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Abstract 

 

This essay focuses on the concepts of relationship to local culture, identity and 

third space writing found in migrant literature and explores their relevance to James 

Joyce’s Dubliners in order to support a migrant reading of the collection. James Joyce 

has already been read as a migrant writer; however, Dubliners has not been 

considered as being an important contribution to this mode of writing. In this essay, 

the postcolonial theories of identity, third space writing and relationship to local 

culture are used in an in-depth reading of seven of the stories in the collection which I 

argue are written in the migrant mode of writing. With an introduction given on 

migrant writing and the concepts used, the platform is thus laid out for a thorough 

reading of the stories. 

What these stories depict is that of Ireland’s perpetual state of 

underdevelopment, due to its colonial past under British rule. In reading the stories in 

theoretical terms of migrant writing, one uncovers the way they construct Ireland as a 

colonized space, reiterating Joyce’s version of home and its decaying, cultural 

potential. What one finds is not only the ironic voice of Joyce’s narrative describing 

the repetitive outplaying of British stereotypes of Irishness but also of a quieter tone 

tinged with hope and longing for a true, cultural change. This essay shifts the 

interpretative focus to specific issues that would otherwise not be visible if one were 

to read it as merely being modernist. It establishes the migrant quality of the 

collection and solidifies the standing of Joyce as a migrant writer. 

Keywords: James Joyce, Dubliners, postcolonialism, migrant literature, third space 

writing, identity, relationship to local culture, Ireland 
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Introduction 

 

James Joyce has always been defined as a modernist writer in exile. From the 

perspective of postcolonial theory and the more recent conceptualization of migrant 

writing, James Joyce’s works can also be read as modernist migrant fiction. This is a 

possibility not only because they are written by a writer who has been established as 

being modernist but also because his writings capture the experience of migration. 

Although Dubliners has not been established as migrant fiction as of yet, it has been 

stated that Joyce can be considered a migrant writer based on his other works, namely 

Finnegans Wake, Ulysses and The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Mads 

Rosendahl Thomsen claims Joyce as being a migrant writer in his book Mapping 

World Literature: International Canonization and Transnational Literatures (76), 

however, he does not go into greater detail as to why.  

In order to understand Migrant writing and what its characteristics consist of, 

one should begin with migrant writing as it developed within theories of 

postcolonialism. Postcolonialism is a term which can be used generally to denote all 

literature which has been written after the end of the colonial era. However, in Elleke 

Boehmer’s Colonial & Postcolonial Literature, she explains that instead of this term 

only signifying a specific time period, it is literature “which critically or subversively 

scrutinizes the colonial relationship. It is writing that sets out in one way or another to 

resist colonialist perspectives” (3). She continues by explaining that postcolonial 

literature is “deeply marked by experiences of cultural exclusion and division under 

empire” (3). Of course, there are varying modes of writing pertaining to 

postcolonialism which may treat the same theme. As Elleke Boehmer explains, 

“[p]ostcolonial writing in English also goes by the names of new writing in English, 

world fiction, international or transcultural writing […]” (3). In addition to these 

literatures, one can add national and even migrant writing to the list (3-11). As one 

can see, the term postcolonial encompasses a range of concerns such as cultural 

division, cultural exclusion, colonial disappointment and transcultural sensibilities. 

This holds true for migrant writing as it is the literature of marginalized, post-colonial 

writers and their experiences in the aftermath of the colonial stereotypes imprinted on 

their history. What seems to be the prominent characteristic of migrant writing is that 
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the writers are always exiled. Whether it is a self-imposed sort of exile or forced, the 

term “exile” will most certainly always be included in the biography of the migrant 

writer. Elleke Boehmer continues by stating that “[c]ultural expatriation is now 

widely regarded as intrinsic to the postcolonial literary experience, impinging on 

writing and the making of literature world-wide” (226). Seeing that postcolonial 

literary experience overlaps that of the migrant writer’s experience, one understands 

how reading Joyce’s works as migrant writing opens a new area of inquiry.  

However, there was a so-called “shift” in literary theory that occurred from the 

concept of exile writer to migrant writer which is worth mentioning here. In an article 

written by Carine M. Mardorossian, “From Literature of Exile to Migrant Literature”, 

it is explained that many exiled writers had opted for the title of migrant writer instead 

because they were no longer “discussed in relation to the condition of exile as the 

earlier generation [had been], [n]either do they thematize it as obsessively” (15). She 

explains that “[the] paradigmatic shift from exile to migrant literature has important 

implications for the representational politics of contemporary postcolonial writings 

insofar as it forces us to re-examine the relationship between the experience of exile 

and the process of representing it” (15). Since James Joyce’s exile was self-imposed 

and not forced, one cannot perceive his work as being that of an exiled writer. His 

work cannot be considered to be that of exile since, as Carine M. Mardorossian puts 

it,  

 

[e]xiled writers are often seen as better equipped to provide an “objective” 

view of the two worlds they are straddling by virtue of their alienation. They 

are ascribed the status of neutral observers, a detachment on which – 

according to the high modernist tradition that still dictates the discourse of 

exile – their literary authority is based. (16)  

 

In Dubliners, this objectivity is something quite debatable considering that we 

do not find any references to locations other than Dublin. Yes, Joyce was indeed in 

exile while writing Dubliners. However, in order for Joyce to be considered an exiled 

writer in the “modernist” traditional sense, he would need to be objective and 

detached in his writings, from what Elleke Boehmer describes in Colonial & 

Postcolonial Literature, the “cultural exclusion and division under empire” (3), which 

he is not. As stated before, although James Joyce has been long established as being a 
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modernist writer, he has also been perceived by some to be a migrant writer. With 

Modernism, the writers made efforts to radically change from traditional ways of 

representation by experimenting on new ways of expression and form. Migrant 

literature mostly focuses on social circumstances affecting the homeland of the 

migrant writer which ultimately influences their decision to depart. It also focuses on 

the actual experience of migration itself. 

  So, what counts as migrant writing? Since the literature of an exiled writer can 

be considered migrant as well, a clear definition is needed. Carine M. Mardorossian 

defines the condition of migrancy writing as being:  

 

 [N]ot a mere interval between fixed points of departure and arrival, but a 

mode of being in the world-“migrancy”. The migrant voice tells us what it is 

like to feel a stranger and yet at home, to live simultaneously inside and 

outside one’s immediate situation, to be permanently on the run, to think of 

returning but to realize at the same time the impossibility of doing so, since 

the past is not only another country but also another time, out of the present. 

(16).  

 

This definition suggests that the focus is on the condition of displacement and 

of a yearning to return home but of not being able to because of it being trapped in the 

past. In Dubliners, Ireland is described as a dreary place without any hope. The 

characters’ identities are in a state of paralysis, something which has previously been 

discussed in Trevor L Williams’ article, “Resistance to Paralysis in Dubliners”. 

Joyce’s way of depicting Ireland and his countrymen poses important questions. What 

do these portrayals reveal about Joyce? What kinds of experiences are captured in 

Dubliners? Elleke Boehmer explains in Colonial & Postcolonial Literature that when 

it came to their writing, the ex-colonized had to “disavow dominant colonial myths 

and languages” by first “inhabiting them” or mimicking them (163). This imitating of 

imperial stereotypes of Irishness is exactly what Joyce does in his work. Dubliners 

replicates the English stereotypes of the Irish, hoping to reveal to Irish readers that 

they have become what the English have casted them to be. Their inability to break 

from past experiences of colonial suppression has paralysed them. 

The portrayal of his homeland in Dubliners is a subject that has not previously 

been discussed in terms of its qualifying as migrant writing. According to Margot 
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Norris, the editor of the Norton Critical Edition of Dubliners, there have been several 

“scholarly books and special issues of journals devoted” to Joyce’s short story 

collection (x). The short stories have been interpreted in many ways, with most of the 

“theoretical approaches” being those of “the Bakhtinian, the Lacanian, the ethical, the 

postcolonial, and more” (x); however, not much has been done on its migrant 

qualities.  The major theoretical concepts to be used in this essay are some of the most 

essential when considering whether a piece of literary work is migrant or not. The 

concepts first presented by Homi K.Bhabha on third space writing and identity are 

quintessential when discussing migrant writing. In his book, The Location of Culture, 

he discusses these concepts in detail. In regards to the concept of third space writing, 

Bhabha explicates that this space is “of enunciations” which is the “articulation of 

cultural difference” (38). This is created “by the void of misgiving in the textuality of 

colonial history” (38). The characters in the stories are defined as being subjugated 

rather than free and Ireland is presented as not being as modern as Britain. What 

stands in the way of its modernization is revealed through the many gaps found 

throughout Joyce’s narrative, always pointing towards Ireland’s colonial past as 

having strongly influenced Ireland’s state of paralysis. 

When regarding a literary work as being migrant, the theoretical concept of 

Identity can also play an important part in its being defined as such. Bhabha believes 

that the “in-between” spaces are what “provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of 

selfhood- singular or communal- […] [and] that [they] initiate new signs of identity 

and innovatives, sites of collaboration [etc.] […] in the act of defining the idea of 

society itself” (1). The idea of “self” produced by the characters in Dubliners, 

exemplifies these structures of identity formation as singular, communal, and self-

conscious. Interesting to take into account here is what the Dubliners’ idea of society 

was in the stories and if they defined themselves as independent and free within their 

society. As many of the analyses shall reveal, with both the social constraints placed 

by the church and the fear of inadequacy remaining in their society since colonial 

times, the characters in the stories are ensnared in their state of paralysis. This 

paralysis allows them neither to modernize nor to progress. They are fixed in an ever-

repeating state of underdevelopment; something Joyce wishes his Irish readers would 

understand in order to break free. 

A final yet truly important theoretical concept of migrant writing is that of the 

author’s relationship to their local culture. A concept important to cultural studies and 
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one which pertains to the mode of migrant writing, Joyce’s relationship to Ireland 

reveals much as to why he wrote about his local culture in the way he did. This is 

reflected in his depictions and gives additional proof of Dubliners pertaining to 

migrant writing and not exclusively to modernism. 

  These aspects of migrant writing will be discussed in relation to Dubliners, 

aiming to redefine the work as an important example of migrant literature while 

further establishing the idea of Joyce as being a migrant writer. Redefining him as a 

migrant writer will enable us to foreground the importance of the issues of cultural 

identity, cultural experiences and incomplete modernization for our contemporary 

understanding of James Joyce’s Dubliners. This will be done by focusing on ten of 

the fifteen short stories in Dubliners instead of analysing the entire collection. Having 

analysed all fifteen stories using these chosen aspects of migrant writing would have 

come across as repetitive and ineffective. By focusing on ten of the stories which best 

project the aforementioned aspects of migrant writing, the aim of this thesis becomes 

easier to follow. 

 

Background / Biographical Elements 

 

In order to understand migrant writing, one is inclined to take a closer look at 

its creator, the author. Why is the author, Joyce, so important? Not because he is a 

well of ideas but because he was writing about Ireland from a European perspective. 

The oppositions this perspective generates are between political independence and 

colonial dependency; affluence and poverty; modernization and backwardness. He 

was an author concerned with the modernization of his homeland, always trying to 

understand what it was that stifled Ireland into stagnation. 

Having been raised a Catholic, he had been indeed a fervent believer in his 

youth, as described by his brother Stanislaus Joyce in James Joyce: A Memoir (487).  

