
Chapter 5

Chapter 5 of Their Eyes Were Watching God takes Janie and Joe Starks to the town of
Maitland, where Joe’s dissatisfaction with the town’s condition is immediately
apparent. He expresses displeasure over the lack of leadership and the dilapidated
state of the area, underscoring his own ambitious nature. This dissatisfaction leads Joe
to seek out the town’s mayor, only to discover that there is no mayor, prompting him
to propose forming a committee for the town’s improvement. Joe’s overwhelming
desire to improve his surroundings and elevate his social standing is evident in his
quick action. Janie, on the other hand, silently admires his ambition, though her
response is more muted, contrasting their different ways of reacting to the new
environment they find themselves in.

As the couple meets local men like Lee Coker and Governor Amos Hicks, they get an
introduction to the town’s community dynamics. The men offer their thoughts on the
area, and while Joe listens, he does not let their leisure pass unnoticed. Instead, he
quickly dismisses their idle talk, focused on his plans to build a store and bring
prosperity to the town. His determination is evident as he speaks of bringing new
infrastructure and changes that will supposedly improve the town. The townspeople
are both intrigued and confused by Joe’s unshakable confidence and ambitions, unsure
of how to react to his vision of progress. While some may welcome his ideas, they also
view him with skepticism, unsure of the outcomes his grand ambitions will lead to.

Joe’s desire to establish a store soon becomes the center of his plans for Maitland, with
his belief that it will become a focal point for the town. Janie, though hesitant, becomes
involved in the business, taking on the role of the mayor’s wife, but her involvement
feels more passive than active. The townspeople, who observe Joe and Janie’s arrival,
offer both laughter and critiques, highlighting the divide between Joe’s high aspirations
and the reality of building such a vision. Joe’s determination to establish himself and



Janie as important figures in the town becomes more evident as he strives to shape
their identity. However, the narrative hints at Janie’s growing discomfort in her role, as
she begins to feel a sense of isolation within the social structure Joe is creating. The
tension between her desires and the public image Joe is crafting becomes an
underlying theme.

As evening approaches, Joe organizes a grand celebration to mark their arrival and to
solidify his place within the community. This event is an attempt to both establish Joe’s
authority and to assert Janie’s role as his wife, the first lady of the town in his eyes.
Joe’s ambitions are on full display as he speaks of future plans, including the
construction of a lamppost to light the town. The lamppost serves as a symbol of
progress and modernization, a tangible representation of Joe’s plans for the town’s
future. While the townspeople participate in the festivities, uniting around Joe’s vision,
there is an undercurrent of skepticism. Some wonder whether his authoritative
demeanor and ambitious plans are truly in the best interest of the town, or if they are
simply an exercise in ego-building.

By the end of the chapter, Janie reflects on the growing distance between herself and
Joe. Despite his ambitious talks of a bright future, she finds herself becoming more
isolated. Joe’s determination to achieve his visions and shape the future for them both
has created a rift between their personal desires and the public persona he is
constructing. Janie begins to question the emotional cost of Joe’s ambitions, feeling
increasingly disconnected from the man she married. The chapter serves as a pivotal
moment in Janie’s inner journey, as she starts to realize that the grandiose plans Joe
has for their lives may come at the expense of their personal connection. The contrast
between Joe’s external success and Janie’s internal isolation sets the stage for the
growing emotional tension in their relationship.


