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• Aristotle, Poetics 
• This is perhaps the oldest surviving text of Western literary criticism  

o Its goal is a more systematic discussion of art and literature (Greek theater) than 
had yet been undertaken 

o Other thinkers had obliquely mentioned art and literature and short-handedly 
opined on best practices and taste, but a full-length discussion entirely devoted to 
the subject had not yet been produced 
 Plato – whose comments on poetry in the Republic are still famously 

reproduced and debated today – only mentions poetry in a handful of 
sentences throughout the entire text; it is hardly a rigorous examination of 
the art form 

o As a side note, it is worth comparing this scant attention to drama in Greek 
writing up to Aristotle with the rise of the novel in the 19th century and the 
absence of critical attention to this new form as well 

o The novel was overtaking the popularity of poetry yet was seen as a lower form of 
art than poetry, as a popular form driven by the giving of quick pleasure, and 
therefore critics did not deem it worthwhile to comment on or develop systematic 
theories on 

o Essentially, the critical consensus was that this new form (the novel) was best 
suited to personal hobby and inquiry and not a formal scholarly investigation 

• So Aristotle, by giving a whole treatise on drama, implicitly deems the art form worthy of 
its own stand-alone investigation and thus establishes is it as an art on par with any of the 
other respected arts such as music and epic 

• There are several motives Aristotle may have had in mind in writing the Poetics 
• The first is to defend art and drama from attacks, specifically Plato’s attack on poets and 

poetry as useless or at worst dangerous 
• And the second motivation is to clearly carve out a space for what constitutes this poetic 

art form during a time when there was a blending of genres 
• The Response to Plato 
• The British Classicist, Stephen Halliwell says that Aristotle’s work in the Poetics is a 

direct response to his teacher Plato’s harsh criticism of poetry in The Republic 
• For Aristotle, imitation, or copying actions and attitudes from real life into say the text of 

a play, is a natural and useful undertaking   
o Aristotle traces the development of art from this initial desire to imitate: “Persons, 

therefore, starting with this natural gift [imitation] developed by degrees their 
special aptitudes, till their rude improvisations gave birth to poetry.” 

• Whereas for Plato, imitative action signaled artifice or contrivance and thus was not a 
quality conducive to justice 

o Thus there is a key difference in the two philosophers’ disposition to the mimetic 
mode 

• Contrary to Plato’s indictment of the imitative nature of art and the pernicious effect that 
has on an audience (and by extension a society) – Aristotle lauded this imitative or 
mimetic aspect of art as being foundational to its appeal 

o In other words, Aristotle says the greatest pleasure of drama is that it resembles 
real life and for that reason it has an incredible power to affect us, because we are 
concerned about life and its potentialities  
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o Aristotle is less skeptical of an imitative medium than Plato and says that this urge 
to imitate is a natual to people 

o So Aristotle is certainly concerned with rehabilitating the utility and beauty of 
mimetic art after Plato’s sharp rebuke of the same 

• Defining Art 
• Another motivation for Aristotle’s writing the Poetics, and this closely resembles a 

problem that pops up in modern literary theory, is to define specifically what counts as 
drama and what does not 

• The cultural context of the Poetics is one where diverse genres coexisted and sometimes 
used overlapping methods 

o Thus, modes like history and philosophy are being presented in similar forms as 
drama and poetry 
 That is, there is history and philosophy being written in metered verse, and 

they’re being presented in narrative form where various episodes are fully 
dramatized 

o So Aristotle is also reacting against this encroachment of other forms on the 
literary devices he says are suitable only to Drama 
 And no other discipline can claim to be artistic simply because it employs 

artistic forms 
o According to Aristotle: “Even if a historian borrowed poetic form and wrote about 

events that actually happened by putting them into verse, this would still be 
history.” 

• As Halliwell points out, the key thing distinguishing the poet from other practitioners is 
that it is not the purpose or express aim of poetry to make factual statements about the 
world, simply to represent possible actions in the world 

o In Book 9 of the Poetics, Aristotle writes: “The historian writes about events that 
have actually happened, whereas the poet writes about events as they might 
possibly occur.” 

o So other disciplines might rely on the tools of drama and poetry in their 
presentation, but this does not make them art because these disciplines lack the 
essential mandate and permission of art: To write about events as they might 
possibly occur 

• So Aristotle comes along at a time when poetry is under attack from various directions – 
by philosophers trying to dissuade the public from engaging in it and by other disciplines 
seeking to cannibalize its methods 

o And into this moment steps Aristotle who lays out the first long-form theory of 
what art and drama are and how they operate 

• The Dramatic Equation  
•  In Book 6 of the Poetics, Aristotle lays out his comprehensive definition of the highest 

form of drama, Tragedy 
o Aristotle: “Tragedy is an imitation of a noble and complete action, having the 

proper magnitude, it employs language that has been artistically enhanced by each 
of the kinds of linguistic adornment, applied separately in the various parts of the 
play; it is presented in the dramatic form, the form of action and thus not the form 
of narrative, and it achieves, through the representation of pitiable and fearful 
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incidents, the catharsis of such incidents, or, in other words, the purging of these 
emotions.” 

• The remarkable breadth of this definition deserves a considered analysis of all of its parts 
• We can break down Aristotle’s definition of tragedy into seven parts 

o 1) Tragedy imitates a noble action 
o 2) Tragedy imitates a complete action 
o 3) Tragedy has a proper magnitude  
o 4) Tragedy uses artistically enhanced language that is varied throughout the play 
o 5) Tragedy is presented in the dramatic form, the form of action, not narrative  
o 6) Tragedy presents pitiable and fearful incidents  
o 7) Tragedy achieves catharsis by purging or resolving the pitiable and fearful 

incidents 
• Right in the first sentence there is the watchword for Aristotle: Imitation  

o As he lays out in greater detail in the Poetics, Drama (and its genres tragedy and 
comedy) are imitative or mimetic modes of representation – that is, they 
approximate real life 

• An examination of Aristotle’s definition 
• 1) Tragedy imitates a noble action 

o Earlier in the Poetics Aristotle says that poetry diverged into genres based on the 
“bent” of the poet and that lampooners became the writers of comedy and more 
sober poets became writers of epic and then tragedy  

o So the nobility of the action in tragedy comes from the poet’s temperamental bent 
towards seriousness 

• 2) Tragedy imitates a complete action 
o The completeness of the action refers to the necessity that the action have a 

beginning, middle, and end 
o Aristotle defines each of the beginning, middle, and end, and says that without all 

three there is no drama 
o In short, Aristotle defines the beginning as that part of the drama which is not 

itself caused but which in turn causes something (i.e. the beginning causes the rest 
of the drama) 

o The middle is that which is caused and in turn causes something else (the ending) 
- it is connected to both beginning and end 

o The end is the exact opposite of the beginning – that which is naturally after 
something else but after which there is nothing else 

• 3) Tragedy has a proper magnitude 
o By Magnitude Aristotle means simply the duration of the drama 
o This may sound like a shallow concern but Aristotle is vitally interested in 

ensuring the events of the drama are presented such that they will remain in the 
audience’s psychology and refine them to more ethical conduct 

o In order to be the most effective, the drama must therefore have a proper 
magnitude  

o According to Aristotle: “By its dependence on magnitude, the very small 
organism cannot be beautiful because it cannot be seen clearly in all its detail, nor 
can an organism of vast size be beautiful for the eye cannot take it all in at once 
and thus the unity and sense of the whole is lost for the spectator” 
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o Aristotle said that the length of the drama should be however long it takes for the 
change to occur 

o In terms of this comment on length, Aristotle does not believe a short drama can 
have the type of lasting effect on an audience that a great play ought to have, and, 
on the opposite end of the length spectrum, he does not wish to return to the days 
of epic poetry where one poem might take several days to read, such as the Iliad,  
at which point the audience is no longer riveted by an elegant and encapsulated 
presentation and thus the power of the story is lost 

• 4) Tragedy uses artistically enhanced language that is varied throughout the play 
o Aristotle describes several ways in which diction is artistically enhanced  
o 1) Aristotle lays out a comprehensive description of words and their sound in 

Book 20 of Poetics – as sound is a key element of the spoken as opposed to the 
written word, such an attention to the sound of the words in the drama is of 
concern to the poet 

o 2) Aristotle then analyzes types of words (whether they are in current usage, are 
foreign to a given audience, are coined by the poet or otherwise modified by the 
poet from their original form) 

o 3) Next, Aristotle, in his theory of artistic adornment, looks at Metaphor and says 
it is the most important matter of diction 
 He then analyzes various types of Metaphor in Book 21 

• For example, certain metaphors move from the general to the 
particular (or, Aristotle calls it, from genus to species) 

o Thus, in the metaphor “There lies my ship,” the concept of 
lying at anchor is a species of lying 

• Other metaphors move from the particular to the general (from 
species to general) 

o Thus in the metaphor “Verily ten thousand noble deeds 
hath Odysseus wrought” ten thousand is a particular large 
number and is being used as a stand-in for largeness and 
large categories generally 

• Aristotle also highlights metaphors that work by analogy where, 
for example, the shield is to Ares as the cup is to Dionysus – thus 
the cup may be called the “shield” of Dionysus  

o Another example is where old age is to life as evening is to 
day and thus evening may be called the old age of the day 

o 4) Finally, in Book 22, Aristotle notes that the best virtue of diction in Tragedy is 
that is closely approximates ordinary speech 

o In using language that has been artistically enhanced, Aristotle means developing 
the above four items in the text 
 That is, the author must pay attention to the sound of language and the 

type of language, to the devices employed with this language, and closely 
the language approximates ordinary speech  

• When Aristotle says that the language which has been artistically enhanced should be 
applied separately in the various parts of the play he is referring to his prescription in 
Book 22 that the use of diction and linguistic elements like the type of word, the sound of 
the word, metaphors, etc. should be varied throughout the work 
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o Aristotle says that all these adornments should be used judiciously and that their 
deployment should be varied – overly relying on just one aspect of language is not 
recommended, according to Aristotle, but blending these elements throughout the 
drama is wisest 

• 5) Tragedy is presented in the dramatic form, the form of action, not narrative  
o By dramatic form, Aristotle means that the incidents of the plot must be presented 

to the audience and not summarized for them (the narrative form) 
o Aristotle here contrasts the Epic, which deals in narrative and not action as its 

dominant mode of presentation 
o For Aristotle, the incidents of the plot (to him the most important element of the 

Tragedy), the incidents must occur on stage  
 Since the incidents and their arrangement are the chief element of good 

drama, according to Aristotle, they must be felt as strongly as possible by 
the audience and narrative gives a lesser connection to the incidents than 
witnessing their action  

o If the purpose of drama is imitation of human action (as Aristotle insists), then 
action in the drama, above narration, best accomplishes this imitation 

