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Abstract 

Our present research paper proposes a comparative study between John Millington 
Synge’s play Riders to the Sea (1904) and Zora Neale Hurston’s short story John Redding 
Goes to Sea (1921) in order to show how both writers used their native language in their 
literary works as a means to resist their oppressors and to impose their identity. Our paper 
explores the theme of language and identity in the two works. To treat this issue, we have 
relied on Ashcroft’sGriffith’s and Tiffin’s concepts of Abrogation, Subversion and 
Appropriation that are developed in their book The Empire Writes Back: Theory and 
Practice in Post-Colonial Literature (2002). Our discussion is divided into three chapters; 
the first one provides a historical context of both works in order to understand the 
affinities between the two works. In the second chapter, we have tried to study Abrogation 
and Subversion in both works to detect the way Synge and Hurston celebrate and defend 
their language and identity. Finally, the third chapter deals with the Strategies of 
Appropriation in the two works. After having examined the two literary works in the light 
of Ashcroft’s concepts, we have concluded that Synge and Hurston used their native 
language to dismantle and subvert the culture of their oppressors.  
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I)  General Introduction  

 During the nineteenth century, the dominant cultures British and American tried to 

devalorize and marginalize the Irish and Afro-American ancestral languages. As a result, 

many Irish and Afro-American writers came to revive their native cultures through creating 

two literary and cultural revolutions referred to as the Irish and the Harlem Renaissances. 

  The Irish Revival is a rebirth of interest in Irish language, literature and history. 

Equally to the Irish Revival, the Harlem Renaissance is a cultural movement in which there 

was a great emergence of literature, music and other artistic forms inspired by Afro-

Americans.1 Moreover, the Celtic Revival aimed at saving the Irish folklore, legends and 

traditions, similarly, the Harlem Renaissance looked for preserving the Afro-American’s 

history, culture and identity. 

 Writers of the Harlem Renaissance emerged to describe that period, celebrate and 

rediscover the Black culture and folktales that were inherited from the Reconstruction Era 

and the years of slavery.2Among them, we find W.E.B DuBois, Countee Cullen, Langston 

Hughes, Frederic Douglas and Zora Neale Hurston. On the other hand, writers from the 

Irish Revival like W.B Yeats, Lady Gregory, Douglas Hyde, and John Millington Synge 

aimed to revive their Gaelic language and identity through creating the Abbey Theatre and 

producing literary works, which praise the Irish culture. 

 During the Irish Renaissance, John Millington Synge entered the world of literature 

with his powerful and dramatic literary works such as The Shadow of the Glen (1903), 

Riders to the Sea (1904),The Playboy of the Western World (1907) and The 

Tinker’sWedding (1909). Equally,Zora Neale Hurston during the Harlem Renaissance was 

considered as the major figure in creating the Black’s folk. In this period, Hurston wrote a 

set of works like John Redding Goes to Sea (1921), Drenched in Light (1924), Spunk 

(1925) and Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937). John Millington Synge as a post-
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colonial playwright presents the rural life of Ireland through his one-act play Riders to the 

Sea and Zora Neale Hurston as a post-bellum writer aimed for a rebirth of Black’s culture 

through her short story John Redding Goes to Sea. 

 Review of the Literature 

 John Millington Synge and Zora Neale Hurston have been the subject matter of many 

critics, since they experienced two major revivals in the world of literature during the 

nineteenth century. Synge, on the one hand participated in the Irish Literary Revival andon 

the other hand, Hurston participated in the Harlem Renaissance. During that period, both 

Synge and Hurston produced two major works about the situation of their communities. 

Synge’s Riders to the Sea explores the time that he spent in the Aran Islands living with 

the peasants and experiencing their sufferings and daily struggles with the sea. 

Comparably, Hurston’s John Redding Goes to Sea explores the real life of the Afro-

Americans in South America during the years of segregation and discrimination. Besides, 

the two workshave been analyzed and criticized by many critics and writers. 

 Synge’s Riders to the Sea had been studied several times by many critics and from 

different perspectives. ElifOzçesmeci in her thesis,The Representation of Rural Irish 

Characters in J.M. Synge’s Riders to the Sea, The Tinker’s Wedding, and The Playboy of 

the Western World (2013) analyses the characters of Riders to the Sea and the 

representation of peasantry life in Ireland during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Moreover,she presents the play from the real situation of the islanders and from John 

Millington Synge’s experience in the Islands. According to her, Synge wrote his play 

during the years when Ireland was healing from the dominance of the British Empire,3and 

his language reflects the identity of the Islanders.4 She adds that his play aims to revive the 

Irish folklore and to assert Irishness.5 
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 Ozçesmci focusses on Synge’s interests in the peasant’s culture and ‘local colour’ 

of rural Ireland.6She considers that Synge’s play is the result of his experience in the Aran 

Islands, since the stories he heard and the funerals he attended in this Islands gave him 

more ideas to produce his workRiders to the Sea. In her thesis, Ozçesmci centers on the 

characters of the play who reflect the real Aran man and his close relation with nature 

mainly the sea.7 

 ArezkiKhelifa undertook another study concerning Synge’s playRiders to the Sea. 

In his article entitled Language and Identity: Indifference and Singularity as Identity 

Destroyers (2011), Khelifapresents indifference and singularity in Riders to the Sea 

through the character of Maurya. He argues that the character ‘Maurya’ in Synge’s play 

became carelessand felt that the outside world is meaningless because death had claimed 

everything from her.8Besides, Khelifa claims that the Islanders are characterized with a 

mixture of religious and pagan beliefs, which makes them very attached to religion.9He 

adds that Riders to the Sea is different from Synge’s other plays because it does not follow 

the Aristotelian plot like the other tragedies.10 

 On the other hand, Zora Neale Hurston’s John Redding Goes to Sea has been the 

target of many critics such as Ana Maria Fraile.In her research paper entitled Zora Neale 

Hurston’s Experimentation with the Narrative Voice in Her Short Stories, Fraile claims 

that Hurston devoted a large space in her story to the standard narrative voice.11She 

demonstrates that Hurston in her short story made a shift of language from vernacular to 

standard English. Clearly, In John Redding Goes to Sea, the character’s speech was written 

with a Afro-American dialect while the narrative voice with the Standard English. She 

adds that Hurston’s shift in language within that story was not done haphazardly, but it is 

done in the purpose of defending the role of Black English in Afro-American 

literature.12Fraile includes that John Redding Goes to Sea was Hurston’s first work that led 
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her into the Harlem Renaissance. This short story according to her opened the doors of 

opportunity to Hurston.13 

 Robin Patricia Scott has undertaken another study on Zora Neale Hurston’s John 

Redding Goes to Sea. In her work Being Black and Female: An Analysis of Literature by 

Zora Neale Hurston and Jessie Redmon Fauset (1986), Scott argues that many Black 

women among them Hurston used writing as a means to assert their identity.14 In Scott’s 

view, Hurston was among the Black women writers who participated in reshaping Black 

women’s roles in society during the Harlem Renaissance.15In her thesis, she suggests a 

feminist study of Hurston’sJohn Redding Goes to Sea whereshe focuses her interest on the 

themes of compromises and sacrifices. In fact, Scott argues that John’s mother and wife 

should support and encourage his ambitions instead of preventing him from realizing his 

dreams. She adds that neither of the female characters in the short story made sacrifices for 

John although he sacrifices for them.16 

 Moreover, the Harlem and Irish Renaissances have been already studied and 

compared from many perspectives. Tracy Mishkin in her work The Harlem and Irish 

Renaissances: Language, Identity, and Representation(1998) compared Irish and Harlem 

Revivals in terms of racial identity. According to Mishkin, language played an important 

role in the cultural revival of both Afro-American and Irish people.17She adds that literary 

works of Anglo-Irish writers such as Douglas Hyde, Lady Gregory and John Millington 

Synge inspired some Harlem Renaissance writers.18She claims also that many Black and 

Irish Renaissance writers resist the American and British oppressions through their 

literature.19 In fact, the strong belief on the ‘power of art’ helped the Afro-Americans and 

Irish people to face the pressure of the dominant culture. 20 

 Additionally, Mishkin argues that both Renaissances attempted to construct an 

identity for their people.21 In her comparison, Mishkin states that in contrast to the Anglo-
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Irish writers, who has translated their ancient language, Afro-Americans had no access to 

their past cultures and languages.22Thus, Mishkin’s study based on the basic features of the 

Irish and Harlem Renaissances. 

