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ABSTRACT

WOMEN AHEAD OF THEIR TIME; “THE AWAKENING” BY KATE CHOPIN
AND “THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING GOD” BY ZORA NEALE HURSTON

Vehbi Onur DEMIRCILER
Siileyman Demirel University Department of English Language and Literature
Master, 145 pages, July 2013
Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Beture MEMMEDOVA

The present thesis compares and analyzes two American female authors, Kate
Chopin living and creating at the end of the 19" century, and Zora Neale Hurston living
in the 20" century. Though the writers lived and wrote in different periods and societies,
their novels The Awakening (1899), Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), show more
similarities than differences as regards the position and place of women. The thesis
focuses on the lives of the authors and their reflection in both novels. The characters’
lives show big similarities with those of the authors. In addition, the position of women
in the societies they lived in is being critically evaluated. The protagonists of the two
novels manage to cope with lots of conflicts and hardships in order to gain their female
identity. As a result of their struggle, they are able to make independent and free choices
in society rather than submitting to oppressive rules and structure of a male dominant
society and accepting to be the inferior gender. Although they lead cultural and social
lives different from each other, they manage to realize themselves in the course of time.
The authors succeed in going beyond their own age through dealing with the issues in
their novels that nobody could even dare to talk about during the periods they lived.
This study reveals the unique development and enlightenment process of the characters
that were created by authors employing a feminist approach as well as revealing the
impact of society on them.

Keywords: Kate Chopin, Zora Neale Hurston, The Awakening, Their Eyes Were

Watching God, Feminism, Harlem Renaissance, Victorian Era, Patriarchy, Rebellion



OZET

ZAMANIN OTESINDEKi KADINLAR; KATE CHOPIN; UYANIS VE ZORA
NEALE HURSTON; TANRIYA BAKIYORLARDI

Vehbi Onur DEMIRCILER
Siileyman Demirel Universitesi, ingiliz Dili ve Edebiyat1 Boliimii
Yiiksek Lisans, 145 sayfa, Temmuz 2013
Damisman: Do¢. Dr. Beture MEMMEDOVA

Bu tez iki Amerikali yazari, 19. yiizyilin sonlarinda yasayan ve o donemde eser
veren Kate Chopin ile 20. yiizyilda yasayan Zora Neale Hurston’1 karsilagtirmakta ve
analiz etmektedir. Yazarlarin farkli dénemlerde ve toplumlarda yasamis ve yazmis
olmalarina ragmen, romanlar1 Uyanig (1899) ve Tanriya Bakiyorlardi (1937) kadinin
konumu ve yeri bakimindan farkliliklardan daha fazla benzerlikler gostermektedir. Bu
calisma, yazarlarin yasamlar1 ve yasamlarinin her iki roman iizerindeki yansimalar
tizerinde durmaktadir. Karakterlerin yasamlari, yazarlarinkiler ile biiyiik benzerlikler
gostermektedir. Bu konularin yami sira yasadiklari toplumlardaki kadinin yeri de
elestirel bir yaklasimla degerlendirilmektedir. iki romanin kahramanlari, kadin
kimliklerini kazanmak icin pek ¢ok catisma ve zorlukla basa ¢ikmay1 basarmislardir.
Miicadelerinin sonucu olarak da erkek egemen bir toplumun kurallarina ve yapisina
boyun egmek ve ikincil cinsiyet olmay1 kabullenmek yerine, toplumda kendi 6zgiir ve
bagimsiz kararlarini verebilmektedirler. Birbirlerinden farkh kiiltiirel ve sosyal yasamlar
siirmelerine ragmen, zaman i¢inde kendilerini gergeklestirmeyi basarirlar. Yazarlar,
yasadiklar1 donemde kimsenin konugmaya bile cesaret edemedigi konular1 romanlarinda
isleyerek kendi zamanlarinin Gtesine ge¢cmeyi basarmislardir. Bu calisma, yazarlar
tarafindan feminist bir yaklasim kullanilarak yaratilan karakterlerin benzersiz gelisim ve
aydinlanma siirecinin yani sira toplumun kendileri iizerindeki etkisini de ortaya

koymaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Kate Chopin, Zora Neale Hurston, Uyanig, Tanriya Bakiyorlardi,

Feminizm, Harlem RoOnasansi, Victoria Devri, Ataerki, Baskaldiri
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CHAPTER |

1.1. Introduction
During their life time both Kate Chopin and Zora Neale Hurston were not as

famous as during the years after their death. Kate Chopin passed away in 1904 and for
sixty years she was not mentioned, referred and remembered in literary world again.
However, with the publication of “The Complete Works of Kate Chopin” by Per
Seyersted, Chopin came into the circulation of literature once more in 1969. Similar to
Chopin, Zora Neale Hurston and her novels became popular and achieved value and
acceptance in literary world in 1970s long after her death.

