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Asbstract

This study offers a feminist reading of Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston, focusing on the
chief issue of female silence and the gradual emergence of voice in the protagonist, Janie Crawford. The main
objective is to examine how patriarchal structures suppress Janie’s identity and how language, experience, and
narrative form contribute to her self-articulation. The study adopts a qualitative research methodology based on
textual analysis (close reading) and is grounded in feminist literary theory and Black feminist thought, drawing
on Simone de Beauvoir, Elaine Showalter, and bell hooks. Findings reveal that Janie’s silence is socially
constructed through patriarchal relations, while her evolving voice reflects resistance, agency, and identity
formation. The novelty of the study lies in linking narrative structure and language with feminist concepts of voice,
showing voice as a dynamic process of empowerment.

Keywords: Feminism, voice, silence, patriarchy, identity, textual analysis, Zora Neale
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1. Background of the Study

Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston (2006) is a landmark work in African
American literature that explores issues of gender, race, identity, and selthood through the life
of its protagonist, Janie Crawford. The novel is particularly significant for its portrayal of a
Black woman’s journey from silence and oppression toward self-expression and autonomy. In
patriarchal and racially structured societies, women especially Black women are often denied
voice and agency, making Janie’s struggle central to feminist literary discussions (Showalter,
1977; hooks, 1981).

This study, titled Voicing the Silenced Self: A Feminist Reading of Their Eyes Were Watching
God, situates the novel within feminist and Black feminist theoretical frameworks to examine
how silence is imposed and how voice is gradually reclaimed. Through Janie’s experiences,
the novel reflects broader social realities of gendered oppression and highlights the importance
of language and storytelling in the formation of identity and empowerment (Collins, 2000).

2. Statement of the Problem

Although Their Eyes Were Watching God has been studied a lot, there are still few studies that
clearly show how Janie’s voice changes from being silent to speaking out, especially from a
feminist perspective. Most research talks about gender, race, and identity, but does not explain
in detail how Janie’s voice is silenced and later regained through language and storytelling.
This study tries to answer some important questions: How do social and patriarchal rules stop
Janie from speaking? What language and story-telling methods are used to keep her silent?
How does she slowly find her voice again? And how does having a voice help Janie form her
identity and make her own decisions?

3. Literature Review
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Early critical responses to Hurston’s work were mixed, with some critics dismissing it as
lacking political engagement. However, later scholars recognized its nuanced exploration of
gender and identity.

Alice Walker (1974) played a pivotal role in reviving interest in Hurston, emphasizing her
contribution to Black feminist literature. Walker argues that Janie’s journey represents a search
for selthood and voice, themes that resonate with feminist concerns.

Similarly, Elaine Showalter (1977) highlights the importance of examining women’s writing
as a distinct literary tradition. Applying Showalter’s framework, Hurston’s novel can be seen
as part of a female literary tradition that challenges patriarchal narratives.

From a linguistic perspective, Henry Louis Gates Jr. (1988) emphasizes the role of language in
shaping identity. He argues that African American literature employs unique rhetorical
strategies that reflect cultural identity and resistance.

Black feminist scholars such as bell hooks (1981) and Patricia Hill Collins (2000) stress the
intersectionality of race, gender, and class. Collins (2000) argues that Black women’s voices
have historically been marginalized, making their articulation an act of resistance.

Recent studies have also explored the novel’s narrative structure and discourse. For instance,
linguistic analyses have focused on how dialogue and narration interact to construct meaning,
highlighting the importance of voice in shaping reader perception.

Despite these contributions, there is still a need for a comprehensive feminist analysis that
integrates voice, discourse, and identity, which this study aims to provide.

4. Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in feminist literary theory and Black feminist thought, with a focus on
the concept of voice as a marker of agency.

According to Simone de Beauvoir (2011), women are historically positioned as passive objects
within patriarchal discourse. This theoretical perspective helps explain Janie’s initial silence
and lack of agency.

Elaine Showalter (1977) proposes that women’s writing reflects distinct experiences and
perspectives. Her framework supports the analysis of Hurston’s narrative as a representation
of female subjectivity.

Black feminist theory, particularly the work of bell hooks (1981), emphasizes that voice is a
site of resistance. Hooks argues that marginalized groups must reclaim their voices to challenge
oppressive structures.

Additionally, Patricia Hill Collins (2000) introduces the concept of “controlling images,”
which shape societal perceptions of Black women. Janie’s struggle can be understood as an
attempt to resist these imposed identities.