 Antony R. Hale carried out a comparison between John Millington Synge and Zora 

Neale Hurston. In his work entitled Framing the Folks: Zora Neale Hurston, John 

Millington Synge, and the Politics of Aesthetic Ethnography (1996), he suggests a 

comparative study between Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World (1907) and 

Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937). He argues that the Irish and the Afro-

American literature have always been the subject of comparison since they have many 

elements in common.23 According to Hale, both Synge and Hurston were respectively 

activists in the Irish and Harlem Renaissances. In the view of Hale Antony, The Playboy of 

the Western World and Their Eyes Were Watching God are two fictional works, which aim 

to save and secure the Irish and Afro-American cultures from the oppressions of 

modernism. He adds that Synge returned to the Aran Islands and Hurston to the south to 

collect folktales in order to preserve their own native heritages.24 

 Our concern then is to compare between Synge’s play Riders to the Sea (1904) and 

Hurston’s short story John Redding Goes to Sea (1921) in terms of language as one aspect 

of identity,because we believe that this topic is very interesting since Afro-Americans and 

Irish people have witnessed the same situation of domination and marginalization. As a 

result, writers of the Irish Revival influenced many African American writers. 

Additionally, the issue of language and identity played a key role in the Cultural Revival of 

both Afro-Americans and Irish people.  

Issue and Working Hypothesis:  

 From the previous critical works, one can notice how Riders to the Sea and 

JohnRedding Goes to Sea have attracted the attention of many writers and critics. Literary 
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critics have already dealt with the Harlem and the Irish Renaissances.Writers such as Ana 

Maria Frail and Robin Patricia Scott have already approached the issue of voice in 

Hurston’s work, and others likeElifOçesmeci and ArezkiKhelifa focussed on Synge’s 

experience in the Aran Islands in writing Riders to the Sea. However, to our Knowledge, 

less study has compared or putRiders to the Sea and John Redding Goes to Sea together. 

Therefore, and in order to complete the previous studies, this paper intend to show a 

comparative study in the two literary works at the level of language in order to show the 

affinities between the means of resistance thatSynge and Hurston adopted in their works.  

      Our research paper suggests a study of language and identity in both J.M SyngeRiders 

tothe Sea (1904) and Zora Neal Hurston’sJohn Redding Goes to Sea (1921). In this study 

we are going to tackle the issue of language as one aspect of identity in both Irish and 

Afro-American communities. Our choice of these two works is not done haphazardly, 

because we believe that it is interesting to compare and study the two works since 

theHarlem Renaissance resembles the Irish Renaissance.Moreover, the Irish Literary 

Revival and the Harlem Renaissance have many points in common which influenced and 

inspired Zora Neale Hurston and other Afro-American writers. Both Irish and Afro-

American dialects are not acknowledged by the British and American authorities.  In 

addition, Synge and Hurston share the same goal of reviving and restoring the Irish and the 

Afro-American dialects respectively through abrogating and subverting Standard 

English.Thus, Riders to the Sea and John Redding Goes to Sea allow us to discover the 

deep meaning of Synge’s as well as Hurston’s situation in defending the Irish and the 

Harlem Revivals. 

Relying on Ashcroft’s theory, we intend to explore some concepts of different postcolonial 

theoreticians such as ‘Abrogation’, ‘Subversion’ and ‘Appropriation’ as they are presented 
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in Bill Ashcroft’s, Gareth Griffith’s and Helen Tiffin’sThe Empire Writes Back : Theory 

and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (2002). 

MethodologicalOutline: 

 At the methodological level, we are going to divide our research paper into five 

sections. In the Introduction section, we will introduce John Millington Synge and Zora 

Neale Hurston and their literary works produced during the Revival periods followed by a 

Review of Literature written on Riders to the Sea (1904) and John Redding Goes to Sea 

(1921), then followed by the Issue and Working Hypothesis. 

 Concerning the Method and Materials section, we will provide a summary of Bill 

Ashcroft’s, Gareth Griffith’s and Helen Tiffin’s concepts of ‘Appropriation’ and 

‘Abrogation’ and ‘Subversion’ as presented in their book, The Empire Writes Back: Theory 

and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures(2002),followed by the summary of the two 

literary works. As far as the Result section is concerned, it will display the findings of the 

present paper, which in turn we will tackle in the Discussion section. 

  Finally, the Discussion section will be divided into three chapters: the first chapter 

will provide a historical context of the two literary works in relation to the Irish and 

Harlem Literary Renaissances. Then, we will try to analyze the two literary works relying 

on Ashcroft’s concepts of ‘Abrogation’ and ‘Subversion’ and we are going to discuss the 

way Synge and Hurston abrogated and subverted the English language to defend their 

identities. The last chapter will be devoted to the strategies of appropriationsuch as 

syntactic fusion, code-switching and vernacular transcription, interlanguage and glossing. 
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II)  Method and Materials: 

1) Method: 

 In the light of postcolonial theory, we will try to apply the concepts of ‘Abrogation’ and 

‘Appropriation’ provided in Bill Ashcroft’s, Gareth Griffith’s and Helen Tiffin’s theory as 

they appear in their book The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial 

Literatures(2002).We have chosen this theory because, in our opinion,it fits our study 

since it centers on post-colonial authors’ mode of writing to contradict the ‘centre’ and at 

the same time to defend their language and identity. The theory explores three main 

concepts, ‘Abrogation’, ‘Appropriation’ and ‘Subversion’. These concepts are used by 

post-colonial writers as tools of both rejecting and adopting the colonizer’s language. 

Since language has a great importance as a medium of communication, post-colonial 

writers have tried to handle the use of language through adopting the language of the 

‘Centre’ and trying to change it into forms that suit their own culture and traditions. As a 

result, they created two concepts that are ‘Abrogation’ and ‘Appropriation’. The former 

means that writers negate or oppose the practice of ‘English’ especially the way it 

dominates their language. In other words, ‘Abrogation’ is to disagree with the basic 

elements of the English language especially the right use of meaning of 

utterances.1‘Abrogation’ is also defined as “the refusal of the categories of the imperial 

culture, its aesthetic, its illusory standard of normative or ‘correct’ usage, and its 

assumption of a traditional and fixed meaning ‘inscribed’ in the word.”2In other words, 

post-colonial writers reject the metropolitan norms and deny the use of the English 

language because they need to create a distinct English. Thus, post-colonial writers 

contradict all what is related to the ‘Centre’; clearly, they do not want to use the ‘standard’ 

language and to reveal their human experiences but they prefer to use a vernacular English 

to oppose the view of the ‘Centre’. Therefore, in order to find an alternative to authenticity 

claimed by the ‘Centre’, post-colonial writers abrogate and subvert the Standard English.3 
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      In addition to ‘Abrogation’, ‘Appropriation’ means to take the metropolitan language 

and try to reformulate it and use it in a new context in order to demonstrate that it is 

different from the colonizer’s one. In other words, this transformation made to create 

‘English’ under the effect of the mother tongue. Therefore, ‘Appropriation’ is the process 

by which new utterances and words of different societies are used to reinvent and reform 

language.4 According to Ashcroft et all, ‘Appropriation’ means the intersection between 

‘standard English’ and the ‘vernacular tongue’.5 In other words, post-colonial writers do 

not use the standard English, yet every nation can develop its own English variety, 

different from the colonizer’s language as it is well illustrated in the Jamaican citizens in 

their use of ‘vernacular’ and ‘cod switching’. The theory stipulates that: 

[T]he appropriation which has had the most profound significance in post-colonial 
discourse is that of writing itself. It is through an appropriation of the power 
invested in writing that this discourse can take hold of the marginality imposed on 
it and make hybridity and syncreticity the source of literary and cultural 
redefinition.6 

 

The power of appropriation in post-colonial writings correct the image given to the 

colonized. In other words, the aim of post-colonial writers from using appropriation                         

is the assertion of their independence from the ‘Centre’. As a result, post-colonial writers 

use language variance to distinguish themselves from the metropolitan norms and give an 

opposite view.7 

 On the other hand, post-colonial authors make great use of subversion in their 

language. We have to note that it is mainly concerned with Caribbean theorists. Cliff 

Lashley is the leading figure who has elaborated the concept of ‘Subversion’. According to 

Ashcroft et all, Lashley and other critics prefer subversion of the entire cultural 

assumptions rather than a subversion of language alone. In other words, Lashley asserts 

that subversion is related to both language and cultural assumptions on which the texts of 

the English canon are based.8 Clearly, subversion does not only tackle language, but also 
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cultural assumptions. Lashley believes and insists that the Jamaican subversion is 

significant since it distorts the English language and cultural beliefs of the canon and the 

imposed discourse.9 Thus, subversion’s attempts are made to dismantle and subvert the 

Standard English. 

 Therefore, it seems that Bill Ashcroft’s, Gareth Griffith’s and Helen Tiffin’s theory 

is appropriate to compare and study the two literary works. This theory may be applied 

since it deals with the concepts of ‘Appropriation’,‘Abrogation’ and ‘Subversion’ and how 

writers counter the hegemonic power through appropriating and abrogating the colonizer’s 

language. 

