
fulfillment.



How does the ending of the novel reflect Janie's growth?

The ending reflects Janie's growth by illustrating her acceptance of her past and her
newfound sense of self, indicating her readiness to embrace life and love despite the
hardships she has faced.
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