In both novels, writers emphasize the gender ideology in their cultures and the
differences between their past and present. Especially it is evident in the novels that
writers reflect some sections from their lives and they question the place and level of
woman in society in accordance with their own life experiences. Protagonists of the
novels, Edna Pontellier and Janie Crawford, struggle against the traditional Southern
myth society order which was dominant over female gender. This ideology was
substantially shaped by the sexual differences and the sexual characteristics, imposed on
male and female. Chopin and Hurston tried to struggle against this prevailing power via

their characters in the novels.

Although gender differences are among the most accepted reasons giving rise to
man’s dominance over woman, the famous French writer and feminist Simone de
Beauvoir suggests that “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman”* in her book
“Second Sex” and she asserts the feminine is not a characteristic which is shaped at the
moment of birth, but it is shaped through social and cultural interactions between

genders, and experiences of female individuals.

From time to time women in real life can have rebellious acts like the

protagonists of the novels and an important reason for this is that they can have

! Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, Vintage Classics, New York, 1997, p. 295.



characteristics and identities different from the expectations of society with the effects
of changing technology, society and essential needs. Therefore, women expected and
demanded the society change the views on the historical and traditional sexual relations
in which woman was hold in strict borders determined by male power. This act of
rebellion was both fictional in the novels and realistic in reality, because by doing so, a
woman was supposed to be questioned with modern gender identities and this would

mean a more independent female in society.

The process of changing the concept of woman in society and literature was not
easy because the society was constructed by a male-centred world, according to which
female and female’s writing was inferior to the men’s. All the norms were established in
accordance with the needs and fulfilments of male and everything in society was
observed, designed and maintained from the point of view of only males. But the social,
technological, and industrial changes affected woman deeply and they were deeply in
need of changing their lives according to these changes.

First of all, the women went through a shift from domestic life to public arena
with their more powerful self-identities. They had to experience some difficulties during
this process because of the public’s ideas about traditional life and place of woman in
the past and the woman of their time, on the base of patriarchal norms. Female writers
make frequent use of this conflict in society which was stuck between past and present.
In both of the novels, the writers reflect this sudden conflict and transition of woman in
society, its effects and conclusions via their rebellious acts and struggles of female

characters.

Both Kate Chopin and Zora Neale Hurston took part in the Southern
Renaissance by discussing and criticizing gender relations and exposing the spiritual
awakening of the women in their novels. In this sense, both Their Eyes Were Watching
God and The Awakening are among the finest examples of female bildungsroman? in
terms of woman’s creating a self-identity which possess a lot more different

characteristics than the novels of their predecessors.

® This is a very popular form of storytelling whereby the author bases the plot on the overall growth of the central
character throughout the timeline of the story. As the story progresses, the subject undergoes noticeable mental,
physical, social, emotional, moral, and often spiritual advancement and strengthening before the readers’ eyes. It has
often been seen that the protagonist begins with views, aims and dreams that are in contrast to the other character’s in
the story and then fights his or her way through to achieve them. http://literary-devices.com/content/bildungsroman
(05.04.2013)


http://literary-devices.com/content/bildungsroman

Out of a sustained dialogue between the fictions of the past and the demands of
the present, they eventually develop their own visions. The constructions of the
self is presented as a dialogic process in which memory, recollection, reflection,
and reconceptualization play crucial roles. In this context, as works dealing with
self-construction, these texts are examined as fictions of female development.3

In the process of the development of women within the society, the period and
the conditions and requirements of the period are important to understand the evolution
of women related to the historical background. Particularly with the industrialization

period, women gained much value and confidence as an individual and labour force.

The Southern Renaissance is an intellectual blossoming and awakening that
emerged in the southern regions of America during the first half of 20" century. Until
southern states’ joining to the American Union, the region consisted of agrarian
community which was fully isolated from the world. Following the civil war, this area
was heavily affected by the industrial and technological revolution when compared to
the other regions, because this was a sudden and unexpected impact of the urban society
on this rural region. The war accelerated the process of this industrialization in that
when a large number of white men left their homelands for war, both blacks and women

were urgently demanded in order to respond to the need of labour force of the society.

In pre-industrial societies, the dominance of patriarchy was far more sensible
when compared to the industrialized societies of post-war period. In the antebellum
period, namely before industrialization, father or husband figures were the only bread-
winners and representatives of economic power in the house and the patriarchal family

lost its significance during industrialization and capitalism.