2) Materials 

a. Summary of J. M. Synge’sRiders to theSea(1904): 

 John Millington Synge’s play Riders to the Sea (1904) is recognized as a 

representative classic of the Irish Literary Renaissance. It is noted for the simplicity of its 

tragic plot and the distinctive language of its characters. Synge’s play recounts the story of 

an Irish rural family. Its events take place in the poorest part of the southern Island of 

Ireland. The story tells Maurya’s sufferings who had already lost six men of her family in 

the sea. In the play, her youngest son Bartley wants to ride the sea, yet Maurya tries to 

prevent him from sailing because of her strong fear of losing him. However, Bartley did 

not listen to his mother and he left home heading to the sea. As a result, Maurya becomes 

angry and she does not bless her son before leaving. Within the play, the sea plays an 

important role in the daily life of Maurya’s family since the Irish peasants depend on the 

sea for their live hood.While Nora and Cathleen were looking for a way to tell their mother 

about Micheal’s death at sea,a group of peasants enters the house carrying the dead body of 

Bartley. Finally, the play ends with the tragic death of Bartley and Maurya told 
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herdaughters that she will finally sleep at night because she no longer has any one to worry 

about him. 

b. Summary of Z. N.Hurston’sJohn Redding Goes to Sea (1921): 

Zora Neale Hurston’s John Redding Goes to Sea (1921) is considered as her first entry to 

the world of literature during the Harlem Literary Renaissance. Hurston’s short story was 

remarked for its difficult language because it was written in slang. The plot is considered 

as unnatural for its excessive sentimentality and specific characterizations. Hurston’s John 

Redding Goes to Sea narrates the story of a small African American family. The events 

take place in the southern rural state of America during the 1920’s. The story turns around 

the life of the protagonist John Redding and his dreams to ride the sea and discover the 

unknown places in the world. From his childhood, John was seen as an abnormal boy 

because of his unlimited imaginations of traveling. When he grows up, he never gave up, 

he was still looking for a way to go to sea, but his mother was against this idea of leaving 

home because she was afraid that he would not come back. As a result, the mother, Matty 

Redding, persuaded John to get married and settle down to prevent him from leaving. One 

day, John came home, announced to his wife and mother that he has got a chance to ride 

the sea by joining the navy, and unfortunately, the two women stand against his will, and 

became upset with him. In addition to this, the mother refused to give blessings to her only 

son. After that, a white man came and requested help to secure a bridge before the storm 

arrived, and John accepted to go. The story ends with the tragic death of the protagonist, 

while working he fell from the bridge and drowned, but his body was left to float taking its 

way to the ocean. 
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III)  Results: 

 This part is concerned with the stating of the major findings that we have reached 

after our study of John Millington Synge’s play Riders to the Sea (1904) and Zora Neale 

Hurston’s short story John Redding Goes to Sea (1921). From the study of the two literary 

works relying on Ashcroft’s concepts, ‘Abrogation’, ‘Subversion’ and ‘Appropriation’, 

provided in The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literature, we 

are going to study and compare the two works in terms of language and identity. 

 Our research paper analyzes the common points between the two works that are 

produced in different Renaissances, but at the same time they share nearly the same 

situation of oppression and segregation. We have tried to provide a clear comparative study 

between Riders to the Sea and John Redding Goes to Sea concerning language and 

identity. Both Synge and Hurston appropriated some features from the dominating culture 

and language in order to impose, re-form and restore their owns. 

 In the first chapter, the historical context wasprovided in order to reveal the 

conditions that lead the writers to produce such works. Indeed, Synge presented the 

characteristics of rural Ireland during the 1900’s while Hurston portrayed South America 

in the 1920’s. In this chapter, we have found that the two works belong to different 

Renaissances that share the same situation of reviving and restoring the Irish and the 

African American’s cultures. Additionally, we have shown the influence and the 

similarities between the two contexts.  

 The second chapter of our discussion is devoted to study the language of the two 

literary works in relation to ‘Abrogation’ and ‘Subversion’. In this chapter, we have dealt 

with language abrogation and subversion in the play and the short story, so, we have 

deduced that both Synge and Hurston abrogate and subvert the Standard English by using 
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nonstandard English. Clearly, Hurston used Afro-American dialect in her short story John 

Redding Goes to Sea and Synge used the Irish dialect in his play Riders to the Sea. 

 In the third chapter, we have centered our focus on strategies of appropriation 

adopted by Synge and Hurston in their literary works. This chapter explored the various 

strategies adopted by Synge and Hurston to appropriate the dominant culture and language. 

In this chapter, we have concluded that Synge’s language was written in Irish context and 

we have noticed a presence of some Irish features in the play and code-switching between 

standard and nonstandard English. Then, we have shown that it was the same case in 

Hurston’s short story since it was written with African American dialect mixed with 

Standard English. 

 To sum up, Synge as a post-colonial playwright and Hurston as a post-bellum 

writer abrogated, subverted and appropriated Standard English in their works in order to 

impose the Irish and the Afro-American dialect. Moreover, their works stand as a sign of a 

voiced resistance since they included their native languages to defend their identities.  
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IV)  Discussion:  

In the present section, we will deal first with the historical context of both John Millington 

Synge’s play Riders to the Sea(1904) and Zora Neale Hurston’s short story JohnRedding 

Goes to Sea(1921). Then, we will tackle the issues of language abrogation and subversion 

in these literary works. Finally, we will explore the strategies of appropriation that are 

provided inSynge and Hurston’s works. 

Chapter One: Historical Context ofRiders to the Sea and John Redding        
Goes to Sea. 

 J.M Synge and Z.N Hurston are among the revivalist authors during the Irish and 

the Harlem Renaissances. Synge wrote Riders to the Sea during the Irish Revival, which is 

a tragedy of a mother who loses her sons to the sea. Correspondingly, Hurston wrote John 

Redding Goes to Sea during the Harlem Renaissance, which is a story of an Afro-

American boy. Therefore, in this chapter we are going to deal with the historical context of 

both the play and the short story since in our opinion, the two works are produced during 

two important periods in the world of literature. Thus, the historical context is necessary 

because it is important to mention these periods from the history of Afro-Americans as 

well as the history of Irish people. 

   a)  Historical Context of Riders to the Sea (1904) 

 
           During the eighteenth century, poor and older people were the only ones who speak 

Irish language, whereas the upper classes and the landowner speak English. This period 

marked the decline of the Irish language in Ireland,as a result, Douglas Hyde started to 

look for De-Anglicizing Ireland in 1892.1 Indeed, the Irish language at that century and the 

beginning of the nineteenth century was considered as an important element that shows 
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theIrish undermined situation and the lack of Irish language in literature at that period 

justifies the use of English in the revival of Irish culture.2 

 In the nineteenth century, many Anglo-Irish writers among them John Millington 

Synge were interested in ancient Ireland, therefore; they rediscovered and admired the Irish 

medieval myths and legends.3 Synge in his literary career was strongly influenced by 

Ireland and Irish culture,4 many critics agreed that his sojourn in the Aran Islands in 1898, 

1899, 1900, 1901, and 1902 was the major factor that made Synge as an important 

playwright. His visit to the Islands helped him to find materials for his plays, which means 

that Synge’s characters, plots and even location and language are all influenced by the 

Islander’s culture.5 His observation of customs, language and folklore of the Aran Islanders 

was well shown in his plays such as The Playboy of the Western World, The Well of the 

Saints and other works, yet Riders to the Sea was the only play that was set in the Aran 

landscape. Moreover, language and culture are Synge’s two important elements from his 

experiences in the Islands.6Clearly, Synge was strongly influenced and attracted by the 

language and the culture of the Aran Islanders. 

 The growth of nationalism in the early nineteenth century was an important factor 

that encouraged the emergence of interest in Irish language, literature, history and folklore. 