• 6) Tragedy presents pitiable and fearful incidents  
o The incidents of the plot, again, Aristotle’s chief element of drama, for these 

incidents to have an effect on the audience they must arouse either fear and/or pity 
o According to Aristotle, Fear is an emotion aroused by the misfortune of someone 

like ourselves 
o According to Aristotle, Pity is an emotion aroused by unmerited or unearned 

misfortune 
o Since Aristotle endorses the unhappy ending – “the plot ending in misfortune is 

the correct posture” – it is natural that he wishes to see both fearful and pitiable 
incidents 
 Essentially, Aristotle is recognizing that these types of incidents, dealing 

with misfortune that may possibly happen to an audience member, that 
these incidents create a significant emotional disturbance in the audience 
and thus have the greatest impact on their psyche 

o What is most tragic, says Aristotle, is when the fearful and pitiable incidents are 
brought about by miscalculation or error or frailty 
 Again, anything that might actually afflict a given member of the audience 

has the most power to move that audience member dramatically in the 
context of a play 

 Thus, because the audience fears making an error or miscalculation that 
will lead to their ruin, they are most moved when they see a character 
make some error or miscalculation and fall into ruin  

• This combines Aristotle’s notion that drama deals with events as 
they might possibly occur and the notion that drama exists to 
imitate human actions 

• In other words, one possible human action is miscalculating and 
bringing disaster upon yourself – as a person is acutely aware of 
this possibility in their own lives (i.e. that she might miscalculate 
and suffer for it), seeing it presented will deeply impact this person 
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o Aristotle gives a short hand device for remembering the importance of fearful and 
pitiful incidents  
 “The poet should construct the plot so that even if the action is not 

performed before spectators, one who merely hears the incidents that have 
occurred both shudders and feels pity from the way the incidents turn out” 

• 7) Tragedy achieves catharsis by purging or resolving the pitiable and fearful incidents 
o Aristotle highlights the pleasure of catharsis of the fearful and pitiful incidents of 

the drama 
o The audience is put into a state of emotional disturbance by the incidents of the 

plot and needs, at the end, for this disturbance to be resolved  
o There is a great deal of debate among critics as to what catharsis actually is and 

what it means 
 Ironically, Aristotle only pays scant attention to defining or explaining 

catharsis – only mentioning the term in Book 6, in the definition of 
Tragedy quoted above 

 The debate over interpreting Catharsis raises numerous possible 
definitions of the word, including: purging of emotions, purifying of 
emotions, clarifying of the hero’s actions, learning the universal law 
aroused by the particular fearful/pitiful incidents, achieving a clear 
understanding of human life 

 Scholars have even tried to linguistically analyze the noun catharsis in the 
original ancient Greek and compare its parts and roots to other similar 
nouns and see how the word operates in comparison  

o Even if we combine all these definitions as our definition of Catharsis, there 
seems to be a general framework that Catharsis enables the audience to “process” 
the action of the play and understand its ultimate terminus 
 The critic Leon Golden uses the example of Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex, and 

how the particular facts seen by the audience are a man’s attempt to avoid 
his destined fate and ultimately realizing that this is impossible  

 The universal lesson that fate and destiny determine us all is learned or 
processed by the audience by seeing a particular man, Oedipus, experience 
this for himself 

• By perceiving that some of the particular pitiful and fearful events 
of the play are actually universal conditions, the audience has their 
understanding of the human condition “clarified” 

o So catharsis does not necessarily mean relieving the audience of its emotional 
disturbance – it does not mean restoring contentment or a pleasant mood 
 Aristotle goes out of his way in the Poetics to rail against the happy 

ending and laud the “misfortunate” ending 
o Rather, by the end of the play, the catharsis, the resolving element, must show the 

audience the significance of the events they just witnessed and show them that 
these particular events imply a universal 

o As Aristotle explains in the Poetics, the basic structure of a plot is there is an 
action, a complication of the action, and a resolution of the action 
 Catharsis firmly belongs in the third part of this sequence, the resolution 
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 It is there to show the audience the truth about why the particular incidents 
caused such an emotional disturbance in them 

• This then, is a brief examination of Aristotle’s definition of Tragedy, his “Dramatic 
Equation” 

o There is, additionally, one corollary to the Dramatic Equation, a component of it 
that is not explicitly mentioned in this definition from Book 6 but which is 
introduced later in Book 6 and which occupies a great deal of the rest of the 
Poetics 

o This corollary is the role of Recognition and Reversal in heightening the incidents 
of the plot 

• The Corollary to the Dramatic Equation – Recognition and Reversal  
• These two aspects of drama, Recognition and Reversal (in ancient Greek: Anagnorisis 

and Peripeteia) Aristotle calls “The most important factors by which Tragedy exerts an 
influence on the soul” 

• Recognition 
o Aristotle defines recognition as the moment the hero comes face to face with his 

or her true identity or fully understands his or her true predicament 
o Recognition can also be described as the change from ignorance to knowledge 
o Aristotle says in Book 16 that the most effective type of Recognition occurs by a 

turn of events, an active change (as opposed to a passive revelation like when 
Odysseus is recognized back at home merely by a scar on his body)  
 Aristotle says that a Recognition through the incidents themselves is 

preferable and includes the moment the audience is struck by how 
probable this Recognition was all along  

• In other words, the audience is astonished that they did not 
perceive all along such a probable instance of Recognition – and 
this delivers great pleasure to an audience 

• Reversal  
o Aristotle defines reversal as the sudden or unexpected turn of events proceeding 

from the hero’s moment of recognition (the change in fortune in the action of the 
play to the opposite state of affairs) 
 Although, as will be seen, Aristotle is not adamant that recognition must 

come first in the sequence 
o Aristotle says that this reversal must be in accordance with probability and 

necessity  
• Aristotle says that Recognition and Reversal are most pleasing when they occur together 

and when they concern characters who are closely connected  
• Aristotle does seem to be ambivalent about whether the Recognition must occur first and 

lead to the Reversal or vice versa – his statements in the Poetics imply that either order is 
possible  

• When a Tragedy includes Recognition and Reversal in its incidents this makes it a 
complex one and superior to a simple tragedy (which lacks Recognition and Reversal) 

• Oedipus and Recognition and Reversal 
• The most famous example in the ancient theater of Recognition and Reversal comes from 

the story of Oedipus and Sophocles’s play Oedipus Rex  
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o Oedipus Rex is the story of Oedipus, the king of Thebes, who begins the play by 
seeking advice on how to lift a mysterious plague on Thebes 

o The Oracle at Delphi reveals that the plague is caused by a pollution of the city’s 
religious purity due to the murder of the former king 

o In seeking to learn more about this murder of the former king, Oedipus consults a 
Theban prophet, Tiresias 

o Tiresias tells Oedipus that he, Oedipus, is responsible for the death of the former 
King, something which Oedipus refuses to believe 

o Oedipus’s Wife, Jocasta, who was previously married to the slain king, comforts 
Oedipus by saying that prophets are not reliable; “No human being has skill in 
prophecy,” she says 

o Jocasta aims to prove her point of the unreliability of prophets by telling Oedipus 
about a prophecy related to her and her former husband, the slain king, and how 
that prophecy never came true 

o The prophecy said that the king would be killed by his own child at a place where 
three roads meet; and Jocasta says this is impossible because first, the former king 
was killed by robbers, and second, the former king banished his newborn child as 
a way to avoid the prophecy 

o This story by Jocasta, meant to prove the unreliability of prophets, actually stirs a 
memory in Oedipus and he asks Jocasta to provide more details about the place of 
the king’s murder 

o Jocasta asks Oedipus why he is so visibly troubled by this story and Oedipus says 
that when he was younger someone accused him of not being the biological child 
of the family that was raising him, and that, furthermore, he had traveled on roads 
similar to where the old king was murdered and that while traveling he, Oedipus, 
got into an argument with another traveler who attempted to drive him off the 
road and that he killed that traveler 

o The truth of what happened – that the traveler Oedipus killed was in fact the 
former King, and Oedipus’s biological father – is now being intuited by 
characters in the Tragedy 

o Finally, a witness to the murder, who is also familiar with Oedipus’s childhood, 
confirms that Oedipus was the child given away by the former king to be raised 
by foster parents in a foreign city and that the man Oedipus murdered along the 
road was the former king, Oedipus’s biological father 

o Thus the prophecy told to Jocasta and the former king, that their son will kill the 
father and marry the mother has come true 

o When the revelation is made plain, Jocasta commits suicide and Oedipus blinds 
himself by stabbing pins into his eyes  

o Oedipus begs to be sent into exile for the curse he has completed on his family 
o The last lines of the play are from the chorus; they warn the audience: “Therefore 

wait to see life’s ending ere thou count one mortal blest.”  
 In other words, we may believe someone is blessed – after all, Oedipus is 

the king of the powerful city of Thebes – but we should wait until the 
whole life plays out and all its contexts is understood before we conclude 
such a thing 
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• In short – Oedipus sets out to determine the cause of the plague on Thebes, and in the 
course of this seeking he learns that he murdered his father and married his mother and 
that this impious act led to the plague on Thebes, meaning that he himself is the cause he 
was looking for 

o This stunning recognition – both of the ultimate source of the plague on Thebes 
(Oedipus) and the actions which led to the imposition of the plague (Oedipus 
killing his king-father and marrying his mother) – leads to a profound reversal of 
incidents – Oedipus begins the play as a powerful king and ends completely 
deposed and in exile, having committed murder, incest, and severe offense against 
the gods  

• The sequence of events in Oedipus Rex, or, as Aristotle would say, the arranging of the 
incidents, delivers one of the most shocking revelations in literature and then effects a 
profound reversal in the hero’s fortunes    

• The Dramatic Equation and Their Eyes Were Watching God 
• 1) Tragedy imitates a noble action 

o What is the temperamental bent of the text – towards the comic or towards the 
sober? 

o There are instances of humor in Their Eyes Were Watching God and comic set-
pieces, such as the townspeople in Eatonville giving one of the residents a hard 
time about his troublemaking mule, or the drunken melee at a local restaurant – 
but not only do these supposed comic episodes have sober import and subtext but 
the overwhelming thrust of the action in the novel is in the serious vein and 
concerns matters related to Janie’s personal suffering, her ambition to find love 
and self-actualization, and the consequences of this quest 
 Certainly these are noble actions with serious underpinnings, and very 

rarely does Hurston play-up events for comic effect or present life in a 
comedic gloss 

 Characters in this novel take their lives and circumstances seriously and 
live under tremendous burdens from their personal demons 

o The seriousness of the text and its incidents is almost self-evident beginning with 
Janie’s grandmother’s story of her time as a slave and the constant rapes she 
suffered; this continues through the first loveless marriage Janie enters into, and 
finally through the showdown between Janie and her third husband where Janie 
must make an excruciating choice and kill to save her life 

o Thus it is fitting to call the action in Their Eyes Were Watching God noble 
• 2) Tragedy imitates a complete action  

o For an action to be complete, according to Aristotle, it must have a beginning, 
middle, and end 
 Recall how Aristotle defines each of these portions of a story 

• The Beginning is that part of the drama which is not itself caused 
but which in turn causes something (i.e. the beginning causes the 
rest of the drama) 

