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Literary critic Jennifer Jordan makes the compelling argument that in approaching Zora Neale 

Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God with a feminist perspective, critics often view the text 

through ideological prisms that color their conclusions. The result she says is the “unsupportable 

notion that the novel is an appropriate fictional representation of the concerns and attitudes of 

modern black feminism. In traditional feminist interpretations of the text Janie is the feminist 

hero who achieves self-definition through acts of resistance in her marriages. The novel itself is 

seen as “vehicle of feminist protest through its condemnation of the restrictiveness of bourgeois 

marriage and through its exploration intraracial sexism and male violence. There remains 

however, the appearance of ambivalences throughout the novel that seem to contradict common 

feminist interpretations. The character Tea Cake for in particular demonstrates many of the same 

oppressive behaviors in marriage as Logan Killicks and Joe Starks; yet Janie herself says to him 

“...you come along an made somethin outta me” (311). Literary critic Shawn E. Miller 

eloquently suggests that these inconsistencies may lie in our ‘allegiance to certain assumptions 

that undergird the traditional feminist interpretation…” (75). He further argues that perhaps 

Janie’s heroism lies more in her ‘mastery of conventional marriage than with her escape from it 

(76). It's difficult to view Janie’s progression from Logan Killicks to Tea Cake Woods as a 

‘mastery’ of conventional marriage; but Janie does find self-actualization in spite of her 

circumstances that cannot be ignored. Feminism relies on fundamental truths that serve as the 



basis for belief in equality of the sexes. Life relies on compromise and demands it of everyone, 

for some as a means to survival. Their Eyes Were Watching God is a compelling novel depicting 

the life of Janie who achieves happiness and self-definition through her ability to compromise 

with marital conventions.   

In the opening paragraph of Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston as an omniscient 

narrator prepares the reader for the compromises Janie will have to make in her journey. She 

opens the novel by offering a universal truth: “Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on 

board. For some they come in with the tide. For others they sail forever on the horizon, never out 

of sight, never landing...That is the life of men” (1) Hurston uses this powerful proverbial 

introduction to prepare the reader for what will ultimately become Janie’s “struggle with life”. 

As a universal truth, Janie has the same capacity for ambition as men; but Hurston adds a 

stipulation for women when she states, “Now, women forget all those things they don’t want to 

remember and remember all those things they don’t want to forget. The dream is the truth. Then 

they act and do things accordingly” (175). Hurston’s stipulation suggests that women are 

fundamentally different from men in that they are willing to (or must) compromise in some way 

men do not have to. The things they choose to remember are the parts of life that will ultimately 

define women as Janie defines herself in the end.  Their dreams are the ‘truth’ because it's what 

they truly desire. ‘To act and do so accordingly is ‘recognizing the realities and exigencies of 

their temporal situation and by using this keen insight within a context of covert resistance” 

(Miller 85). The horizon imagery is presented again at the end of the novel when Janie “pulled in 

her horizon like a great fish-net” (333) In this metaphor Hurston again implies the act of 

compromise using a fish-net. Janie does not take an all or nothing stance required by Jennifer 

Jordan to ‘escape the fetters of traditional marriage and the narrow social restrictions of her class 



and sex (115). Instead, Janie takes the good with the bad and chooses, in the end the memories 

filled with “love and light (333)”.  

Hurston presents Janie’s journey in three successive marriages “... the first wholly 

unsuccessful, the second mostly unsuccessful, and the third successful but for the outrages of 

fortune”, which invites the reader to “depend too greatly on the attitudes of her husbands” for 

clues to Janie’s self-actualization (Miller 76). There is little evidence that Janie overcomes male 

dominance in this context. Tea Cake, like Logan and Joe is possessive, violent, and controlling; 

and Janie only truly overcomes these aspects of marriage when she kills him. Janie tolerates male 

dominance as an immutable fact of life. This complicates the typical feminist narrative because it 

means Janie finds happiness and self-expression within the confines of male dominance making 

Janie “more dynamic than we have previously realized (Miller 76).  

Janie’s marriages appear redundant and complicate feminist narratives because Logan, 

Joe and Tea Cake demonstrate the same oppressive behaviors. For instance, they all dictate the 

spaces Janie can occupy within the community. Logan says, “You ain’t got no particular place. 