The possibility of reading Ireland’s ancient literature at that time was difficult, and it was 

after the discovery of translations of ancient Gaelic manuscripts such as The Annals of the 

Four Masters, that people can read Ireland’s ancient literature. J.M. Synge as one of the 

leaders of the Cultural Movement (1865-1939) explored the folklore of Ireland, in his book 

The Aran Islands (1906) he introduced much of the way of the life, worldview, narrative 

genres and poetic dialogue of the Aran Islands.7 

 Synge took part on the Irish Literary Renaissance, a period when the Irish literature 

looked to encourage Nationalism and pride in Ireland. According to CorneiusWeyganant, 

the literary works such as Synge’s Riders to the Sea and others were so important to 
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English literature and their value exist in the Irish strong feeling of nationalism and their 

strong desire to restore the old Irish culture.8 He argues that Irish Literature was created 

under the encouragement of the Gaelic League since its foundation in 1839. He adds that 

Synge and other Irish writers have their encouragement from various organizations that 

have been struggling to stimulate an Anglo-Irish literature.9 

 In early 1900’s, the Irish literature and theatre were in a patriotic mood and it was 

at that period that Synge wrote his play Riders to the Sea.10 During the Irish Literary 

Revival  Anglo-Irish writers  were looking for the Irish spirit and the Gaelic tone in their 

works. According to Yumiko Kataoka, Riders to the Sea has an interesting history in the 

sense that it was written about real events of an Irish rural family and it was produced 

when the Irish Nationalist Movement was gaining strength.11 

b) Historical Context of John Redding Goes to Sea (1921): 

 During the seventeenth century, many Africans werebrought unwillingly from 

different parts of the African Continent to America to serve as slaves. At that time, 

America was a British colony living under the rule of the British Empire. In 1776, America 

became an independent country and a self-determined nation. However, Americans 

continued to treat Africans as slaves. After the Emancipation Proclamation of Abraham 

Lincoln in 1863, slaves gained their freedom yet, Afro-American dialects still considered 

inferior. 

 With the arrival of the 20’s, many laws and discrimination acts such as the Jim 

Crow laws were put to harm the Blacks and to undermine their culture, language and 

identity. Blacks did not accept this situation, so they started to fight and struggle to get 

their respectand their rights among the White Americans. However, Americans justified 

those acts of barbarism, discriminations and racism, by considering that Blacks are 

inferior, uneducated, barbars and slaves who were brought to their land as workers. 
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 Furthermore, this period was characterised by the birth of the Negro Movement and 

the growth of Afro-American’s pride concerning their culture, language and identity. At 

that time, many debates and issues raised about the question of discrimination and 

segregation. In order to defend the Black’s rights and secure their place among the white 

Americans, Blacks started to move from the rural South to the urban North mainly to 

Harlem looking for better conditions of life. As a result, Blacks became more open to 

urban life and to the world of literature and art, and this marks the beginning of the Harlem 

Renaissance. The Harlem Renaissance then was a quest to correct the image of Afro-

Americans constructed by Americans.12 in other words; the Harlem Renaissance is a 

rebirth of the Black literary values, art and music.  

 Additionally, during the flourishing times of the Harlem Renaissance many Afro-

American writers center their focus on writings that glorify Blacks’ history, culture and 

identity, for instance, Alain Lock’s The New Negros was considered as the starting point of 

rising a worldview about Blacks and Negros in general. From the beginning of 1920’s, the 

Harlem Renaissance was named first the Negro Renaissance since it concerns all Afro-

Americans not the‘Harlemites’only. However, after the 1930’s the Negro Renaissance 

became the Harlem Renaissance, but it did not gain popularity until the 1960’s.13 Julius 

Mitchell defines the Harlem Renaissance as a movement of Black artists which began in 

1920 but collapsed later.14Moreover, eventhough the Harlem Renaissance was a failure as 

some critics and writers assert, it helped much Afro-Americans in regaining their respect 

and status and it encouraged them to produce their own art, music and literature.   

 Through the Harlem Renaissance, Afro-American writers restored their cultural 

heritage and tried to distinguish their writings from the ones of their oppressors. Among 

those writers, Zora Neale Hurston who is considered as a prominent Black writer in 

Harlem.She started to write about the issues and matters of that period, and she wants to 
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prove that Blacks have the capacity to produce literary works without relying on the 

whites. Furthermore, during the Harlem Renaissance Afro-Americans searched to be proud 

of their culture, race, origins and especially their color and they aimed to break the barriers 

for new vision and new mode of writing. Sharon L. Jones states that Hurston proved that 

her writings are universal since she used themes that break the racial boundaries.15 

 John Redding Goes to Sea was one of Hurston’s works that introduces her Black 

community’s folklore, language and traditions. This short story was written during the 

1920’s in parallel with the beginning of the Harlem Renaissance. Hurston develops a sense 

of realism and ‘local color’ in her story because she used her native dialect. John Redding 

appeared in the Stylus Journal of Harvard University for the first time while Hurston was a 

student there. This short story helped to facilitate Hurston’s career as her first experience 

into fiction and short stories. 

 In conclusion, the Irish and Harlem Literary Renaissances declare the beginning of 

the restoration of the Irish and the Afro-American cultures that seem to disappear. Both 

Irish and Afro-Americans have a powerful and a violent past that determined their 

sufferings and miseries under oppressive systems. During these Renaissances, both Irish 

and Afro-Americans were looking for pacific ways to spread their ideas and the principles 

of their culture to assume their identity and race.17Moreover, the efforts and ideas of the 

Irish Literary Revival inspired some Harlem Renaissance writers in reviving and 

reconstructing their own culture,18 since Afro-Americans experienced the same situation of 

domination with the Irish people. This situation influenced many Black American writers 

among them Zora Neale Hurston. Even though both Renaissances share many points they 

may differ in some, for instance, the Irish literary Revivalist writers revived their Gaelic 

language through translating their old texts, but Afro-Americans have no access to their 

ancient culture and language .19 
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 Chapter Two: Abrogation and Subversion 

What follows is a discussion of the issue of‘Abrogation’ and ‘Subversion’ in John 

Millington Synge’s Riders to the Sea (1904) and Zora Neale Hurston’s John Redding Goes 

toSea (1921).We will focus in this chapter on the ways the two writers abrogate and 

subvert   English in their literary works.  

   a)Language Abrogation and Subversion in Riders to the Sea: 

           During the 18thcentury, the British Empire imposed English language on Irish 

people and dictated some Penal Laws, which restrict the use of Gaelic language. As a 

result, the Irish language witnessed a sharp decline during the 19thcentury.1 However, at 

the end of that century many Irish writers among them J .M. Synge, came to revive the 

Gaelic language. These authors started to produce a set of literary works in order to oppose 

the dominant language by abrogating and subverting the Standard English. 

        John Millington Synge rejects and abrogates the Standard English in his play Riders 

to the Sea (1904).  In the play, Synge tells us a story of an Irish rural family through using 

Irish dialect instead of using a Standard English. He uses a new Irish English which is 

called “Hiberno-English’’ or “Anglo-Irish’’ and this language was a hybrid dialect.2 After 

reading the story of Riders to the Sea, we may notice that Synge aims to preserve the 

wealth of tales, myths and poems of his culture. Thus, Synge’s work can be considered as a 

way to preserve the use of Irish language and giving an appropriate voice to the Irish 

identity. 

             In his play, Synge depicts the Irish traditions, beliefs and culture. He represents the 

Irish identity by using a non-Standard English as it is shown in this example from Riders 

tothe Sea “I won’t stop him says he’’ but let you not be afraid. Herself does be saying  

prayers half  through the night, and the Almighty God won’t leave her destitute” says he, 
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“with no son living’’.3This example is a good illustration of Synge’s dialect that relies 

strongly on imitating Irish syntax. When reading the play, we notice the use of an Anglo-

Irish dialect rather than a use of a Standard English. The passage serves also as a good 

example of subverting the grammatical rules and the syntax of Standard English. Besides, 

the abrogation of Standard English in Synge’s play, we may remark many cases of 

subversion, he subvertedthe language of the colonizer by mixing a standard English with a 

syntax of the Irish dialect as it is shown in this sentence: “Maurya: It’s a hard thing they’ll 

be saying below if the body is washed up and there’s no man in it to make the coffin”.4 In 

this example, Synge dismantled the standard English in order to show his resistance against 

the imposed language. He wrote English with Irish syntax and grammatical rules since the 

play keeps the real sense of Irish language. 

According to Ashcroft, Griffith and Tiffin’s The Empire Writes Back (2002), “the syncretic 

and hybridized nature of post-colonial experience refutes the privileged position of a 

standard code in the language and any monocentric view of human experience”.5 This  

means that post-colonial writers such as Synge abrogate and subvert the norms of Standard 

English andthey even refuse any ‘monocentric’ power over them. This hybridized nature of 

post-colonial experience is present in Synge’s Riders to the Sea, as it is shown in this 

quotation: 

MAURYA :( continues without hearing anything) There was Sheamus and his 
father, and his own father again, were lost in a dark night, and not a stick or sign 
was seen of them when the sun went up. There was Patch after was drowned out of 
a curagh that turned over.6 

From this speech, we notice that Synge’s characters do not speak a pure Irish, but a hybrid 

of English and Irish; for instance, the word ‘Curagh’ is  adopted  directly from Irish 

language which means a small boat. 