Having been a pretty precocious student all his life, it was not long before his talents 

in the written art were noticed and encouraged. At the tender age of nine he had 

already written a short poem about Parnell’s death which won him great praise (487). 

Joyce was an author incredibly genuine in the way he wrote, however, he always had 

a love in his heart for English poetry and consistently belittled Ireland for not being 

able to contribute anything to English literature but a “whine” (496). Being brought 
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up on English poets such as Byron, Shelley and Newman (488), it was perhaps no 

wonder he considered English literature as being superior to Irish literature.  

Another feature relevant to our understanding of Joyce’s conflicted 

relationship with Ireland was that of his voluntary exile. Although many left Ireland at 

this time for political and economic reasons, Joyce’s reasons were quite different. 

According to Michael Patrick Gillespie’s article “Nostalgia and Rancor in Dubliners”, 

James Joyce left to avoid “creative stagnation” (17). During the time of James Joyce’s 

departure, Ireland’s literature was going through a revival frontlined by people of high 

literary prestige such as W.B Yeats, George Russell and Lady Augusta Gregory. This 

revival was a harking back to the Celtic roots of Ireland’s past and anything literary or 

artistic being made during this period had to fit those sets of rules implemented by the 

important figures of the revival. James Joyce was against following this strict code of 

writing and therefore chose to leave Ireland for the continent (17).  

During the writing process of Dubliners, James Joyce resided in Dublin, 

Zurich, Trieste and later Pola. Joyce was an author on the move, busily writing his 

short stories while in motion around the European continent. In the Introduction to the 

Norton Critical Edition of Dubliners written by Hans Walter Gabler, this process is 

described in detail. James Joyce was first approached by a good friend to both W.B. 

Yeats and George Russell, who asked if he would like to contribute some short stories 

to a weekly journal called The Irish Homestead (xv). Thus began James Joyce’s 

writing process of Dubliners. Although Joyce lived in Ireland during the beginning of 

his writing, he only wrote four of the 15 short stories while residing there. The 

remainder of the 11 were written while he lived abroad and the first four eventually 

corrected and re-written while abroad, to a certain degree (xix). By 1906, he was 

ready to send in his 15 short stories for publication but to no avail. He was rejected by 

publisher after publisher due to the harsh content found within its stories which “led 

to a nine year ordeal” (xx). Dubliners was finally published on June 15
th

, 1914 by 

Publisher Grant Richards (xxxi).  

 

Third Space Writing 

 

 Having written Dubliners in multiple locations outside of Ireland makes 

Joyce’s portrayal of his native country truly interesting to examine in greater detail. 

At the time of its production, Joyce perceived his relationship with Ireland as being 
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problematic. The complexities of Irish self and life were apparent in his stories and 

were meticulously structured by his use of ‘scrupulous meanness’. In accordance with 

Beate Wilhelm’s seminar paper titled “Joyce’s Style of ‘Scrupulous Meanness’ in his 

literary work Dubliners”, Wilhelm’s argued that: 

 

‘[S]crupulous meanness’ “refers to a most complex and heavily allusive style 

that determines the reading of Dubliners. From the minimum of words Joyce 

succeeds to extract a maximum effect so that the very economy of his style 

gives Dubliners such concentration and resonance that it ‘passes through 

realism into symbolism’”. (2) 

 

This ‘meanness’, according to Wilhelm, “connotes stinginess or the lack of 

generosity” and that “Joyce uses it to describe the economy of language applying to 

his stories” (2). This ‘economy of language’ found in his stories can be said to be the 

gaps found throughout the narration of Dubliners, leaving much unsaid yet providing 

much insight into the layers of the lives of the Irish. These layers pertain to their 

moral, social and cultural conditions. In continuation, Wilhelm describes the term 

‘scrupulous’ as being “a crucial element both in Joyce’s use of language, and in the 

structure and form of the stories” (2). The structure and form of these stories give way 

to the formation of an imaginary space where the complexities of Irish colonial self 

are processed. Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of the “Third Space” can help map the way 

Joyce constructs Ireland as an imaginative world in which cultural conflicts are 

exposed through articulation. That is to say, this imaginative world constructed 

through the “Third Space” is a world in which the specific qualities belonging to a 

culture are revealed through enunciation. Frauke Matthes’ best describes this concept 

in his article, “Beyond Boundaries? Emine Özdamar’s MutterZunge and V.S. 

Naipaul’s The Enigma of Arrival as Creative Processes of Arrival”, in that, “[t]his 

[Third] [S]pace is a temporal construction which, due to the mingling of the migrant’s 

ethnic background and cultural presence, is characterized by cultural and linguistic 

heterogeneity” (2). What this “temporal construction” does is that it allows a sort of 

imaginative setting to take shape which is a combination of both the culture and 

background of the writer (here meaning Ireland and that of the Irish culture) and the 

“linguistic heterogeneity”, meaning here, the character’s Hiberno- English. Matthes 

continues by summarizing both Bhabha and Kreutzer in his own words, that “[t]his 
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heterogeneity enables the migrant writer to develop his/her ´double vision´ whereby 

the migrant’s experiences of his/her past and present interact and contribute towards a 

new kind of creativity” (2). “Double vision” is precisely what Joyce’s Dubliners 

creates. By using the colloquial, Irish-English language, he is able to re-work his 

experiences into a literary form that imagines a developmental trajectory of Ireland 

from childhood to maturity. The experiences are not only those provided to him by his 

Irish childhood but are also provided by the collective memory of Ireland itself. In the 

review article written by Shaobo Xie titled “Writing on Boundaries: Homi Bhabha’s 

Recent Essays”, he states interestingly that “[w]hat happens at the point of contact 

between the colonizer and the colonized is the emergence of the Third Space of 

enunciation […] Bhabha constructs a third space, an interstitial locus of meaning, 

between the indigenous and the European, the colonizer and the colonized” (157). 

Ireland has a special colonial history with England in that they were England’s first 

colony and were under imperial tyranny for more than 500 years. Although they were 

of the same race, they were stereotyped as the “other” and therefore treated as if 

pertaining to another race. In order to understand the “cultural space” that Xie 

describes, one has to understand the relationship between the colonizer and the 

colonized. Xie explains that “[i]n the manichean schemes of representation, the 

colonial Other has always been the colonizer’s “artefact” or an imaginary projection 

of identity, which only discloses a lack, an absence, a space of splitting” (157). This 

“lack” is especially important to the analysis of Dubliners in that the third space 

created by Joyce is just that: a lack of words, a gap which is found throughout the 

narrative. This gap is a form of the third space of enunciation in Dubliners, it is 

specifically a space of what is ‘not’ said- it is the space of what is not enunciated.  

What is constructed in these third spaces found throughout the stories is that of 

the modern self which deals with colonial, gender, and self complexities of the Irish. 

As Debbie Sonu and Seungo Moon explain in their article, “Re-visioning into Third 

Space: Autobiographies on losing home-and-homeland”, Bhabha meant that “in the 

third space, contradictions are acknowledged, accepted, and embraced; they are put 

into movement to enable new layers of the self to emerge” (144). The way the stories 

are constructed in the third space produce the modern self which is in turn constructed 

through these various complexities. Joyce explores the levels of the modern self, not 

giving the reader a clear identity to his characters. This results in the effect of the 

characters not possessing their own voice or language. 
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This inability to express one’s self has been discussed before in terms of 

Dubliners’ characters and should be brought into this discussion as well. According to 

Trevor L. Williams in his article, “Resistance to Paralysis”, there seems to be a 

“frequent tendency” in Dubliners for characters “not to be in control of language” and 

for these “characters simply to [not] possess a language” (438). Joyce allowed the 

devastating effects of colonialism in Ireland to seep through his gaps, which is indeed 

noticeable in the creative third space he invents in Dubliners. Declan Kiberd in 

Inventing Ireland explains that “[t]he style in which the stories of Dubliners were 

written was one of famished banality, whereby Joyce found his own appropriate level 

of linguistic under-development, taking Hiberno-English in its post-famine, post-

Gaelic disorder to a degree of ‘scrupulous meanness’ […] (331). 

In all of the fifteen stories one finds these deafening silences and gaps, 

exposing the reader to the character’s inability for progress and change from their 

current life situations for the better.  

In the story of “Eveline” we find a young woman longing for change in her 

dreary life, run by routine. After meeting a sailor who has seen the world, she dreams 

of running away with him, of starting anew. What is striking with this story is the 

voiceless quality of the primary character, Eveline. She never truly speaks, her story 

having to be told in an indirect, third person narrative. The imaginative space created 

by this voicelessness is that of “linguistic non-ownership”, as Trevor L. Williams 

describes in “Resistance to Paralysis” (437- 438). This narrative alludes to the Irish 

woman’s inability to use neither English nor Gaelic, resulting in someone else having 

to tell her story. The third space in this story creates an imaginary space where her 

Irish story must be told in English, in the third person. She does not own her own 

story or her own voice and thus does not own her own will. She remains in Ireland 

with her abusive father, continuing the way of life that stifles her own personal 

development. 

What Joyce brings into existence in this story is an imaginary space of 

emptiness, speechlessness yet with a longing for change. This change would be a 

chance for Eveline to be heard in a different place, faraway from Ireland and its 

paralysis. We understand this yearning after reading the following passage: 

 

She was about to explore another life with Frank. Frank was very kind, manly, 

openhearted. She was to go away with him by the night boat to be his wife and 
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to live with him in Buenos Ayres where he had a home waiting for her […] 

First of all it had been excitement for her to have a fellow and then she had 

begun to like him. He had tales of distant countries. (29) 

 

Her longing to leave Ireland is vividly caught in these few lines. The narrator’s voice 

describes her eagerness to start anew with a “kind, manly and openhearted” young 

man so she may experience an exciting new life outside of Ireland in an exotic 

location such as “Bueno Ayres”. Although she is used to her routine life and 

controlling father, a sudden memory comes to her, urging her to make the decision to 

leave it all behind. In the next passage, the space created by Joyce is one where both 

Gaelic and English are fused together: 

 

She trembled as she heard her again her mother’s voice saying constantly with 

foolish insistence: 

-Derevaun Seraun! Derevaun Seraun! 

She stood up in a sudden impulse of terror. Escape! She must escape! Frank 

would save her. (31) 

 

In Eveline’s memory of her mother, it is the Gaelic voice which prompts Eveline to 

escape Ireland once and for all. The imaginary space created here is one where Gaelic 

intermingles with English. What is interesting about the usage of Gaelic here is that it 

is incorrect. According to the Norton Critical Edition of Dubliners, the “Meaning [is] 

unknown. Speculations include suggestions that the words may be corrupt Gaelic for 

‘the end of pleasure is pain’ or ‘the end of song is madness’ ” (31). With this incorrect 

application of Gaelic, its significance as a heterogeneous space of cultural uncertainty 

becomes manifest. The Gaelic voice here reads as a perfect example of the 

postcolonial hybridized voice; a voice not owned and which is a recurrent feature in 

migrant writing. 

A final example of the third space is the final scene at the dock. While Eveline 

did make it to the dock to take off with her sweetheart, she has a sudden moment of 

paralysing fear and cannot make herself take the final step to join him: 

 

 -Come! 
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No! No! It was impossible. Her hands clutched the iron in frenzy. Amid the 

seas she sent a cry of anguish. 

-Eveline! Evvy! 