Thus, the theoretical framework conceptualizes silence as a product of oppression , voice as a
form of resistance and language as a tool for constructing identity

5. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design and employs textual analysis (close reading) of
Their Eyes Were Watching God (Hurston, 2006). The analysis is guided by feminist literary
criticism and Black feminist theory, drawing on scholars such as Showalter (1977), hooks
(1981), and Collins (2000) to interpret themes of silence, voice, and identity.

This study closely examines Their Eyes Were Watching God to understand how Janie’s voice
develops from silence to self-expression. It focuses on selected parts of the novel that highlight
key themes such as silence, gender relationships, and identity formation (Hurston, 2006).
Through careful reading of the text, the study explores how language reflects moments when
Janie is silenced, as well as how she begins to express herself as she gains freedom and
confidence.
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The study also considers the difference between dialogue and narration to show how Janie’s
voice gradually becomes stronger and more independent. In addition, it uses feminist
perspectives to better understand Janie’s journey from oppression to empowerment. For
example, Elaine Showalter (1977) explains how women are often excluded from speaking in
society, while bell hooks (1981) highlights how oppression can shape women’s choices and
behavior.

6. Data Analysis and Interpretation

This section presents a detailed analysis of voice, silence, and agency in Their Eyes Were
Watching God. 1t examines Janie Crawford’s journey from marginalization to self-realization
through the lens of feminist and Black feminist theories. The chapter highlights how patriarchal
structures, racial dynamics, and linguistic practices shape Janie’s evolving identity and her
struggle for voice.

6.1 Early Silence and Patriarchal Conditioning

Janie’s silence originates in her childhood under the authority of her grandmother, Nanny,
whose worldview is shaped by her experiences of slavery and racial oppression. Prioritizing
security over self-expression, Nanny arranges Janie’s marriage to Logan Killicks without
considering her desires (Hurston, 2006, pp. 13-20). This act reflects the internalization of
patriarchal values, whereby women themselves may perpetuate systems of oppression. As
hooks (1981) argues, marginalized individuals often adopt dominant ideologies as a strategy
for survival.

Janie’s silence is further reinforced within her marriage to Logan Killicks, who treats her as a
laborer rather than an equal partner. He expects obedience and dismisses her emotional needs
(Hurston, 2006, pp. 26-30). This dynamic aligns with de Beauvoir’s (2011) assertion that
patriarchal systems reduce women to functional roles, denying them agency and subjectivity.
6.2 Jody Starks and Institutionalized Silence

Jody Starks represents a more overt and institutionalized form of patriarchal control. As a
political leader, he extends his authority into the domestic sphere, silencing Janie both publicly
and privately. He prevents her from speaking in communal settings, reinforcing the notion that
women should remain silent (Hurston, 2006, pp. 40—45). This reflects Showalter’s (1977)
argument that patriarchal discourse systematically excludes women from public speech.
Jody’s control over Janie’s appearance particularly his insistence that she cover her hair
symbolizes the suppression of her identity (Hurston, 2006, pp. 55-60). Hair functions
metaphorically as a marker of individuality and freedom. The cumulative effect of these
restrictions is the erasure of Janie’s voice, reducing her to an object rather than recognizing her
as a subject.

6.3 The Turning Point: Voice after Jody’s Death

The death of Jody Starks marks a critical turning point in Janie’s life. For the first time, she
experiences liberation from patriarchal domination. This transformation is symbolically
represented through her act of removing the head rag (Hurston, 2006, pp. 87—88). This moment
signifies the transition from feminine silence to feminist consciousness (Showalter, 1977).
However, this transformation is gradual rather than immediate. As de Beauvoir (2011) argues,
liberation involves a progressive rejection of imposed identities. Janie’s silence evolves into
strategic silence, reflecting her growing awareness and control over her voice.

6.4 Tea Cake and Dialogic Equality
The introduction of Tea Cake marks a significant shift in Janie’s relational dynamics. Unlike
her previous partners, Tea Cake engages her in dialogue, allowing her to participate actively in
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shared experiences (Hurston, 2006, pp. 96-110). This relationship reflects dialogism, where
meaning is co-constructed through interaction.

Nevertheless, the relationship is not entirely free from power imbalances. Tea Cake’s
occasional jealousy and control indicate the persistence of patriarchal norms. As hooks (1981)
notes, structures of domination can persist even within intimate relationships. Despite these
limitations, Tea Cake enables Janie to experiment with voice and develop her identity.