         According to NursenGomeceli and Allan James in their work entitled Hiberno-

English and Beyond in J. M. Synge’s “The Playboy of the Western World”: A Literary 
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Linguistic Analysis of its Dramatic Significance (2015), the Hiberno-English that Synge 

used in his plays is a linguistic hybridity between Irish and English.7 This linguistic 

hybridity was a result of Synge’s attraction to the intersection between Irish and English 

languages.8 As it is illustrated in Ashcroft, Grifiths and Tiffin’s Post-Colonial Studies 

Reader:        

Language in post-colonial societies ,characterized as it is by complexity, hybridity 
and constant change, inevitably rejects the assumptions of a linguistic structure or 
code which can be described by the colonial distinction of ‘standard’ and ‘variant’.9 

Relying on this quotation, Synge in his play chooses to write with an Irish dialect rather 

than Standard English in order to show his rejection and his refusal of using the privileged 

position of the colonizer’s language.  

         As a writer from Anglo-Irish ascendency background, Synge explores the Anglo-

Irish dialect in Riders to the Seathrough using an English that represents the Irish 

identity.10 This form of language was a language that Synge himself heard from the people 

of Ireland. The dialect that Synge used has been translated in a manner that defines himself 

linguistically as an Irish rather than an English.11 In other words, Synge in order to 

represent his real identity he translated the Gaelic speech of rural population. In Riders to 

the Sea, Synge used the peasants’ dialect of the Aran Islands and it is well shown with the 

speech of his characters mainly Maurya and Bartley. Bartley says: “Let you go down each 

day, and see the sheep aren’t jumping in on the rye, and if the jobber comes you can sell 

the pig with the black feet if there is a good price going.”12This speech presents a real 

image of an Irish peasant family. It shows the simple life of the islanders and their daily 

tasks. 

        Furthermore,Synge abrogates and subverts the English language in an ironic way in 

order to show the difference between Irish and English languages.13 According to Ashcroft 

et all, in their book Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts, post-colonial writers used 
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English language rather than their native one just because the colonizer’s language was 

useful for expression and by it they reach a large audience.14In addition, Synge has a deep 

interest in the Irish literary traditions and it is that profound love of the Gaelic language 

that encourages him to develop a pure Irish dialect of the peasantry in this play. Therefore, 

Synge looks for a way to revive the Irish language.15 

         According to Gilmartin Elizabeth,“Synge created a language that exemplified a 

language of the future that had not forgotten its past”, 16 that is to say he translated Irish 

language into an English that contains some Irish elements in order to create a new form of 

language that we can remark in  his play Riders to the Sea.This new form of language 

consists of both past and future elements. In his play, Synge reflects the history, culture 

and traditions of Irish people by focusing on the language of the folk or rural peasants. 

Thus, by developing Hiberno-English, he challenges the English hegemony and creates a 

theatre that will be performed in English with an Irish syntax because he knows that a pure 

Irish play will not attract a large audience. Yet, his real aim is to represent the pure Irish 

culture and identity. As Ashcroft et all. argue “In all cases, however the notions of power 

inherent in the model of center and margin are appropriated and so dismantled”,17 which 

means that post-colonial writers among them Synge abrogate the language of the colonizer, 

but they appropriate some notions of power and dismantle it. Irish people subvert the 

English language so they use it in an incorrect way and this is well shown within the play, 

“Nora: will she see it was crying I was?”, “Cathleen: keep your back to the door the way 

the light’ll not be on you”.18 From this dialogue, we notice a mixture between English and 

Irish languages. 

         According to DeclanKiberd, Irish people have learned English from each other not 

from the English people .19So this explains the reason why Irish people cannot use English 
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correctly. In his book Inventing Ireland (1996), Kiberd states that Synge inherits the beauty 

of his dialect from the ancient Gaelic culture.20 

b) Language Abrogation and Subversion in John Redding Goes to Sea: 

         Like the Irish people who witnessed oppression from the British colonizer, Black 

Americans witnessed a harsh situation of discrimination and segregation during the 

twenties. At that period, their dialect was considered inferior and their identity still not 

recognized. As a result, in a search for defending their language, many Afro-American 

writers among them Zora Neale Hurston defend their dialect by abrogating and subverting 

the dominant English. 

Z. N. Hurston abrogates and subverts the Standard English in her short storyJohn Redding 

Goes to Sea, whichis her first short story and first experience in entering the world of 

literature and Afro-American writings. Through writing this short story, she wants to show 

her existence as well as her Black community’s pride, language and identity. Afro-

American critics and writers are still fighting and struggling for the existence of their 

“Black consciousness” in their literary works.21 

Similar to Synge, Hurston started to abrogate the Standard English by refusing the culture 

and beliefs of Afro-American’s oppressors. In her writings of 1921-1946, she looked for a 

way to represent her native dialect and create a recognized Black literature and language. 

Before 1921, Standard English was the dominating language in literature and the Black 

dialect or the language spoken by Afro-Americans was not accepted to appear in literature 

and Black Literary works.22 In other words, the Black dialect, like the Irish one, was 

considered inauthentic and inappropriate in literature, however, Blacks were given a 

chance to use their dialect in their works, but it should be mixed with Standard 

English.23Therefore, Hurston’s aim in writing her short story was to defend her native 

dialect and include it in an academic work and make it known all over the world.  
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Moreover, the abrogation of Standard English is well shown in Hurston’s short story John 

Redding Goes to Sea in which sheinsists on rejecting the use of Standard English and at the 

same time, she encourages the use of her dialect. This dialect or a non-Standard English 

appears clearly in the speech of Hurston’s characters. 

Yuh see, said Mimms, when dat terrible win’ come up we wuz out ‘bout de middle of de 
river. Some of us wuz on de bridge, some on de derrick. De win’ blowed so hand we could 
skeercely Stan’ and Mist’ Hill tol’ us tuh set down fuh a spell. He’s ‘fraid some of us 
mought go overboard. Den all of a sudden de lights went out guess de wires wuzblowed 
down...24 

 

 From this passage, we notice that Hurston’s character ‘Mimms’ communicates using an 

Afro-American dialect. Through using this dialect, Hurston abrogates the Standard English 

and subverts it by destroying the structure of words such as ‘skeercely’ for scarcely and 

‘Mist’ for Mister. Thus, equally to Synge, Hurston uses a greatpractice of Subversion in 

John Redding Goes to Sea in order to dismantle the dominant language. The language of 

Mr. Redding is another example of Hurston’s use of Black dialect that is shown at the very 

beginning of the story when Alf discusses with his wife the situation of their child. 

Aw, woman, stop dat talk ‘about conjure. Tain’t so nohow. Ah doan want Jawntuh git dat 
foolishness in him.Cose you allus tries tuh know mo’than me, but Ah ain’t so ign’rant. Ah 
knows a heap mahself. Many and manys the people been drove outa their senses by 
conjuration, or rid tuhdeat’ by witches.25 

 From this speech, we can observe that the dialect of Mr. Redding is different from 

Standard English. Hurston in her short story writes in English but with Afro-American 

dialect, which is peppered with native phrases and terms. John’s language also seems to be 

distorted like his parent’s language, as it is shown in his conversation with his father “Mah 

ships, pa”, “Ah throwed ‘em in to go way off an’ them ole weeds won’t let ’em go on!”.26 

According to Anna Maria Fraile through the protagonist John, Hurston tries to dismantle 

the English language by changing its structure, syntax and grammatical rules.27. From the 

examples given above, we remark that in order to show her revocation of the dominant 

Standard English, Hurston uses Black’s dialect in her short story.She destroys the syntax 
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and the grammar of the Standard English, as Ashcroft et all, state “post-colonial writing 

abrogates the privileged centrality of ‘English’ by using language to signify difference 

while employing a sameness which allows it to be understood.”28 Accordingly, Hurston 

abrogates the Standard English by using an Afro-American dialect. 

         Furthermore, Hurston subverts the phonology and syntax of the Standard English to 

show the authenticity of her language. She tries to subvert the English language by 

dismantling its phonology and morphology, for instance, the use of the personal pronoun 

‘I’ and the possessive pronoun ‘my’ in her short story does not follow the standard norms, 

because the pronoun ‘I’ and ‘my’ are pronounced differently in comparison to the English 

language. For example, when John says, “Mah ships, pa”, “Ah throwed ‘em in to go way 

off an’ them ole weeds won’t let ‘em.” 29We note that Hurston changes the pronunciation 

of the two pronouns ‘I’ and ‘my’; ‘I’ becomes an ‘Ah’ that is a combination of the vowel 

‘a’ and the consonant ‘h’ and the possessive pronoun ‘my’ transforms to ‘mah’. Michelle 

Deveraux and Rebecca Wheeler in their articleCode-Switching and Language Ideologies: 

Exploring Identity, Power, and Society in Dialectically Divers Literature (2012) suggest an 

analysis of Hurston’s language. They state that Hurston in her works denotes a difference 

between the south and the north in their ways of spelling and pronouncing ‘I’ and ‘my’. 

