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AN ENDURING CLASSIC: THE ENDURING POWER OF
THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING GOD NOVEL

First published in 1937, Their Eyes Were Watching God novel
by Zora Neale Hurston has transcended its initial mixed reception
to become a cornerstone of American literature. Often celebrated
as a pioneering work of African American literature and a seminal
text in feminist literary canon, the novel tells the profound story
of Janie Crawford, a Black woman in the early 20th-century South,
on  her  quest  for  self-discovery,  love,  and  independence.  The
novel’s  unique  blend  of  Southern  vernacular,  powerful
symbolism,  and  unflinching  exploration  of  race  and  gender
dynamics makes it as relevant today as it was nearly a century
ago.  For  many  readers,  encountering  Their  Eyes  Were
Watching God novel  is not simply an act of reading but an
immersive experience into a world of vivid storytelling and deep
emotional truth.

ZORA NEALE HURSTON: THE VOICE BEHIND THE
STORY

To fully appreciate Their Eyes Were Watching God novel, it is

essential  to understand its  author.  Zora Neale Hurston was a
central figure of the Harlem Renaissance, an anthropologist, and
a folklorist. Born in Notasulga, Alabama, and raised in Eatonville,
Florida—one of the first all-Black towns to be incorporated in the
United States—Hurston had a unique perspective on Black life
and culture. Unlike many of her contemporaries who focused on
the  struggles  of  Black  Americans  in  the  context  of  white
oppression, Hurston often centered her work on the internal lives,
joys, folklore, and community dynamics of Black people in the
rural South. This anthropological approach is deeply embedded in
the  narrative  structure  and  dialogue  of  Their  Eyes  Were
Watching God novel, giving it an authentic and culturally rich
texture that was groundbreaking for its time.

PLOT OVERVIEW: JANIE CRAWFORD’S JOURNEY

The narrative  of  Their  Eyes Were Watching God novel  is
framed  as  a  story  within  a  story.  Janie  Crawford  returns  to
Eatonville after a long absence, dressed in overalls and looking
emotionally drained. Her neighbors gossip and speculate, but it is
her friend Pheoby Watson who receives the true account. The
novel  then  flashes  back  to  Janie’s  childhood  and  her
grandmother’s  influence,  which  sets  the  course  for  her  life.
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The Pear Tree and the
Horizon
A central metaphor in the novel is Janie’s vision of love inspired
by a pear tree. As a teenager, she watches bees pollinating pear
blossoms and understands that love should be a harmonious,
natural,  and  mutually  fulfilling  union.  This  vision  becomes  the
standard against which she measures all her relationships. Her
search for this pear-tree ideal is the engine of her journey, which
she often refers to as "going on the horizon."

Marriage to Logan Killicks
Janie’s  first  marriage  is  arranged  by  her  grandmother,  Nanny,
who sees security and protection as the highest priorities for a
Black  woman after  a  lifetime of  slavery  and hardship.  Logan
Killicks is a prosperous older farmer, but his love is transactional.
He sees  Janie  as  a  helpmate and a  worker.  The marriage is
loveless and oppressive, and Janie eventually leaves him when a
charismatic  newcomer,  Joe  Starks,  offers  her  a  glimpse  of  a
different  life.

Life with Joe Starks
Joe  "Jody"  Starks  is  an  ambitious  man  who  takes  Janie  to
Eatonville,  where he quickly establishes himself  as the town’s
mayor and primary power broker. Jody is charismatic and driven,

but his vision of marriage is hierarchical. He expects Janie to be a
trophy wife, to silence her opinions, and to remain subservient to
his authority. He publicly belittles her and insists she works in the
store  while  he  governs.  Over  two  decades,  Janie  becomes
increasingly  invisible  and  voiceless.  Jody’s  death,  while  sad,
becomes  a  liberation  for  Janie.  She  finally  lets  her  hair  down—a
powerful symbol of her freedom and femininity—and begins her
life on her own terms.

