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Abstract: Many scholars agree that Janie is a new black female in possession of her 
own voice and having gained her self-identity in Their Eyes Were Watching God. By 
analyzing from Janie’s voice, images relevant to Janie and the characterization of Janie, 
the suppression of Janie’s voice, the frequent use of traditional images in which 
patriarchal ideology is implied, and the obedience of characterization to patriarchal 
design of women’ images can be found. This novel still bathes in the ideology of 
patriarchy, from which it tries simultaneously to essentially escape. In this sense, this 
novel works as an accessory with patriarchy. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Many scholars agree that Janie, the heroin of Hurston’s masterpiece Their Eyes Were 
Watching God, is a new black female in possession of her own voice and having gained 
her self-identity. As Mary Helen Washington notes, “Most contemporary critics contend 
that Janie is the articulate voice in the tradition, that the novel celebrates a woman 
coming to self-discovery and that this self-discovery leads her ultimately to a 
meaningful participation in black folk traditions” [1]. Alice Walker, a prominent 
African-American writer, has erected a headstone with the fitting epitaph: “Zora Neale 
Hurston: ‘A Genius of the South’, 1901-1906, Novelist, Folklorist, Anthropologist” for 
Hurston’s depiction of Janie’s quest to become a speaking black subject [2]. Though 
the novel has won universal praise from Alice Walker and other first-generation 
advocates, many critics still have questioned Janie’s rebellion in to what degree did 
Janie succeed in rebelling against the patriarchy, and the possibility of her 
self-actualization. 
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Lloyd Brown in his Zora Neale Hurston and the Nature of Female Perception states 
that Janie’s self-actualization depends heavily on Tea Cake, however, Tea Cake  who is 
internalized by patriarchy ideology, is not a perfect husband at all and Janie has to 
compromise with Tea Cake in order to finding self-actualization through the marriage 
[3]. Robert Stepto thinks that the omniscient narrative point of view rather than the 
first person narrative point of view indicates that Janie nerver finds her own voice and 
her self-actualization at all and it is a false appearance that Janie has her voice [4]. 
Bernard Bell has noticed that the omniscient narrator replaces the first person narrator 
from chapter three and the past events have gone far beyond Janie’s control until the 
last two pages of the novel is the story told in the first person point of view and Bernard 
suspects whether Janie can find her self-identity [5]. Miller Shawn believes that Janie 
has realize that obedience can help her to find a satisfactory husband from the the two 
former marriages and Janie makes compromises in her third marriage [6]. 

All those questioning claims from various critics have proved the close relation 
between literary and ideology. The French Marxist phycologist Louis Althusser holds 
that art comes from ideology but art is not a simple reproduction of ideology [7]. Terry 
Eagleton regards literature and ideology as two interrelated components and 
“literature becomes more than just a handmaiden of moral ideology” and he concludes 
that literature is moral ideology for the modern age [8].  

By analyzing from Janie’s voice, images relevant to Janie and the characterization of 
Janie, the suppression of Janie’s voice, the frequent use of traditional images in which 
patriarchal ideology is implied, and the obedience of characterization to patriarchal 
design of women’ images can be found. This novel still bathes in the ideology of 
patriarchy, from which it tries simultaneously to essentially escape. Janie is a traditional 
woman, catering to the image of woman defined by patriarchal ideology. In this sense, 
this novel works as an accessory with patriarchy. 
 

2. The Suppression of Women’s Voices 
 
Susan Sniader Lanser in her Fictions of Authority: Women Writers and Narrative Voice 
defines the term voice in feminism as the behavior of groups or individuals and the 
opinions centering on women [9]. However, Janie’s voice is always strangely left out at 
several critical moments which is an evidence of the fact that the patriarchal ideology 
has disturbed the text. The ideology can give a detailed and satisfactory explanation to 
the truth but when it comes into the text, fragments and omissions are produced. 
Raman Selden holds that there must be something that should not be said or have not 
be said because of the suppression from the ideology. Those can not be said and 
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haven’t be said compose the unconsciousness of the novel and reveal the fact that the 
patriarchy has removed women’s voices. 