After analysing Hurston’s works, the writers indicate that northerners pronounced the two 

pronouns by sliding their tongue to produce an ‘Ahii’ for ‘I’ and ‘Mahii’ for ‘my’. 

Contrary to southerners, they uttered the two pronouns without moving their tongue to get 

an ‘Ah’ and ‘Mah’.30These different pronunciations were the result of the interactions 

between Black northerners and White Americans and the separation of southerners from 

the white Americans. Thus, the Whites influenced Blacks in the north and their language 

was reshaped, whereas Black southerners still attached to their real Afro-American dialect 

because they were forbidden to communicate with the whites. Clearly, Hurston suggests 
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the different pronunciations and spellings between the south and the north in order to show 

the diversity and the richness of Afro-American dialect. 

         Moreover, Hurston’s subversion of the English language is well illustrated in the use 

of the ‘d’ instead of ‘th’ in the relative pronouns such as ‘that’,31as it is shown in this 

example, “ Seedat tallest pine tree ovahdere how it looks like a skull wid a crown on”.32 

The ‘th’ in ‘that’ is written and pronounced ‘d’. 

         Another example of subversion in the short story is the use of the singular personal 

pronoun ‘I’ and its verb; we can notice that there is something wrong about the conjugation 

of the verb. When speaking, the characters add ‘s’ to the verb, for example, John’s father 

says: “Ah hopes”33. In reality we put ‘s’ at the end of the verb conjugated only with the 

pronouns (she/ he/ it). 

          From the examples given above, we deduce that Hurston wants to dismantle and 

destroy the English language in order to oppose the dominant language and to impose her 

native one. Similarly to Hurston, the Rastafarians subverted the Standard English by 

dismantling its structure to show the difference between their language and the language of 

the ‘Centre’. Quoted in Ashcroft et all., Cliff Lashley argues that: 

The Rastafarians attempt to ‘deconstruct’ what they see as the power structures of 
English grammar, structures in themselves metonymic of the hegemonic controls 
exercised by the British on Black peoples throughout Caribbean and African 
history …. While the language remains as it is, however, there is no hope of 
genuine ‘freedom’ …34 

Here, Lashley suggests that the Rastafarian’s aim was to ‘deconstruct’ the English 

language and change its structure. Additionally,each nation has its way of abrogating and 

subverting the English language, so people subvert the language according to place for 

instance, in the Jamaican Creole, the personal pronouns ‘I’ and ‘we’ are replaced by ‘me’ 

to show the subversion,35 whereas  Afro-Americans did not replace the pronoun ‘I’ but 

they change its form to become ‘Ah’. 



 

32 

 

Similar to J.M Synge who uses Standard English in an Irish context for the sake of 

subversion, Hurston destroys the Standard language and its syntax. She mixes the Black 

dialect with the Standard English in the same way Synge subverts English by mixing two 

different languages to get a ‘mixed language’, ‘hybrid language’ or the ‘prose poetry 

mix’.36 

        According to Ashcroft et all., “The notions of power inherent in the model of centre 

and margin are appropriated and so dismantled.” 37 In other words, post-colonial writers 

want to abrogate the language of the ‘Centre’ in their writings and at the same time they 

appropriate its language and culture, but all this is done only to subvert the language. Thus, 

Zora Neale Hurston as a post-bellum writer abrogates the dominant language in her work 

and at the same time, she appropriates English and then dismantles it. 

Actually, Hurston abrogates and subverts the English language in an ironic and satiric way 

just to appear inappropriate from Standard English. Blacks were marginalized, oppressed, 

and especially enslaved. Thus through her works, Hurston did the most possible things to 

help herself and her community to get rid of that hopeless situation and set her soul free 

from the domination of the white Americans. 

To conclude, both Zora Neale Hurston and John Millington Synge have the same aims to 

revive their language and culture. They struggled to defend the African American and the 

Irish identities. Hurston wrote her short story using a Black dialect that is full of slang 

expressions and idioms just to show to the whites that Blacks have a useful language to 

rely on it in communication and even in literature. Comparably, Synge wrote his play using 

a mixture of Irish and English languages relying on the Irish customs. Therefore, Hurston 

and Synge focus on local culture and folk heritage in their writings. As a result, in order to 

reject the dominance of the English language over the Irish and the Afro-Americans, Synge 

and Hurston abrogate and subvert the Standard English. This ‘Abrogation’ and 
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‘Subversion’ is well illustrated in Synge’s play and Hurston’s short story where we notice 

that the two writers took Standard English which is a notion of power and then subvert it in 

a way that dismantle the ‘Center’s’ culture. 
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Chapter Three:Strategies of Appropriation 

 In this chapter, we are going to discuss the strategies of appropriation in John 

Millington Synge’s play Riders to the Sea (1904) and Zora Neale Hurston’s short story 

John Redding Goes to Sea (1921). The two writers use language variance in their literary 

works in order to show difference and separation from the dominant norms. As a result, 

Synge and Hurston appropriated the Standard English in their literary works 

asEvalladoDoroy says: “Appropriation is a process by which the language (the Centre’s) is 

consciously brought under the influence of vernacular and its cultural nuances”.1 This 

means that appropriation is to take the language of the ‘Centre’ and use it in a new context 

which is suitable to the colonized nation. In addition to this, Ashcroft et all., state that 

“strategies of appropriation are numerous and vary widely in post-colonial literature, but 

they are the most powerful and ubiquitous way in which English is transformed by 

formerly colonized writers”.2 J. M. Synge and Zora Neale Hurston are among the writers 

who adopted the strategies of appropriation as a means to defend their identity. While 

comparing Riders to the Sea and John Redding Goes to Sea, we will study the various 

strategies of appropriating the Centre’s language and culture. 

1) Strategies of Appropriation in J. M. Synge’s Riders to the Sea: 

Synge appropriated the colonizer’s language using many strategies of appropriation such 

as Syntactic Fusions, Code-Switching and Vernacular Transcription, and Interlanguage 

that are explained in TheEmpire Writes Back. 

a. Syntactic Fusion: 

 Syntactic fusions is a strategy of appropriation that is mostly used by post-colonial 

writers.3 As a post-colonial playwright,J.M Synge appropriates standard English and infuse 

it with the syntax of the Irish language. He adopts a vernacular syntax to Standard English 

that makes the rhythm and texture of vernacular speech more accessible. By doing this, 
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Synge aims to revive and impose the Irish language, because it was considered useless. In 

Riders to the Sea, we can notice the influence of the Irish syntax over the English language 

that is shown through the play: 

Maurya: If it wasn’t found itself, that wind is raising the sea, and there was a star up against 
the moon, and it rising the night. If it was a hundred horses, or a thousand horses you had 
itself, what is the price of a thousand horses against a son where there is one son only? 4 

 
She also says: 

 
Maurya: It’s hard set we’ll be surely the day you’re drowned with the rest, what way will I 
live and the girls with me, and I am old woman looking for the grave? 5 

 

From these examples, we remark a different kind of English that is strongly influenced by 

the Irish syntax. This influence is well shown in the structure of sentences such as, “What 

way will I live and the girls with me” and it is also illustrated in the incorrect use of the 

present continuous such as “and it rising the night”, in this sentence we notice the absence 

of the auxiliary ‘be’.  

 Moreover, through reading and analyzing the play, we notice an incorrect use of 

verbs, adjectives, and prepositions. For instance, the omission of the verb appears in 

writing “…and he in a hurry” 6 instead of ‘he is in a hurry’. Another example of syntactic 

fusion in Synge’s play is the exclusion of conjunctions such as, “…I’ll have no son left me 

in the world”.7In this case, instead of saying, ‘I’ll have no son left for me in the world’, 

Synge omitted the conjunction ‘for’.  In addition to this, Synge used the personal pronoun 

‘we’ just after the preposition ‘on’ as it is illustrated in this example, “… and we won’t let 

on we’ve heard anything the time he’s on the sea”.8 Correspondingly, in his articleRural 

and Urban Ireland: A Question of Language,Raymond Hickey suggests that there are 

varieties of the Irish English features in Riders to the Sea such as the use of ‘on + personal 

pronoun’ ,and the use of ‘and + continuous verb form’ as a type of subordinate clause.9 

          Besides, within the play we may notice another form of syntactic fusion through the 

development of neologism. In Synge’s play, many words seem to be new for the English 

vocabulary such as ‘poteen’ that means ‘they could’ and ‘curagh’, which means a small 
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boat.These words were taken directly from the Irish language. Therefore, Synge made a 

syntactic fusion in his play by mixing the syntax of English Irish with the lexical forms of 

English in order to impose the Irish language over the Standard English. 

b. Code-Switching and Vernacular Transcription: 

              Code-Switching is another strategy used by J.M. Synge, which is a technique of 

switching between two or more codes.10 According to Ashcroft et all. post-colonial writers 

or the oppressed communities switch between two or more languages to obtain a single 

language which is vernacular.  