He rushed beyond the barrier and called to her to follow […] [s]he set her 

white face to him, passive, like a helpless animal. (31-32)  

  

Eveline is described again by the third person narrative perspective as being voiceless, 

except for a “cry of anguish” given out by herself. Yet again she is unable to articulate 

herself, alluding to the non-ownership of language or voice. This muted character is 

paralysed in Ireland, unable to change her situation for the better, for the embittered 

fact that she cannot give voice to her own will. Though Eveline’s voicelessness is 

central in the way the third space is imagined here as being the Irish woman’s 

paralysis, the way the story is structured implies that her own frustration and 

voicelessness is in fact Ireland’s own frustration and voicelessness in not being able to 

progress.  

In the space created by the character’s muteness, a sort of work-in-progress of 

the character’s identity begins to take shape, emerging through what is enunciated in 

the literary space. In an interview given by Homi Bhabha to Jonathan Rutherford 

titled “The Third Space – Interview with Homi Bhabha”, he is asked if the third space 

of which he tries to define is of identity itself (211). Homi Bhabha responds that it is 

“not so much identity as identification” and that it is rather the “process of 

identification (in the psychoanalytic sense)” that he means (211). In the beginning of 

the story, Eveline is trapped in an abusive home, although she dreams of escaping to a 

better situation. The story ends with Eveline not taking the chance to progress, instead 

remaining in her own entrapment which proves that her process of identification is 

one of unrealized dreams.  The third space here is that of the literary where the 

“Eveline” story signifies her inability to voice her desires through juxtaposing her 

dream of escape and her Irish reality, which is both familiar and incomprehensible. 

Eveline, as a character, does not have access to the third space of enunciation. Her 

inability to speak her mind and its jarring content is a literary enunciation of the Irish 

cultural dispossession.  

In another instance of third space writing, we encounter the problem of not 

owning a certain way of speaking or acting, namely that of code of conduct through 

language. In this imaginary third space where culture meets the standardized 
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“English” language, and indirectly that of English ways, we find that Joyce wittingly 

creates a third space of language dispossession in the story “A Mother”. 

In this short story, the aspiring character of Mrs Kearney wishes nothing more 

than to be part of Dublin’s high society. Her desire of becoming one of the elite is 

pressured onto Kathleen by forcing her daughter to take center stage at a respected 

play. However, all does not go according to plan and, ultimately, her inability to 

correctly use the language and social conduct of the higher classes’ snuffs out her 

dreams entirely. In Trevor L Williams’ article, “Resistance to Paralysis in Dubliners”, 

he points out Mrs Kearney’s attention to the “language and pronunciation” of those 

around her (445). This can be in part due to her refined upbringing. In the following 

excerpt taken from Dubliners, the narrative voice presents us with a summary of Mrs 

Kearney’s past: 

 

She had been educated in a high-class convent where she had learned French 

and music. As she was naturally pale and unbending in manner she made few 

friends at school. When she came to the age of marriage she was sent out to 

many houses where her playing and ivory manners were much admired. She 

sat amid the chilly circle of her accomplishments, waiting for some suitor to 

brave it and offer her a brilliant life. (116)  

 

What is peculiar with Mrs Kearney is that, although brought up in a very affluent 

environment, she does not seem to understand the code of conduct of the culturally 

distinguished higher classes. She is quick to notice the accents of those around her 

such as that of the secretary of the Society, Mr Fitzpatrick. His “flat accent” and the 

way he “carelessly” wore his “soft brown hat” were all too noticeable to her (119). 

She even “rewarded his very flat final syllable with a quick stare of contempt” (119). 

It is apparent in the way she notices his unsophisticated accent and his proletariat way 

of wearing his hat that social refinement is important to her. A recurrent motive in 

Dubliners is that of dispossession which is expressed here in the character’s lacking 

rhetorical control when it comes to the language of cultural distinction.  One can 

begin with considering Mrs Kearney’s obsession with manners and correct grammar 

and pronunciation. She picks up on the improper usage of “yous” by Mr Duggan and 

of how he “carelessly” wiped his nose with his gloved white hands (122). Yet, it is the 

final incident of the story that truly captures this third space of the dispossession of 
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language through lack of self-control. In the heat of an argument, Mrs Kearney gives 

her Irish “otherness” away when mocking Mr Holohan out loud in an arrogant tone, 

for all to hear: “- You must speak to the secretary. It’s not my business. I’m a great 

fellow fol-the-diddle-I-do” (127). The story thus implies that Mrs Kearney’s wild, 

passionate conduct gives her Irish self away which in turn impedes her chances of 

becoming one of the elite. Mrs Kearney does not know how to conduct herself in a 

refined manner and this is made apparent by the narrative perspective given. Seeing as 

that the British “Self” was seen as superior, refined and proud, Mrs Kearney’s usage 

of an unsophisticated phrase such as “fol-the-diddle-I-do”, reinforces the imperial 

stereotype of the Irish “otherness”, which was casted as being uncivilized and 

unrefined. Joyce plays with this imperial stereotype, allowing the reader to ironically 

see what the British have long established the Irish as being; the wild, passionate 

“Other”. Mrs Kearney is not respected afterwards and we are left with the feeling that 

she is forever excluded from the elite due to the improper incident. The third space 

emerging here is that of Mrs Kearney’s inability to control her Irish, unrefined voice. 

In the beginning, Mrs Kearney is described as a distinguished woman having had only 

the finest upbringing and as having married well off. Unfortunately, as the story 

progresses, we find that her haughty behaviour becomes her own downfall. Had she 

controlled her bad temper, she would have never said the offensive phrase. By using 

the “English” language to offend another, it backfires on her, eventually closing her 

out of Irish high society. Her process of identification is that of an arrogant woman 

trying to gain respect in Ireland’s cultural elite but whom, by her own rude and 

uncontrollable behaviour, fails in being respected and ultimately stunts her own 

cultural growth. 

In a final example, the third space emerges in how Joyce treats religion in 

“Grace,” which is marked by confusion of faith, business and commercialism.  During 

Joyce’s lifetime, Catholicism was the religion fervently exercised by a majority in 

Ireland. Trevor L. Williams describes the characters as not being able to “define what 

Catholicism is” (448).  Most fervent worshippers, however, had a vague idea of what 

it was meant to be Catholic. Trevor L Williams’ argument that characters have trouble 

“controlling language” and who are in turn “controlled by the language they speak” 

(448) points to the underlying structure of linguistic confusion that defines the third 

space in “Grace” (448).  
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  In the narrative space of the story, Irish culture mingles with the English 

language of the oppressor. There instances where the narrative reveals this. In the first 

instance, we find an allusion to England in the form of Protestant Mr Kernan. The 

friends who are trying to return him wholeheartedly to Catholicism can be read as a 

reference to Ireland, as the narrator describes in the following passage: 

 

He was quite unconscious that he was the victim of a plot which his friends 

Mr Cunningham, Mr M’Coy and Mr Power had disclosed to Mrs Kernan in 

the parlour. The idea had been Mr Power’s but its development was entrusted 

to Mr Cunningham. Mr Kernan came of Protestant stock and, though he had 

been converted to the Catholic faith at the time of his marriage, he had not 

been in the pale of the Church for twenty years […] Mr Cunningham was the 

very man for such a case. (134)  

  

This excerpt suggests the ever- present, religious battleground between Protestant 

England and Catholic Ireland. Mr Kernan having fallen to the bad ways of drinking 

needs to be “saved” by the Catholic Church, especially since he comes from a 

Protestant background. The confusion of the story’s third space reveals the artificiality 

of these distinctions between the cultural and religious sensibilities between the two 

countries. 

In the following passage, we are placed in a space of confusion by Mrs 

Kernan: “Her faith was bounded by her kitchen but, if she was put to it, she could 

believe also in the banshee and in the Holy Ghost” (135). The ironic point made here 

is that Mrs Kernan’s subservience within the patriarchal institution of marriage is a 

faith comparable to mythological beliefs and Christianity. The irony revealed  - what 

is enunciated to us in this imaginary space – is that the real oppression in Ireland is 

economic and gender differences, not religious differences, as they are in the 

characters’ minds .  Religious, everyday social life is as empty and insignificant as the 

difference between deities. What the characters do not own is a language of social 

cohesion and solidarity, as they are divided along the lines of gender, religion, class, 

and ethnicity. 

 In another instance of this third space of language non-ownership, we are 

presented to Mr M’Coy, the language authoritarian. He interrupts Mr Kernan’s speech 

when either he cannot find the word he wants to use or when Mr M’Coy wishes to 
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show dominance in the English language. In the following excerpt, we see a clear 

example of this: 

 

-No, said Mr Kernan. I think I caught a cold on the car. There’s something 

keeps coming into my throat, phlegm or… 

-Mucus, said Mr M’Coy. 

-It keeps coming like from down my throat; sickening thing. 

-Yes, yes, said Mr M’Coy, that’s the thorax. 

He looked at Mr Cunningham and Mr Power at the same time with an air of 

challenge. (136)  

 

By using more advanced words, Mr M’Coy exposes the reader to Mr Kernan’s 

“linguistic poverty” as coined by Trevor L. Williams (448). Since Mr Kernan does not 

understand the English language well, he cannot own it. One must keep in mind that 

this is the imaginary space created by a very ironic Joyce. Of course the Irish can use 

English as well as an Englishman can, however, Joyce wants the Irish reader to 

understand that English is not their own language and that they need to find their own 

in order to spur on Ireland’s cultural growth. 

In the last two examples, the theme is that of not owning the religious 

language. When the men who have come over to the Kernan’s try and convince Mr 

Kernan of the validity of the Catholic Church, he is finally convinced because of two 

things: The respect he has for Mr Cunningham as being a learned man and because of 

his belief that the Jesuit order is an educated lot. This is revealed in the following 

dialogue: 

 

-I haven’t such a bad opinion of the Jesuits, he said […] They’re and educated 

order. I believe they mean well too. […] 

-They’re all good men, said Mr Cunningham […] The Irish priesthood is 

honoured all the world over […] 

- Perhaps you’re right, said Mr Kernan relenting […] Mr Kernan […] was 

impressed. He had a high opinion of Mr Cunningham as a judge of character 

and as a reader of faces. (141-42) 
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Another example of his inability to understand religion through language is 

given in the following excerpt where they discuss the scholarly greatness of Pope 

Leo:  

 

-Pope Leo, you know, was a great scholar and a poet.  

- He had a strong face, said Mr Kernan. 

-Yes, said Mr Cunningham. He wrote Latin poetry. (144)  

 

Here we understand Mr Kernan’s ignorance of the Catholic religion and history which 

reflects the religious ignorance most people had at the time. Mr Kernan does not gain 

his religious knowledge through reading but through second hand information, mainly 

from Mr Cunningham. Mr Kernan’s ignorance is a deprivation which leads him down 

a path of failure and which emerges in the third space of reading in this story.  The 

process of identification here begins with Mr Kernan as an incurable drunk who is 

slowly but surely “saved” by the religious persuasions of his Catholic friends. Since 

he is ignorant in the teachings of the Catholic faith, he puts his trust in those who 

seem respectable or knowledgeable enough and ends up being persuaded blindly into 

accepting the Catholic faith over his Protestant one. His process of identification 

ultimately leads him into failure due to his own confusion about faith and language. 