There is no denying that Janie’s third husband Tea Cake has brought happiness to 
her. Actually, Janie is blinded by Tea Cake’s overwhelming love that Janie loses her 
voice and several fragments can be found in the novel. 

Mrs. Turner is a person who refuses to accept her own blackness and any 
characteristic related with black culture and feels a sense of superiority because of her 
lighter skin color. She feels honored by Janie’s acquaintance because anyone who 
looks more white folkish than herself is better than she is in her criteria, so she 
introduces her brother to Janie. Out of jealousy, Tea Cake warns Janie not to contact 
with those people. Tea Cake beats Janie when he knows the news that Mrs. Turner 
introduces her brother to Janie. He beats her not because of her improper behavior but 
because of the idea that as he can beat Janie, Janie belongs to him. Tea Cake even said 
“Janie is wherever Ah wants tuh be. Dat’s de kind uh wife she is and Ah love her for it... 
Ah beat her tuh show dem Turners who is boss...Ah jus’ let her see dat Ah got control. 
[10]” Faced with this, Janie is so tender that she don’t even holler but just cry. 

Domestic violence is the most cruel and brutal features of patriarchy. Janie’s attitude 
towards the domestic violence has fully shown her compromise to patriarchy. The 
fragments are produced because the event is narrated by Tea Cake and other black 
males. Alice Walker even considers the silence of Janie as a flaw of the novel for not 
showing women’s rebellion [11]. The patriarchy implants her mind with these ideas 
that women’s destiny and happiness lies in her marriage. Janie wears the womanish 
mask amenably. She centers around her husband, caring her husband and managing 
housework. When her husband beats her, she says nothing but just cries.  

Tea Cake is bite by a rabid dog when he tries to save Janie’s life in a hurricane. 
Affected by rabies, Tea cake shoots at Janie. Janie is forced to protect herself and 
finally shoots Tea Cake. When Janie is brought to court, she should have her voices 
here and defend for herself. Her control over the discourse power should have been 
fully displayed here. However, in the four pages of the trial, voices come from the 
judges, the juries composed of white people, her lawyers, doctor Mr. Prescott, and 
other males. When readers want to hear Janie speak as a heroine here, she is silent 
again at this critical moment. The patriarchy has deprived Janie of her voices. Any 
independent ideas or rebellions from women would be suppressed. Janie’s silence to 
some degree means her lost of self-identity 
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3. Images Bearing Patriarchal Ideology 
 
Susan Bordeaux believes that under the male-centered discourse system, women are 
defined as the “other” and they are easily influenced by cultural power embedded in 
images [12]. The blossoms of the pear-tree represent the influence of patriarchal 
power. 

Janie pursues her romantic dream since seeing the blossoming pear tree in her 
girlhood. “Oh to be a pear tree---any tree in bloom! With kissing bees singing of the 
beginning of the world! 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.” Janie wants to become a blossom tree and enjoy the kisses and love from 
the bees. When she marries Logan, the once thriving pear tree seems to be destroyed 
by a heavy frost in the winter. When she marries Joe, there is no blooming blossoms 
anymore. While Tea Cake is a bee to a blossom,---a pear tree blossom in the spring. 
Janie’s body is like the blossoms waiting for bees to come and kiss. Blossoms and bees 
is a pair of images that regards women in a passive position waiting for men’s exploring 
and exploiting. These images are criticized by Simone de Beauvoir in her The Second 
Sex because women are put in an objective and submissive position. Men prove their 
authorities by conquering women [13]. Men are satisfied during the conquering 
process and men can acquire a deeper satisfaction by molding the image of women. 
Women can know the world only by marring men. Janie becomes a woman by the 
three marriages. Marriage plays a major part in Janie’s growing. Janie’s first husband 
Logan saves her from the white people’s kitchen and makes her get rid of the fortune 
of being a mule or a spittoon. Joe, her second husband, brings hope and dream to Janie 
through his ambitions. Tea Cake, the third husband leads her to a much further horizon. 
Without marriage or without man, Janie can not mature. Women are like the blossoms 
that only by waiting for men’s coming, can they acquire the vigor of life. This is another 
proof that the novel works as an accessory with patriarchy. 
 