Synge appropriates the English language and then mixes it with the Irish one.As a 

translator,he translates a pure Irish play to English, but keeping the Irish syntax. Within the 

play, we may notice a switch between two languages ‘English’ and ‘Irish’. Thus, this 

switch produced a kind of vernacular language that is shown in the speech of Synge’s 

characters as Ashcroft stipulates “Both english and English with their attendant social, 

cultural, and political allegiances will exist side by side as ‘vernacular’ and ‘standard’”.11 

Here, ‘english’ is the vernacular dialect of English and it is well explored in Synge’s play. 

As a result, Synge as a poly dialectical playwright used the technique of code-switching by 

including a variance in language, as it is shown in Cathleen’s speech: “Cathleen: Give me 

the ladder, and I’ll put them up in the turf-loft, the way she won’t know of them at all, and 

may be when the tide turns she’ll be going down to see would he be floating from the 

east”.12From this passage, we notice a rhythm of vernacular voice such as the use of stock 

phrases. Therefore, Synge varied between English and English Irish in his play. 

 Declan Kiberd in his article Synge as a Scholar and Translator (1979) argues, 

“This kind of ambiguity between the meaning of standard English and the sense of the 

Irish original is a primary virtue of the Anglo-Irish dialect.”13 Synge in his play explored 

that dialect which is in medial position between the Standard English and the original 
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Irish.14 Thus, as a way of appropriating the English language, Synge uses the technique of 

code-switching and vernacular transcription. In his playRiders to the Sea,we can find a 

good example of that technique for instance, when Nora says about Bartley “And it’s 

destroyed he’ll be going till dark night, and he after eating nothing since the sun went 

up.”15 The word ‘destroyed’ in this example has two meanings, on one side, ‘destroyed’ in 

the idiomatic Gaelic sense means being destroyed with hunger or thirst, it also means great 

discomfort on the other side. However, the meaning of ‘destroyed’ in the Standard English 

suggests dissolution and death.16 

c. Interlanguage: 

 Interlanguage is another strategy of appropriation used by John Millington Synge in his 

play Riders to the Sea. AccordingtoAshcroft et all,  

‘[I]nterlanguage’ [is] a term coined by Nemser (1971) and Selinker (1972) to 
characterize the genuine and discrete linguistic system employed by learners of a 
second language. The concept of an interlanguage reveals that the utterances of a 
second-language learner are not deviant forms or mistakes, but rather are part of a 
separate but genuine linguistic system.17  

 

In other words, interlanguage is an attempt to create an ‘interculture’ by a combination of 

the linguistic structures of the two languages.18Correspondingly, Synge in his paly 

explored a form of language that has the features of both Irish and English languages. 

Within the play, we notice a mixture of many linguistic structures between Irish and 

English languages. The play is crowded with examples of interlanguage as it is illustrated 

in this example, “Cathleen: Why wouldn’t you give him your blessing and he looking 

round in the door? Isn’t it sorrow enough is on everyone in this house without your sending 

him out with unlucky word behind him, and a hard word in his ear?”19 From this example, 

we notice that certain Irish English sentences such as ‘a hard word in his ear’ preserve the 

same structures of their equivalents in Irish language. 

 RadoslavaPekarova in her thesis The Influence of the Irish Language on Irish 

English Grammar (2009) suggests that Irish English is an interesting language in the 
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English speaking world, since it includes contact between two ‘genetically’ related 

languages Irish and English.20In the case of Riders to the Sea,we may notice that Synge’s 

language was strongly influenced by the Irish language. When the Irish started to use 

English as a means of communication with the English, they learned English vocabulary 

but they kept the grammatical structures and patterns of their original language.21As a 

result, the Irish influence in Synge’s Riders to the Sea is reflected at every linguistic level 

from the sound patterns and the rhythms to the vocabulary, the idioms and the sentence 

structure. Within the play, we remark many examples of the preservation of the Irish forms 

in grammar such as the special use of reflexive pronouns. In Standard English, reflexive 

pronouns are used in the position of objects, but in Irish English, they are used as objects 

as it is illustrated in this example, “If it is itself” or subjects in “Herself does be saying 

prayers”.Therefore, this linguistic strategy ‘interlanguage’ is used by Synge in order to 

distinguish his language from the dominant English and to impose it. 

 To conclude, Synge has appropriated and reconstituted the English language in his 

play through using different linguistic strategies such as syntactic fusion, code- switching 

and interlanguage. 

 

2) Strategies of Appropriation in Z. N. Hurston’s John Redding Goes to Sea: 

       Zora Neale Hurston appropriated aspects from American culture. Similarly to Synge, 

in John Redding Goes to Sea Hurston appropriates the Standard English using nearly the 

same strategies as a way of resisting the white men’s domination and oppression. 

a. Syntactic Fusion: 

           Comparably to Synge, Hurston tries to join the syntax of Afro-American’s language 

to the lexical form of the English language in order to get a vernacular destroyed dialect. 

Through exploring Hurston’s short story, we notice the presence of many syntactical 
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fusions. Equally to Synge, Hurston uses a ‘strange’ and awkward language in her work, 

when reading the short story we notice the use of new words like ‘Gawd’ which refers to 

‘God’ and ‘bettah’ means better. In addition to this, she uses unfamiliar phrases such as 

‘Cose you allus tries tuh know mo’ than me, but Ah ain’t so ign’rant.’22 

Moreover, Hurston uses other syntactic variations in the short story effectively to 

appropriate the English language. According to Anna Maria Frail “The influence of 

vernacular substratum emerges in the use of double negative ‘no…nothing’ and the 

intrusive ‘r’ in wanter.”23 In other words, Hurston in John Redding Goes to Sea dismantled 

the structure of the negative form and the use of the intrusive ‘r’ which is shown in the 

following examples, “Matty, a man doan need no travel dust tuh make ‘imwanter bit de 

road”24, “Stella ain’t got no call tuh go crazy ‘cause John is. She ain’t no woman tuh be 

fllopin’ roun’ from place tuh place lak some uh dese reps follerin ‘uh section gang”.25 Here 

Hurston shows the use of double negation which makes the reader confused while reading, 

because according to the grammatical  rules of the English language, there is no rule about 

using double negation. Besides, the use of ‘r’ in ‘wanter’ according to Fraile is unneeded. 

As a result, Hurston aims to disturb and destroy the sense of Standard Englishby using 

these syntactic fusions. 

       Moreover, Hurston in John Redding Goes to Sea defends her race and identity using 

negation and other distinctive grammatical features that are linked to Afro-American’s 

dialect. According to Lori Jirousek “Hurston offers an example of the African American 

influence on language; she cites the way they have altered the pronunciation and enriched 

the vocabulary of white southern American English.”26 Accordingly, the English language 

was influenced by Afro-Americans who reformed the English vocabulary and 

pronunciation. 
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         Equally to Synge, Hurston changes the structure of the sentence and the form of 

verbs, nouns and adjectives. She creates and adopts new usages to the English grammar 

rules by contradicting these rules which say, ‘we/you+ bare infinitive= present simple’ and 

‘she/he/it+ verb+ s= present simple’. Clearly, Afro-Americans do not follow those rules, 

because for them verbs in the present tense carry ‘s’ at the end with all personal pronouns, 

as it is shown in this examples: “Well, Alf., dat’s all we po’ wimmen kin do. We wants our 

husbands an’ our sons”27,“Well, Ah wants mah son tuh go; an’ he wants tuh go too. He’s a 

man now, Matty.”28 

         Therefore, Hurston uses syntactic fusion throughout her short story in order to 

dismantle and destroy the English language; she appropriates the Standard English and 

mixes it with the syntax of Afro-American’s dialect in order to impose the Black identity 

and to resist the domination of the English language. 

b. Code-Switching and Vernacular Transcription: 

 Similarly to Synge, Hurston uses code-switching and vernacular transcription in 

John Redding Goes to Sea, which is considered as a good example of using vernacular 

English after her novel Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937). Hurston uses this strategy 

to distinguish her dialect from the white’s language. According to Braj B. Kachru in Post-

Colonial Studies Reader “Code-mixing refers to the use of lexical items or phrases from 

one code in the stream of discourse of another.”29Correspondingly, in her short story, 

Hurston splits from Black’s dialect to a standardized English, as it is illustrated in this 

example, “Naw, John, it’s bettah for you to stay heahan take over the school. Why don’t 

you marry and settle down?”30 

 Clearly, in the short story, we observe that the characters move from vernacular 

English to Standard English while speaking, which is shown in this sentence: “Ah talks in 

parables sometimes. Come on, les go on tuh supper.”31 In fact, Hurston through using the 
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Afro-American dialect, she described the culture of the Black community during the 

1920’s 32. In addition to this, Hurston changes the language of her characters according to 

time. When John was a little boy, he spoke vernacular English that is shown in this 

example, “Pa, Ah betcha Ah seen somthin’ in th’ wood- lot you ain’t seen!”33 but when he 

grows old, he transforms his language to a more standardized sophisticated English as it is 

shown in this passage: 

Don’t make me too conscious of my weakness, Stella. I know I should never have 
married with my inclinations, but it’s done now, no use to talk about what is past. I 
love and want to keep you, but I can’t stifle that longing for the open road, rolling 
seas, foe peoples and countries I have never seen. I’m suffering too, Stella, I’m 
paying for my rashness in marrying before I was ready. I’m not trying to shirk my 
duty- you’ll be well taken care of in the meanwhile.34 
 

This shift from vernacular to a standardized English shows the power of English over 

Afro-Americans, since English was the language taught in schools and Afro-American 

language was not recognized in the USA. 