6.5 Voice as Self-Realization

Janie’s ultimate assertion of voice is evident in her decision to kill Tea Cake in self-defense.
Although tragic, this act represents a moment of ultimate agency (Hurston, 2006, pp. 180—184).
It challenges traditional representations of women as passive and dependent.

Collins (2000) emphasizes that Black women’s self-definition is an act of resistance. Janie’s
actions reflect her rejection of imposed roles and her assertion of individuality. The courtroom
scene further highlights the tension between societal judgment and personal truth, with her
acquittal symbolizing limited recognition of her agency (Hurston, 2006, pp. 188—192).

6.6 Narrative Voice and Framing Structure

The novel’s framing device Janie narrating her story to Pheoby plays a crucial role in
constructing voice. This structure transforms Janie from an object into a subject who controls
her narrative (Hurston, 2006, pp. 1-7, 192—193).

Gates (1988) argues that storytelling in African American literature is central to identity
formation. Through narration, Janie asserts her voice within a communal context. Hurston’s
use of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) further enhances authenticity and
challenges dominant linguistic norms.

6.7 Language, Emotion, and Identity

Janie’s evolving voice is reflected in her emotional and evaluative language. Her early
experiences are marked by passivity, while later stages reveal greater emotional depth (Hurston,
2006, pp. 70-75, 150-160).

This shift demonstrates how language functions as a tool for identity construction. From a
feminist linguistic perspective, control over language corresponds to control over identity and
self-expression.

6.8 Silence Reconsidered: From Oppression to Empowerment

Silence in the novel evolves from a mechanism of oppression to a form of empowerment.
Janie’s selective silence reflects her strategic awareness of social contexts. Contemporary
feminist theory recognizes that silence can be both imposed and chosen.

Janie’s final state is not defined by constant speech but by her autonomy to choose when to
speak. This highlights the interdependence of voice and silence as essential components of
selthood (Hurston, 2006, pp. 192—-193).

7. Discussion

The study contributes significantly to feminist literary criticism by emphasizing voice as a
marker of agency. Janie’s journey illustrates that the struggle for voice is both personal and
political, reflecting broader societal dynamics. Her experiences demonstrate how patriarchal
systems operate across personal, social, and institutional levels.

The study also highlights the importance of Black feminist theory in understanding the
intersection of race and gender. Janie’s identity is shaped by both, making her struggle more
complex than traditional feminist narratives suggest. Collins (2000) and hooks (1981) provide
critical frameworks for interpreting her resistance and self-definition.

Furthermore, the analysis underscores the role of language in shaping identity and perception.
Hurston’s use of AAVE not only reflects cultural authenticity but also serves as resistance
against dominant linguistic norms. Language becomes a tool through which Janie constructs
and expresses her identity.
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Ultimately, the novel presents voice as a dynamic and evolving process rather than a fixed
achievement. Janie’s journey demonstrates that self-realization involves both speaking and
strategic silence. This duality reinforces the idea that true empowerment lies in the ability to
choose.

8. Findings

The analysis of Their Eyes Were Watching God shows some important findings. First,
patriarchal rules and social expectations keep women like Janie silent, especially in her early
life (Beauvoir, 1949/2011). Second, having a voice is very important for forming one’s identity,
and Janie’s story shows that she cannot fully know herself until she can express her feelings
and experiences (Showalter, 1977). Third, finding her voice happens slowly and depends on
her relationships with different people, which help her understand herself and how to speak up
(hooks, 1981). Fourth, language itself can be a way to resist control, and Hurston uses local
speech to challenge dominant ideas and give value to marginalized voices (Gates, 1988). Fifth,
looking at the story from a Black feminist perspective is important because it shows how race
and gender together shape Janie’s experiences (Collins, 2000). Finally, silence is not just the
absence of speech—it changes from being a form of oppression to a source of strength as Janie
gains confidence and control over her life.

9. Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that Their Eyes Were Watching God is fundamentally a narrative
of voice, identity, and resistance. Through Janie Crawford’s journey, Zora Neale Hurston
critiques patriarchal structures that silence women and presents a powerful vision of female
empowerment.

Janie’s transformation from silence to articulation reflects the broader feminist struggle for
autonomy and self-definition. Her story underscores the importance of reclaiming voice as a
means of resisting oppression and achieving self-realization.

Ultimately, the novel affirms that voice is not merely a form of expression but a fundamental
aspect of identity. By telling her story, Janie asserts her place within both her community and
the literary tradition.
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