 

Identity 

 

As discussed in the section before, it is in the third space where both culture 

and language meet that a new imaginary world is formed. The influences of both local 

culture and of the dominant language play a major part in the creation of the third 

space. As a result, an identity is formed. As previously stated in the introduction, 

Bhabha explains that these ‘in-between’ spaces provide the grounds for new sorts of 

identities to emerge (1-2). 

These new sorts of identities are formed through the process of identification, 

taking shape in third space writings. This process of identification processes the 

colonial stereotypes inflicted upon the colonized, or in colonial terms, “the Others”.  

These ideologies of self and other have been what defined Ireland for many 

centuries by their British oppressors and which Joyce invokes through the 

representation of his characters in Dubliners. The Irish were denoted weaker than the 
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British and even considered incapable of doing anything successful without the help 

of the British Empire. A detailed explanation of this labelling of the Irish by the 

British is given by Declan Kiberd in his book Inventing Ireland.  

 

Ireland was […] patented as not-England, a place whose peoples were, in 

many important ways, the very antithesis of their new rulers from overseas 

[…] an identity was proposed for the natives, which cast them as foils to the 

occupiers […] [t]he English have presented themselves to the world as 

controlled, refined and rooted; and so it suited them to find the Irish as hot- 

heated, rude and nomadic, the perfect foil to set off their own virtues. (9) 

 

What is interesting here is that this form of “foiling” can be found throughout the 

history of imperialism and in migrant writing’s discourse. The painful experiences of 

the colonized are present in how Joyce crafts his characters and their pitiable, 

paralysed lives. The characters of Dubliners are ironically formed after the British 

stereotypes of the hybrid, Irish ‘Other’. Seamus Deane argues that, “[t]he 

characteristics assigned to the Irish by their conquerors [were that of] rebelliousness, 

backwardness, barbarism [and] fecklessness […] (364). These qualities, although 

truly unjust, are played out in Dubliners. However, Joyce’s depictions are not 

deployed for the purposes of reinstating the stereotypes. This idea is upheld by Deane 

in the following: 

 

The Ireland of which he writes is a place previously marginalized, that is now 

assigned a central position in World Literature, history and myth. This is not 

done without irony- Joyce finds a means of producing a modern narrative of 

the dissolving self […]. (365-366) 

 

This modern narrative of the dissolving self is the irony of Joyce’s Dubliners and has 

been documented before to work as a form of backlash against the Imperialist 

stereotype. In the words of Vincent J. Cheng in his article, “Empire and Patriarchy in 

‘The Dead’, Joyce chafes against the racialized English stereotype of the Irish as 

“Catholic, poor, and ignorant” and as “the unbalanced, helpless idiots” (346). This 

chafing takes form in the identities created within his third space writings and which 

is again recurrent in the migrant mode of writing. 
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In the “Counterparts” story, we become acquainted with the impulsive 

character of Mr Farrington and his stereotypical Irishness. What Joyce creates with 

this story is an identity of barbaric rage, incurable alcoholism and frequent laziness. In 

addition to this derogatory portrayal, he stages a conflict between the colonized Other 

and the Imperialist Self in the forms of Mr Farrington and Mr Alleyne.  

In the beginning of the story, we are immediately presented to both Mr 

Alleyne and Farrington. What we are also promptly introduced to is that of 

Farrington’s dislike of his employer, as the following excerpt reveals: 

 

The bell rang furiously and, when Miss Parker went to the tube, a furious 

voice called out in a piercing North of Ireland accent: 

-Send Farrington here! 

[…] The man muttered Blast Him! Under his breath and pushed back his chair 

to stand up. (70) 

 

Here we understand that the narrator has made it necessary to point out that Mr 

Alleyne is characterized by his having a “piercing North of Ireland” accent and that 

Farrington does not like him given away by his muttering that he is irritated by this 

protestant north accent.  The omniscient perspective of the story allows us to view the 

identities of both Farrington and Alleyne as representing the traditional postcolonial 

theory of the Oppressed vs. the Oppressor, Other vs. Self or that of Ireland vs. 

England. This is understood because of the hostility sensed in this passage between 

Mr Alleyne’s Northern Ireland Self and Farrington’s Irish “otherness”. Seeing that 

Northern Ireland was against Home Rule for many years, the Republic of Ireland felt 

anger towards the Protestant North and even considered them more English than Irish. 

This enmity is what is established at the start of the story. 

 In the following example of identification, we find yet another stereotype; 

that of laziness found in all Irish. When Mr Alleyne belittles Farrington for not 

finishing his copying task, he states that Farrington “always has some excuse or 

another for shirking work” (71). This quote fits yet again the unjustifiable labelling of 

the Irish ‘Other’ as being the opposite of what the British ‘Self’ viewed itself to be; 

hardworking. 

However, how does Farrington feel about Mr Alleyne’s harsh treatment 

towards him? Does he make a stand and allow his voice to be heard? The answer is 
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no. Instead he thinks of what he would like to do to Mr Alleyne, without acting it out, 

as is shown in the following passage: 

 

The man stared fixedly at the polished skull which directed the affairs of 

Crosbie and Alleyne, gauging its fragility. A spasm of rage gripped his throat 

for a few moments and then passed, leaving after it a sharp sensation of thirst. 

The man recognised the sensation and felt that he must have a good night’s 

drinking. (71) 

 

Farrington has these thoughts of violently crushing the skull of Mr Alleyne, although 

never speaking a word against his employer. Instead, this unreleased rage channels 

into a sudden need to drink and, most likely, to forget. Two stereotypes are presented 

in this passage; one being of the Irish as having barbaric rage and second, their 

tendencies for insobriety. This problem of Farrington’s uncontrollable temper and 

difficulties grappling with his alcoholism is repeated in other instances in the story. 

While pretending to be going to the restroom, he makes a run for the pub, evidently 

risking his employment in doing so: 

 

From the street door he walked on furtively on the inner side of the path 

towards the corner and all at once dived into a doorway. He was now safe in 

the dark snug of O’Neill’s shop and, filling up the little window that looked 

into the bar with his inflamed face, the colour of dark wine or dark meat, he 

called out: 

-Here, Pat, give us a g.p., like a good fellow! (72) 

 

The reference of his face to “the colour of dark wine or dark meat” insinuates that of a 

person with an alcoholic problem. Furthermore, he is willing to risk his employment 

for the sake of a drink, revealing that he is an individual with little care for potential 

consequences.  

In yet another instance of bottled up rage, Farrington expresses through 

thought how he would like to act out his anger. In addition to thinking of his problems 

at work he begins to ponder over his life’s hardships, feeling even more rage 

infiltrating his thoughts: 
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He felt strong enough to clear out the whole office singlehanded. His body 

ached to do something, to rush out and revel in violence. All the indignities of 

his life enraged him […] [t]he barometer of his emotional nature was set for a 

spell of riot. (74)  

 

This feeling of rage and reference to the indignities of his life can yet again be viewed 

as representing the oppressed ‘Other’ vs. the oppressor ‘Self’. Although the Irish had 

to suffer many indignities at the hands of the British, they endured it in silence. This 

passage perfectly embodies the suffering, colonized identity of the Irish. 

  In yet another example of the stereotypical identity of the Irish used in this 

story, Mr Alleyne’s authoritarian character points out Farrington’s so-called 

‘stupidity’ at not understanding what he has done wrong. This type of patronizing by 

the oppressor can be found throughout migrant writing and postcolonial theory: 

  

-I know nothing about any other two letters, he said stupidly. 

 -You-know-nothing. Of course you know nothing, said Mr Alleyne. (74) 

 

Joyce’s play on Imperial Britain’s perspective of the Irish is displayed during 

the scene at the bar after Farrington leaves work for the day. The first instance is 

when Farrington catches sight of an attractive British woman, yet fails at being 

noticed by her in the same way: 

 

She glanced at him once or twice and, when the party was leaving the room, 

she brushed against his chair and said O, pardon! In a London accent. He 

watched her leave the room in the hope that she would look back at him but he 

was disappointed. He cursed his want of money and cursed all the rounds he 

had stood […]. (79)  

 

 Farrington wants the British woman to notice him as he has her. When this fails to 

happen, he is again enraged. The identification created here is that of the Irish 

colonized wanting recognition from the colonizer yet not attaining it. The frustration 

felt of not being on the same level as the colonizer is strongly felt. 

In the final instance, we are again faced with the feeling of inadequacy of the 

Irish colonized. When Farrington is asked to arm wrestle the British Weathers, he is in 



Söderkvist 21 

 

essence representing Ireland and Weathers England (79). However, the turnout is not 

one expected by Farrington as delineated in the following: 

 

When Paddy Leonard called him he found that they were talking about feats of 

strength. Weathers was showing his biceps muscle to the company and 

boasting so much that the other two had called on Farrington to uphold the 

national honour […] The trial began. After about thirty seconds Weathers 

brought his opponent’s hand slowly down on to the table. Farrington’s dark 

winecoloured face flushed darker still with anger and humiliation at having 

been defeated by such a stripling. (79-80)  

 

This instance is one of embarrassment and yet again, of rage at being ‘put-in-his- 

place’ by an authoritarian figure. Not only was Weathers a young man who has 

defeated him, he was English, too. The identity of the Irish ‘Other’ reappears; feeling 

conquered yet again by the British Imperialist ‘Self’.  

What the “Counterparts” story presents us with is the identification of the Irish 

‘Other’s” inadequacy in comparison to the British ‘Self’; the inefficiency of the 

colonized versus the adequacy of the colonizer. The identity Joyce creates in this story 

is one of repetitive failure. The Irish cannot succeed in becoming better than their past 

since they continually view themselves as the ‘oppressed’ rather than liberated, 

progressive souls. 

In the story of “A Little Cloud”, Joyce presents the reader with the identity of 

the Irishman who has not reached his full potential. This identity emerges from the 

third space of imperial conflicts. The story of Little Chandler’s meeting with an old 

acquaintance exposes the stunted, cultural growth of the protagonist, giving insight to 

his most fearful, intimate thoughts regarding his own unrealized dreams. Already at 

the onset of the story, we learn about Gallaher, his relationship to Little Chandler and 

of Little Chandler’s much anticipated meeting with him, all done through Little 

Chandler’s perspective: 

 

Eight years before he had seen his friend off at the North Wall and wished him 

Godspeed. Gallaher had got on. You could tell that at once by his travelled air, 

his well-cut tweed suit and fearless accent. […] Little Chandler’s thoughts 
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ever since lunchtime had been of his meeting with Gallaher, of Gallaher’s 

invitation and of the Great city of London where Gallaher lived. (57) 

 

What emerges in this passage is a sensation of awe held for Gallaher by Little 

Chandler and of his living in London. This admiration for the “Great city of London” 

(paying attention to the use of the capital letter “G” in the description) is one held by 

those who look towards the capital of England as a place of distinguished character. 

In this opening narrative, we are presented with an identity of such a person. Little 

Chandler views the center of the Empire as being a place of great cultural prestige. 

As the storyline develops, we learn more of the identity of Little Chandler. 