4. The Characterization of Janie 
 
Margaret Walters believes that women’s characterizations in literary works are chosen 
and determined by patriarchal ideology and the feminity is purposively planned and 
preserved by patriarchal ideology [14]. Janie’s temperament, ideas, and even her 
physical appearance fit in with men’s definition of women. The degree of whiteness 
once was and still now is a standard to measure feminity. Strong black women are 
regarded as those who lose their feminity.To black man, marrying a white skin girl 
means marring a gentle and delicate girl. It is easier to control and conquer such girls. 
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Janie is whiter than other black girls. Hurston unconsciously strengthens the 
construction of feminity based on the skin color.  

Bell Hooks believes that black women’s sexuality is a tool of racism. While in the 
novel, Hurston creates the image of Janie’s sexuality for several times [15]. And Janie’s 
long black hair is mentioned for several times. Almost all the black males in the novel 
are attracted by Janie’s skin color and her long black hair. “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.” These sensual features fit in with men’s 
imagination of women. Janie is positioned as sexualized and can be consumed.  

Janie thinks that marriage is more important than wealth. Her ultimate pursue is to 
live a sweet marriage life with a man. She leaves Logan who never show love to her and 
elopes with Joe who speaks for far horizon and speaks for change and chance. 
However, Tea Cake looked like the love thoughts of women. “He could be a bee to a 
blossom---a pear tree blossom in the spring. He seemed to be crushing scent out of the 
world with his footsteps.” Then she chooses Tea Cake. To Janie, the loving relationship 
with Tea Cake is the only human relationship she needs and helps her to realize and 
support herself. However, such expectation is wrong as Beauvoir says in her The 
Second Sex that the separation of one’s own effort and one’s benefit is the biggest 
obstacle of women’s self-actualization. 

Deeply fallen in love, Janie can not see the similarity between Joe and Tea Cake. Tea 
Cake said these last words to Janie before shooting her, “Janie, Ah done went through 
everything tuh be good tuh you and it hurt me tuh mah heart tuh be ill treated lak Ah 
is.” Joe said to Janie when he fell ill “Much as Ah done fuh yuh. Holdin’ me up tuh scorn. 
No sympathy!” The two men’s words indicate such a requirement for Janie that she 
must accept their devotion and pay back as much as they want. Janie can not resist or 
refuse. She must obey and show the feminity as the two men expect. Tea Cake stoles 
money from Janie, and flirts with other women and even beat Janie. He is internalized 
by patriarchal ideology. At the beginning of their marriage, Tea Cake tells Janie that he 
would exercise his power as a husband and earn money to support her. Janie quickly 
accepts such male chauvinist ideas though she has enough money to lead a decent life.  
 

5. Conclusion 
 
Many scholars agree that Janie is a new black female in possession of her own voice 
and having gained her self-identity in Their Eyes Were Watching God. However, by 
analyzing Janie’s voice, this paper finds that the patriarchal ideology in the novel 
removes Janie’s voice at several critic moment where she should have defended 
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herself . By inspecting images relevant to Janie, the author finds that blossoms and 
bees constitute a pair of metaphor that women are in a submissive and passive position 
waiting for men’s exploring and exploitation just like the blossoms waiting for bees’ 
hunting. Only through marriage, can Janie know the world and become mature. By 
observing the characterization of Janie, the paper finds that Janie’s lighter skin color 
and her sexy images are evidences of Hurston’s unconsciously strengthening the 
patriarchal ideology. The words Joe and Tea Cake says to Janie indicate that women 
should listen to men and act as they want and Janie acquiesce in the male chauvinism 
ideas. All these have shown that this novel still bathes in the ideology of patriarchy, 
from which it tries simultaneously to essentially escape and works as an accessory with 
patriarchy. 
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