It’s wherever I need yuh” (199) when Janie refuses to work outdoors. When Janie wants to go to 

the dragging out Joe tells her “...you ain’t goin’ off in all dat mess uh commonness. Ah’m 

surprised at you fuh askin’ (223). Although Janie enjoys being on the muck with Tea Cake he 

indicates the significance of male dominance in their relationship when he says, “Janie is 

wherever Ah wants tuh be” (295). Both Joe and Tea Cake beat Janie as well. This invites the 

reader not to look entirely to Janie’s husbands for her growth but her reactions to them and how 

her desires change throughout the novel.  



The key to Janie’s self-actualization depends on a ‘careful understanding of the variables 

which can be controlled and those which cannot (Miller 90). Janie’s journey begins with her 

grandmother’s wish that Janie secure a financially stable marriage. She says to Janie,  

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 so fur as Ah can see. Ah 

been prayin’ fuh it tuh be different wid you. Lawd, Lawd, Lawd (186).  

As a black woman in the Jim Crow era, Janie’s vulnerability is expounded by the threat of white 

male violence and intraracial violence. Her own mother is raped by a white man and becomes an 

alcoholic which inspires Nanny’s fears for Janie when she witnesses Johnny Taylor “lacerating 

Janie with a kiss” (184). There is a stigma attached to women who have sexual contact outside of 

marriage that explains why Nanny describes the kiss as a violent act against Janie. Nanny also 

recognizes how gender, race, and class hierarchies work together in oppressing black women and 

she desperately wants Janie to have the protection of marriage. This moment indicates a variable 

that cannot be controlled. Marriage more than anything else is a means of survival for black 

women. Nanny even says “Taint Logan Killicks Ah wants you to have, baby it’s protection (186) 

indicating the necessity of marriage for black women who are the least protected in society.    

Janie submits to marriage as a means of survival but once she marries Logan she begins the 

discovery of her own desires and expectations. She complains to Nanny, “Ah wants things sweet 

wid mah marriage lak when you sit under a pear tree and think (193). She quickly realizes that 

her marriage ‘provides neither affection nor comfort’ and she resents the outdoor work that 

Logan makes her do. When she meets Joe, she entertains the possibility of a life that offers more 

than the stagnation of black working-class struggles. Joe excites her because “he spoke for 



change and chance” and the ‘far horizon (197) but the memory of Nanny was still powerful and 

strong because he isn’t her husband. She is reassured when Joe says “Janie, if you think Ah aims 

to tole you off and make a dog outa you, youse wrong. Ah wants to make a wife outa you” (198). 

Janie sees in his statement a chance at a freer life within the context of marriage and she is brave 

enough to take it. When she finally leaves Logan Killicks, she realizes “her old thoughts were 

going to come in handy now, but new words would have to be made and said to fit them” (198) 

Janie intends to take the lessons she learned in her marriage with Logan Killicks to inform her 

new marriage to Joe Starks. Joe shuns the idea of her working in a field and promises social 

mobility. While he does not ignite Janie’s passions, in this way she can compromise with the 

necessity of marriage by marrying someone who aligns more with her desire for a chance at 

happiness.   

Joe Starks does prove to be a slight improvement from Logan Killicks, but this marriage 

turns sour as well giving Janie more lessons in marriage to learn from. Jennifer Jordan observes 

Her marriage to Jody “is at first, not devoid of emotional gratification, but ultimately Jody 

reduces Janie to an enviable possession that advertises his superior power to less fortunate men. 

As a possession she is denied any self-defined goals and even the expression of her own opinions 

(109). Not only is Janie silenced in this marriage, Joe forces her to cover her hair and she begins 

to resent life as a classed woman. While she improves her social status through her marriage, it 

begins to mirror the life she shared with Logan Killicks. As Shawn Miller observes, “As 

marriage is somewhat of a contractual agreement, a wife who fulfills the role expected of her has 

the reasonable expectation that the other party will do the same; thus, submission becomes a way 

for a wife like Janie to demand that the terms of the contract be satisfied as well, and a source of 

power in controlling her husband” (86). When Joe promises “You come go wid me. Den all de 



rest of yo’ natura life you kin live lak you oughta” Janie expected a life that reflected her ‘far 

horizon’ in submitting to marriage with Joe. She says on his deathbed, “all dis bowin down, all 

dis obedience under yo voice dat aint what Ah rushed down de road tuh find out about you (245). 

Here Janie indicates the break in their marriage contract. Joe betrays her by forcing her 

submission when she would rather give it of her own free will out of love.   