New sectors were founded with fresh economic and working opportunities and
these sectors demanded more workers regardless of gender discrimination. And this
demand, to a large extent, was satisfied by female power owing to their lower salaries
when compared to those of men, and so, the female shared the economic power with

men although they were not as powerful as they.

Of course all these incidents happened much more painfully than we can

imagine today, because in Southern regions slavery was still a dominant factor which

® Dilek Direng, Sheltered Eyes Awakened; Rereading Chopin, Glasgow, and Hurston Rewriting the Renaissance
South, Ege University Press, Bornova- izmir, 2006, p. 8.



prevented the liberation of both male and female slaves and did not allow any progress

in women’s lives, and racism was still in progress:

Within the system of patriarchal values, man was the all-powerful source of
authority in the family; then the family was the source of social order and
stability; and the planter class consisted of white slaveholding men was the
source of authority for the whole Southern society. If any member within this
strictly hierarchical structure went against the authority of the master, the threat
was directed against the entire social order.*

Accordingly, it can be argued that the struggle of women for having equal rights

in the society with men was not only for equal gender relations but also for racial issues.

Developments in fields of communication and transportation gave opportunity to
Southern Society to reach the new world out of their isolated area and create their own
world of ideas. With the Southern Society’s penetration to the middle working class
during industrialization process, the construction of society and gender roles as well as

the economic life of society changed by means of the new opportunities given to them.

Southern women were conditioned to be dependant on traditional roles given to
them and the image of woman was identified with the characteristics of piety, purity,
prayers, domestic chores and submissiveness. For antebellum Southern women, white
woman was a special breed which was situated beyond her appointed border. All of
these concepts changed after the war with the new ideas and concepts of the urban
society, and as the characteristics of modern women penetrated into Southern Society,
woman’s traditional roles of being mother, wife and devoted servant to domesticity

changed into a career demanding a woman with education.

Women became more aware of the new world concepts through the educational
opportunities provided and they campaigned for new equal laws and for better and more
respectful working conditions than before. Hence it would not be wrong to name this
period as the awakening of women and their transition from traditional and domestic
life to public arena just as Edna Pontellier and Janie Crawford experienced through their

individual struggles.

Both of the novels, The Awakening and Their Eyes Were Watching God, focus

on the gradual awakening and the development of characters from their adolescence to

* Sheltered Eyes Awakened... p. 40.



maturity, providing fine depictions both physically and mentally; therefore both of these

novels can be examined as bildungsroman.

Chopin’s and Hurston’s bildungsromans are different from the classical genre on
account of protagonists’ realizing themselves; while in classical bildungsroman the
male protagonist realizes himself through self discovery, development and
enlightenment in his inner world and then in society, the protagonists of both novels -
Edna Pontellier and Janie Mae Crawford- realize themselves firstly in their inner
essence and then try to adapt their new enlightened individual into the society and

traditions:

In this approach, self is not a fixed essence to be discovered, but a product of
constant interaction between the individual mind and its social, cultural, and
historical setting.

Female bildungsroman of the modern period usually portrays an inward
journey, which often culminates in a tragic awakening to the unresolvable
conflict between women’s needs and aspirations and the societal limitations
imposed upon them.’

Edna Pontellier and Janie Crawford struggle hard mentally and physically to
reflect their enlightened inner worlds to their public and social lives. In these struggles
they come across many limitations of patriarchal society. As a consequence of their
endeavour and striving, they take their place in the society with their explored new
selves and they feel alienation and loneliness. At the end of these struggles Edna
chooses death and Janie shoots her beloved husband. Although these endings may seem
as dramatic actions, they are actually their victories of their suppressed identities over

the society thanks to their making decision without anyone’s consent.

In this thesis, Their Eyes Were Watching God and The Awakening are examined
in a comparative way according to the period they were written, the experience of their
authors and its reflection on the novels, the place of women in their societies and their
rebellious acts in fulfilling themselves and the protagonists’ interactions with society
during their process of awakening. All these will be given in a feminist background and
by taking Edna’s and Janie’s social and individual endeavours into consideration and by
setting up an analogy between women’s gradual evolution in historical background and

protagonists’ awakening process.

> Sheltered Eyes Awakened... p. 34.



In chapter two, feminism as an approach and the condition of women will be
presented and discussed in detail. In addition to these, the evolution of feminism
throughout centuries, its effects on different societies and Harlem Renaissance will be

analyzed.

