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Abstract

The sociolinguistic techniques Langston Hughes used to subvert the prevailing
language ideologies of the early 20th century are examined in this research paper.
Black artists were under tremendous pressure to demonstrate intellectual equality
during the Harlem Renaissance by using “standard” English. Hughes, on the
other hand, took a radical “descriptivist” stand, defending the “low-down folk’s”
speech and inherent beauty. This study shows how Hughes used certain aspects of
African American Vernacular English (AAVE), such as negative concord, aspectual
markers like a-prefixing, and phonological elision, not as “broken” English but as
complex poetic devices through an examination of classic works like “Mother to
Son. "The research paper analyzes how Hughes’s command of various linguistic
registers enabled him to show that the Black community was not a monolith but
rather had a diverse linguistic repertoire that included everything from formal, epic
voices to casual “kitchen-talk.” Hughes successfully overturned established social
hierarchies by approving the vernacular voice and claiming that lived experience,
not just formal education, is a direct source of cultural authority and profound truth.
Hughes’ poetry is a masterwork that demonstrates how language is inextricably
linked to identity, power, and the affirmation of human dignity.

Keywords: Code Switching, African American Vernacular English, Linguistic Register,
Vernacular Poetics, Syncopation

Introduction

From writing about the Black experience to actively writing
in the language of that experience, Langston Hughes’ poetry is a
fundamental subject for sociolinguistic analysis. His writing is a
masterful example of the close relationship between language and
art, identity, community, and power. Hughes adopted a radical stance
during the Harlem Renaissance, a time marked by heated discussion
about how Black artists should depict their race. Hughes promoted the
beauty and legitimacy of the “low-down folk,” while contemporaries
such as Countee Cullen favoured traditional “standard” English to
demonstrate intellectual equality. Hughes made a strong artistic
and political statement by purposefully using African American
Vernacular English (AAVE), which is a complete, expressive, and
valid linguistic system rather than “broken” English. His method is in
line with the sociolinguistic idea of “descriptivism,” which examines
language usage in its actual context as opposed to “prescriptivism,”
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or how it “should” be used. Hughes’s entire body of work demonstrates a command of multiple
linguistic registers, demonstrating that the Black community was not a monolith but rather had a
diverse linguistic repertoire.

This research paper examines how Hughes elevated a worker’s reality or a mother’s wisdom to
the level of high art by utilizing particular AAVE features, such as aspectual markers and negative
concord. Hughes successfully subverted the prevailing language ideology of his era by defending
the vernacular voice and claiming that no language variety has a monopoly on beauty or truth.

Code-Switching and the Mastery of Linguistic Registers

In a sociolinguistic context, code-switching refers to the practice of alternating between different
languages, dialects, or registers depending on the social situation or the intended audience. Hughes
utilized this not just as a conversational tool, but as a literary strategy to demonstrate the “linguistic
complexity and range of the Black community.” By moving between the Formal Register and the
Vernacular Register, Hughes proved that Black identity was not a monolith.

For example, in “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” Hughes employs a formal, epic register: “I’ve
known rivers: / I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood
in human veins.” This declarative, “Standard English” voice establishes a timeless, historical
authority. Conversely, in the “Madam” poems, he switches to a vernacular register—what he called
“kitchen-talk”—to capture the lived reality of Madam Alberta K. Johnson. This ability to switch
registers allowed Hughes to claim “all of the linguistic territory” of the American experience, from
the academic to the urban street.

African American Vernacular English (AAVE) as a Rule-Governed System

Central to Hughes’s work is the validation of African American Vernacular English (AAVE).
Far from being “broken” or “lazy” English, AAVE is a “legitimate and rule-governed linguistic
system.” Hughes used specific grammatical markers to give his characters a sense of “cultural
authority” and authenticity.

In “Mother to Son,” the line ‘I’se been a-climbin’ on” showcases two distinct AAVE features:
the contraction “I’se” and the “a-prefixing” on the verb. These are not errors; they are aspectual
markers that emphasize the continuous, enduring nature of the mother’s struggle. By meticulously
recording these features, Hughes shifted the focus from how the language should look to how it
is actually used to convey deep emotional truths, effectively “capturing the authentic voices of
everyday African Americans.”