• The Middle is that which is caused and in turn causes something 
else (the ending) - it is connected to both beginning and end 

• The End is the exact opposite of the beginning – that which is 
naturally after something else but after which there is nothing else 
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• The Beginning of Their Eyes Were Watching God 
o Where does the story truly begin – chapter one or chapter two 
o Where do we find incidents that are themselves uncaused but that cause 

something in turn 
• The arrangement of the incidents in Their Eyes Were Watching God is non-linear, 

o The beginning of the book, chapter one, includes incidents that happen at the later 
end of the novel’s timeline 

o The book is told retrospectively – in chapter one we learn that all of the events 
have already happened and now Janie is going back over them and telling them 
 At the start of the novel, we the reader do not know the character or 

outcome of the events in the story but Janie knows all of this  
 Thus the character here has more information than the reader 

• In chapter one we see Janie returning to her home after an eighteen-month absence and 
see Janie settling down to tell her friend Pheoby the story of these eighteen months (and 
of her life in general so as to appropriately contextualize the events of the past eighteen 
months) 

o This is the where the novel begins, but there is also a “chronological” beginning 
to the story which includes the earliest incident in the novel (and that is found in 
chapter two where Janie’s grandmother relates the events of her life in slavery and 
everything that led up to Janie’s childhood)   
 Thus it is possible to argue that this is the true beginning of the story, this 

chronological beginning in chapter two, and that these early events cause 
later events and thus in Aristotelian terms “cause” the rest of the story 

• These events can be seen to “cause” the story because it is Janie’s 
sexual awakening as a young girl that leads her grandmother to 
marry her off – 

o Janie experiences intense sexual fervor and later begins to 
act on her sexual awakening in a scene where she kisses a 
local boy 

• Janie’s grandmother is hoping to prevent Janie’s sexuality leading 
to the wrong kind of attention and thus hastily arranges a marriage 
for Janie so that her sexual energy can be diverted into a proper 
outlet – from this point in chapter two, Janie’s sexual awakening 
and her grandmother’s response to it (arranging a marriage), all of 
the subsequent events are set in motion and lead from one to the 
other in mostly causal fashion 

• Therefore it is entirely plausible, and probably within the orthodox 
understanding of the text, to state that chapter one is not the true 
“cause” of the rest of the story but that it is chapter two’s events 
that hold this position  

 However, under a more heterodox interpretation, what truly “caused” this 
story to happen is properly found in chapter one; it is Janie’s willingness 
to finally share her story of the past eighteen months 

• The novel is structured as a flashback – Janie narrates the core 
events of the story after they have all happened, thus what makes 
the story possible at all is Janie’s willingness to share her history 
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o This willingness emerges from Janie’s deciding to fully 
express herself, to fully realize her inner-life and her 
emotional response to all of the events she is about to 
narrate 
 She had hitherto lived much of her life under the 

control of others and only recently taken steps 
toward realizing her independence and standing on 
her own 

 This decision to tell her story proudly serves as the 
crucial moment in the novel for if Janie had never 
reached this moment of realization she would never 
have been able to share her story with Pheoby and 
we, the reader, would never have known about it 

o Without this willingness, this willingness to realize her 
inner-life and present it to an audience (Pheoby, and by 
extension us as readers) there would be no story 

• It is possible to argue that Janie’s self-actualizing moment, her decision in chapter one to 
represent herself in story is in fact caused by all of the events of her past leading up to 
chapter one, but this is to make a chronological argument and not a causal one 

o The events of the story, the events Janie narrates to Pheoby and the reader, do end 
up causing something, but that is not found in chapter one – it is rather found in 
the last chapter, chapter twenty 
 Here, in the last chapter, Janie is explicit that the events she just narrated 

have caused her to appreciate her memory and the fulfillment she 
experienced with her third husband – this is ultimately where the events of 
the novel lead: to Janie’s acceptance of her life as a complete 

• This is what the events in chapter one, the desire to identify herself 
in story, this is where that decision leads 

o The self-realization, the self-empowerment that forms the basis of Janie’s 
storytelling is not per se caused by the events of Janie’s life but merely happens 
after them 
 Thus, in the same way that Janie’s sexual awakening is not caused by 

earlier events in her life but is a natural phenomenon, so too is this 
personal awakening not caused by prior events but merely occurs after 
them in temporal sequence  

 These awakenings in Janie (both the sexual and personal) are meant to 
read as unique and spontaneous moments that are themselves not caused 
but that in turn cause things  

o Janie’s self-empowerment and self-actualization are the uncaused causes in the 
novel – they occur in chapter one and set the story in motion 
 While the story events themselves may have been set in motion by Janie’s 

sexual awakening in chapter two, Janie’s story about the events is only 
possible because of the spontaneous self-actualizing moment Janie 
experiences in chapter one, marking chapter one as the true beginning of 
the novel 

• The Middle of Their Eyes Were Watching God 
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• The middle of the novel then follows a chronological sequence – we learn about Janie’s 
life beginning in her childhood and carrying on sequentially into her adult life 

o Recall again that Aristotle described the middle as that which is caused and in 
turns causes something else 
 The, middle, as has been said, is caused by the beginning where Janie is 

finally able to express and assert herself and her story 
• Having reached this point in the beginning, Janie is then able to 

proceed with her narrative, which constitutes the middle of the 
overall story 

 And in turn, this middle section causes the ending by bringing the reader 
all the way through Janie’s flashback and up to the contemporaneous 
moment, by preparing the reader for Janie’s ultimate conclusion about her 
story – this takes place in the last chapter and, per Aristotle’s conventions, 
concludes the story as nothing else can happen once Janie has reached her 
highest insight 

• The End of Their Eyes Were Watching God 
• The end, according to Aristotle, is the exact opposite of the beginning – that which is 

naturally after something else but after which there is nothing else 
o As has been mentioned, the true end of this novel properly occurs in the last 

chapter – Janie appreciates, despite tragedy, the vivid detail and experience of her 
life and is grateful she experienced (however briefly) life on her own terms rather 
than how she experienced her early life: serving powerful figures like her 
grandmother and first two husbands 

o From chapter twenty: “Ah done been tuh de horizon and back and now Ah kin set 
heah in mah house and live by comparisons.  Dis house ain’t so absent of things 
lak it used tuh be befo ’Tea Cake come along. It’s full uh thoughts, ’specially dat  
bedroom.” 

o The last lines of the novel: “Here was peace. 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. So much of life in its meshes! She called in her soul to come and see.” 

o From this we see that this epiphany of Janie’s, this ending of the novel, is clearly 
caused by what has come before 
 Only by experiencing the full range of events that she has just narrated is 

Janie able to reach a point of acceptance and understanding and reflect on 
the breadth of her experience and how she is at peace with the events of 
her life, even the tragic ones – thus had these events not happened, there 
would have been nothing to bring about Janie’s contentment and she 
would not be able to truthfully say she has been to the horizon 

o And finally, in keeping with Aristotle’s definition of the end (something after 
which there is nothing else) we must consider whether anything can come after 
the events and epiphany of the last chapter 

o To determine whether this last chapter is a proper ending in an Aristotelian sense 
it is helpful to understand the writer John Gardner’s description of the two types 
of endings 
 According to Gardner, in his book The Art of Fiction, there are only two 

ways to end a story: Resolution or Logical Exhaustion 
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• Resolution – no further event can take place 
• Logical Exhaustion – any further event will simply express the 

same thing 
 An example of a novel ending in resolution is The Great Gatsby – the 

story of Gatsby’s attempt to win back his love via the accumulation of 
wealth and status ends with Gatsby’s death; he is killed and therefore no 
other event along this story arc can take place  

• The story is about Gatsby’s effort to achieve his quixotic goal and 
his death concludes that effort 

 Another example of a novel ending in resolution is The Old Man and the 
Sea – Santiago’s quest to reel in a gigantic marlin that will make him a 
legend ends when he catches a huge marlin that is subsequently devoured 
by sharks; Santiago returns to the fishing village with no fish left to sell at 
the market, and no chance of finding another marlin like it; no other event 
in this quest is possible as the object of the quest has been completely 
destroyed 

 By contrast, Their Eyes Were Watching God ends in logical exhaustion – 
Janie is capable of more experience and more love and more tragedy, of 
course, thus further events can take place, but she has come to finally 
appreciate that she has lived a meaningful life and that any further events 
in her life, while certainly impacting her, will still fall under her epiphany 
of acceptance of the past and contentment with the loving moments she 
experienced 

• If future events that happen to her are joyous and loving, she will 
include them in her recollections and gathering up of her past just 
the same as she will include all future tragic events 

• The main point of the novel has been established – that Janie found 
her independence and is content with her rich set of experiences 
that can now always animate her memory 

o No new event can cancel or alter this independence – the 
reader gets the powerful impression that her independence 
is once and for all – and thus any further event would 
simply express Janie’s new appreciation for herself and her 
life 

o There is logical exhaustion – after everything Janie has 
experienced, and the peace she has made with her past and 
the independence she has gained, nothing can alter this new 
womanhood Janie puts forth  

• 3) Tragedy has a proper magnitude  
• On the proper duration of Their Eyes Were Watching God 
• The key feature for Aristotelian magnitude is that the story is long enough to have a 

lasting effect on the audience and its proper length is however long it takes for the change 
to occur 

o This “change” is simply a change from one state of affairs to another, often 
broadly characterized as either a change from a positive state of affairs to a 
negative state of affairs, or from a negative state of affairs to a positive one 
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• It is possible, despite all of the tragedy that befalls Janie in the story, to view Their Eyes 
Were Watching God as moving from a negative state of affairs to a positive one 

o In terms of Janie’s biography, which the story presents, she immediately enters a 
negative state of affairs – after a brief moment of hope and curiosity as a young 
girl, Janie is force into an arranged marriage to a man (Logan Killicks) who does 
not love her and views her as merely an extra person to help him work his farm 
  In chapter four we see how Janie’s life is with her husband: “‘Janie!’” 

Logan called harshly.  ‘Come help me move dis manure pile befo’ de sun 
gits hot.  You don’t take a bit of interest in dis place. ‘Tain’t no use in 
oolin’ round in dat kitchen all day long.’”  

 “Janie walked to the door with the pan in her hand still stirring the 
cornmeal dough and looked towards the barn.  The sun from ambush was 
threatening the world with red daggers, but the shadows were gray and 
solid-looking around the barn.  Logan with his shovel looked like a black 
bear doing some clumsy dance on his hind legs. 

 “‘You don’t need mah help out dere, Logan.  Youse in yo’ place and 
Ah’m in mine.’ 

 “‘You ain't got no particular place.  It’s wherever Ah need yuh.  Git uh 
move on yuh, and dat quick.’” 

o Janie’s grandmother pressures Janie into this loveless marriage and the result is 
Janie suffering under her husband while she wishes for a life of true love   
 From chapter three where Janie visits her grandmother, called Nanny, to 

discuss her problems: 
 Nanny: “…whut you come in heah wid uh face long as mah arm for?”  

