
Chapter 20

Chapter 20 of Their Eyes Were Watching God explores the profound emotional toll that
Tea Cake’s loss has on Janie, as well as the reaction of the community to the tragedy.
The townspeople, eager to absolve themselves of any negative feelings toward Janie,
direct their anger and blame toward Mrs. Turner’s brother, accusing him of inciting the
events that led to Tea Cake’s death. This attempt to shift blame and absolve
themselves of complicity is compounded by the fact that Janie is largely seen as a
victim of Tea Cake’s supposed madness, with many claiming that her actions were
simply a form of self-defense. Despite the community’s attempt to rationalize and
justify their feelings, Janie’s grief is undeniable. The house, once filled with love and
warmth, now feels empty and cold, and Janie clings to the only physical reminder of
her life with Tea Cake: a small package of garden seeds he had bought for her. These
seeds, which symbolize both Janie’s memories of their shared life and the life they
planned together, become a source of solace and connection to him, even as they
cannot replace the joy she once knew.

As Janie works through her grief, her relationship with Pheoby takes on new
dimensions, as their conversations provide a sense of comfort and understanding.
During this time, Janie reflects deeply on love, and through her musings, she compares
love to the sea, describing it as something fluid, constantly changing, and shaped by
its surroundings. This comparison captures Janie’s journey through her own
experiences with love, illustrating how her perceptions have evolved over time. For
Janie, love is no longer something fixed or constrained by societal expectations but is
something that flows and adapts to the challenges life presents. Pheoby, inspired by
Janie’s reflection, finds a renewed sense of empowerment, realizing that love and life
must be understood through one’s own experiences and choices. This conversation
reinforces the theme of self-discovery, suggesting that true fulfillment comes from



within and that each person’s journey is deeply personal. It is through these shared
moments of reflection that Janie and Pheoby both come to recognize that love, while
powerful, must also be understood as a force that both shapes and is shaped by
individual experience.

Later, as Janie retreats to her bedroom, the weight of the past, particularly the loss of
Tea Cake, presses on her. The room, once filled with their shared memories, now feels
heavy with sorrow. Yet, even amidst the overwhelming sadness, Janie finds moments
of clarity as she recalls the joyful times with Tea Cake. These memories, filled with
laughter and love, bring light to the darkness of her grief, reminding Janie that despite
the loss, there were times of happiness that will remain with her. The imagery of
pulling in her horizon is central to Janie’s emotional and spiritual growth. It symbolizes
her journey toward understanding herself more fully, as well as her ability to find
strength in the face of adversity. In the solitude of her room, Janie comes to terms with
the complexity of her emotions, recognizing that her past with Tea Cake was a mix of
both joy and pain. This realization sets the stage for her healing, as she accepts that
love, with all its beauty and heartbreak, has shaped her into the woman she is today.
Janie’s story is one of growth, as she learns to embrace her past and look forward to
the future, knowing that she possesses the resilience to continue moving forward. This
chapter highlights the emotional depth of Janie’s journey, capturing her struggle with
loss while simultaneously showcasing her ability to find peace and strength in the face
of uncertainty. Through this reflective moment, Janie moves toward healing,
understanding that the challenges of the past do not define her future, and that she
can find new beginnings even after profound loss.