The Love of Tea Cake
Janie meets Vergible "Tea Cake" Woods, a man twelve years her
junior, who is spontaneous, joyful,  and treats her as an equal
partner. He teaches her to play checkers, takes her to community
events, and encourages her to be herself. For the first time, Janie
experiences the reciprocal love she dreamed of under the pear
tree. They move to the Everglades, where they work together on
the muck, living largely and fully among a community of migrant
workers. Tea Cake is not perfect—he is jealous and occasionally
physical—but the central relationship is one of mutual respect
and  genuine  companionship.  Their  life  in  the  Everglades
represents  the  culmination  of  Janie’s  search  for  a  fulfilling  life.

MAJOR THEMES IN THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING GOD
NOVEL

The richness of Their Eyes Were Watching God novel lies in
its layered exploration of several profound themes.
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Voice and Silence
Perhaps the most dominant theme is the struggle for a woman’s
voice. Janie’s journey is a progression from being silenced by her
grandmother, then by Logan Killicks, and most ruthlessly by Joe
Starks, who forbids her from speaking in public. Her voice is her
identity, and reclaiming it is central to her liberation. By the end
of the novel, Janie has found her voice and tells her own story to
Pheoby. The narrative itself is an act of speaking, a declaration of
selfhood.

The Quest for Self-
Discovery
Janie’s external journey—through three marriages—is a mirror for
her internal journey. She learns that love is not about possession,
security, or status, but about partnership and mutual growth. Her
identity  is  not  defined  by  the  men  she  marries  but  by  her  own
evolving understanding of  what  she deserves.  The novel  is  a
powerful testament to the idea that a woman’s purpose is not
fulfilled through a man but through the full expression of her own
soul.

Race and Community
Hurston  does  not  ignore  racism,  but  she  places  it  in  the
background. The novel explores the internal dynamics of Black
communities—the  gossip,  the  hierarchies,  the  love,  and  the
cruelty. Janie’s lighter skin and long hair give her a certain status,
but  she  also  experiences  jealousy  and  judgment  from  other
women. The hurricane in the Everglades is  a great equalizer,
reminding readers that nature does not discriminate. The novel
suggests  that  while  racism  is  a  reality,  it  does  not  define  the
entirety  of  Black  existence.

Love versus Possession
Each  of  Janie’s  marriages  represents  a  different  version  of  love.
Logan  offers  protection  but  no  passion.  Jody  offers  status  but
demands  submission.  Tea  Cake  offers  partnership  and  joy,
though  not  without  its  flaws.  The  novel  challenges  romantic
ideals by showing that real love is messy, dynamic, and requires
vulnerability. It is not a destination but a continuous process of
choosing one another.

SYMBOLISM IN THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING GOD
NOVEL

Hurston’s use of symbolism is masterful and operates on multiple
levels throughout Their Eyes Were Watching God novel.
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Janie’s Hair
Her hair is the most potent symbol in the novel. It represents her
femininity, her identity, and her freedom. Joe Starks forces her to
tie it up, controlling her sexual power and individuality. When she
lets it down after his death, it is an act of reclaiming her body.
Tea Cake loves her hair and plays with it freely. The hair is a
symbol of Janie’s inner self, alternately restrained and liberated.

The Pear Tree
This is the symbol of Janie’s ideal of love—organic, natural, equal,
and generative. It represents a partnership where both beings
give and receive. The bee and the blossom are not in a power
struggle; they are in harmony. This vision sustains Janie through
the disappointments of her first two marriages.

The Horizon
The horizon is a symbol of possibility, adventure, and fulfillment.
Janie’s grandmother saw the horizon as a place of danger for
Black women. Janie learns that the horizon is a place of promise.
By the end of the novel, Janie has "been to the horizon and back,"
meaning she has lived fully, loved deeply, and knows herself. She
has  pulled  in  her  horizon  like  a  great  fish-net,  gathering
experience  and  wisdom.