 
Janie: “ ’Cause you told me Ah mus gointer love him and, and Ah  

don’t.  Maybe if somebody was to tell me how, Ah could do it.”  
  

Nanny: “You come heah wid yo’ mouf full uh foolishness on uh busy  
day.  Heah you got uh prop tuh lean on all yo’ bawn days, and big  
protection, and everybody got tuh tip dey hat tuh you and call  
you Mis’ Killicks, and you come worryin’ me ’bout love.”  
 

Janie:  “But Nanny, Ah wants to want him sometimes.  Ah don’t  
want him to do all de wantin’.”  
  

Nanny: “If you don’t want him, you sho oughta.  Heah you is wid de  
onliest organ in town, amongst colored folks, in yo’ parlor.  Got a  
house bought and paid for and sixty acres uh land right on de big  
road and . . . Lawd have mussy!  Dat’s de very prong all us black  
women gits hung on.  Dis love!” 

o A little over a year into Janie’s unhappy marriage to Killicks a new suitor comes 
along, Joe Starks, promising Janie all the love she was looking for and promising 
to treat her like a sacred woman 
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 Eventually, after a while of Joe’s courting her, Janie runs off with Joe (or 
Jody as he is sometimes called) and in fact it is not clear that she ever 
officially dissolves her marriage to Killicks before marrying Joe  

 Nevertheless, Janie begins a new life with Joe and he takes her to a town 
that has just been established, a town exclusively for black residents where 
he and Janie can live without any of the racist strictures of the deep south 

• Joe quickly establishes himself as capable and charismatic – he 
makes a land deal that adds four-times the amount of land to the 
town as it previously had, and then gives a rousing speech to the 
townspeople about developing the town such that they elect him 
mayor on the spot 

 Nevertheless, Jody eventually mistreats Janie and neglects her just as 
Killicks had 

• Where Killicks had wanted Janie to be a worker and a subordinate 
to help him run his farm, Jody wants Janie to be passive and 
completely submissive to him in all respects (both in terms of their 
family life, their business life in running the town store, and their 
public life as town mayor and mayor’s wife) 

o He expects Janie to both work all day at the store he owns 
and to play the part of elegant and demure first-lady of the 
town 

 Janie and Jody stay married for twenty years but long before this point 
they have fallen out of love  

• The time spent with Jody begins to feel just as confining for Janie 
as her time with Logan Killicks and again Janie wishes for 
freedom from imposed identity  

o Just as she did not want to be a farmhand for Logan, she 
does not want to be a mayor’s wife for Joe 

• On Joe’s dictating the life Janie ought to lead, from chapter six: 
“Joe returned to the store full of pleasure and good humor but he 
didn’t want Janie to notice it because he saw that she was sullen 
and he resented that.  She had no right to be, the way he thought 
things out.  She wasn’t even appreciative of his efforts and she had 
plenty cause to be.  Here he was just pouring honor all over her; 
building a high chair for her to sit in and over look the world and 
she here pouting over it!  Not that he wanted anybody else, but just 
too many women would be glad to be in her place.  He ought to 
box her jaws!  But he didn’t feel like fighting today.” 

• On Joe’s control and Janie’s loss of freedom and love, from 
chapter six: “Times and scenes like that put Janie into thinking 
about the inside state of her marriage.  Time came when she fought 
back with tongue as best she could, but it didn’t do her any good.  
It just made Joe do more.  He wanted her submission and he’d 
keep on fighting until he had it.  So gradually, she pressed her teeth 
together and learned to hush.  The spirit of the marriage left the 
bedroom and took to living in the parlor.  It was there to shake 
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hands whenever company came to visit, but never went back inside 
the bedroom again.” 

• On Joe thoroughly dominating Janie and sapping her spirit, frin 
chapter seven: “The years took all the flight out of Janie’s face.  
For a while she thought it was gone from her soul.  No matter what 
Jody did, she said nothing.  She had learned how to talk some and 
leave some.  She was a rut in the road.  Plenty of life beneath the 
surface but it was kept beaten down by the wheels.” 

• In Janie chapter seven, after twenty years of unhappy marriage, 
Janie finally confronts Joe on his deathbed: “‘Ah knowed you 
wasn’t gointuh lissen tuh me.  You changes everything but nothin’ 
don’t change you — not even death.  But Ah ain’t goin’ outa here 
and Ah ain’t gointuh hush.  Naw, you gointuh listen tuh me one 
time befo’ you die.  Have yo’way all yo’ life, trample and mash 
down and then die ruther than tuh let yo’self heah ‘bout it.  Listen, 
Jody, you ain’t de Jody ah run off down de road wid.  You’se 
whut’s left after he died.  Ah run off tuh keep house wid you in uh 
wonderful way.  But you wasn’t satisfied wid me de way Ah was.  
Naw!  Mah own mind had tuh be squeezed and crowded out tuh 
make room for yours in me…All dis bowin’ down, all dis 
obedience under yo’ voice – dat ain’t whut Ah rushed off down de 
road tuh find out about you.” 

 Jody eventually dies from kidney disease leaving Janie alone but at least 
out from under his control 

• Chapter seven: “Years ago, she had told her girl self to wait for her 
in the looking glass.  It had been a long time since she had 
remembered.  Perhaps she’d better look.  She went over to the 
dresser and looked hard at her skin and features. The young girl 
was gone, but a handsome woman had taken her place. She tore off 
the kerchief from her head and let down her plentiful hair.  The 
weight, the length, the glory was there.” 

o Her Janie asserts the beginning of her new identity and 
selfhood by admiring herself in the mirror and letting down 
her beautiful hair, something Joe didn’t permit her 

o Finally, as we track the changes in Janie’s life and the magnitude of the story, 
Janie’s third relationship comes along when she meets Vergible Woods, known as 
Tea Cake 

o Tea Cake encounters Janie while passing through her town, and he quickly begins 
flirting with her similar to the way Jody had 
 The reader ought to be suspicious because this fun and free-wheeling life 

is similar to the one Jody had promised Janie so many years ago – but a 
crucial distinction is that Tea Cake never makes the poetic promises like 
Janie’s first two husbands 

• The false poetry of Logan Killicks (chapter four): “Long before the 
year was up, Janie noticed that her husband has stopped talking in 
rhymes to her.” 
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• The false poetry of Jody Starks (chapter five): “On the train the 
next day, Joe didn’t make many speeches with rhymes to her.” 

 But Tea Cake never woos Janie under false pretenses or with flowery 
words and he stands in contrast to Logan and Jody for how his relationship 
with Janie is based on their experiences and affection and not a certain 
status Janie must fulfill 

• In fact upon first meeting Janie, Tea Cake challenges her to a game 
of checkers and rather than make any fawning gesture he soundly 
beats her; and it is Janie who has to ask Tea Cake to introduce 
himself rather than Tea Cake proudly proclaiming himself as Jody 
had done 

o Joe’s introduction from chapter 4: “He talked friendly 
while he drank.  Joe Starks was the name, yeah Jos Starks 
from in and through Georgy...it had always been his wish 
and desire to be a big voice and he had to live nearly thirty 
years to find a chance [referring to the chance to help build 
a town exclusively for black residents].” 

o Tea Cake’s introduction from chapter 10: “‘Now ain’t you 
somethin’! Mr. er–er–You never did tell me whut you name 
wuz.” 
 To which Tea Cake responds: “Ah sho didn’t. 

Wuzn’t expectin’ fu it to be needed.  De name mah 
mama gimme is Vergible Woods.  Dey calls me Tea 
Cake for short.”  

 Tea Cake can offer Janie fun and excitement, and genuine affection (as 
evidence by his lack of poetic language), and also a change from her 
previous life of having to live like a kept woman; he has a free-spirit and 
sense of naiveté that is similar to Janie’s and they begin a relationship 
based on mutual attraction and shared larks like sneaking out at midnight 
and going fishing together, playing games together, picnicking together, 
practicing shooting together, etc. 

 And ultimately this relationship brings Janie as close as she has been 
(within the confines of a relationship) to personal freedom; although Janie 
does face instances of physical abuse and control from Tea Cake, Hurston 
clearly marks these as aberrations in their relationship and defines Tea 
Cake as the first man who loves Janie without expecting her to occupy any 
prescribed role or comply with a vision he has for her 

• Hurston emphasizes this freedom for Janie in chapter fourteen 
where Tea Cake pleads with Janie to come work in the fields with 
him (instead of staying home all day) because he is lonesome 
without her  

o Janie’s previous two husbands dictated terms to her and 
forced her to work but finally Janie has found a husband 
who requests of her and does not demand 

 This is seemingly the perfect match for Janie and yet it ultimately ends 
tragically when Tea Cake dies suddenly 
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 Tea Cake dies and Janie leaves the Everglades (where she and Tea Cake 
were living their blissful life) to escape the reminder of him; she returns to 
the town she lived in with Jody Starks and finds a close friend (Pheoby) to 
tell her story to 

• As stated above, Janie’s conclusion, the message she has for 
Pheoby, is that she has now lived a full life because of her love 
with Tea Cake and her asserting her autonomy  

o Here is Janie in chapter twenty: “Ah done been tuh de 
horizon and back and now Ah kin set heah in mah house 
and live by comparisons.  Dis house ain’t so absent of 
things lak it used tuh be befo ’Tea Cake come along. It’s 
full uh thoughts, ’specially dat  bedroom.” 

o Chapter twenty, the last lines of the novel: “Here was 
peace. 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. So much of life in its meshes! She called in her 
soul to come and see.” 

