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The Eyes Were
Watching God
INTRODUCTION: WHY THE EYES
WERE WATCHING GOD STILL
RESONATES TODAY

When Zora Neale Hurston published The
Eyes Were Watching God in 1937, the
literary world was not ready for a Black
woman’'s voice that refused to be
silenced by convention or tragedy. Over
eight decades later, this novel has
transcended its initial mixed reception to
become a cornerstone of American

literature and a touchstone for
discussions about race, gender, love,
and self-discovery. The story of Janie
Crawford’s journey from a voiceless
young gqirl to a woman who finally
speaks her own truth speaks powerfully
to readers across generations. In this
comprehensive article, we will explore
the novel’s plot, its major themes, its
historical context, and its enduring
legacy. Whether you are reading The
Eyes Were Watching God for the first
time or returning to it as a devoted fan,
you will discover new layers of meaning
in Hurston’s luminous prose.
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THE STORY IN BRIEF: JANIE’S
QUEST FOR VOICE AND LOVE

The Eyes Were Watching God opens
with a powerful frame: Janie Crawford
returns to Eatonville, Florida, after a long
absence. Her neighbors gossip about her
youthful appearance and her mysterious
past. Undeterred, Janie begins to tell her
story to her best friend Pheoby Watson,
and the novel unfolds as a flashback-rich
narrative of Janie’s life.

Janie was raised by her grandmother,
Nanny, a former slave who believes that
security and wealth are the only paths to
survival for a Black woman. Nanny forces
Janie to marry Logan Killicks, a much
older farmer, but Janie finds the
marriage cold and loveless. After Logan
becomes increasingly controlling, Janie

leaves him for Joe Starks, a charismatic
and ambitious man who takes her to the
all-Black town of Eatonville. Joe becomes
the town’s mayor and a powerful figure,
but he too suppresses Janie’s voice,
demanding that she restrict her social
interactions and hide her beautiful hair.
For twenty years, Janie remains silent
and unfulfilled.

After Joe’s death, Janie finds unexpected
liberation and love with Tea Cake
Woods, a younger, free-spirited laborer.
Their relationship is passionate and
egalitarian, and Janie finally feels alive.
But their idyllic life together is tested by
a devastating hurricane and a
subsequent tragedy that forces Janie to
confront the limits of love, loyalty, and
survival. The novel ends with Janie back
in Eatonville, at peace with her choices
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and fully in possession of her own story.

MAJOR THEMES THAT DEFINE THE
EYES WERE WATCHING GOD

The Search for
Voice and Self-
Expression

Throughout The Eyes Were Watching
God, Janie’s journey is fundamentally
about finding her own voice. Early in the
novel, Nanny tells her, “Honey, de white
man is de ruler of everything... So de
white man throw down de load and tell
de nigger man tuh pick it up. He pick it
up because he have to, but he don’t tote

it. He hand it to his womenfolks. De
nigger woman is de mule uh de world.”
This devastating insight sets the stage
for Janie's struggle. Her first two
marriages silence her. Logan Killicks
expects her to be a workhorse; Joe
Starks expects her to be a silent
ornament. Only with Tea Cake does Janie
find the freedom to speak, laugh, and
fully participate in her own life. By the
end, Janie's voice is her own treasure:
“She pulled in her horizon like a great
fish-net. Pulled it from around the waist
of the world and draped it over her
shoulder.” This metaphor of gathering
the horizon is one of the most beautiful
in American literature, symbolizing
complete self-possession.



Love, Equality,
and Partnership

Hurston presents love not as a fairytale
but as a dynamic, sometimes painful,
partnership. Janie’s relationship with Tea
Cake is far from perfect—he is jealous,
he strikes her, and he makes
questionable choices. Yet Hurston
refuses to simplify their bond. What
makes their love different is the mutual
respect and joy they share. They work
together on the muck of the Everglades,
they play checkers, they laugh together,
and they talk as equals. The Eyes Were
Watching God does not idealize love; it
insists that love must include the
freedom to be oneself. This nuanced

portrayal continues to spark debate
among readers and scholars, making the
novel a rich text for exploring feminist
and relational ethics.

Race,
Community, and
Class

Hurston writes with deep affection and
critical insight about the all-Black town
of Eatonville, where she grew up. In The
Eyes Were Watching God, the porch
sitters, the store gossip, and the
communal judgments are not mere
background—they are a living
representation of Black folk culture.
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Hurston captures the dialect, the humor,
and the wisdom of early 20th-century
Black Southern life. At the same time,
the novel does not shy away from
internalized racism and class divisions.
Joe Starks values material success and
light skin; Mrs. Turner, a character in the
Everglades section, is openly
colorstruck. By placing these tensions
within the Black community, Hurston
complicates any simple reading of the
novel as a racial protest book. She is
more interested in the rich, messy
humanity of her characters.