While passing by the upscale “Corless” restaurant, he thinks of the finery of the menu 

and of its clientele. However, he always walks “swiftly” by it, averting his gaze from 

the fantastic finery: 

 

He had never been in Corless’s but he knew the value of the name. He knew 

that people went there after the theatre to eat oysters and drink liqueurs; and he 

had heard that the waiters there spoke French and German. Walking swiftly by 

at night he had seen cabs drawn up before the door and richly dressed ladies, 

escorted by cavaliers, alight and enter quickly […] he had always passed 

without turning his head to look. (58) 

 

Little Chandler, although knowing in great detail the atmosphere of this affluent 

restaurant, refuses to consider it while passing by. This gives an indication of his 

feeling of unworthiness to even be seen at such a grand location. This unworthiness 

paints the identity of Little Chandler as one of having low self-confidence. The 

identification of the Irish as being less refined, labelled as such by Imperial England, 

has remained in the Irish psyche, being made apparent in the character of Little 

Chandler. 

However, Little Chandler does have a moment of hopefulness, believing that 

he too can belong to the upper class, as the following excerpt denotes: 

 

Little Chandler quickened his pace. For the first time in his life he felt himself 

superior to the people he passed. […] There was no doubt about it: if you 

wanted to succeed you had to go away. You could do nothing in Dublin. […] 
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He wondered whether he could write a poem to express his idea. Perhaps 

Gallaher might be able to get it into some London paper for him. Could he 

write something original? (59) 

 

What Little Chandler experiences is a fleeting moment of excitement, thinking to 

himself that one can be “somebody” only when one leaves gloomy, bleak Ireland for 

the more vibrant, hopeful London. In a more contemporary migrant writer’s work, we 

see this kind of “looking towards London” as the epicentre of all cultural success. A 

writer known for this type of writing is V.P. Naipaul and his work, The Enigma of 

Arrival, which uses this fascination with England. What both Little Chandler and the 

protagonist in The Enigma of Arrival share in common is a certain kind of boredom 

for the cultural staleness of their homelands in comparison to the cultural greatness of 

England. However, at the end of the above passage, Little Chandler’s colonized 

persona questions his own abilities in making it there. His identity as the ‘Other’ 

doubts this and stunts his ability to develop his poetic qualities. However, he has a 

splitting moment of fantasizing the English critics as holding him up to esteem to that 

of a poet of the Celtic school (60). 

After his intense meeting with Gallaher, Little Chandler begins to feel a slight 

annoyance with his Irish friend who has somehow “made it” in London. His vexation 

is apparent in the ensuing passage: 

 

He felt acutely the contrast between his own life and his friend’s and it seemed 

to him unjust. Gallaher was his inferior in birth and education. He was sure 

that he could do something better than his friend had ever done, or could ever 

do, something higher than mere tawdry journalism if only he got the chance. 

What was it that stood in his way? His unfortunate timidity! […] Gallaher was 

only patronising him by his friendliness just as he was patronising Ireland by 

his visit. (66) 

 

Little Chandler is angered by the fact that his friend has made himself a successful life 

in London whereas he has not. As Little Chandler states above, his timidness is 

supposedly to blame. However, what is actually to blame for his unrealized dreams is 

yet again the collective Irish experience with colonial oppression.  
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In the final instance of stunted development of character and identity we 

encounter the scene where Little Chandler dreams of being able to writer like Lord 

Byron, while at the same time doubting his abilities: 

 

A volume of Lord Byron’s poems lay before him on the table. He opened it 

cautiously with his left hand […] [h]e paused. He felt the rhythm of the verse 

about him in the room. How melancholy he was! Could he, too, write like that, 

express the melancholy of his soul in verse? […] It was useless. He couldn’t 

read. He couldn’t do anything. […] He was a prisoner for life! (69)  

 

We encounter Little Chandler’s doubts about his abilities as a writer; however, there 

is a very important detail to the above excerpt which should not be overlooked. Lord 

Byron was a great English poet, which makes the reader perceive Little Chandler as 

being an aspiring imitator of the British cultural elite. Why does he look up to an 

English poet and not an Irish one, if he dreams of being a poet of the Celtic school? It 

is simple. Joyce has merely implemented this English poet’s name as a sly implication 

of the power of the English literary world on its colonized subjects. To them, the 

world library of the English language is one of great prestige, to be mimicked if one is 

to ‘become’ anybody. Little Chandler, looking up to an English poet, is scared of 

trying to emulate the same, great kind of “melancholic verse” as Lord Byron’s. Once 

again, we are faced with the identity being that of stunted development due to colonial 

stereotypes. They simply cannot be the same as the Imperialist ‘Self’ and they ( the 

Irish) struggle with this fact. 

In the story “After the Race”, we are presented to the identity of the pompous 

Irishman. Jimmy is an Irish youth whose luxurious lifestyle has long been financed by 

his hard working, self-made father. A detailed passage describes the following: 

 

He was about twenty-six years of age […] [h]is father, who had begun his life 

as an advanced nationalist, had modified his views early. He had made his 

money as a butcher […] and by opening shops in Dublin and in the suburbs he 

had made his money many times over […] in the end, he had become rich 

enough to be alluded to […] as a merchant Prince. He had sent his son to 

England to be educated in a big catholic college […] [then sent] for a term in 

Cambridge to see a little life. (33) 
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What is interesting to consider in this passage is that of Jimmy’s father first having 

been a nationalist only to abandon this ideology, presumably after making his fortune. 

By sending Jimmy to study and “live life” in England, surrounding him with almost 

aristocratic peers, he is hoping for his son to become one of them; that is to say, a man 

of mimicry. In Homi K. Bhabha’s  article “ Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence 

of Colonial Discourse,” he discusses this phenomenon in terms of colonized people 

trying to imitate the ways of their imperialist oppressors, only to be deemed a sort of 

bad copy which is ridiculed (125-133).  

As the story progresses, we understand that Jimmy spends quite a sum of his 

father’s money while his father seems to not mind at all. Jimmy is preoccupied with 

finding the right kind of friends to be around, holding those with money in higher 

regard over those who have less. As the ensuing excerpt demonstrates, Jimmy is 

indeed a superficial individual with a bad spending habit, supported by his ambitious 

father: 

 

His father, remonstrative but covertly proud of the excess, had paid [Jimmy’s] 

bills and brought him home. It was at Cambridge that he met Ségouin. They 

were not much more than acquaintances as yet but Jimmy found great pleasure 

in the society of one who had seen so much of the world and was reputed to 

own some of the biggest hotels in France. Such a person (as his father agreed) 

was well worth knowing […] Villona was entertaining also […] but, 

unfortunately, very poor. (33-34)  

 

In yet another example of Jimmy’s superficial identity, the narrator gives an 

inside look into Jimmy’s thoughts when driving through the streets of Dublin, feeling 

great excitement: 

 

Rapid motion through space elates one; so does notoriety; so does possession 

of money. These were three good reasons for Jimmy’s excitement. He had 

been seen by many of his friends that day in the company of these 

continentals. (34)  
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Jimmy’s causes for great excitement are: speeding through the city with an expensive 

car, having notoriety and of course, money. These three things make him pretentious, 

since his happiness stems from things that have to do with ostensible objects and with 

the shallow need of being “seen”. This shallowness is indeed attached to those 

mimicking the ways of the imperialist elite and one Joyce most truly plays with in the 

formation of Jimmy’s character. 

The concept of mimicry is indeed apparent throughout the story’s narrative. 

From the education and spending habits of Jimmy, down to the way he dresses; all is 

a form of mimicry of the British elite. He identifies himself with the British, which is 

something his father truly approves and wants of his son, which is expressed here: 

 

Jimmy, too, looked very well when he was dressed and, as he stood in the hall 

giving a last equation to the bows of his dress tie, his father may have felt even 

commercially satisfied at having secured for his son qualities often 

unpurchasable. (35)  

 

Having spent so much of his money on the moulding of his son into the perfect 

English gentleman, Jimmy’s father feels that it is all worthwhile. His son would most 

definitely be taken for a British aristocrat if he so wished. However, what Jimmy and 

his father fail to see is that compared to a true Englishman, Jimmy’s imitation falls 

short. In the following excerpt we are brought to a most uncomfortable episode where 

Jimmy tries to talk politics with Routh, a young British elite : 

 

Ségouin shepherded his party into politics. Here was congenial ground for all. 

Jimmy, under generous influences, felt the buried zeal of his father wake to 

life within him: he aroused the torpid Routh at last. The room grew doubly hot 

[…] there was even danger of personal spite. The alert host at an opportunity 

lifted his glass to humanity and, when the toast had been drunk, he threw open 

a window significantly. (36) 

  

An ironic incident that happens in this scene is that of Jimmy’s nationalist sensibilities 

reviving, once he becomes inebriated. Was he not to be an imitation of the British 

upper class? Why would he speak of Home Rule in the presence of an actual 

Englishman? What Joyce eludes to here is the simple fact that although an Irishman 
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may try to be at the same level of the oppressors, one cannot forget what it is like to 

be one of the oppressed. Although Jimmy may have been superbly groomed by his 

father’s money and education in mimicking the oppressor in every shape and form, he 

cannot escape the fact that he belongs to the oppressed.  

Another interesting symbolic compound found in this excerpt is that of Jimmy 

losing a battle over politics with Routh, the Englishman. Here we see that although 

Jimmy was shut down by his friend, the Frenchman Ségouin, Routh was not the one 

quieted. The party dynamic implies that the friends’ nationalities matter; so, what 

emerges is an allusion to Ireland losing to England. 

The final instance of Jimmy’s pretentiousness is when he plays cards with his 

friends only to, yet again, lose against the Englishman Routh: 

 

What excitement! Jimmy was excited too; he would loose of, course. How 

much had he written away? The men rose to their feet to play the last tricks, 

talking and gesticulating. Routh won […] Farley and Jimmy were the heaviest 

losers. (38)  

 

Although Jimmy and all the other men lose to the British Routh, both he and Farley 

are the ones who lose the most. We are again faced with an allusion to France , 

Hungary , Ireland and The United States all losing to England, however, with both 

Ireland and The United States having lost the most. This metaphor is indeed pertinent, 

seeing as both Ireland and The United States have a colonial history with Great 

Britain. We are confronted once again with the ‘Other’ never truly being able to stand 

at the same level of the ‘Self’, no matter how much they mimic their oppressors. The 

identity of the pretentious Irishman becomes Jimmy due to his inability of being 

authentic – authenticity being a standard set by the British. In being just a copy of the 

English gentlemen, he ultimately fails when put up against the “real” English 

gentlemen Routh, to whom he eventually loses against in both political debating and 

in gambling.  

 

Relationship to Local Culture 

 

Another concept of great interest when analysing migrant literature would be 

that of the relationship the author had to his local culture. In the case of Joyce and 



Söderkvist 28 

 

Dubliners, that would mean one would need to analyse his relationship to Ireland. 

What were his own conceptions of his culture when writing Dubliners? Were his 

viewpoints at all influential in his formation of the Dublin in his collection and 

responsible for the formation of the identities of his characters? In order to answer 

these questions, we would have to begin by understanding what ‘influence’ means. 

According to Louis A. Renza’s chapter titled “Influence” in Critical Terms for 

Literary Study: 

 

“Influence” can indicate the study of anything from religious myths to 

historical events-elements often understood as external to the supposed 

essence of “literature” itself-as they exert pressures on the production or 

reception of specific literary texts” (186) 

 

In migrant writing, the influence one looks to would be that of the writer’s place of 

origin; meaning their nation’s religious, political, mythological and social history and 

what that might have meant for the formation of the author’s opinions regarding his 

nation. The influence Ireland’s history must have had on Joyce’s writings is indeed 

something to examine. Although some may be against this way of deciphering a 

literary text, as Renza states, “ [n]othing prevents us, in short, from construing 

“background” sources as essential rather than contingent influences on literature” 

(186). 