• In other words a change has occurred – Janie begins her life in a state of confinement and 
control and misery and ends her story in a state of freedom and contentment after having 
had the experience of true love and finally living her own life, not the one where others 
control her 

o This change thoroughly satisfies Aristotle’s definition of proper magnitude 
• To touch briefly on the story within the story – it is interesting to note that Janie tells her 

story to Pheoby in one sitting over the course of an evening 
o As mentioned above, Aristotle takes ancient epic to task for how its oral 

performances were spread over days, thus lessening whatever immediacy and 
tension the speaker had built up in any one part of the performance  
 No matter how compelling a given day of the performance would be, the 

audience would still have an enormous amount of downtime before the 
continuation of the poem, allowing for all of that tension and emotional 
turmoil to dissipate 

 It is likely that Aristotle would even be critical of the novel as a form, 
since novels usually require multiple sittings (often over the course of 
several days or more) to be consumed 

 Aristotle might hold drama as the superior form over the novel since it 
does not allow its audience any respite until the entire story is finished 

o In the story within the story of Their Eyes Were Watching God, Janie similarly 
gives Pheoby no respite  
 Janie presents her story in one long sitting, delivering beginning, middle, 

end all at once for maximum emotional impac on Pheoby, and thus giving 
Janie’s story within the story itself a proper magnitude 

• 4) Tragedy uses artistically enhanced language that is varied throughout the play 
• Aristotle’s treatise deals with staged drama and thus naturally emphasizes the sound of 

words, a feature that is less transferrable to written texts like the novel where sound is, of 
course, typically omitted 
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o Nevertheless, Aristotle’s prescription on sound, and sound as of high importance 
to the writer (particularly of performed work) is observed in Hurston’s text with 
her emphasis on dialect and phonetic spelling 

o Hurston proves herself a master of dialect for how brilliantly she deploys 
colloquial language particular to her setting   
 The text is sonorous and the reader can hear the intricate spellings 

pronounced in her own head with little effort and maximal beauty 
o Hurston composes exquisite passages in dialect that are full of rich sounds in the 

reader’s mind: 
o “Look lak she been livin’ through uh hundred years in January without one day of 

spring.” – chapter two 
o “Ah know it. And now you got tuh die tuh find out dat you got tuh pacify 

somebody besides yo’self if you wants any love and sympathy in dis world.” – 
chapter eight  

o “Then you must tell ‘em dat love ain’t somethin’ lak uh grindstone dat’s de same 
thing everywhere and do de same thing tuh everything it touch.  Love is lak de 
sea. It’s uh movin’ thing, but still and all, it takes its shape from de shore it meets, 
and it’s different with every shore.” – chapter twenty 

o It’s uh known fact, Pheoby, you got tuh go there tuh know there.  Yo’ papa and 
yo’ mama and nobody else can’t tell yuh and show yuh.  Two things everybody’s 
got tuh do fuh theyselves.  They got tuh go tuh God, and they got tuh find out 
about livin’ fuh theyselves.” – chapter twenty  

• It is important to point out that Hurston’s incredibly effective use of dialect also abides 
by Aristotle’s convention that the best language in drama is that which approximates 
ordinary speech 

o Hurston is comfortable working in several prose styles throughout the novel but it 
is her use of dialect that is the most faithful to the beauty and simplicity of 
ordinary speech, the evocative constructions and quick associations that people 
make in conversation 

• Hurston’s Varied Language  
o The opening sentence and paragraph of Hurston’s novel are among the most 

famous in American literature: 
 “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 until the Watcher turns his eyes away in resignation, 
his dreams mocked to death by Time.  That is the life of men.” 

 Hurston displays such an elegant ease with the high style and the reader is 
prepared to spend the entire novel reading this kind of luxurious prose 

o The second, third, fourth, and fifth paragraphs also have Hurston working in the 
high style 

o “Now, women forget all those things they don’t want to remember, and remember 
everything they don’t want to forget.  The dream is the truth.  Then they act and 
do things accordingly. 

 
“So the beginning of this was a woman and she had come back from burying the 
dead.  Not the dead of sick and ailing with friends at the pillow and the feet.  She 
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had come back from the sodden and the bloated; the sudden dead, their eyes flung 
wide open in judgment.  
 
“The people all saw her come because it was sundown.  The sun was gone, but he 
had left his footprints in the sky.  It was the time for sitting on porches beside the 
road.  It was the time to hear things and talk.  These sitters had been tongueless, 
earless, eyeless conveniences all day long.  Mules and other brutes had occupied 
their skins.  But now, the sun and the bossman were gone, so the skins felt 
powerful and human.  They became lords of sounds and lesser things. They 
passed nations through their mouths. They sat in judgment. 
 
“Seeing the woman as she was made them remember the envy they had stored up 
from other times.  So they chewed up the back parts of their minds and swallowed 
with relish.  They made burning statements with questions, and killing tools out of 
laughs.  It was mass cruelty.  A mood come alive. Words walking without 
masters; walking altogether like harmony in a song.” 

• This is masterful writing and announces that Hurston could continue on in this vein if she 
so chose and ensnare the reader in her poetic language and we would be lucky and better 
for the experience of it 

o But then suddenly the sixth paragraph abruptly shifts to Hurston’s signature use of 
dialect and the reader is confronted with an incredible contrast of styles 

o “What’s she doin’ coming back here in dem overhalls?  Can’t she find no dress to 
put on?–Where’s dat blue satin dress she left here in?–Where all dat money her 
husband took and died and left her?–What dat ole forty year ole ’oman doin’ wid 
her hair swingin’ down her back lak some young gal?–Where she left dat young 
lad of a boy she went off here wid?–Thought she was going to marry?–Where he 
left her?–What he done wid all her money?–Betcha he off wid some gal so young 
she ain’t even got no hairs–why she don’t stay in her class? – ” 

o This dialect and non-standard usage and spelling nearly shocks the reader after 
such a classical opening but at the same time this transition expands the horizon 
of the text and lets the reader know to expect blended styles 

• Then Hurston shifts her style yet again in in the eight through eleventh paragraph of the 
first chapter – now, in these paragraphs, Hurston moves into a more narrative prose that 
eschews the high style of the opening and the dialect style of her dialogue, 

o This new style performs the steady work of moving the novel along and capturing 
certain images in the narrative lens 

o “When she got to where they were she turned her face on the bander log and 
spoke.  They scrambled a noisy “good evenin’” and left their mouths setting open 
and their ears full of hope.  Her speech was pleasant enough, but she kept walking 
straight on to her gate.  The porch couldn’t talk for looking.  
 
“The men noticed her firm buttocks like she had grape fruits in her hip pockets; 
the great rope of black hair swinging to her waist and unraveling in the wind like 
a plume; then her pugnacious breasts trying to bore holes in her shirt.  They, the 
men, were saving with the mind what they lost with the eye.  The women took the 
faded shirt and muddy overalls and laid them away for remembrance.  It was a 
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weapon against her strength and if it turned out of no significance, still it was a 
hope that she might fall to their level some day.  
 
“But nobody moved, nobody spoke, nobody even thought to swallow spit until 
after her gate slammed behind her. 
  
“Pearl Stone opened her mouth and laughed real hard because she didn’t know 
what else to do.  She fell all over Mrs. Sumpkins while she laughed.  Mrs. 
Sumpkins snorted violently and sucked her teeth.” 

• And suddenly in the next paragraph, Hurston shifts back to dialect 
o “Humph!  Y’all let her worry yuh.  You ain’t like me.  Ah ain’t got her to study 

’bout.  If she ain’t got manners enough to stop and let folks know how she been 
makin’ out, let her g’wan!”   

• So in just the opening two pages Hurston has shown the reader three completely distinct 
styles, and the ability to facilely shift between each one 

• And repeatedly throughout the book Hurston varies her prose between these three styles, 
between the high-style, dialect, and the narrative style 

o From chapter thirteen: “Janie dozed off to sleep but she woke up in time to see the 
sun sending up spies ahead of him to mark out the road through the dark.  He 
peeped up over the door sill of the world and made a little foolishness with red.  
But pretty soon, he laid all that aside and went about his business dressed all in 
white.  But it was always going to be dark to Janie if Tea Cake didn’t soon come 
back.  She got out of the bed but a chair couldn’t hold her.  She dwindled down on 
the floor with her head in a rocking chair.  

 
After a while there was somebody playing a guitar outside her door.  Played right 
smart while.  It sounded lovely too.  But it was sad to hear it feeling blue like 
Janie was.  Then whoever it was started to singing “Ring de bells of mercy.  Call 
de sinner man home.” Her heart all but smothered her. 
 
“Tea Cake, is dat you?” 

 
“You know so well it’s me, Janie. How come you don’t open de door?” 
 
But he never waited.  He walked on in with a guitar and a grin.  Guitar hanging 
round his neck with a red silk cord and a grin hanging from his ears.” 

• And, in this example from chapter eleven, Hurston manages these deft changes between  
styles within the same paragraph 

o  “At the newel post Janie whirled around and for the space of a thought she was lit 
up like a transfiguration [high-style].  Her next thought brought her crashing 
down [narrative style].  He’s just saying anything for the time being, feeling he’s 
got me so I’ll b’lieve him [dialect style].  The next thought buried her under tons 
of cold futility [high style].  He’s trading on being younger than me. Getting ready 
to laugh at me for an old fool. But oh, what wouldn’t I give to be twelve years 
younger so I could b’lieve him! [dialect]” 
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• These three styles – the high, the narrative, and the dialect style – become Hurston’s raw 
materials in developing the novel’s prose  

o She constantly relies on one, now another, now one, now another, alternating 
throughout the text, making an exquisite and varied mosaic of language for the 
reader 

• 5) Tragedy is presented in the dramatic form, the form of action, not narrative 
• Very simply, Aristotle means that the key events of the story must be displayed for the 

audience on the stage: they must be acted out and not simply narrated to the audience  
o And although Hurston’s story is technically in the form of narrative (i.e. the 

conceit of the story is that Janie is going to tell Pheoby the story of her life and 
we, the reader, get to eavesdrop) – although this has all the trappings of narrative, 
Hurston manages to present her incidents in the dramatic mode, in the mode of 
action by structuring the novel in two parts 

• The narrative device or structure of Their Eyes Were Watching God is that of a frame 
story and a flashback  

• The frame story is that Janie has come home after being away from town for eighteen 
months and she means to tell her friend Pheoby the story of those eighteen months  

o The flashback within this frame story is then the story Janie has to tell, the story 
of everything significant that happened in the past eighteen months including 
additional details from Janie’s biography that will contextualize the story  

• The first chapter establishes the frame story – we see Janie returning to town and 
reuniting with Pheoby and announcing that she, Janie, has an incredible story to tell 

o This chapter, in the third-person, is in the form of action and dramatizes its 
incidents  
 The key events of the chapter are presented on the page in the form of 

scenes rather than the form of exposition 
• These events are: Janie arrives back in town, some townspeople 

gossip about Janie, Janie reunites with Pheoby, Janie announces 
she has a story to tell that will dispel all the gossip 

 The first chapter ends with Janie and Pheoby sitting on Janie’s back porch 
and Janie beginning to talk 

• The second part of Hurston’s structure, the flashback, is not 
presented until chapter two 

• Although the second chapter will introduce and establish the flashback sequence, it 
begins still in the timeline of the frame story – that is, setting-wise, we are still on Janie’s 
back porch where she and Pheoby have reunited and begun talking 

o This chapter, chapter two, is indeed where we will leave the frame story device 
and enter the flashback, but Hurston makes sure the transition from one to the 
other is gradual and not jarring for the reader 

o To effect this transition Hurston begins chapter two with a type of “intermediate” 
portion of the text, one that is both part of the frame story (Janie is telling it to 
Phoebe in the present moment, on the back porch) but also part of the flashback as 
it is the story of a moment from Janie’s past 
 Rather than move too abruptly from frame story to flashback, Hurston 

gives the reader this transitioning incident that is like a flashback but that 
is firmly part of the frame story 
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• The passage is an incredibly moving one about difference and how Janie first realized her 
racial identity and how difficult it was for her to come to terms with this identity and how 
her identity irrevocably separated her from that of the white families around her 

o The opening of chapter two: “Janie saw her life like a great tree in leaf with the 
things suffered, things enjoyed, things done and undone. Dawn and doom was in 
the branches.  
 
“Ah know exactly what Ah got to tell yuh, but it’s hard to know where to start at. 
 