Nature and the

Divine

The title itself—The Eyes Were
Watching God—comes from a pivotal
scene during the hurricane, when Janie
and Tea Cake witness the fury of nature.
The phrase suggests that in moments of
crisis, humans become passive
observers of forces beyond their control.
Yet throughout the novel, nature is also
a source of beauty and revelation: the
pear tree that blossoms with bees, the
horizon that Janie reaches for, the muck
of the Everglades that gives life and then
takes it. Hurston, who was also trained
as an anthropologist, uses natural
imagery to connect Janie’'s personal
journey to larger cycles of life and death,
growth and decay. The novel suggests



that self-discovery often requires
surrendering to something greater than
oneself.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND
RECEPTION

When The Eyes Were Watching God
was published in 1937, it arrived during
the Harlem Renaissance, a period of
extraordinary artistic output by African
Americans. However, the novel was
initially criticized by some leading Black
male writers of the era, including Richard
Wright, who argued that Hurston’s
depiction of Black life was too folkloric
and avoided the harsh realities of
racism. Wright called the novel a
“minstrel show” that played to white
audiences. For decades, Hurston’'s work
went out of print and was largely

forgotten.

The revival of The Eyes Were
Watching God began in the 1970s,
thanks largely to the efforts of Alice
Walker, who championed Hurston’s
genius. Walker wrote an influential essay
titled “In Search of Zora Neale Hurston,”
which led to a renewed interest in
Hurston’s novels, short stories, and
anthropological work. Since then, the
novel has been embraced as a feminist
masterpiece, a celebration of Black
vernacular, and a profound meditation
on what it means to be fully alive. Today
it is a staple in high school and college
curricula across the United States and
around the world.

LITERARY STYLE AND LANGUAGE

Hurston’s writing in The Eyes Were
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Watching God is remarkable for its
seamless blending of poetic narration
and authentic dialect. The narrative
voice moves between the rich, lyrical
third-person omniscient—full of
metaphors, similes, and imagery drawn
from nature—and the direct, earthy
dialogue of Janie and the other
characters. This dual voice allows
Hurston to elevate folk speech without
condescension. A line like “The sun was
gone, but he had left his footprints in the
sky” sits comfortably next to a character
declaring “Ah’m wid mah husband, and
Ah loves de way he handles me.” This
stylistic ambition was ahead of its time
and remains one of the novel’s greatest
technical achievements.

KEY SYMBOLS AND MOTIFS

e The Pear Tree: Janie’s vision of a
pear tree being pollinated by bees
becomes her personal symbol of
ideal love—a union that is natural,
reciprocal, and bursting with life.
She spends much of the novel
searching for a relationship that
mirrors that image.

e Hair: Janie’s long, straight hairis a
recurring symbol of her beauty,
her difference, and her autonomy.
Joe Starks forbids her from wearing
it down, controlling her sexuality
and identity. When she finally lets
it flow freely with Tea Cake, it
signifies her liberation.

e The Horizon: Janie’s horizon is
both a literal and figurative goal.



She yearns to see what lies
beyond her small world. In the
end, she pulls in her
horizon—meaning she has
gathered all her experiences into a
coherent sense of self.

e The Muck: The Everglades muck
where Janie and Tea Cake work is
a place of both paradise and peril.
It represents the richness of life
but also the uncontrollable forces
of nature and fate.

WHY THE EYES WERE WATCHING
GOD MATTERS TODAY

In an era when discussions about
women’s agency, racial justice, and
authentic representation are more
urgent than ever, The Eyes Were
Watching God offers a profound and

deeply human perspective. Janie’s story
is not a simple triumph narrative; it is a
complex account of suffering,
compromise, joy, and finally, peace. The
novel reminds us that finding one’s voice
is rarely a clean or easy process, but it is
essential for a fulfilled life.

Moreover, Hurston’s insistence on
portraying Black Southern life with
humor, dignity, and nuance challenges
monolithic narratives about African
American experience. She shows us a
community that is full of gossip, love,
jealousy, and resilience. She gives voice
to women who have been silenced by
both racism and sexism. And she does it
all with prose so beautiful it can make a
reader weep.
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CONCLUSHON: ASTORY KitATonce stifled, now

KEEPS SPEAKING

The Eyes Were Watching God is more
than a classic; it is an invitation. It
invites readers to reconsider what love
means, what freedom costs, and what it
feels like to finally own your own life.

echoes across decades, reminding us
that every person deserves to “find out
about livin’ fuh theyselves.” Whether
you are reading it for a class, for
pleasure, or for the first time, this novel
will leave you changed. Pick it up. Let
the horizon pull you in.



