Their Eyes Were Watching God
Chapters 7-14 Questions for small group analysis 


Chapter 7 

1/How do the events of this chapter mark a turning point in Janie’s character development? Draw on the vivid language describing Janie at the beginning of the chapter and details from the main scene to show her transformation. 
2. How does Janie’s identification with the natural world fortify her in this chapter? How does her ability to center on images of herself in nature help her stand up to Joe? Draw on specific language from the chapter. 

3. What types of images do you draw on for strength when you are feeling under pressure by other people or circumstances?


Chapter 8 

1. How is death portrayed in this chapter? What do you think the portrayal shows you about how Janie experiences Joe’s death? 

2. Why is it important that Janie lets her hair down right after Joe dies and before she tells the townsfolk gathered that he has died? What do you think happens for Janie in that moment? 


Chapter 9 

1. The second paragraph of the chapter, beginning with the sentence, “Janie starched and ironed her face and came set in the funeral behind her veil” describes Janie’s emotional reaction to the funeral. What is the veil representing in this description? What is ambiguous about the way it is used? 

2. In literature, an epiphany is what happens when a character has a sometimes-sudden revelation of an underlying truth about a person or a situation. When Janie reflects on what was important to Nanny and Joe, and thinks about what is important to her, what epiphany occurs for her? 

3. Think about the times in your life when something about the world or people you knew has become suddenly crystal clear for you. Write about the situation, and how you responded to the epiphany you had. 


Chapter 10 

1. There are several ways in which Tea Cake and Joe Starks are contrasted (shown as different) in this chapter. Which differences between them are most striking to you? 

2. How is the moment when Tea Cake asks Janie, “You got a lil piece uh fire over there, lady?” an allusion to their future together? How does his language remind you of the sparks talked about in Chapter 9? 


Chapter 11 

1. How does Tea Cake’s response to Janie’s hair in this chapter illustrate how different he is from the other men he has known? 

2. How does Tea Cake’s connection with nature in this chapter show how compatible he is with Janie? How does what he gathers from nature portray another type of “possession” that a man might provide for a woman? 

3. What is the importance of food in this chapter? What does the way in which Tea Cake provides food have to do with the idea of nurturing? 

4. Fear, doubt, sincerity and sacrifice all arise as aspects of love in this chapter. What is an illustration of each aspect and what is important about each one? Which aspect is the most important to love between two people, in your opinion? 


Chapter 12 

1. This chapter shows how Janie recognizes the difference between her grandmother’s ideas of love and her own. What are the ways that Janie has committed to her own vision of love? Show at least two examples. 

2. In the first paragraph of the chapter, the narrator lays out all the ways that the town takes stock of Janie’s relationship with Tea Cake, listing the kinds of things they do together. Why is the statement, “All those signs of possession” a curious, ambiguous and/or ironic one to make in this context? Who possesses whom? Who believes that the events of courtship listed are signs of possession? 


Chapter 13 

1. How do Janie and Tea Cake both start out in this chapter by hiding important parts of themselves (important feelings) from each other? 

2. Why does the story of Annie Tyler take place in this chapter? What do you think happens to people when they seek an unnatural transformation? 

Chapter 14 

1. Hurston vividly depicts the extreme destitution and poverty of the blacks who come to work on the Muck in this chapter. Although these workers have so little materially, they are able to celebrate life, connect with each other, and prosper by relying on their internal resources. What does this experience of black culture show Janie? 

2. Tea Cake is a leader in this community as Joe Starks was in his. Discuss the differences in the ways that they lead. Which of the two of them would you respond to if you found yourself in their communities? How do the characters in the book respond to their different methods of leadership?

Close Reading: Chapter 9

Three paragraphs of Chapter 9, starting with the beginning of second paragraph of the chapter (“Janie starched and ironed her face and came set in the funeral behind her veil…”) and continuing through three paragraphs, ending with the sentence, “Like all the other tumbling mud-balls, Janie had tried to show her shine.”) 

Throughout Janie’s marriage to Joe, he has subjugated her (or made her subservient to him) in many ways. The most obvious symbol of this subjugation has been Joe’s rule that Janie wear her hair tied up in a handkerchief.  After Joe dies, at the end of Chapter 8, Janie goes to a mirror to look, as the narrator explains it, for the young girl that she once was, that she hoped was waiting for her, even after her long marriage. The final moment of Chapter 8 foreshadows the new beginning that commences in Chapter 9. The first paragraph of Chapter 9 describes how the town of Eatonville has put on a funeral for Joe that was “the finest thing Orange County had ever seen with Negro eyes.” 


• Janie has long sought to be liberated from Joe’s belief that gaining wealth, success, and status are the things worth striving for in life. After he dies she looks in the mirror and, seeing herself, takes her beautiful hair out of her kerchief. What might this act indicate about what direction Janie will go in next? 
• After Nanny died Janie’s faced an opportunity to re-evaluate her life and make changes. Joe’s death is another opportunity for her to take stock. Compare the changes Janie made after Nanny’s death to those she might make now. 
• What do you know about Janie’s marriage to Joe that would contribute to a contrast between her interior thoughts and her exterior behavior? 
• What is an appropriate reason to read this passage, given what you understand from previous chapters about Janie and her journey? For example, how could Janie show herself that she is liberated from the confines of her marriage to Joe Starks? 
• What relationships in her life have been meaningful to her? Have those who we might assume she has been close to, such as her mother or grandmother, provided her with anything she might now rely on for stability? 

• What do you think Janie aspires to now? What has been missing in her life that she might now be free to seek? 

• This passage describes Janie having a sudden, intuitive insight into the reality or essential meaning of life. This is known as an epiphany. What is Janie’s realization about how to obtain true joy in life? What do you think it means about the choices she will make next in her life?

• Janie seems to evaluate all of the relationships so far in her life that could have made a difference in her meeting her dreams. One by one she evaluates and discounts them. What do you imagine will be the qualities of the next relationship she seeks? 

ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR THIS THINK ALOUD:

1) What in Janie’s past with Joe makes the gesture of burning up the head rags and wearing her hair in a thick braid so significant?

2) In the third paragraph of the passage, Janie is described as reflecting on her past so that she can consider her future accurately. She realizes things she had kept hidden from herself. What are they? She is described as having been “whipped like a cur dog, and run off down a back road after things.” What details about her past help you fully grasp her desire to embark on a journey to the “horizon”?

3) One of the most interesting images in the novel is the image of Janie “starching and ironing” her face. Is the veil in this sentence literal or figurative (a metaphor for something else)? Follow the image through the paragraph and discuss what makes the veil “expensive.”

4) What does Janie understand about how she feels about her grandmother? What is the basis for her feelings, as the passage details them?

5) What do the “sparks” and the “mud” represent in the final part of the 3rd paragraph? (Begin with the sentence, “When God had made The Man, he made him out of stuff that sung all the time and glittered all over” and read through the end of the paragraph.) 