“Ah ain’t never seen mah papa. And Ah didn’t know ’im if Ah did.  Mah mama 
neither. She was gone from round dere long before Ah wuz big enough tuh know. 
Mah grandma raised me. Mah grandma and de white folks she worked wid. She 
had a house out in de back-yard and dat’s where Ah wuz born. They was quality 
white folks up dere in West Florida. Named Washburn. She had four gran’chillun 
on de place and all of us played together and dat’s how come Ah never called mah 
Grandma nothin’ but Nanny, ’cause dat’s what everybody on de place called her. 
Nanny used to ketch us in our devilment and lick every youngun on de place and 
Mis’ Washburn did de same. Ah reckon dey never hit us ah lick amiss ’cause dem 
three boys and us two girls wuz pretty aggravatin’, Ah speck. 
 
“Ah was wid dem white chillun so much till Ah didn’t know Ah wuzn’t white till 
Ah was round six years old. Wouldn’t have found it out then, but a man come 
long takin’ pictures and without askin’ anybody, Shelby, dat was de oldest boy, he 
told him to take us. Round a week later de man brought de picture for Mis’ 
Washburn to see and pay him which she did, then give us all a good lickin’. 

“So when we looked at de picture and everybody got pointed out there wasn’t 
nobody left except a real dark little girl with long hair standing by Eleanor. Dat’s 
where Ah wuz s’posed to be, but Ah couldn’t recognize dat dark chile as me. So 
Ah ast, ‘where is me? Ah don’t see me.’ 

“Everybody laughed, even Mr. Washburn. Miss Nellie, de Mama of de chillun 
who come back home after her husband dead, she pointed to de dark one and said, 
‘Dat’s you, Alphabet, don’t you know yo’ ownself?’ 

“Dey all useter call me Alphabet ’cause so many people had done named me 
different names. Ah looked at de picture a long time and seen it was mah dress 
and mah hair so Ah said: 

“ ‘Aw, aw! Ah’m colored!’ 

“Den dey all laughed real hard. But before Ah seen de picture Ah thought Ah wuz 
just like de rest. 

• Hurston here calls attention to her form as narrative and not action – she has Janie 
acknowledge that the events that follow are Janie’s telling of them (Ah know exactly 
what Ah got to tell yuh) and that Pheoby (and by extension the reader) cannot experience 
these events as action but only as narrative 
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o Crucially, Hurston intersperses Janie’s dialogue here with the language of 
storytelling and of remembering  
 “Janie saw her life like a great tree in leaf...” - letting us know Janie is 

looking back at her life 
 “Ah know exactly what Ah got to tell yuh, but it’s hard to know where to 

start at.” – letting us know this is all a story that Janie is telling, that Janie 
is in control of the story and choosing what to tell and where to start 

o In other words, although this dialogue is happening in the frame story, it marks 
the beginning of Hurston’s transition to the flashback (which will comprise the 
bulk of the book)  
 Hurston is preparing us to leave the present moment of Janie and Pheoby 

together on the back porch and to enter the past by having Janie narrate an 
event from the past 

 Once Hurston switches fully in to the flashback structure, which is coming 
up next, she will – if she is to satisfy the mode of action – need to switch 
her style from this type of narration to a mode where events (such as those 
that Janie just presented about her childhood) are dramatized rather than 
narrated   

• For the book to be in the mode of action we cannot have it remain 
in the form it is, the form of the frame story where Janie and 
Pheoby are in the present moment and Janie is telling Pheoby what 
happened 

• Hurston continues this transitioning from frame story to flashback with yet more 
language of storytelling and remembering:  

o “Pheoby’s hungry listening helped Janie to tell her story. So she went on thinking 
back to her young years and explaining them to her friend in soft, easy phrases 
while all around the house, the night time put on flesh and blackness. 

 
“She thought awhile and decided that her conscious life had commenced at 
Nanny’s gate. On a late afternoon Nanny had called her to come inside the house 
because she had spied Janie letting Johnny Taylor kiss her over the gatepost.” 

• The reader is being lulled into this dream-like flashback right along with Pheoby 
o The once solid borders of the frame story (solid because in chapter one all we had 

was the frame story), these borders are beginning to fade ever so slightly as Janie 
dips into a flashback  
 And this flashback we are about to enter, despite being a story told by 

Janie, this flashback will not be structured in the mode of narrative like the 
flashback at the beginning of this chapter – where Janie told the events to 
Pheoby in the first person 

• This flashback sequence that comprises chapters two through 
nineteen will be presented in the mode of action, it will be fully 
dramatized with various characters speaking and performing in 
their own voice and the incidents being presented via plot not 
dialogue  
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• So because the flashback will be dramatized and will account for 
nearly the entire text of the novel, we may, in the middle of it, 
forget that there ever was a frame story 

• But with this transitioning phase at the start of chapter two, 
Hurston is taking one last chance to remind us that although we are 
about to go into flashback, and although it will be presented in the 
third-person and fully-dramatized, it is still a story being told by 
one person to another – what we are reading is in fact really 
coming from Janie 

o It is as though Hurston understands the requirement of the 
mode of action but is also trying to be faithful to her true 
storyteller, Janie, and not leave her behind 

• And so, finally completing the transition from narrative to action, Hurston begins the 
flashback in the active mode, with the third-person point-of-view, and presents the first 
incident of the active flashback – fittingly it is the act of Janie’s sexual awakening 

o In one of the famous images of the book, Janie lies under a pear tree and watches 
the sexually charged act of bees pollinating the tree’s flowers 

o “She was stretched on her back beneath the pear tree soaking in the alto chant of 
the visiting bees, the gold of the sun and the panting breath of the breeze when the 
inaudible voice of it all came to her. She saw a dust-bearing bee sink into the 
sanctum of a bloom; the thousand sister-calyxes arch to meet the love embrace 
and the ecstatic shiver of the tree from root to tiniest branch creaming in every 
blossom and frothing with delight.  So this was a marriage!  She had been 
summoned to behold a revelation.  Then Janie felt a pain remorseless sweet that 
left her limp and languid.” 

o From this orgasmic-like experience begins the dramatization of Janie’s life – 
beginning with her being kissed by a neighborhood boy, to her grandmother 
witnessing it and reacting by arranging a marriage for Janie, to Janie marrying 
Logan Killicks, and so on 
 Each successive incident from the Pear Tree onward is dramatized on the 

page through plotting and characterization 
• It is easy to prove that the novel is in the mode of action and not narration – any passage 

chosen at random will suffice to show this; furthermore, upon finishing the book the 
reader will conclude that no event was left off the page – but it is important to breakdown 
just how carefully Hurston crafts her story so that she is able to preserve the mode of 
action 

o Had Hurston not used the flashback and not presented it in the third-person where 
the frame story all but disappears – then the novel would have been similar to that 
early transitioning flashback at the start of chapter two, where events from the 
past are communicated in the narrative form, where Janie is telling Pheoby, and 
not in the form of action 
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• So, There Eyes Were Watching God does meet this part of Aristotle’s definition of 
tragedy by being in the mode of action, and how it accomplishes this is with careful 
structural choices by the author that preserve these dramatic possibilities 

• 6) Tragedy presents Pitiable and Fearful incidents 
• To recall Aristotle’s way of putting it: fear is an emotion aroused by the misfortune of 

someone like ourselves; pity is an emotion aroused by the unearned misfortune of another 
o Curiously, for how central these concepts of pity and fear are to Aristotelian 

drama, Aristotle gives them only these brief definitions in the Poetics  
o We can supplement these definitions with another one of Aristotle’s major 

treatises, Rhetoric, where he develops the concepts in more detail than in the 
Poetics, showing the considerable overlap between pity and fear and then 
suggesting their one crucial distinction 
 Although not directed at drama, and the performance of drama, Aristotle’s 

discussion of pity and fear in the Rhetoric nevertheless helps in 
understanding what he understood these concepts to mean 

 From Book II of the Rhetoric: “Fear may be defined as a pain or 
disturbance due to a mental picture of some destructive or painful evil in 
the future.  Of destructive or painful evils only; for there are some evils, 
e.g. wickedness or stupidity, the prospect of which does not frighten us: I 
mean only such as amount to great pains or losses.  And even these only if 
they appear not remote but so near as to be imminent: we do not fear 
things that are a very long way off: for instance, we all know we shall die, 
but we are not troubled thereby, because death is not close at hand.  From 
this definition it will follow that fear is caused by whatever we feel has 
great power of destroying or of harming us in ways that tend to cause us 
great pain.  Hence the very indications of such things are terrible, making 
us feel that the terrible thing itself is close at hand; the approach of what is 
terrible is just what we mean by ‘danger.’” 

 From Book II of the Rhetoric: “Pity may be defined as a feeling of pain 
caused by the sight of some evil, destructive or painful, which befalls one 
who does not deserve it, and which we might expect to befall ourselves or 
some friend of ours, and moreover to befall us soon.  In order to feel pity, 
we must obviously be capable of supposing that some evil may happen to 
us or some friend of ours….  In order to feel pity we must also believe in 
the goodness of at least some people; if you think nobody good, you will 
believe that everybody deserves evil fortune.  And, generally, we feel pity 
whenever we are in the condition of remembering that similar misfortunes 
have happened to us or ours, or expecting them to happen in the future.”  
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• Thus pity and fear in Aristotle’s conception share a remarkable amount of overlapping 
meaning: both relate to an anxiety produced in us over something bad that we believe 
might or will happen to us in the future 

o The difference between these concepts then seems to turn on desert – we pity 
those who suffer and have not done anything to warrant their suffering, and we 
fear those who suffer who, by virtue of their own actions, have justly brought 
suffering down on themselves 

o This fear is tied to one of Aristotle’s other precepts about Tragedy, namely that 
tragedy brought about by miscalculation is particularly effective – because so 
much of life is about making judgements and acting on best guesses and to see 
this common mode lead to ruin puts us in apprehension that our judgments and 
best guesses might also lead to our ruin   

• Janie’s Suffering in Their Eyes Were Watching God 
• A catalogue of major incidents in the novel wherein Janie suffers:  

o Janie is forced to marry Logan Killicks 
o Logan Killicks is a cold, demanding husband who doesn’t love Janie 
o Janie’s new husband Joe Starks mistreats Janie, physically abuses her, and aims to 

completely control her 
o Janie’s third suitor, Tea Cake, contracts rabies and Janie must care for him as he 

becomes increasingly erratic and dangerous 
o Tea Cake, in a delirium brought on by rabies, fires a gun at Janie and she has no 

choice but to shoot and kill him in self defense 
• Janie suffers considerably in the novel and all of the incidents are un-earned 

o They cause the type of suffering in Janie that leads the reader to pity her and 
certainly meet the Aristotelian requirement of pitiable incidents 
 It is perhaps one of the most pitiable and tragic outcomes in American 

fiction that Janie has suffered for over two decades under cold, insecure, 
abusive husbands only to finally find a partner with whom she can realize 
her dream of true love and then have to kill that partner to save her own 
life 