The Hurricane and the Mad
Dog
The hurricane is a force of nature that disrupts human schemes.
It is a reminder of the limits of human control and the fragility of
life. The mad dog that bites Tea Cake is a symbol of madness and
destruction.  It  introduces rabies into the story,  leading to the
tragic climax. The dog represents an external evil that destroys
the paradise Janie and Tea Cake built.

LITERARY STYLE AND SIGNIFICANCE

One of the most striking features of Their Eyes Were Watching
God novel  is  its  narrative  voice.  Hurston  masterfully  blends
third-person narration with free indirect discourse, allowing the
reader to see the world through Janie’s eyes while maintaining an
omniscient  perspective.  The language is  poetic  and rhythmic,
filled with the metaphors and sayings of Southern Black speech.
Hurston treated the vernacular not as a deficiency but as a rich,
expressive  language  worthy  of  literature.  This  was  a  radical
choice  in  1937  and  remains  a  defining  feature  of  the  novel’s
power.

Initial Reception and
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Rediscovery
Upon  publication,  Their  Eyes  Were  Watching  God  novel
received mixed reviews. Some Black male critics dismissed it as
not  being  politically  engaged  enough,  arguing  that  Hurston’s
focus on love and romance was frivolous during a time of racial
struggle. White critics appreciated its "exotic" qualities but often
reinforced stereotypes. The novel fell out of print and was largely
forgotten until the 1970s, when a resurgence of interest in Black
women’s  literature  led  to  its  rediscovery.  Alice  Walker,  in
particular, championed Hurston’s work and helped restore her to
the literary canon. Today, it is a standard text in high schools and
universities across the United States and around the world.

CHARACTERS: DEPTH AND DIMENSION

The characters in Their Eyes Were Watching God novel are
fully realized individuals who embody the novel’s themes.

Janie Crawford
Janie is one of literature’s great protagonists. She is not a passive
victim but an active seeker. She makes mistakes, she endures
pain, and she changes. Her growth is the heart of the novel. She
learns that being alone is not the same as being lonely, and that
true freedom comes from within.

Tea Cake
Tea  Cake  is  a  complex  figure.  He  is  charming,  loving,  and
egalitarian in his relationship with Janie. He brings her joy and
adventure. However, he is also jealous and hits her to prove a
point, which complicates his character. Hurston does not present
him as a perfect hero but as a real human being, which makes
the tragedy of his death even more poignant.

Joe Starks
Jody is  a representation of  patriarchal  power within the Black
community. He is not a villain in the traditional sense; he is a
product of his environment, driven by a desire for respect and
control. His downfall is his inability to see Janie as a person rather
than a possession.  His death scene, where Janie tells  him he
never learned to love her, is one of the most powerful in the
novel.

Nanny
Nanny is a product of slavery, and her worldview is shaped by
trauma. She wants safety for Janie above all else, and she sees
love  as  a  luxury  her  granddaughter  cannot  afford.  While  her
intentions are good, her vision is limited. She represents the old
world, while Janie represents the new.
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WHY THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING GOD NOVEL
MATTERS TODAY

Nearly  a  century  after  its  publication,  Their  Eyes  Were
Watching God novel continues to resonate with readers for its
universal themes of self-discovery, love, and freedom. In an era
of renewed conversations about gender equality, racial justice,
and  personal  autonomy,  Janie’s  story  feels  urgently
contemporary.  The novel  teaches us that  the most  important
journey we can take is the one inward, toward understanding who

we are and what we truly want. It challenges narrow definitions of
what  a  woman’s  life  should  be  and  celebrates  the  messy,
beautiful, painful process of becoming oneself.
Moreover, Hurston’s preservation of Black Southern dialect and
folk traditions offers an invaluable cultural record. She wrote with
love and specificity, capturing a world that was rapidly changing.
The  novel  stands  as  a  testament  to  the  art  of  storytelling
itself—how we make sense of our lives through narrative, how we
pass down wisdom, and how we find meaning in  the face of  joy
and