Challenging Language Ideology: Descriptivism vs. Prescriptivism

The tension in Hughes’s work often mirrors the conflict between Prescriptivism (the belief that
language must follow rigid, “standard” rules) and Descriptivism (the objective study of language
as it is used by a community). The dominant Language Ideology of the early 20th century was
heavily prescriptivist, viewing Standard English as the only medium for “high art.” Hughes’s
poetry functioned as a radical descriptivist act.

By choosing to write in the vernacular, Hughes rejected the “correctionist” approach that sought
to “fix” Black speech. Instead, he adopted a “contrastivist” stance, showing that vernacular dialects
are just as capable of expressing complex human emotions as Standard English. In “Theme for
English B,” he directly addresses this ideology when the speaker notes, “I guess being colored
doesn’t make me not like / the same things other folks like who are other races.” Through this
poem, Hughes suggests that while his “page” might be written in a different “voice” than his
white instructor’s, it is no less a part of the American “truth.” He asserts that the vernacular voice
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is “authentic, intimate, and strong because of its language, not in spite of it.” Hughes’ poetry is a
sociolinguistic masterpiece because it fundamentally questions the prevailing linguistic ideologies
of the early 20th century. Standard English (SE) was the only “proper” language for serious poetic
expression and high art during the Harlem Renaissance, according to the dominant ideology of
both white society and some Black intellectuals. Through a “prescriptivist” lens, African American
Vernacular English (AAVE) was often written off as “broken,” “lazy,” or “incorrect” English. By
claiming that no language variety has a monopoly on truth or beauty, Hughes purposefully reversed
this hierarchy.

Hughes’s “Mother to Son” serves as a primary example of this ideological resistance. The poem
functions as a piece of intergenerational discourse where the speaker’s authority is derived not
from formal education associated with SE, but from her lived experience. Hughes employs specific
AAVE features to grant the mother “cultural authority,” such as the use of negative concord in the
line: “Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair”. This double negative serves a specific sociolinguistic
function; it emphasizes the negation to create a powerful, unequivocal rejection of an easy life,
maximizing the sense of hardship through a rule-governed linguistic system.

“Well, son, I’ll tell you: / Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. / It’s had tacks in it, /

And splinters...”

This double negative serves a specific sociolinguistic function; it emphasizes the negation to
create an “unequivocal rejection of the idea of an easy life,” maximizing the emotional weight of
the hardship described.

Hughes used his poetry to directly invert the social hierarchy of language. He argued that the
most profound poetic utterances did not require the “prestige” of Standard English but could be
found in the humblest linguistic settings.

The poem further validates the vernacular through its phonology and aspectual markers. When
the mother states,”I’se been a-climbin’ on,” Hughes utilizes the “a-” prefix to denote an ongoing,
persistent state of effort rather than a singular past event. By using spellings that represent authentic
pronunciation—such as “climbin’,” “kinder hard,” and “goin’”’- Hughes forces the reader to engage
with the text as a performed oral tradition rather than mere “broken” writing. As the text notes, “the
mother’s voice is authentic, intimate, and strong because of her language, not in spite of it”.

Hughes’s work dismantled the myth of the “monolith” by demonstrating the vast linguistic
repertoire of the Black community. He successfully moved between the “formal register” of epic,
historical poems like “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” and the deeply vernacular “Madam” poems,
such as “Madam and Her Madam”. In the latter, the protagonist Alberta K. Johnson uses AAVE
as a source of strength and resistance against her employer’s superficial social register. When she
declares, “But I’ll be dogged / If I love you!”, She is using vernacular wit to maintain her dignity
within an asymmetrical power relationship. Through these varied voices, Hughes proved that the
most profound poetic utterances could be found in the humblest of linguistic settings.