Another term worth discussing here is that of “culture” and its meaning in 

terms of literary studies. Seeing as that the term can be quite difficult to discern since 

it can circumscribe many others, a clear, detailed definition is in need. Stephen 

Greenblatt quotes the influential anthropologist Edward B. Tylor, who in his “Culture 

or Civilization” from 1871 wrote, “taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that 

complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any 

other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (225). In 

explaining “Local Culture”, it would mean the “knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, 

custom” of Ireland and its people. In understanding Joyce’s depiction of Ireland, we 

would need to understand the “influence” his country’s “culture” had on what the idea 

of “home” was and how it emerges in Dubliners. His influences are well documented 

and indeed stem from his country’s past and culture. 
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Many have discussed the possibility of Irish history having had a strong 

impact on Joyce’s construction of imaginary spaces in his writings. As George Castle 

describes in his review on Leonard Orr’s Joyce, Imperialism & Post Colonialism, 

“[Leonard] Orr […] claims that a “paradigm shift” in the 1990’s […] made it “no 

longer possible to ignore” the relevance of empire, colonialism, and postcolonialism 

in Joyce’s work” (588). Although Castle does not agree with the claim of it having to 

do with a paradigm shift, he does agree that, “postcolonial approaches are now part of 

a dominant, historicist trend in Joyce studies” (588). In order to understand this 

categorization of Joyce’s works, we would need to go to the source himself and see 

what he has said about Ireland’s history and culture. 

In James Joyce’s Occasional Critical and Political Writing, he discusses 

several of his personal conceptions of Ireland. He specifically addresses what he 

deems to be the reason as to why Ireland has not progressed. In his chapter titled, 

“Ireland: Island of Saints and Sages”, he describes the cultural condition of Ireland: 

 

The economic and intellectual conditions of his homeland do not permit the 

individual to develop. The spirit of the country has been weakened by 

centuries of useless struggle and broken treaties. Individual initiative has been 

paralysed by the influence and admonitions of the church, while the body has 

been shackled by peelers, duty officers and soldiers. No self-respecting person 

wants to stay in Ireland. (123) 

 

Leaving Ireland is exactly what Joyce did; however, by leaving Ireland, it did not 

mean that he felt Ireland was without hope in progressing. He points out in subtle 

fashion that the stereotypes of the Irish made by the British actually contradict what is 

really the truth: That the Irish have contributed much to “English art and thought” 

(123). As Joyce puts it, “the idea that the Irish actually are the incapable and 

unbalanced cretins we read about in the leading articles in The Standard and The 

Morning Post” is greatly contradicted by the many renowned Irish names associated 

with the English speaking world (123). However, as Vincent J. Cheng points out in 

“Empire and Patriarchy in ‘The Dead”, “[w]hile Joyce chafes against the racialized 

English stereotype of the Irish as ‘Catholic, poor, and ignorant’ […] he is aware that 

neither is there any pure racial/ethnic Irish essence (or past) to posit as an alternative 

(whether real or nostalgic) to British influence […]” (346). 
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Having this in mind, one begins to form a picture of how Joyce’s conflicted 

relationship to Ireland influenced his writings, especially in the creation of his third 

spaces and identities. What he did was to hold up a mirror to the Irish so they may see 

the British stereotypes of their nation and of their selves, forcing them to awaken from 

their paralysis. Joyce believed in Ireland as the Celtic Revivalists of his time did, 

however, he felt that he could not culturally grow within its borders. As a migrant 

writer, he wrote of his home as that of being a failure of the revival project, in hopes 

of awakening Ireland out of its damaging palsy. 

In analysing “Ivy Day in the Committee Room”, one is met by a clear display 

of Joyce’s relationship to local culture in the form of Ireland’s political state at the 

time. The story opens with the characters Old Jack and Mr O’Connor sitting inside the 

Committee Room in Wicklow Street, warming themselves by the fire instead of being 

out, soliciting votes for Mr Tierney. In the opening conversation between the two, we 

learn quickly enough about the lack of commitment by Mr O’Connor to his post of 

representing Mr Tierney: 

 

Mr O’Connor put his cigarette into his mouth and began to search his 

pockets […] 

-I’ll get you a match, said the old man. 

-Never mind, this’ll do, said Mr O’Connor. 

He selected one of the cards and read what was printed on it: 

  Municipal Elections 

         Royal Exchange Ward 

Mr Richard J Tierney P.L.G. respectfully solicits the favour of your 

vote […] 

 Mr O’Connor tore off a strip of the card and, lighting it, lit his 

cigarette. (99-100) 

What is apparent in the above example is that of the total disregard Mr O’Connor has 

for Mr Tierney, his employer, and for the Nationalistic ideology which he represents. 

Instead of working, trying to collect votes for Mr Tierney, Mr O’Connor spends his 

time in the Committee Room, smoking and waiting for a drink. What Joyce allows to 

emerge from this scene is that of the disregard many Irishmen had for the politics they 

were supposed to be raving about. The fact that the Irish did not take their own Home 

Rule ideology seriously was one of many problems within the Irish political system 
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and one which hindered the development of the country as a successful, ex-colony of 

the Empire. 

In the following excerpt, we are met by another hindrance to the political 

development of the Irish and one that plays an even greater role than the lack of 

political seriousness of the Irish; that of the distrust the Irish have of one another. 

When Joe Hynes, another representative soliciting votes, discusses with the others 

Colgan’s qualities compared to that of Tierney’s, an air of suspicion fills the 

atmosphere of the story. When Jack makes it clear that he doesn’t like Colgan, calling 

him a “tinker” (102), Hynes is quick to protect Colgan’s reputation, stating that: 

 

-The workingman [Colgan], said Mr Hynes, gets all the kicks and no 

halfpence. But it’s labour produces everything. The workingman is not 

looking for fat jobs for his sons and nephews and cousins. The workingman is 

not going to drag the honour of Dublin in the mud to please a German 

monarch. (102) 

 

Mr Hynes’ mistrust of Tierney’s true ideological values emerges with the final 

line of Colgan not dragging “the honour of Dublin in the mud to please a German 

monarch”, referring to the British Royals who were of German descent. He, however, 

believes that Tierney will do precisely that. Hynes mistrust of Tierney as being a 

sympathizer to the British crown is made apparent in the ensuing extract, when Hynes 

states that Tierney would most likely welcome the British King upon his arrival in 

Dublin: 

 

-Don’t you know they want to present an address of welcome to Edward Rex 

if he comes here next year? What do we want kowtowing to a foreign king? 

 

-Our man won’t vote for the address, said O’Connor. He goes in on the 

nationalist ticket. 

-Won’t he? said Mr Hynes. Wait till you see whether he will or not. I know 

him. Is it Tricky Dicky Tierney? (103) 

 

Although Mr O’Connor concedes with Hynes’ allegations about Tierney, as soon as 

the latter exits the place, his intentions are questioned by Mr Henchy. Henchy is quick 
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to remark on his concerns over the presence of Hynes in their committee room, giving 

his opinion over the man and his political sympathies. We are once again met by the 

suspicion the characters have of one another: 

 

-To tell you my private and candid opinion, he said, I think he’s a man from 

the other camp. He’s a spy of Colgan’s, if you ask me. Just go round and find 

out how they’re getting on. They won’t suspect you. Do you twig? […]  

- Some of these lousy hillsiders and fenians are a bit too clever if you ask me 

[…] (d)o you know what my private and candid opinion is about some of these 

little jokers? I believe half of them are in the pay of the Castle. (105-106) 

 

  These suspicions do not end here, Joyce even discloses the suspicion his 

countrymen have of church officials, which comes across as exceedingly ironic since 

Ireland has allowed religion to steer the country for centuries. In the following 

instance, he shows us the hypocrisy of this when Mr O’Connor questions Father 

Keon’s ecclesiastical profession: 

 

-Tell me, John, asked Mr O’Connor […] [w]hat is he exactly?  […] Is he a 

priest at all? 

- ‘Mmmyes, I believe so…I think he’s what you call a black sheep. We 

haven’t many of them, thank God, but we have a few…He’s an unfortunate 

man of some kind…. (107) 

 

The mistrust is clear, as it moves on to the religious sector in the form of the 

characters questioning the priest’s title. With the characters distrusting the priest, as 

they distrust the politicians of their country, Joyce makes his point clear about the 

problem of suspicion in his country.  

In yet another instance of political failure, Joyce presents the reader with the 

stereotype of Irish insobriety. The simple fact that even in this story, the subject of 

“drink” and the character’s “need” for it is repeated throughout, gives the reader a 

feeling of the great importance alcohol has for the Irish, as the next passage shows: 

 

 -Is there any chance of a drink itself? Asked Mr O’Connor. 

 - I’m dry, too, said the old man. 
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-I asked that little shoeboy three times, said Mr Henchy, would he send up a 

dozen of stout. I asked him again now but he was leaning on the counter in his 

shirtsleeves having a deep goster with Alderman Cowley. 

-Why didn’t you remind him? Said Mr O’Connor. (107-108)  

 

The fact that Henchy has badgered the youth three times about getting stout sent in 

and Mr O’Connor’s badgering him for it, shows the importance alcohol had for these 

two men. Joyce’s irony here is that of the British imposed stereotype of the Irish 

drunkard, played out by the men’s actions. By the men complaining about not getting 

in their drinks, subtly this stereotype insinuates an almost unprofessionalism to the 

quality of their political banter. How can Ireland ever progress in politics if they 

cannot have a decent discussion without the topic of alcohol always having to be 

involved? The point is made. 

In the final instance of Joyce’s relationship to local culture in this story, the 

Irish’s preoccupation with betrayal within politics is made apparent. In the following 

extract, Henchy’s discussion on Tierney possibly welcoming the British royals into 

Dublin, gives the reader a glance into Joyce’s depiction of Irish treachery: 

 

[…] But isn’t your chap a nationalist? said he. He’s a respectable man, said I.  

He’s in favour of whatever will benefit this country […]  

-And what about the address to the King? Said Mr Lyons, after drinking and 

smacking his lips. 

-Listen to me, said Mr Henchy. What we want in this country, as I said to old 

Ward, is capital. The king’s coming here will mean an influx of money into 

this country. The citizens of Dublin will benefit by it. (111-112) 

  

 What emerges from this passage is that of a startling moment of betrayal; a betrayal 

against the people of Ireland and a betrayal between the men themselves. What Joyce 

reveals in this narrative is of how easily won over Irish politicians are by capital gain 

instead of sticking to their ideologies. Joyce holds up the mirror to political Ireland 

revealing the problem of their political underdevelopment due to their dwelling on 

past wrongs done to them by the British. For instance, by always looking back at 

Charles Parnell’s days of glory, as made apparent with the reading of the poem at the 

end of the story, Irish politics cannot progress. Suspicion and treachery rule their 
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decisions. The story reveals the dilemma of the nationalist camp having to choose 

between independence and isolationism and the continued economic ties with Britain. 

 

 Moving on, the theme of treachery continues in the story “Two Gallants”; 

however, we are also presented with a social problem found in Ireland at the time, 

namely that of poor job opportunities. In the gaps found throughout the narrative, we 

discover that a lowering of one’s morals ultimately happens when one is forced to 

survive in a place where there is little opportunity for economic growth. 

