figurative language in their eyes were
watching god

Figurative Language in Their Eyes Were Watching God is a powerful tool used
by Zora Neale Hurston to explore themes of love, identity, and empowerment in
her novel. The use of figurative language enhances the emotional depth of the
narrative and provides readers with a richer understanding of the characters
and their experiences. This article delves into the various forms of
figurative language present in the text, examining how they contribute to the
overall meaning and impact of the story.

Understanding Figurative Language

Before exploring the specific instances of figurative language in the novel,
it is essential to define what figurative language is. Figurative language
refers to words or expressions that convey a meaning beyond their literal
interpretation. It is often used to create vivid imagery, evoke emotions, and
establish connections between different concepts. Common forms of figurative
language include:

Similes: Comparisons between two different things using "like" or "as."
Metaphors: Direct comparisons without using "like" or "as."
Personification: Attributing human qualities to non-human entities.
Imagery: Descriptive language that appeals to the senses.

Symbolism: Using symbols to represent larger concepts or ideas.
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In "Their Eyes Were Watching God," Hurston employs these techniques to craft
a narrative that resonates deeply with readers and reflects the complexities
of African American life in the early 20th century.

Imagery and Sensory Detail

One of the most striking aspects of Hurston's writing is her use of imagery.
Through vivid descriptions, she brings the world of Eatonville, Florida, to
life. Her imagery often appeals to the senses, allowing readers to visualize
scenes and feel emotions.

Nature Imagery

Throughout the novel, Hurston uses nature imagery to reflect Janie's
emotional states and life experiences. For instance, the recurring motif of
the horizon symbolizes Janie's dreams and aspirations. The horizon represents



both a physical and metaphorical boundary that Janie seeks to transcend in
her quest for self-discovery.

- Example: “There are years that ask questions and years that answer.” This
line captures the cyclical nature of life and growth, suggesting that each
phase of Janie's journey is marked by distinct challenges and revelations.

Seasonal Changes

Hurston also uses seasonal imagery to parallel Janie's personal growth. For
instance, the transition from spring to summer evokes feelings of renewal and
empowerment, while the autumn symbolizes change and maturity. The changing
seasons mirror Janie's evolution as she navigates through love, loss, and
self-actualization.

- Example: The blossoming of flowers in spring represents Janie's awakening
to her desires, while the withering of leaves in autumn signifies the
inevitability of change in her relationships.

Similes and Metaphors

Hurston's use of similes and metaphors enriches the narrative by creating
connections between characters and their experiences. These comparisons
illuminate the complexities of Janie's relationships and her struggle for
independence.

Similes

Similes in the novel often emphasize the emotional intensity of Janie's
experiences. For example, when Janie describes her love for Tea Cake, she
uses a simile to convey the depth of her feelings.

- Example: “He was like a bee to a blossom.” This simile captures the mutual

attraction and sense of belonging Janie feels with Tea Cake, contrasting
sharply with her previous relationships.

Metaphors

Metaphors serve to illustrate the internal conflicts Janie faces throughout
her life. One prominent metaphor is the concept of the "mule," representing
the struggles and burdens that African American women endure.

- Example: Janie's grandmother refers to Janie as a "mule" when discussing



her role in society. This metaphor highlights the societal expectations
placed on women and the limitations they often face.

Personification and Humanization

Hurston frequently employs personification to breathe life into abstract
concepts and natural elements. By attributing human qualities to inanimate
objects or ideas, she creates a more immersive experience for readers.

Nature as a Character

In "Their Eyes Were Watching God," nature often acts as a character that
reflects Janie's emotional landscape. For instance, storms and sunny days
symbolize her inner turmoil and moments of clarity.

- Example: The hurricane that strikes Eatonville serves as a metaphor for the
chaos in Janie's life, illustrating how external forces can disrupt one's
sense of stability and peace.

Emotional Landscapes

Hurston also personifies emotions, allowing readers to understand Janie's
struggles on a deeper level. Her feelings of loneliness and despair are often
depicted as tangible entities that follow her throughout her journey.

- Example: "She felt like a bird in a cage." This personification
encapsulates Janie's sense of entrapment in her relationships, illustrating
her yearning for freedom.

Symbolism and Themes

Symbolism is another crucial aspect of Hurston's use of figurative language.
The symbols she incorporates serve to deepen the themes of love, identity,
and empowerment throughout the novel.

The Pear Tree

One of the most significant symbols in the novel is the pear tree, which
represents Janie's ideal vision of love and fulfillment. The tree's blossoms
symbolize beauty, growth, and the potential for a harmonious relationship.



- Example: Janie's longing for a relationship that mirrors the idyllic beauty
of the pear tree drives her quest for self-discovery. Her experiences with
different men serve to highlight the disparity between her dreams and
reality.

The Horizon

As previously mentioned, the horizon is a recurring symbol that signifies
Janie's aspirations and the limits imposed by society. It represents both a
goal to strive for and the barriers she must overcome.

- Example: Janie's journey towards the horizon is not just physical but also
metaphorical, marking her quest for self-actualization and independence.

Conclusion

In "Their Eyes Were Watching God," Zora Neale Hurston masterfully employs
figurative language to convey the complexities of Janie's journey towards
self-discovery and empowerment. Through vivid imagery, similes, metaphors,
personification, and symbolism, Hurston creates a rich tapestry of emotions
and experiences that resonate with readers. The use of figurative language
not only enhances the narrative but also invites readers to engage with the
themes of love, identity, and resilience in the face of adversity.
Ultimately, Hurston's skillful use of figurative language serves to elevate
the novel to a timeless exploration of the human experience, making it a
cornerstone of American literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

Symbolism in the novel serves to deepen the themes of identity, love, and
freedom. Objects like the horizon represent Janie's dreams and aspirations,
while the pear tree symbolizes her ideal vision of love.

How does Zora Neale Hurston use metaphor to convey
Janie's journey?
Hurston employs metaphors to illustrate Janie's growth and self-discovery.

For example, the metaphor of the blooming flower reflects Janie's evolving
understanding of herself and her relationships throughout the narrative.



Can you explain the use of personification in the
novel?

Personification in 'Their Eyes Were Watching God' is used to give life to
nature and the environment, reflecting Janie's emotions. For instance, the
way the horizon is described evokes a sense of longing and possibility,
mirroring Janie's internal struggles.

What is the significance of the dialect used in the
dialogue?

The use of dialect in the characters' dialogue adds authenticity to the
setting and cultural context. It conveys the characters' identities and
social backgrounds, enriching the narrative and making the characters more
relatable.

How does simile enhance the storytelling in the
novel?

Similes in the novel enhance storytelling by creating vivid imagery and
emotional depth. For example, comparing Janie's experiences to natural
elements helps readers connect with her feelings and understand her struggles
in a relatable way.

In what ways does Hurston's use of foreshadowing
affect the reader's experience?

Hurston's use of foreshadowing builds tension and anticipation throughout the
novel. Early hints of conflict and Janie's struggles prepare readers for the
challenges she will face, creating a sense of inevitability that enhances the
emotional impact of her journey.
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