Pragmatic Assertion and Social Identity

Hughes uses language as a form of pragmatic assertion—using simple, direct declarations to
claim social and political space. In “I, Too,” the shift from the opening line”l, too, sing America”
to the closing line “I, too, am America” represents a profound change in social register and power.
This is a sociolinguistic claim to belonging; it moves from the act of “singing” (artistic expression)
to the act of “being” (political and national identity). This use of language serves to dismantle the
“us vs. them” barrier, forcing a linguistic and social integration.
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Vernacular Poetics

Hughes famously rejected “King’s English” in favour of the authentic, often “broken” English
of the Black working class. This wasn’t to mock the speakers, but to honour their resilience and
practical philosophy. By using the specific dialect of a mother or a labourer, he argued that one
does not need formal education to possess deep, existential wisdom.

In “Mother to Son,” Hughes uses a mother’s dialect to ground the metaphor of life as a staircase:
“Well,son, I’ll tell you: / Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. / It’s had tacks in it, / And splinters...”

The use of ‘ain’t” and the rhythmic cadence of her speech elevate her maternal advice to a
universal anthem of endurance.

The Blues Stanza (AAB)

The Blues is more than music; it’s a structural approach to pain and humour. Hughes adapted
the AAB format—where a line is stated, repeated (often with a slight variation), and then resolved
with a rhyming “punchline”—to capture the psychological state of the “low-down” blues.

In “The Weary Blues,” Hughes replicates the internal rhythm of a blues performance:
A:”Ain’t got nobody in all this world,”

A:”Ain’t got nobody but ma self.”

B:I’s gwine to quit ma frownin’ / And put ma troubles on the shelf.”

This structure allows the reader to feel the cyclical nature of sorrow and the eventual, if
temporary, release found in the music.

Syncopation

In jazz, syncopation involves placing stress where it isn’t expected, creating a “swing” or a
jagged rhythm. Hughes used this in his verse to reflect the frantic, improvisational energy of the
Harlem Renaissance and the “broken” social reality of being Black in America. It creates a sense
of tension that mirrors the urban environment.

In “Dream Boogie,” the poem begins with a happy beat but is interrupted by the “hiccup” of
social reality:

“Good morning, daddy! / Ain’t you heard / The boogie-woogie rumble / Of a dream deferred?”

The sudden shift in meter and the interjection of ‘Listen to it hot!”” Mimics the way jazz musicians
disrupt a melody, suggesting that beneath the “happy” surface of the music lies a restless, urgent
struggle.

Call-and-Response

Originating in African work songs and the Black church, Call-and-Response is a participatory
structure where a leader makes a statement and the community responds. Hughes integrated
this into his poetic structures to emphasize that the Black experience is communal, not solitary.
It creates an invisible dialogue between the poet and the reader.

In “Trumpet Player,” Hughes describes the musician in a way that invites a spiritual response,
similar to a sermon. In his more performance-heavy pieces like “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” the
repetition of “I’ve known rivers” acts as the “call,” while the descriptions of the Euphrates, Congo,
and Nile serve as the “response,” weaving together a collective ancestral history.

Conclusion

Langston Hughes’s mastery of these forms transformed the “low” culture of the streets into a
“high” literary art. By refusing to polish away the jagged rhythms of jazz or the raw honesty of the
blues, he captured a specific American frequency that had never been heard in the canon before.
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Hughes’s work proved that vernacular is not a sign of a lack of intelligence, but a vessel for cultural
memory. His use of these techniques did three specific things: He democratized poetry by making
the medium accessible to the very people he was writing about. He also preserved orality and
“froze” the fleeting sounds of Harlem’s nightspots and churches into the permanent record of the
written word. He also validated identity by showing that a Black man’s “broken” rhythm was, in
fact, a sophisticated new type of harmony.

In his hands, the Blues Stanza became a philosophical inquiry, Syncopation became a social
critique, and the Vernacular became a royal tongue. He didn’t just write about his community;
he allowed the community to speak for itself, ensuring that the”dream deferred” would never be
forgotten.
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