 In this context, Sharon l. Jones argues, “One of Hurston’s lasting legacies is her 

ability to show how sophisticated African-American English is. Rather than presenting 

dialect in a condescending or patronizing manner, she shows its richness and 

complexity”.35In other words, instead of proving that Afro-American dialect is not an 

acknowledgeable language, Hurston exposes its richness, sophistication and 

complexity.She adds that Black vernacular English is a complex language and it differs 

from the English taught in grammar books.36Moreover, Hurston uses a standardized 

English with the narrative voice, as it is illustrated in this sentence “The boy had on several 

occasions attempted to reconcile his mother to the notion, but found it a difficult 

task.”37From this example, we notice that Hurston uses a Standardized English to show 

that although she is an African American writer, she practices English successively and 

fruitfully. 

 As result, Hurston presents a form of nonstandard English or a Black vernacular 

English. She fuses this Black dialect with the Standard English in her short story in order 
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to show cultural varieties between her community and the white one, and to show the 

importance of her native language and identity. Indeed, she appropriated the strategy of 

code-switching and vernacular transcription in order to valorize the Afro-American 

vernacular English. Equally to Synge who wanted to present Irish identity using an Irish 

dialect, Hurston’s use of vernacular dialect reveals her desire to present a realistic portrayal 

of Afro-American culture.  

  

c. Glossing: 

 While Synge adopted interlanguage in appropriating the English language, Hurston 

used Glossing as another strategy to appropriate the Standard English. In order to show her 

strength in appropriating and learning English as a second language after Afro-American 

dialect, she uses glossing as a means to give her dialectpower and recognition by 

distinguishing it from the dominant English language. According to Ashcroft et all., 

glossing may be defined as a strategy of appropriation used by post-colonial writers 

especially when they make reference or make use of a word from their mother language 

and provide its equivalent in the target language.38 In other words, glossing providesmore 

explanations and details about something. 

 Besides, glossing is also defined as “the explanatory comment attached to a text. It 

can be a word, a sentence or a clause, qualifying the non-standard. It is one of the most 

common devices used by authors in cross-cultural texts.”39 In other words, glossing may be 

expressed in a text through providing explanations, clarifications or comments about the 

non-standard word. These clarifications could be a word or a sentence provided inside the 

text. Zora Neale Hurston’s John Redding Goes to Sea is considered as a ‘cross-cultural’ 

text because Afro-American culture is the result of combining African and American 

cultures. Furthermore, in her short story, Hurston provides explanation about comparing 

John to a lump of dirt as it is shown in this example, “…I get feeling just like a lump of dirt 
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turned over by the plow –Just where it falls there’s where it lies –no thought or movement 

or nothing.”40 From this example, we remark that Hurston comments about the state of the 

lump of dirt when John says: ‘where it falls there’s it lies’, here she glossed the state of 

John in relation to the lump of dirt. According to Anna Maria Fraile, Hurston employs a 

musical and unique Afro-American dialect, when John compared himself to the lump of 

dirt.41 

  Hurston appropriatesStandard English by using the strategy of glossing. After 

analyzing John Redding Goes to Sea, we notice that Hurston offers more explanations 

throughout her short story;she comments a sentence by explaining it or giving more details 

about it. Hurston expresses the use of glossing in her short story as it is shown in the 

following example:  

Spring- time in Florida is not a matter of peeping violets or bursting buds merely. It 
is a riot of color in nature –glistening green leaves, pink, blue, purple, yellow 
blossoms that fairly stagger the visitor from the north. The miles of hyacinths lie 
like an undulating carpet on the surface of the river and divide reluctantly when 
slow-moving alligators push their way log-like across. The nights are white nights 
for the moon shines with dazzling splendor, or in the absence of that goddess, the 
soft darkness creeps down laden with innumerable scents. The heavy fragrance of 
magnolias mingled with delicate sweetness of jasmine and wild roses.42 

In this passage, Hurston gives information about spring-time in Florida in order to make 

the story bright and attractive. 

   In her short story, Hurston tries to bring something new to the Afro-American 

literature by exploring glossing. Another example of glossing in Hurston’s short story lies 

in Mimms’ description of the storm, he said, 

…den dat rain commenced –an’ Ah nevah seed such a down poor since de flood. 
We set dere and someone begins tuh pray. Lawd how we did pray rah be spared! 
Den somebody raised a song any we sung, you hear me, we sung from de bottom 
of our hearts till daybreak. When the first light come up de fog begin to liff, an’ we 
could see de water. Dat fog wuz so thick an’ heavy dat it wuzhuggin’ dat river 
lakwidin’ sheet. And when it rose we saw dat de river had rose. Way up durin’ the 
rain. Mu Gawd, Alf! It wuzrunnin’ high so hight it nearly teched de span of de 
bridge –an’ red as blood…43 

Here, Hurston gives a full description of the storm by interpreting it between two hyphens 

in order to provide the whole image of it and make the reader experience the harshness of 

the storm from reading the provided details. 
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 Moreover, in Hurston’s short story we remark the use of some words that have 

local uses like ‘conjuration’, ‘witches’, and ‘spell’. These words are left unglossed in the 

text but its meanings are understood through the context “conveying the syntax of 

colloquial speech.”44 By leaving these words without gloss, the reader may relate them 

directly to Hurston’s culture. 

 To sum up, Hurston in her short story explored a set of linguistic strategies such as 

syntactic fusion, code-switching and glossing. These strategies are used by Hurston in John 

Redding Goes to Sea as a way to distinguish the Afro-American dialect from the dominant 

English and as a way of struggling and searching for the recognition of her dialect and 

identity. 

 To conclude, Zora Neale Hurston and John Millington Synge have appropriated the 

English language using different strategies of appropriation. Synge and Hurston are two 

revivalist authors, who represent their native cultures and languages through their literary 

works. They depicted Black and Irish cultural expression by presenting Black and Irish 

dialects. Through using vernacular English, Synge and Hurston want to defend and to 

show it as “a valuable and relevant part of their cultures, and not inferior to the version of 

English.”45 
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Conclusion 

 Language is an important element that constructs the Irish and Afro-American 

identities. The Irish people as well as Afro-Americans lived under the oppression of 

England and America respectively. Both of them were marginalized in the sense that their 

language and identities were not recognized. During the Irish and the Harlem 

Renaissances, John Millington Synge and Zora Neale Hurston succeeded in reviving their 

native language and defending their identities. Therefore, Synge’s play Riders to the Sea 

and Hurston’s short story John Redding Goes to Sea bring the message that their cultures 

are valuable and respectful. 

 After discussing the two literary works in the light of the concepts 

‘Abrogation’,‘Appropriation’ and ‘Subversion’ that we have selected in Ashcroft’s et all., 

The Empire Writes Back, these concepts have allowed us to explore the issue of language 

and identity in the two works. In the course of our research paper, we come to the 

conclusion that the marginalization of the Irish and the segregation of the Afro-Americans 

are the main causes of their Revivals. Therefore, Synge and Hurston challenged this 

segregation and marginalization using ‘Appropriation’, ‘Abrogation’ and ‘Subversion’ in 

their literary works. 

 Moreover, both Synge and Hurston abrogate the Standard English by using their 

native dialects in the two works and they subvert it by dismantling its norms and structures. 

The last concluding point of our research is that Synge in Riders to the Sea and Hurston in 

John Redding Goes to Sea appropriated the Standard English to suit their needs using 

different strategies of appropriation such as syntactic fusion, code-switching, interlanguage 

and glossing. 

 The scope of our research does not permit us to deal with all the issues that gather 

both Synge’s Riders to the Sea and Hurston’sJohn Redding Goes to Sea. Thus, we invite 
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other students to discuss these two literary works from a feminist perspective in the sense 

that both Synge’s play and Hurston’s short story were characterised by the domination of 

the female characters. 
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