Unfortunately, an unfavourable stereotype is made when a person is coerced by 

circumstance to make their living in a questionable manner. In “Two Gallants”, we 

are first presented to Lenehan, a man whose reputation is of a poor kind: 

 

Most people considered Lenehan a leech but in spite of this reputation his 

adroitness and eloquence had always prevented his friends from forming any 

general policy against him. […] He was a sporting vagrant armed with a vast 

stock of stories, limericks and riddles. (39) 

 

What we learn of Lenehan’s character is that he is a man of questionable nature and 

one with a gift of gab. Joyce’s narrative constructs for us the imperial stereotype of 

the sneaky, up-to-no-good Irishman in the form of Lenehan. 

As the storyline continues, we are then presented to the second character, 

Corley. Here we have a man that not only fits the same stereotypical frame as 

Lenehan but who is also described as a Casanova with less than decent intentions. As 

the following excerpt reveals, 

-One night, man, he said, I was going along Dame Street and I spotted a fine 

tart. […] [W]e went for a walk round by the canal and she told me she was a 

slavey in a house in Baggot Street. I put my arm around her and squeezed her 

a bit that night. […] Cigarettes every night she’d bring me and paying the tram 

out and back […]  

-Maybe she thinks you’ll marry her, said Lenehan. 

-I told her I was out of a job, said Corley. She doesn’t know my name. (40) 

 

What Joyce has constructed here is that of the stereotypical low-life who preys on 

poor servant girls in order to receive gifts from them. As soon as Corley heard from 
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the servant girl that she worked in a house in a fashionable district, he shows interest, 

fully knowing that she would succumb to his charm and would ultimately lead to him 

receiving expensive gifts out of the liaison. What is peculiar with Corley’s demeanour 

is that, unlike Lenehan, he can have a stable job if he truly wanted to. As the narrative 

subtlety reveals, “Corley was the son of an inspector of police” (40) and although 

unemployed at the moment, “[w]henever any job was vacant a friend was always 

ready to give him the hard word”, meaning ‘reliable information’ (40-41). He, too, 

had worked with the police as an informant (41); however, he doesn’t seem to be able 

to hold down a permanent job. Although it is not directly stated anywhere in the 

narrative that he cannot hold down any jobs, this interpretation is implied through the 

gaps. Corley is more than able to find permanent employment if he so wishes; 

however, he finds tricking unsuspecting females to be more satisfying. 

Leaving the character descriptions behind, we move onto their devious plan 

that involves the duping of yet another unsuspecting female. In the ensuing dialogue, 

Lenehan and Corley reveal their intentions of tricking the unknowing girl: 

 

  -Well,…tell me, Corley, I suppose you’ll be able to pull it off all right, eh? 

 Corley closed one eye expressively as an answer. 

 -Is she game for that? asked Lenehan dubiously. You never can know women. 

-She’s all right, said Corley. I know the way to get around her, man. She’s a 

bit gone on me. (41) 

 

The reassurance Corley has for his ability to pull the entire thing off is just what 

Lenehan wants to hear. However, Lenehan does not entirely trust that his friend can 

pull it off, asking him if he is sure he “can bring it off all right” while “searching his 

companion’s face for reassurance” (42). We are presented here, once again, to the 

Irish’s fear of treachery. Lenehan is placing his faith in Corley to pull off the scam in 

order to get some money yet questions his friend’s ability to pull it off. This fear of 

being betrayed is found repeatedly throughout this story. When Lenehan finally gets 

to meet the girl Corley is planning to dupe, Corley suddenly fears Lenehan’s motives 

for wanting to “see” her, as the following describes: 

 -Let’s have a squint at her, Corley, he said. 

-Corley glanced sideways at his friend and an unpleasant grin appeared on his 

face. 
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-Are you trying to get inside me? He asked. (43) 

 

In the Norton Critical edition of Dubliners, there is a footnote which explains what is 

meant by, ‘are you trying to get inside me’? According to the footnote, “to get inside 

someone is to spoil their chances by intervening in his enterprise (43). So what one 

gathers from this dialogue is again the fear Corley has of Lenehan’s intentions of 

wanting to meet the girl, suspecting that he perhaps wants to take over the scam, 

leaving Corley out of the plan. 

The second most pronounced moment of suspicion in the story is found 

towards the end, when Lenehan begins to doubt that his friend will come back with 

the spoils of the deed: 

 

His mind became active again. He wondered had Corley managed it 

successfully. He wondered if he had asked her yet or if he would leave it to 

last. […] All at once the idea struck him that perhaps Corley had seen her 

home by another way and given him the slip. […] Would Corley do a thing 

like that? He lit his cigarette and began to smoke it nervously. (47)  

  

 What Joyce’s narrative reveals about his relationship to the local culture is his 

dissatisfaction with the poor social situations many of his countrymen had to endure 

during this time. In one of his most telling scenes in this story, Joyce’s sadness for the 

lifestyle of men such as Lenehan and Corley presents itself in the shape of the harp, 

the national symbol of Ireland. In this passage, one senses the sadness Joyce had for 

the troubled ways of men such as Lenehan and Corley: 

 

Not far from the porch of the club a harpist stood in the roadway playing to a 

little ring of listeners. […] His harp too, heedless that her coverings had fallen 

about her knees, seemed weary alike of the eyes of strangers and of her 

master’s hands. […] The two young men walked up the street without 

speaking, the mournful music following them. (43) 

 

What this harp represents is female Ireland and her mournful tune, that of her sorrow 

for her people continuously going down the wrong path in life, defaming her even 

more in the eyes of the world. The fact that the harp appears right before the men 
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meet with their prey is quite significant. This national symbol of Ireland pleads 

through her “mournful music” to the men, begging them not to disgrace her by 

disgracing the young female they mean to take advantage of. If they do, then they ruin 

not only the girl but they would disgrace Ireland’s reputation as well, ultimately 

reinstated the British’s stereotype of her people as being rogues. 

However, there is a glimmer of hope in this story which Joyce so ingeniously 

incorporates into the narrative, when allowing the reader into Lenehan’s thoughts. In 

the following excerpt, we understand that Lenehan does hope for a change from his 

questionable lifestyle: 

 

He was tired of knocking about, of pulling the devil by the tail, of shifts and 

intrigues. He would be thirty-one in November. Would he never get a job? 

Would he never have a home of his own? […] Experience had embittered his 

heart against the world. But all hope had not left him. (46) 

 

With this glimmer of hope, Joyce’s narrative reveals the possibility for the stereotype 

to be broken. Once one scrapes the surface, the inner humanity of the individual is 

revealed. This story explains the stagnation of some in Ireland due to economic and 

employment difficulties. 

 What is especially telling in Dubliners is that of Joyce’s relationship to the 

social conditions of the poor in Ireland and how the tragedy of most of the lives in 

Ireland resulted from the religious hypocrisy of Irish society. In “Clay” we come face 

to face with one of Ireland’s most hushed about chapters in history, meaning the 

Magdalene laundries. In Marion Eide’s article, “James Joyce’s Magdalenes”, the 

history of this shameful practice is thoroughly explored and compared to “Clay”. 

According to Eide: 

 

The Magdalene laundries throughout Britain, Ireland, and Scotland were the 

homes and workplaces for single women who were thought to be sexually 

active or even sexually interested and whose work in the laundries was said to 

have rehabilitative effects. The first laundries were run by Protestant and 

Catholic lay missionaries seeking reform and new occupations primarily for 

women prostitutes. Later Catholic convent orders […] took over asylums 
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throughout Ireland that were designed to house “fallen” women more broadly 

categorized. (62)  

 

In “Clay”, the character of Maria is one of the women kept in these type of 

institutions; however, it is unclear if she is there because of previous, “loose” ways 

she may have exhibited or because she had nowhere else to go. What we do know is 

that she had worked as a nanny before coming to the laundry, having nursed two 

boys. Joe and Alphy, two men now grown, were still very fond of her and considered 

her their “proper mother” (83). Once the boys had grown, they found her “a position 

in the Dublin by Lamplight laundry and she liked it” (83). Before her time as a nanny, 

no other information is given in terms of her past. However, in Joyce’s many gaps 

throughout the story, an indication of her nature is given. One such indication is when 

she dresses herself before leaving to spend time with Joe and his family for Hollow’s 

Eve. As the passage relates: 

 

She changed her blouse […] and as she stood before the mirror, she thought of 

how she used to dress for mass on Sunday morning when she was a young 

girl; and she looked with quaint affection at the diminutive body which she 

had so often adorned. In spite of its years she found it a nice tidy little body. 

(85)  

 

As Marion Eide remarks in “James Joyce’s Magdalene’s”, her careful attention to her 

body “is slightly suggestive” (64). Perhaps she was a woman considered seductive in 

her ways due to the provocative way she dressed for church, since she reminisces how 

she “adorned” her figure when going to Sunday mass. Joyce’s lack of information 

leaves way for one to imagine her as a woman once coquettish in behaviour. 

 Moving on with the storyline, a bit of information that surfaces in regards to 

Maria’s private economy contradicts what many would presume a poor woman from a 

laundry would feel about her condition. On her way to the festivities, “[s]he arranged 

in her mind all she was going to do and thought how much better it was to be 

independent and to have your own money”(85). If a woman is unfairly treated in a 

place considered to be abusive and oppressive as a Magdalene laundry was known to 

be, how then can she easily go about her day, reflecting on her independence and how 

great it was to have her own money? Yet again, the gap leaves one guessing.   
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Another instance of cruelty done to institutionalized women was the fact that 

once let outside amongst society, they often felt confused and out of place. As Eide 

mentions , “Most women were residents in these laundries for a few years; on 

departure, however, many carried with them the stigma associated with Magdalene 

Asylums; adjustment to the community could be difficult” (62). This would explain 

the atmosphere in the tram when Maria is on her way to Joe’s family, and notices, 

“she would have to stand in the Drumcondra tram because none of the young men 

seemed to notice her […]” (86). The fact that none of the young men offer her their 

seat is an indication of perhaps their knowing of where she resides. However, there is 

one man that notices her, an elder gentleman; although the irony here is that he is not 

chivalrous because he is attracted to her, but because of his slightly drunken state. As 

Maria discloses in the narrative: 

 

He was very nice with her and when she was getting out at the Canal Bridge 

she thanked him and bowed and he bowed to her and raised his hat and smiled 

agreeably; and while she was going up along the terrace,[…] she thought how 

easy it was to know a gentleman even when he has had a drop taken. (86)  

 

What is interesting to take note of in this passage is the fact that Maria “knows a 

gentlemen” even when he is a bit tipsy. This raises a few questions: Was she indeed a 

loose woman at one time? Or is it so that she had been forced by the institution to 

attend to the “needs” of men who came to the laundries for pleasure? What is not 

being said in this passage is exactly what creates these kinds of questions, which can 

lead the reader through a maze of thoughts about how awful it must have been for 

women like Maria to endure these cruelties while living in these church institutions.  

 As the story progresses, we are presented with yet another sad reality of these 

women. Since these women are unfortunately already stigmatized due to their place of 

residence, this makes it almost impossible for them to find someone who would marry 

them, let alone find true love. What emerges from the gaps of this story is Maria’s 

longing for true love, although she seems to doubt her ability in finding it. Towards 

the end of the story, Joe asks Maria to sing an old Irish love ballad, to which she 

agrees. What happens is that she excludes a verse of the song, as is noted in the 

footnotes of Dubliners, which states the following: 
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I dreamt that suitors sought my hand,/ That knights, upon bended knee,/ And 

with vows no maiden heart could withstand,/ They pledg’d their faith to 

me./And I dreamt that one of noble host,/ Came forth my heart to claim,/ But I 

also dreamt, which charm’d me most,/ That you lov’d me still the same.(89)   

 

The tragedy of her situation is made clear, once one learns about the verse she left out. 

