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Annotation: In Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, 

figurative language is a defining feature of the narrative style, serving to enhance both 

the emotional depth and thematic complexity of the novel. Hurston employs 

metaphors, such as the horizon and the pear tree, to represent Janie’s aspirations and 

ideals, weaving these symbols throughout the text to underscore her journey of self-

discovery. Vivid imagery breathes life into the settings and characters, while 

personification of the natural world connects human experiences to the broader forces 

of nature. Hurston's dual-layered storytelling—lyrical narration paired with colloquial 

dialogue—creates a balance between universal themes and cultural specificity. By 

using figurative language, Hurston transforms the novel into a rich tapestry of meaning, 

elevating it beyond a simple narrative into a profound exploration of love, freedom, 

and identity. This technique not only deepens the reader's engagement but also cements 

the novel’s status as a timeless literary masterpiece. 
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The Effect of Figurative Language in Narrative Style: Examining "Their 
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Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God is celebrated not only for its 

rich storytelling and exploration of African American culture but also for its masterful 

use of figurative language. Hurston employs metaphors, symbolism, imagery, and 

personification to craft a vivid narrative that transcends mere storytelling, immersing 

readers in the emotional and sensory experiences of her characters. This figurative 

language is a cornerstone of the novel's narrative style, enhancing its themes and 

emotional resonance. 

Figurative Language as a Tool for Theme Exploration 

Hurston uses figurative language to deepen the novel's central themes, such as love, 

freedom, identity, and self-discovery. For example, the recurring metaphor of the 

horizon represents Janie Crawford's aspirations and the boundless possibilities of life. 

The horizon becomes a symbol of her journey toward self-fulfillment, encapsulating 

her quest for a life that aligns with her desires and individuality. This metaphor frames 

the narrative, opening and closing the story with a focus on Janie’s relationship to her 

dreams and the world around her. 

Another significant metaphor is the blossoming pear tree, which represents Janie's 

idealized vision of love. Early in the novel, the tree's imagery encapsulates her longing 

for a harmonious, reciprocal connection. This symbol recurs throughout the text, 

serving as a measure against which Janie evaluates her relationships. Hurston’s ability 

to infuse such metaphors with emotional weight allows readers to experience Janie's 

inner world more profoundly. 

Imagery and Symbolism in Character and Setting 

Hurston's use of vivid imagery not only brings the settings of Eatonville and the 

Everglades to life but also reflects the emotional landscapes of her characters. The 

storm that devastates the Everglades in the novel’s climax is a prime example of this. 

The storm is more than a natural disaster—it is a symbol of chaos and uncontrollable 

forces that disrupt human plans and relationships. Through evocative descriptions of 

the storm's ferocity, Hurston communicates the fragility of human existence and the 

inevitability of conflict between nature and civilization. Similarly, Hurston’s depiction 

of characters through figurative language enriches their complexity. For instance, Joe 

Starks is often associated with material symbols, such as his gold spittoon and his grand 

house, which highlight his ambition and desire for control. In contrast, Tea Cake is 
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depicted with organic and dynamic imagery that aligns with his spontaneity and zest 

for life, illustrating the differences between these two pivotal figures in Janie's life. 

Personification and the Narrative Voice 

Personification plays a vital role in Hurston's narrative style, especially in connecting 

the natural world with human emotions. The wind, the sun, and even the horizon are 

imbued with human characteristics, creating a world where nature mirrors the inner 

lives of the characters. For example, the pear tree is described as “calling” to Janie, 

suggesting an intimate and almost spiritual relationship between her and the natural 

world. This blending of the human and non-human extends to the narrative voice itself, 

which oscillates between lyrical descriptions and colloquial dialogue. Hurston 

masterfully integrates the voice of the narrator with the spoken language of her 

characters, creating a dual-layered storytelling approach. The poetic narrative voice 

employs figurative language to evoke universal themes, while the characters’ 

vernacular speech grounds the story in its cultural and historical context. 

Enhancing Emotional Depth 

Hurston’s figurative language also amplifies the emotional intensity of the narrative. 

By transforming abstract emotions into concrete images, she allows readers to feel the 

highs and lows of Janie’s journey viscerally. For instance, when Janie reflects on her 

past, the imagery of her memories as "a great tree in leaf with things suffered, things 

enjoyed, things done and undone" captures the complexity of her experiences in a way 

that resonates deeply. Through such language, Hurston conveys not just the events of 

the story but their emotional and existential weight. This makes the novel not just a 

narrative but an evocative exploration of human existence. 

Conclusion 

The effect of figurative language in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were 

Watching God cannot be overstated. By weaving metaphors, imagery, symbolism, and 

personification into the fabric of the narrative, Hurston creates a story that is as much 

about the beauty of language as it is about the journey of its protagonist. This richly 

layered narrative style allows readers to connect with Janie’s story on an intellectual, 

emotional, and sensory level, making the novel a timeless masterpiece. Through her 

artful use of figurative language, Hurston not only tells a story but also invites readers 
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to see the world—and themselves—through a more poetic and expansive lens. In 

addition to enriching the narrative and deepening its themes, Hurston’s use of 

figurative language also bridges the gap between the personal and the universal. While 

Janie’s journey is uniquely hers—rooted in the cultural and historical realities of her 

time—the vivid metaphors and evocative imagery resonate with readers across 

different contexts. By translating complex emotions and abstract ideas into sensory and 

symbolic language, Hurston crafts a story that speaks to the shared human experience 

of longing, growth, and self-discovery. Her masterful integration of figurative language 

not only elevates the literary quality of the novel but also ensures its enduring relevance 

and impact. In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston shows how language can 

transform a simple tale into an extraordinary exploration of life’s beauty and struggles, 

leaving readers with a work that lingers in both heart and mind. 
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