Chapter three will focus on the autobiographical features of the authors in order
to understand the novels better and to make some fruitful connections between the
author and her protagonist. Women’s place in society during the Victorian Age and
Harlem Renaissance are particularly given to emphasize the social background and its
realization in the novels. Edna Pontellier and Janie Crawford’s places and roles in their
society are also handled as a source of fictional background and for analyzing the deeds

of characters better.

The process of Edna Pontellier and Janie Crawford’s rebelling and finding their
own independent voice in society are accounted separately in Chapter Four. In this
chapter, their interactions with society and their husbands are especially scrutinized to

indicate the qualifications of bildungsroman.

In general, both of the authors were overlooked during their life time especially
after publishing their masterpieces since their ideas and thoughts were ahead of their
time. Their societies were not used to a woman’s independence whether it was fictional
or not, so both of the women writers and their works of art were excluded from society
of the period. But nevertheless, their gift of prescience is reinforced by its constituting
the base of feminism even today.

1.2. The Subject of the Study
The novels “The Awakening” written by Kate Chopin in 19" century and “Their

Eyes were Watching God” written by Zora Neale Hurston in 20™ Century tell us about
the clashes of female protagonists with the society and the era they belong to. The main
reason for the conflict is the gradual exposure of the suppressed female liberties and a
never-ending search for a female identity. In terms of these clashes and spiritual
awakenings, the bonds between the authors and their characters are explored and

emphasized; and most of all, how they obtained their independence as a result of this



clash and what the result was; Edna’s (The Awakening) facing a tragic suicide after this
process and Janie’s (Their Eyes were Watching God) becoming free and happy but
alone constitute a general framework as well. Besides, a racial approach towards the
white and black societies to which characters belong and their reaction to women’s

struggle in terms of gender and race are also dwelt on.

1.3. The Purpose and the Significance of The Study
The main purpose of the study was to observe the social change and spiritual

development of the female characters and their predicaments during their self-
realization process. How traces from the authors’ own lives are reflected onto the
characters within this process and lives of the women of the period are revealed and
discussed. To what extent and how the woman is valued or oppressed in the societies
they lived in; settling the woman’s place in social pyramid of black and white societies,
and comparison of these female characters with other women that possess the standard

of judgement of the very same society are among the issues dealt with in this paper.

1.4. The Method of the Study
Impact of the societies of the periods during which these works were written on

female characters, and their social lives are studied and handled in detail. What kind of
a life the women lead in patriarchal societies and how they are influenced by the
responsibilities, duties and roles that they are loaded are looked into in a social
framework. The issues addressed in the two books were viewed using a feminist
approach. Besides, Harlem Renaissance is emphasized through its impact on the

society. Text- based approach was also employed.

1.5. The Limitations
Although much effort was made to cover the critical articles on the books in

question, and to see the differences and similarities in the lives of different women in
different periods, our paper is not without limitations and shortcomings. The limitation

of this thesis can be the fact that the psychoanalytic approach, naturalism, and humanist



analysis are not used enough to explore the psychology of the characters and authors
substantially.



CHAPTER Il

2.1. Feminism in General
It is difficult to define feminism in terms of definite core concepts because

feminism consists of a group of ideas and actions. The women’s inferior position in
society and discrimination against women due to their sex only constitutes the base of
feminism. Feminists’ main aim is to change and reduce this discrimination between

genders in the social, economic, political and cultural order.

The term feminist was used for the first time in 1871 in France in field of
medicine to show feminization of male sexual organs. In the political and social field,
this term was used by a French writer and anti-feminist, Alexandre Dumas, in I’homme-
femme, which is about adultery. When the theme of adultery is taken into consideration
with feminism, it is not surprising that the term feminism is seen as a challenging force

against men by some even in 21% century.

Although feminism as a term has many meanings in accordance with the
conditions and needs of women in different societies and ages, it is based on the
doctrine of equality of genders which came forward as a reaction against the women’s
secondary place when compared to men. It was used as a term for the first time by
Alexander Dumas in order to indicate a movement of women’s rights that emerged in
1872. This ideology, which is also called as a politic movement, is an act of retrieving
women from their secondary position. The question of Mary Astel; "If all Men are born
Free, why are all Women born Slaves?"® lies behind the notion of feminist movement.
Similarly, according to Andree Michel, this movement is a kind of teaching which

foresees the enlargement of rights and roles of women within the society.

