
Foreword by Mary Helen Washington

The foreword to "Their Eyes Were Watching God" explores the significant evolution in the reception of Zora
Neale Hurston's seminal novel since its first publication in 1937. Initially dismissed and even critiqued by
prominent literary figures—especially by male critics who favored works depicting the struggles of African
Americans—Hurston's work struggled to gain recognition amidst a backdrop where tales of black suffering
were prioritized. Critics like Richard Wright disparaged the novel as superficial, targeting its portrayal of
black life as entertaining fodder for white audiences.

However, this perception shifted dramatically by the 1980s, marking the 50th anniversary of the novel. The
University of Illinois Press celebrated the resurgence of interest, calling it a "bestseller" and heralding
Hurston as a key figure in black literature. Additionally, the advent of Black Studies programs in the late
1960s saw a resurgence of Hurston's work, highlighted by the personal revelations of women readers who
connected deeply with Janie Crawford’s journey of self-discovery. The narrative, rich with black folk
traditions and centered on a female protagonist, appealed to women seeking representation in literature. Janie
became a symbol of empowerment, defying traditional gender roles and stereotypes.

Figures such as Alice Walker further propelled Hurston's legacy by advocating for her recognition and
ensuring that her resting place received acknowledgment. By the 1970s, "Their Eyes" had become a staple in
university courses and discussions within Black literature, prompting critical examination of its themes,
particularly Janie's voice and autonomy. As discussions unfolded, a feminist reading emerged, shedding light
on the novel's subtext regarding women’s silence and empowerment.

Despite the acclaim, questions persist regarding Janie's agency and the dynamics of her relationships,
especially with men like Tea Cake. The work is honored for its complexity and rich narrative, illustrating the
ongoing relevance of Hurston's exploration of identity, cultural heritage, and women's roles within a
patriarchal society. As a result, "Their Eyes Were Watching God" stands as a significant literary achievement
that continues to resonate with new generations of readers while nurturing a critical scholarship that evolves
with each reading.