• The irony of Janie having to kill her own soul mate after decades 
of longing for one is indeed terribly pitiable 

o This collection of pitiable incidents marks Janie as a pre-eminent sufferer in 
American fiction, whose suffering is then only eclipsed by her incredible moment 
of personal resilience when she declares herself content with her life and 
emphasizes that only she gets to determine and define her life and the story of her 
life; and despite all the tragedy she has endured, she declares her satisfied and 
able to live contentedly in the remembrance of her loving times with Tea Cake 
 Indeed this turns Janie into one of the most persevering and determined 

characters in American literature – what reader would not want to possess 
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the emotional power that Janie shows in being able to live with 
contentment after all the pitiable incidents she endured 

• Fearful Incidents 
• Their Eyes Were Watching God relies more on pitiable incidents than fearful ones – 

Janie’s story is primarily one of enduring a lifetime of unearned suffering and ultimately 
overcoming it and declaring herself triumphant over her suffering, affirming that she is 
the ultimate teller of her story and that only she can define herself: she may have suffered 
but she is at peace with it all and still values her life and identity 

• Perhaps then there are not many fearful incidents in the novel, as there are more pitiable 
ones, but certainly Janie’s fate at the end of the story qualifies as fearful to us, the reader, 
who have come to love and admire Janie 

• At the end of the novel, Tea Cake, in a delirium induced by his progressing rabies, 
accuses Janie of infidelity and demands to know why she won’t sleep in the bed with him 
anymore  

o Previously Tea Cake’s doctor had told Janie she couldn’t get too close to Tea 
Cake lest he transmit rabies to her through a bite or scratch, so Janie began 
sleeping on a wood pallet next to the bed 

o As Tea Cake’s condition worsened and his paranoia deepened, he took to sleeping 
with a pistol under his pillow for use on whoever he suspected was trying to take 
Janie away from him and causing her to avoid him 
 Janie considered emptying the gun of ammunition but, fearing Tea Cake 

might find out if she did, she merely rotated the pistol’s chamber so that 
three empty chambers (which had been emptied since Janie first found the 
gun) would have to click first before a loaded chamber would fire 

• Janie intended this to give her warning that the gun was about to 
fire – Tea Cake would have to pull the trigger three times before a 
live-round would be chambered   

 Additionally, Janie stashed a different loaded shotgun in the house in case 
she needed it to protect herself 

• Now, at this climactic moment in the action, Tea Cake, completely succumbing to the 
awful effects of rabies and convinced that Janie is trying to kill him, points the pistol at 
her and begins pulling the trigger 

• The empty chambers begin to click and Janie reaches for the shotgun she stashed 
• Tea Cake has pulled the trigger three times and the empty chambers have rotated around 

– now the next shot will be a live round  
• Realizing that Tea Cake will not stop pulling the trigger, that he has no control over his 

actions and is completely under the control of his illness, Janie knows she will have to 
shoot Tea Cake to save her life 

• They each fire a live round at each other – Tea Cake’s misses but Janie’s hits Tea Cake in 
the chest and mortally wounds him 
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• As Tea Cake crumples from the shot and falls forward, Janie – almost instinctively and 
out of her love for him – attempts to catch him and ease his fall 

o At this moment, what Hurston beautifully calls “the meanest moment of eternity,” 
Tea Cake and Janie slump to the floor together, and Tea Cake’s jaw clamps 
around Janie’s forearm – he has bitten her 

• The action of the novel then quickly leaves this scene and Hurston describes the 
aftermath of the killing – including where Janie is put on trial for murder but hastily 
acquitted  

o Nevertheless, clear as day it is written in the text that Tea Cake “closed his teeth 
in the flesh of her forearm” and that Janie “pried the dead Tea Cake’s teeth from 
her arm” 

o And thus now the reader is put in apprehension of a future pain – Janie’s  
o Could this possibly signal that Janie herself will soon face the same terrible 

condition as Tea Cake and the horrific fate of madness deteriorating into death 
 Tea Cake contracted rabies from a seemingly innocuous bite and it killed 

him, might the same thing be about to happen to Janie 
o This has been one of the controversial points in the text and many readers and 

critics have argued over whether Hurston meant for Janie to die of rabies off-
stage, as it were, shortly after the events of the novel end 
 Regardless of what the reader believes will happen to Janie – Hurston very 

specifically included the detail that Tea Cake bites Janie  
• Had Hurston wanted there to be no speculation about Janie’s fate 

she could have easily omitted this detail and simply let the scene 
end with Janie shooting Tea Cake and the two of them falling, 
quite separately, to the ground  

• And so this ambiguity must be countenanced and the reader must 
accept that the novel ends with no resolution of this crucial, life-
and-death detail 

• The novel does not explore what comes next for Janie and does not say one way or the 
other where Janie’s future stands in light of Tea Cake’s bite – the story ends with Janie 
declaring herself triumphant over her trauma and having the epiphany that she is the 
master of her life and her story  

o And yet with no resolution of this intentional detail – that Janie was bitten by a 
rabid Tea Cake – we are put in a state of distress over Janie’s immediate future 

• And with regards to Aristotle’s claim that a fearful incident shows suffering in someone 
like ourselves – not only has the reader come to admire Janie’s perseverance and will to 
live, but, crucially, the reader wishes he or she could somehow capture some of this spirit 
personally 

o If Janie does not explicitly qualify as someone like ourselves, she at least qualifies 
as someone we want to be like: strong, idealistic, independent 
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o So at the end, this person like us (or more correctly, this person we want to be 
like) experiences an incredibly euphoric moment of identity and an epiphany 
about living life – but the plot detail remains that Janie may soon have to face 
mortality and for the reader who has come to identify so closely with Janie, this is 
an incredibly fearful detail 

• 7) Tragedy achieves catharsis by purging or resolving the pitiable and fearful incidents 
• As mentioned above, and like other aspects of Aristotle’s definition of tragedy – catharsis 

is not explicitly defined in Poetics; among a variety of possible interpretations, Aristotle 
does not state which one he relies on 

o And thus, there is ambiguity over what constitutes catharsis for Aristotle – but a 
good deal of the literature converges on the idea that catharsis involves showing 
the audience the significance of the pitiable and fearful incidents, i.e. clarifying 
the universal lesson that these incidents represent in order to resolve the burden 
on the audience caused by these incidents 
 It does not mean that this resolution will be pleasant for the audience – in 

fact Aristotle explicitly advises against this and prefers the “misfortunate” 
ending – but it does mean that at the end the audience knows clearly what 
the pitiable and fearful incidents were meant to represent  

• And so at the end of the novel, Janie has gone through pitiable suffering and even still 
faces the fearful possibility of fatal illness, and her ultimate resolution of these incidents 
is to declare herself liberated and triumphant in her life 

o Janie declares “Ah done been tuh de horizon and back and now Ah kin set heah in 
mah house and live by comparisons” 

o And in the final paragraph of the novel, Janie does just that, triumphs over the 
heartbreaking incidents of her life through remembrance of her joys and true love 
 “The day of the gun, and the bloody body, and the courthouse came and 

commenced to sing a sobbing sigh out of every corner in the room; out of 
each and every chair and thing.  Commenced to sing, commenced to sob 
and sigh, singing and sobbing.  Then Tea Cake came prancing around her 
where she was and the song of the sigh flew out of the window and lit in 
the top of the pine trees.  Tea Cake, with the sun for a shawl.  Of course he 
wasn’t dead.  He could never be dead until she herself had finished feeling 
and thinking.  The kiss of his memory made pictures of love and light 
against the wall.  Here was peace.  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. So much of life in its meshes!  She called in her soul to come 
and see.” 

o These are incredibly resilient things to say considering the extent of Janie’s 
suffering and what still might lie ahead – certainly it is a euphoric moment for 
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Janie – there is even an angelic epiphany of Tea Cake cloaked in sun – and it is 
also a euphoric moment for the reader, who is inspired by this personal strength  
 As the audience to this incredible story, we hope that we can join Janie in 

her empowerment, independence, and contentment 
• This phenomenon – our marveling at Janie’s story and triumph, and our wish to claim the 

same for ourselves – this is perfectly articulated by Janie’s principal audience, Pheoby 
o In the last chapter, Janie finishes telling her story and Pheoby (standing in for us 

as the listener) says exactly what’s on our minds 
• Pheoby: “Lawd!” Pheoby breathed out heavily, “Ah done growed 

ten feet higher from jus’ listenin’ tuh you, Janie.  Ah ain’t satisfied 
wid mahself no mo’.  Ah means tuh make Sam take me fishin’ wid 
him after this.  Nobody better not criticized yuh in mah hearin.” 

o As mentioned earlier – the idea of a husband taking his 
wife fishing represents a loving, reciprocal relationship 
where the husband and wife are true friends and share 
adventure and recreation together (as evidenced by the joy 
and frivolity of Tea Cake and Janie going on midnight 
fishing larks) 

• And so – Pheoby declares how uplifting and inspiring Janie’s story 
is and even sets about trying to emulate it; (Pheoby will try to live 
like Janie by making her husband take her fishing), but Janie is 
quick to admonish Pheoby that it’s not that easy 

o Janie is adamant that simply hearing her story is not enough 
to give you the gift of personal independence that Janie had 
to suffer for – it is not as easy as that 

o Here Janie delivers one of the most famous lines in the 
novel, describing how the only way to claim this fully 
realized personhood is to live up to it 

o Janie tells Pheoby: “It’s uh known fact, Pheoby, you got 
tuh go there tuh know there.  Yo’ papa and yo’ mama and 
nobody else can’t tell yuh and show yuh.  Two things 
everybody’s go tuh do fuh theyselves.  They got tuh go tuh 
God, and they got tuh find out about livin’ fuh theyselves.” 

