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Their Eyes Were Watching God 
Chapter One 
Standard Focus : Dia lect 
One of the ways an author deve lops h is or her sty le is through the use of d ia lect .   Dia lect is the 
d ist inct ive speech pattern of a part icu lar reg ion , c lass ,  or race . Un l ike s lang ,  d ia lect has a 
d ist inct and we l l -deve loped system of grammar , vocabu lary ,  and pronunciat ion .  Through the use 
of d ia lect ,  authors are ab le to create a rea l ist ic story ,  be l ievab le characters ,  and an authent ic-
fee l ing sett ing . 
 
In her research as an anthropo log ist ,  Zora Nea le Hurston co l lected Afr ican-American fo lk ta les 
and deve loped a system to convert many of these spoken ta les to a wr itten form of the b lack 
d ia lect .   To Hurston , the d ia lect was not a negat ive stereotype , but a musica l  and poet ic 
language , which is a natura l  part of the Afr ican-American cu l ture .  By writ ing in the rea l ist ic 
manner in which b lacks in the South actua l ly spoke , Hurston creates powerfu l ,  authent ic 
characters and a rea l ist ic sett ing .  
 
Direct ions : Rep lace the fo l lowing sentences from Chapter One with a more fami l iar or modern 
“trans lat ion . ”  
 

1 . “Wat dat o le forty year o le ‘oman do in ’ wid her ha ir swing in ’ down her back lak some 
young ga l?” 
 
 

2. “ I f  she a in ’t got manners enough to stop and let fo lks know how she been makin ’ out ,  let 
her g ’wan! ” 
 
 

3. “The worst th ing Ah ever knowed her to do was tak ing a few years offa her age and dat 
a in ’t never harmed nobody” 
 
 

4. “De way you ta lk in ’ you’d th ink de fo lks in d is town d idn’t do noth in ’ in de bed ‘cept 
pra ise de Lawd. ” 
 
 

5 . “Mah mul lato r ice a in ’t so ood d is t ime.  Not enough bacon grease , but Ah reckon it ’ l l  k i l l  
hungry” 
 
 

6 . “Ah see Mouth-Almighty is st i l l  s i tt in ’ in de same p lace .  And Ah reckon they got me up in 
they mouth now.” 
 
 

7 . “You know if you pass some peop le and don’t speak tuh su it ‘em dey got tuh go way back 
in yo’ l i fe and see whut you even done.  They know mo’ ‘bout yuh than you do yo’ se l f . ”  
 
 
 

8 . “Most of these z igaboos is so het up over yo’ bus iness t i l l  they l iab le to hurry theyse l f to 
Judgment to f ind out about you i f they don’t soon know. 
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9 . “You can te l l  ‘em what Ah say i f you wants to .  Dat ’s just de same as me ‘cause mah 

tongue is in mah fr iend’s mouf . ”  
 
 
 

10. “So long as they get a name to gnaw on they don’t care whose i t is ,  and what about ,  
‘spec ia l ly i f they can make it sound l ike ev i l . ”  

 
 
 

11. “ I f  they wants to see and know, why don’t they come k iss and be k issed?” 
 

 
 

12. “Un less you see de fur ,  a mink sk in a in ’t no d ifferent from a coon hide . ” 
 
 
 

13. “ I t ’s hard for me to understand what you mean, de way you te l l  i t .   And then aga in Ah’m 
hard of understandin ’ at t imes . ” 
 
 
 

14. What can we infer about these characters from the ir speech patterns? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

15. I s  your inference stereotyp ica l  or rea l ist ic? Or both? On what evidence d id you base your 
op in ion? 
 