Janie’s previous marriages inform her relationship with Tea Cake and the compromises 

she makes within marriage to happy. Tea Cake is possessive, insecure, and violent; traits he 

shares with Joe Starks and Logan Killicks, but Tea Cake speaks Janie’s love language. For 

instance, the description of their courtship states: “Tea Cake making flower beds in Janie’s yard 

and seeding the garden for her. Chopping down that tree that she never did like by the dining 

room window. All those signs of possession” (264). The natural description is reminiscent of 

Janie’s moment of sexual awareness under the pear tree indicating their sexual compatibility. 

From this description the reader can also gather that Janie conveniently chooses to occupy 

submissive roles when they suit her. She accepts Tea Cakes possessive nature because they 

flatter her instead of oppressing. Tea Cake wants her to wear blue and she acquiesces because 

she likes wearing blue. She works in the fields with Tea Cake as she once worked with Logan 

Killicks “but all day long the romping and playing they carried on behind the boss’s back” makes 

the work enjoyable for her because she enjoys Tea Cake’s company (283). Even his insecurities 

speak to her love for him while Logan’s and Joe’s demeaned her. Miller observes, “She has been 

so submissive to his will, such a good wife, that he begins to wonder if he really deserves her, 

and so he must demonstrate that he does in word and deed” (Miller 85).   

Tea Cake hitting Janie complicates the argument, but his violence differs from Joe’s in his 

motivations. Joe hits Janie because she publicly humiliates him, but Tea Cake does so “tuh show 



dem Turners who is boss” when Mrs. Turner suggests her brother is a more suitable man for 

Janie. (295). The language describing the incident is ambivalent calling it ’no brutal beating’ and 

it never condemns Tea Cake for this specifically. It is worth noting too that Janie reacts violently 

first when Nunkie’s flirtations with Tea Cake in the field make her jealous and “the two engage 

in ritualized struggle that is simply sexual foreplay” (Jordan 110)  

Perhaps the most significant lesson Janie learns from Tea Cake is how to defend herself with a 

gun. Jordan disagrees that killing Tea Cake was an act of overcoming male domination calling it 

“a rite modeled on some Neanderthal notion of manhood [that] Janie must draw blood before she 

can become a real woman” (109); but Jordan ignores the language that points to Janie killing his 

toxic masculinity to save herself. Tea Cake is in a rabies induced rage that is fueled by 

insecurity. He says, “Ah never is been able tuh do enough fuh yuh”, refers to “Mis Turner’s lap-

legged brother” (323), and asks “Janie how come you can’t sleep in de same bed wid me no mo” 

(325)? The insecurity and possessiveness that once spoke to Janie’s love is now intent on 

destroying her, “The fiend in him must kill and Janie was the only thing living he saw” (325). 

This is not the same Tea Cake Janie was willing to die beside in a storm so Janie ultimately 

chooses herself over her love. Jordan does not view Janie’s shooting of Tea Cake as a moment of 

liberation, but William H. Ramsay perceptively notes, “the anger is there covertly…”as the 

subterranean theme in Hurston’s Eyes that women most truly become themselves without men”. 

But the love is equally there, the recognition in Tea Cake’s loss that to privilege personal 

autonomy over heterosexual love is to suffer a stinging sacrifice” (47). In arguably the most 

crucial moment in the novel Janie does not compromise with marriage by dying with it. She ends 

it abruptly, violently to save herself from a man reduced to the worst conventions of masculine 

domination. That is a victory. That is self-definition.   



Perhaps Their Eyes Were Watching God is not “ideologically correct literature” as Jordan states. 

Janie does conform to some patriarchal conventions to achieve happiness and self-actualization 

but as Miller notes, “we ought not simply ignore that Janie does achieve her goal” (84). Janie 

does not wait for a horizon to come to her across deep and turbulent waters. Nor does she wait in 

vain for a perfect love. She cast her net, come what may and not only did she get her ‘pear tree’ 

she felt a “pain remorseless sweet” on her way to her own voice proving that it often hurts to 

become. Their Eyes Were Watching God is a beautiful conception of life in its complexities for 

women. It is not the perfect feminist literature because life is not perfect. Janie is a feminist 

because she represents the compromises woman have made to survive, to achieve a sense of self 

and find happiness. All women will fall short of what it means to be the perfect feminist hero in a 

patriarchal society; “the dream is the truth”. It is honest and brave to have literature that reflects 

that.  
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