 Janie is quick to remind Pheoby (and us) that personal growth and any 
ultimate self-liberation cannot be gotten for merely the price of listening to 
a story – one must actually live and earn at great cost whatever epiphanies 
and plateaus one reaches 

• We may want Janie’s triumph, we may have sincerely learned 
from her story how we can have it, but we can only truly claim it 
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for ourselves (or something like it) if we have lived and 
experienced enough to earn it 

• And so we see in this the catharsis of the incidents of Janie’s life – we learn that we can 
triumph over the incidents of our own life and define ourselves with our own story, but 
ultimately, for this triumph and self-definition to be authentic, it must come through the 
hard business of living, through experiencing the good, bad, and in between of our lives 

o Janie is able to sit back and pull in her horizon and remember peaceably, but we 
have an incredible amount of work to do if we are to enjoy the same 

• The Corollary to the Dramatic Equation – Recognition and Reversal 
• Recognition  
• Recall that Aristotle defined Recognition as the moment the hero comes face to face with 

her true identity or fully understands her true predicament 
o In the case of Their Eyes Were Watching God, the recognition leads Janie to 

realize her true predicament in the events of the novel 
• The key moment of recognition for Janie comes in chapter thirteen – it is one that spurs 

her on to a life with Tea Cake and leads her to ignore the conventions and strictures that 
the community wants to place on her 

• Prior to this recognition, Janie’s life has been set in motion by the will of others 
o First she is pressured by her grandmother, and also by her society generally, into 

marrying Logan Killicks in order to give her a respectable life 
 This pressure is exerted without regard for what it does to Janie’s identity 

and interior life – and ultimately Janie winds up in an unhappy, unloving 
marriage where she is treated like farm chattel 

o Escaping from this, Janie runs off with Joe Starks to try and fulfill some of her 
earlier romantic dreams  
 She only finds more control from her second husband – who, instead of 

wanting her to work in the fields, wants her to work in a convenience store 
and, additionally, wants her to deny her identity at every turn and embrace 
the acquiescent role of being “the mayor’s wife” 

 Janie endures in this marriage to Joe, which also becomes loveless and a 
vehicle for trapping Janie and depriving her of her true desires 

o Unlike her first marriage, Janie does not escape her marriage to Joe – they are 
married for twenty years and Janie is dispirited and denied her fulfillment for the 
entirety of the marriage  
 Ironically, although Janie ran off with Joe as a way to relieve herself of  

the control placed on her and the wishes of her grandmother, in Joe there 
is the complete embodiment of her grandmother’s wishes 

• Janie becomes the mayor’s wife: wealthy, high-class, respected 
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o In chapter nine, Hurston describes the townspeople’s 
treatment of Janie: “They were all so respectful and stiff 
with her, that she might have been the Empress of Japan” 

o This is exactly what Janie’s grandmother had envisioned 
for her – this life of upper-class respectability  

o When Joe dies Janie is suddenly free of these decades of pressure and control, and 
shortly after his death, her third suitor comes along 
 As discussed above, Janie’s relationship with Tea Cake is nothing like the 

one between she and Logan or she and Joe 
 Tea Cake and Janie begin a relationship that is founded much more on true 

love than Janie has ever experienced 
• She is joyful; she and Tea Cake run around like children together, 

enjoying romantic, playful escapades 
 Ultimately this brings judgment and critical gossip from the people of the 

town 
• It begins with Pheoby telling Janie not to declare how relieved she 

is to be out from under Joe’s control; Pheoby says people will 
criticize Janie if she doesn’t act sorry enough and mournful enough 
over Joe’s death 

• Then when Janie and Tea Cake begin courting each other, Janie is 
warned to stay away from him because he’s poor and can’t give 
her the life of security she is used to like when she was the mayor’s 
wife   

• As she continues seeing Tea Cake, the town increasingly puts 
pressure on Janie to conform to their ideas and worldview 

o Chapter twelve: “It was after the picnic that the town began 
to notice things and got mad.  Tea Cake and Mrs. Mayor 
Starks!  All the men that she could get, and fooling with 
somebody like Tea Cake!  Another thing, Joe Starks hadn’t 
been dead but nine months and here she goes sashaying off 
to a picnic in pink linen.  Done quit attending church, like 
she used to.  Gone off to Sanford in a car with Tea Cake 
and her all dressed in blue!  It was a shame.” 

• People say Tea Cake is only after Janie’s money that she inherited 
when Joe died 

o The town compares Janie’s situation to another woman’s 
who was a wealthy widow and seduced by a man who 
ended up stealing all the widow’s money and running off 

• Finally, in the course of defending herself from these attacks, Janie has her moment of 
recognition 
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o In chapter twelve, Janie says: “‘Naw, Pheoby, Tea Cake ain’t draggin’ me off 
nowhere Ah don’t want tuh go.  Ah always did want tuh git round uh whole heap, 
but Jody wouldn’t ’low me tuh.  When Ah wasn’t in de store he wanted me tuh jes 
sit wid folded hands and sit dere. And Ah’d sit dere wid de walls creepin’ up on 
me and squeezin’ all de life outa me.’” 

o She continues: “‘Cause Tea Cake ain’t no Jody Starks, and if he tried tuh be, it 
would be uh complete flommuck. But de minute Ah marries ’im everybody is 
gointuh be makin’ comparisons. So us is goin’ off somewhere and start all over in 
Tea Cake’s way. Dis ain’t no business proposition, and no race after property and 
titles. Dis is uh love game.’”  

o And finally, in the next sentence, Janie has her moment of recognition, her 
moment of recognizing her true predicament: “‘Ah done lived Grandma’s way, 
now Ah means tuh live mine.’” 
 She sees the reality of her life and how she ended up trapped in her first 

two marriages – and at the same time she declares that she will only live 
according to her own terms from now on 

o Janie explains that she understands her grandmother’s intentions – that her 
grandmother grew up during slavery and the brutal conditions of  imposed labor 
and cruel punishment, and so to her grandmother, the best station to aspire to was 
that of sitting on the porch (like the mistress of the plantation would) and doing 
nothing  
 “‘She was borned in slavery time when folks, dat is black folks, didn’t sit 

down anytime dey felt lak it.  So sittin’ on porches lak de white madam 
looked lak uh mighty fine thing tuh her.  Dat’s whut she wanted for me—
don’t keer whut it cost.  Git up on uh high chair and sit dere.  She didn’t 
have time tuh think whut tuh do after you got up on de stool uh do nothin’.  
De object wuz tuh git dere.  So Ah got up on de high stool lak she told me, 
but Pheoby, Ah done nearly languished tuh death up dere.  Ah felt like de 
world wuz cryin’ extry and Ah ain’t read de common news yet.’” 

 So Janie understands why her grandmother pressured her the way she did, 
but declares that living up that pressure is killing her spirit and she must 
have a release from it 

• Janie has lived according to her grandmother’s worldview, but now 
recognizes that she must go ahead and live according to her own 

• Janie’s compassion for her grandmother’s perspective shows she is 
not blaming her grandmother for applying her pressure but that she 
is taking responsibility for falling victim to it  

o Janie now realizes that, having falling victim to so much 
pressure, she must live in such a way that she won’t be 
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influenced by those around her but will have a life of her 
choosing 

o It’s a powerful moment – Janie takes responsibility for her 
life and her future and recognizes that it is too precious to 
put into anyone else’s hands but her own  

o Now she will go out and live her own life, and that starts 
with marrying Tea Cake 

• Reversal 
• Recall that Aristotle defines reversal as the change in fortune in the action of the play to 

the opposite state of affairs 
• As has been illustrated above, Janie’s story begins with her desire to lead an adventurous, 

romantic life of her own choosing 
o Her provocative daydream under the pear tree is perhaps the most famous passage 

of the book, one where Janie declares her love for the sensual mysteries and 
potential of the world  

o Here is the conclusion of her episode under the pear tree in chapter two: “She was 
sixteen.  She had glossy leaves and bursting buds and she wanted to struggle with 
life but it seemed to elude her.  Where were the singing bees for her?  Nothing on 
the place nor in her grandma’s house answered her.  She searched as much of the 
world as she could from the top of the front steps and then went on down to the 
front gate and leaned over to gaze up and down the road.  Looking, waiting, 
breathing short with impatience.  Waiting for the world to be made.” 

o The world she lives in and the life she has up to that point are not enough for 
Janie – she craves a meaningful, romantic life 

o But these desires are quickly tempered as she is forced into marrying Logan 
Killicks, setting off a sequence of events that will determine Janie’s life for the 
next twenty years and completely deprive her of romance and meaning 

o It is not until Janie is liberated from her old life (upon the death of Joe) and until 
Tea Cake comes along that Janie finally has her moment of recognition that she 
must live her own life  
 This recognition comes over twenty years after her moment under the pear 

tree and sets Janie back on her original course, that of living a self-
determined and romantic life 

 She meets Tea Cake and slowly her inhibitions are lowered and she begins 
the most satisfying romance of her life 

• As discussed, there is a mutuality, a playfulness, a passion that she 
and Tea Cake share that marks this relationship as far removed the 
past twenty years she spent in loveless marriages 

o Janie is finally realizing her dream and the life she fantasized about so many years 
ago but was denied 
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o And in one of the most tragic reversals in American fiction – Janie shockingly has 
to end her life with Tea Cake and kill him in order to avoid being killed herself 
 Janie becomes responsible for ending the life she fought so hard to live 
 Not only can she not continue this life of passion and exploration with Tea 

Cake – she must actively take responsibility for ending it 
o It is thus hard to imagine a more fitting example of an Aristotelian reversal from 

one state of affairs to another  
 From desiring and having others deny her the passionate life to achieving 

and having to deny herself the passionate life – Janie ultimately must 
destroy the exact thing she wanted most 

• Aristotle said the presence of recognition and reversal marked a tragedy as complex, as 
opposed to simple tragedy which does not contain instances of recognition and reversal  

o The complexity arises from how recognition and reversal arouse stronger 
emotions in the audience than does a plot without these devices 
 Often the recognition is so profound, and the reversal so stark, that the 

tragedy leaves a greater impression on the audience than a simpler set of 
incidents where a character suffers but without the same emotional turmoil 
as would be present if there were recognition of self and reversal of 
fortune 

• Certainly Janie’s reversal in Their Eyes Were Watching God is of the first order and 
perfectly fitting with Aristotelian conceptions of complex and affective/effective drama 

• Moreover, her recognition and reversal, being related to one another, and in a sense 
causal (the recognition causing the reversal; the anagnorisis leading to peripeteia), are 
both exemplary instances of this corollary to Aristotle’s definition of tragedy 

• Conclusion 
• Recall the seven parts of Aristotle’s definition of tragedy put forth in the Poetics 

o 1) Tragedy imitates a noble action 
o 2) Tragedy imitates a complete action 
o 3) Tragedy has a proper magnitude  
o 4) Tragedy uses artistically enhanced language that is varied throughout the play 
o 5) Tragedy is presented in the dramatic form, the form of action, not narrative  
o 6) Tragedy presents pitiable and fearful incidents  
o 7) Tragedy achieves catharsis by purging or resolving the pitiable and fearful 

incidents 
• With this definition, Aristotle lays out the first known description of the tragic mode in 

the Western tradition   
• The systematic treatment Aristotle gives Greek drama provides a descriptive basis for 

understanding both ancient Greek tragedy and storytelling generally 
• Indeed, Aristotle’s definition of tragedy in the Poetics is uncanny for how it pegs not only 

the plays produced in ancient Greece but also for how it succeeds in laying out a 
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blueprint that thousands and hundreds of thousands of later works will follow to achieve 
their effect on the reader or audience  

• Zora Neale Hurston’s incredible novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, is one such work 
that succeeds by presenting a classical tragic structure constituted with its own unique 
incidents  

• Hurston’s novel perfectly embodies classical conceptions of drama and dramatic effect, 
and uses techniques that are so immanent in storytelling and using them to completely 
enthrall her reader 

• The dramatic technique in Their Eyes Were Watching God is so masterful and compelling 
that it answers any questions we have about the effectiveness of classical story structure  

• Hurston’s text fulfills each component of Aristotelian Tragedy with deft use of story-
structure, tone, characterization, and plotting 

o As a tragedian she shows a superior example of classical form and absolutely 
wallops her audience with the results 

o Hurston’s novel is a model of the best there is in tragedy and the type of reactive 
pleasure and sorrow great fiction can evoke    

 
 
 
 