Knowing that her knight in shining armour may actually never come to claim her, 

Maria finds it too hard to even mention the idea of chivalrous love in a mere song. 

The tragedy of her story is magnified by this intentional omission on her part, 

showing that the women of the laundries can never hope to find love or a comfortable 

married life. Joyce’s story addresses the hypocrisy of the religious institutions in 

Ireland and of the tragic outcomes of these women’s lives due to the stigmatization 

associated with the Magdalene laundries. 

In the final story, “The Dead”, we come face to face with a story relating 

Ireland’s problem with cultural underdevelopment and what may be Joyce’s view of 

what the cause is for his Irish compatriots’ failure in shaking off their cultural 

stagnation. In “The Dead”, we are presented to an array of characters, all attending an 

annual dance at the Morkan women’s place of residence. However, two of the 

characters which are essential to understanding Joyce’s complicated relationship to 

Ireland, should be closely analysed; namely that of Gabriel and Miss Ivors. Gabriel is 

a gracious young man whose company the Morkan women truly enjoy. However, in a 

moment of reflection over an impending speech he is to give later that evening, his 

feeling of superiority over everyone else there, emerges: 

 

Then he took from his waistcoat pocket a little paper and glanced at the 

headings he had made for his speech. He was undecided about the lines from 

Robert Browning for he feared they would be above the heads of his hearers. 

Some quotation that they could recognise from Shakespeare or from the 

melodies would be better […] [h]e would only make himself ridiculous by 

quoting poetry to them which they could not understand. They would think 

that he was airing his superior education (155)  

 

One thing is made visible of Gabriel’s character in this passage and that is his belief 

that he’s above all others at the gathering due to his ability to understand advanced 
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poetry. What we have here is an Irish imitator of British superiority and of his 

haughty nature towards his own countrymen. 

Having established Gabriel’s arrogant character, we move on to the most 

important scene of the story, that of the heated conversation between Gabriel and 

Miss Ivors. The description of her dress does much to explain what her character is 

like. As the narrative relates, “[s]he did not wear a lowcut bodice and the large brooch 

which was fixed in the front of her collar bore on it an Irish device” (162). This “Irish 

device” is explained in the footnotes as being some kind of Celtic brooch which was 

popular “as a result of the cultural interests awakened by the Irish Revival” (162). 

Miss Ivors is an advocate for the Irish Revival, and is seated beside Gabriel who 

favours seeing himself as better than the rest, having had a better education. What 

ensues is a heated discussion brought on by Miss Ivors challenging Gabriel’s position 

at the Daily Express: 

 

  -I have a crow to pluck with you. 

 -With me? said Gabriel. […] 

-O, innocent Amy! I have found out that you write for the Daily Express. Now 

aren’t you ashamed of yourself? 

 -Why should I be ashamed of myself? Asked Gabriel […] 

-Well, I’m ashamed of you, said Miss Ivors frankly […] I didn’t think you 

were a West Briton. (163) 

 

What Miss Ivors means by calling Gabriel a “West Briton” is explained in the 

footnotes as that of being an Irishman who is “loyal to Britain” (163). What one 

gathers from this short yet intense dialogue is that Gabriel is for British Rule while 

Miss Ivors is for Home Rule. A detail which is even more interesting to ponder over 

is the relevance of their gender in regards to where their sympathies lay. Miss Ivors, a 

female, is for the Irish cause and therefore considered the “Other”. Gabriel, on the 

other hand, is male and loyal to the British. Since the British are considered the 

“Self”, then in this particular scene he takes on that role. Interestingly enough, the 

“other”, or the oppressed, have always been considered female by the colonists and 

the “self”, or oppressor, has in turn been considered to be male. What results in these 

characters’ opposition is that Miss Ivors is the Irish “other” questioning Gabriel, the 

British self. Although Gabriel is Irish himself, he is so caught up in things which are 
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non-Irish, that he has become the imitator of the oppressor, instead of being a 

supporter of his own people. Miss Ivors works as a reminder to Gabriel that he is 

betraying his own culture by instead supporting the “self”. 

In yet another example of this questioning of Gabriel’s sympathies, Miss Ivors 

puts him on the spot again when asking him to accompany her on a vacation to the 

Aran Islands: 

 

-O, Mr Conroy, will you come for an excursion to the Aran Isles this summer? 

We’re going to stay there a whole month. […] 

-The fact is, said Gabriel, I have already arranged to go… 

-Go where? asked Miss Ivors. […] 

-Well, we usually go to France and Belgium or perhaps Germany […] 

-And why do you go to France and Belgium, said Miss Ivors, instead of 

visiting your own land? (164)  

 

In this dialogue, one can understand that it is not only a discussion between Gabriel 

and Miss Ivors but also an internal dialogue between the Irishman and Ireland. Why 

doesn’t he see more of his land? Why are foreign countries more appealing than 

seeing unvisited areas of his own terrain? Gabriel and Miss Ivors’ discussion 

continues, resulting in Gabriel losing his composure and revealing his true feelings for 

Ireland: 

 

-And haven’t you your own language to keep up with, Irish? asked Miss Ivors. 

-Well, said Gabriel, if it comes to that, you know, Irish is not my language. 

[…] 

-And haven’t you your own land to visit, continued Miss Ivors, that you know 

nothing of, your own people and your own country? 

-O, to tell you the truth, retorted Gabriel suddenly, I’m sick of my own 

country, sick of it! (164-165) 

 

In the end, Gabriel cannot contain the truth any longer and blurts out his dislike for 

his own country and, even for his own people. 

 Once Miss Ivors hastily leaves the party, avoiding Gabriel’s offer for 

companionship on the way home, the next important scene in terms of Joyce’s 
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relationship to the local culture is made relevant. When it is time for his speech, he 

speaks of the good of the Irish tradition of “hospitality” and that it must be preserved 

(176). However, he also discusses the problem his generation has with not moving on 

from the past and in turn losing sight of the future, as is so touchingly described in the 

following passage: 

 

A new generation is growing up in our midst, a generation actuated by new 

ideas and new principles. […] [b]ut we are living in a sceptical and, if I may 

use the phrase, a thoughttormented age […] [T]here are always in gatherings 

such as this sadder thoughts will recur to our minds: thoughts of the past, of 

youth, of changes [and]of absent faces. […] Our path through life is strewn 

with many such sad memories: and were we to brood upon them always we 

could not find the heart to go on bravely with our work among the living. 

(177) 

This almost mournful speech about his generation can be read as signifying two 

things: firstly, of Gabriel’s reasoning behind not wanting to be associated with his 

own people, since he is quick to state that he “will not linger on the past” (177); 

secondly, of Joyce’s own response as to why he left Ireland for the continent. He no 

longer could be amongst those who were only willing to live their lives in the past; a 

past of economic hardships and cruelties done to them at the hands of the British. 

Although he acknowledges this sadness, he wishes to move on and progress. 

 In another example given in the narrative, Gabriel begins to recount the story 

of his grandfather Patrick Morkan and his horse. In this story, he explains how his 

grandfather took the old horse out from working in the mill to do different errands 

which did not include walking around in circles, only to find that the beast, once out 

of his oppressed surroundings, continued to walk in circles anyways (180-181). What 

this story represents is that of the Irish, that even if taken out from under the 

oppression of the British, they will continue to live the way they have in their 

oppressed state instead of learning from it and progressing. Like the horse, the Irish 

will walk in circles, never letting go of the sensation of being oppressed by the 

British. 

 Joyce’s relationship to the Irish culture is a relationship full of frustration. He 

wants his country to stop walking in circles, of reliving the past over and over again, 

of never fully giving themselves a chance to develop from their oppressive state. 



Söderkvist 44 

 

Mimicking the British culturally won’t do either; instead they must focus on Ireland’s 

own cultural beauty and potential. The opportunities are to be found within their own 

borders. Joyce’s final message in this collection to his Irish readers can be read as 

thus: if you don’t progress, then Ireland will be covered in a paralysing snow, as is 

described in the final scene of “The Dead”, which can be culturally fatal. The snow, 

which represents winter and when everything in nature dies, is what will befall Ireland 

if the Irish do not break free of their stagnate, repetitive ways of thinking and acting.  

When the snow begins to fall, stifling all nature until the onset of spring, so shall 

Ireland remain dead until change comes to bring forth the promise of  a new, 

culturally enriched spring.  

 

Conclusion  

 

James Joyce’s Dubliners provides the reader with many details of the past, 

present and future the Irish and what this means to the cultural development of the 

country. The concepts of “relationship to local culture”, “identity” and “third space 

writing” are addressed and revealed through the many gaps in narrative and dialogue 

found within each of the short stories. What this essay attempts to address is the 

reading of James Joyce’s Dubliners in terms of the writer’s vision of Ireland from 

exile and understanding his vision from the perspective of migration and migrant 

spaces. 

Through the analytical readings performed in this essay, we find that each one 

of the concepts of migrant writing help to read the stories in terms of Ireland’s 

colonial past and present. In the analytical section of “location to culture”, Joyce’s 

relationship with Ireland and how his idea of “home” manifested itself in Dubliners, is 

discussed. What he reveals through his stories “Ivy Day in the Committee Room”, 

“Two Gallants”, “Clay” and “The Dead” is that of the Irish condition, specifically the 

cultural stagnation of Ireland. Ireland was in need of a great social and cultural change 

within itself if it was ever to become a progressive state, and Joyce allowed his 

perception of the failure of the revival project to emerge in the imaginary spaces of 

his stories.  

In the second analytical section titled “Identity”, the ideologies of self and 

other are represented in the way the characters understand themselves, pointing out 

the lingering effects of colonial stereotypes in Ireland made by the British. What the 
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characters display is a sort of internalization of these stereotypes made by the British, 

allowing the colonial self to dictate what Irishness truly was about. In the stories, 

“Counterparts”, “A Little Cloud” and “After the Race”, we are introduced to what 

Colonial Britain deemed to be irishness; alcoholic stupidity, cultural incompetence 

and their incapability of being “British”.  

In the first analytical section on “Third Space Writing”, the concept of the 

space of enunciations is discussed and applied to the readings of “Eveline”, “A 

Mother” and “Grace”. What is created is an imaginary space where the migrant 

writer’s conception of Ireland as a culturally divided space understood from the 

perspective of a migrant reveals itself through the language of the narrative. The 

irishness of the characters emerges through this space, allowing the reader to follow 

their process of identification. What the characters demonstrate in their processes of 

identification is an inability to own their own language. This inability is presented 

either in the form of not owning their own voice, not owning the language of cultural 

distinction or of having social cohesion and solidarity. Having these conclusions in 

mind, deeming Dubliners as being an example of migrant writer comes as no surprise. 

It is a story of Joyce’s Ireland, portrayed in a light of total cultural desolation after 

years of colonial oppression. A portrayal of his native country, imaginatively 

constructed to awaken Ireland out of its cultural hibernation in the hopes of a new 

dawn of progressive cultural growth to form. It is simply, a story of a migrant’s 

perception of home. 
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