At the point of origin of this teaching, we see the abolishment of secondary
position of woman, sex discrimination and social oppression in patriarchal societies.
Although this teaching became a political movement in the midst of 19" century, its
roots go far back to the creation of humankind and formation of social order, and it aims

to remove the problematique of discrimination. Among the most obvious examples of

® Patricia Springborg, Astell: Political Writings, Cambridge University Press, Freie Universitit Bozen, Bolzano,
1996, p. 18.



the discrimination are the inferior place of women, their being considered equal to
slaves and their not being considered as a legal entity during their life times in ancient
Greek societies. Man is superior to woman in terms of creation and according to Greek
poet Hesiod, each man has legislative power on his children and wife. In compliance
with this view, Plato states that both man and woman who have a golden heart should
be trained on the point of being philosopher- king, but he sticks to the age’s ideology of
patriarchal dominance by adding that women have a natural weakness because of their
creation. But nevertheless, Plato is accepted as one of the first feminists since he
foresees the recognition of woman in social life. It can be understood that a similar
situation exists in Rome too and women can not own and enjoy their independence as a
man does, and what is more, according to Marcus Cato women are not equal to men, but
when women have got the chance to be equal, they will be superior to men. In Rome
during the reign of 1% Justinianos (482-565), women commence several rebellious acts
to have better rights and social status, and a reform is made in social order and they

obtain new rights by means of this feminist based movement.

Although the mid of 19™ century seems to be the starting point of women’s
rights movements, in fact it had started long before these dates. In these periods
feminism emerged as a political and social movement which was conceptualized and the
idea of feminism came into being long before its terminalisation. In 1848, the women’s
rights movement started to emerge with the Seneca Falls Convention. Following this
convention, National Woman Suffrage Association was founded in New York, in 1869.
Several types of associations similar to these were founded in Britain in the following
years to reduce the inequalities and injustices in women’s social and economic life.
Besides these organisations, some French writers such as Olympe de Gauges and
Theroigne de Mericourt fought individually in order to gain the rights which were

promised to women by French Revolution.

With feminism becoming a popular movement around the world, the opposing
forces which deny this movement are crucial. Even after feminism became a literary
term, many feminists still denied themselves as feminists in 1960s and 1970s, because
there were still many questions and debates over the aims and objects of feminism.
Among these debates, the definition and essentials of feminism are stated by Delmar
(1986:13). According to him:

10



There are those who claim that feminism does have a complex of ideas about
women, specific to or emanating from feminists. This means that it should be
possible to separate out feminism and feminists from the multiplicity of those
who concerned with women’s issues. It is by no means absurd to suggest that
you don’t have to be a feminist to support women’s rights to equal treatment,
and that not all those supportive of women’s demands are feminists. In this light
feminism can claim its own history, its own practises, its own ideas, but
feminists can make no claim to an exclusive interest in or copyright over
problems affecting women. Feminism can thus be established as a field (and
this even if scepticism is still needed in the face of claims or demands for a
unified feminism), but cannot claim women as its domain.’

In the historical classification of feminism, it is seen that the terms of feminism
were shaped according to a series of waves. The first wave of feminism took place in
late nineteenth century and early twentieth century and aimed to obtain equal rights for
women and rights of suffrage. Second feminism wave is the revival of the first wave
which went on between 1960s and 1970s. Second Wave feminism focused mostly on
sexuality, economic freedom, family matters and unequal political rights. Although
feminism is seen to have been shaped by two waves, second wave is a continuum of the

first wave’s thoughts and actions.

Increasing quality of education in Europe and America and the effects of the
Second World War on societies made the second flow more effective than expected. As
men left their homes to fight at the war, women took charge of the social duties of men
and they could have a chance to take part in several positions in society life. Men
managed to recapture their former power in social life during post war period and
patriarchal life started again, but this time the rights demanded by women were more
than the former flow and they tried hard to realize their own ideals because they were
more educated and they had become aware of their power and essence during the war

period without man dominance over them.

In pre-industrial societies, the dominance of patriarchy was far more sensible
when compared to industrialized societies after war. In the antebellum period, namely
before industrialization, father or husband figures were the only bread-winners and
representatives of economic power in the house. The patriarchal family lost its
significance during industrialization and capitalism. New sectors were founded with

fresh economic and working opportunities and these sectors demanded more workers

7 Jane Freedman, Feminism, Open University Press, Buckingham/Philadelphia, 2001, p.3.
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regardless of gender discrimination. And this demand was satisfied largely by female
power because of their lower salaries when compared to those of men, and so the female
were able to share the economic power with men although they were not as powerful as

men.

Of course this was more difficult than expected, because in Southern regions
slavery was still a dominant factor which prevented the liberation and encouragement of

both male and female slaves and racism was still on progress:

Within the system o