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INTRODUCTION

The publication before you is a collection of selected papers presented at the 
Third International Conference on English studies: English Language and Anglo-
phone Literatures Today (ELALT 3), held at the University of Novi Sad on 21 
March 2015. Over 60 researchers from ten countries took part in the conference, 
presenting their works on many different aspects of contemporary studies in Eng-
lish language, literature and culture. 

The papers in this volume are the choicest selection of those submitted. Each 
of these selected papers received two positive blind reviews and sometimes addi-
tional editorial comments. The publication is organised into two parts, according 
to the topic of research.

The first part of this volume is dedicated to the study of literature and culture, 
and aptly named Topics in Anglophone Literatures. This selection includes four-
teen representative papers on a wide variety of topics, ranging from old canonical 
favourites such as Shakespeare or Eliot to more typically Postmodernist preoccu-
pations, such as the re-imaginings of fairy tales and analyses of television series. 

The opening paper was delivered as the ELALT 3 keynote lecture by Réka 
Cristian, associate professor and Chair of American Studies at the University of 
Szeged, Hungary. In her paper, Professor Cristian explores the important para-
digm often employed in the works of the US Chicana writers, the intricate issue of 
borderland / la frontera, focusing her research on the works of the contemporary 
author Sandra Cisneros. This informative and interesting analysis offers many in-
sights into the diverse identity constructions depicted by Cisneros’ ‘master meta-
phor,’ that of home. 

The remaining thirteen papers, presented here in alphabetical order, showcase 
the broad scope of interests of our conference participants, and are as varied and 
as fascinating as the participants themselves. Bojana Aćamović writes about Walt 
Whitman, one of the staples of Anglophone poetry, and observes the ways in which 
city life, particularly two of its features – flânerie and bohemianism – shaped the 
father of American poetry as an urban creator. Stevan Bradić continues this explo-
ration of the most well-known poetic works written in the English language, and 
dedicates his paper to Eliot and his ‘Prufrock’, looking at the poem through the 
lens of Rancière’s idea of the distribution of the sensible. Sofia Christensen, on 
the other hand, focuses on the genre of the university/campus novel, approaching 
it from a comparatist perspective – by analysing one such novel written in Nor-
wegian and its English and American predecessors. Tatjana Dumitrašković brings 
us the first of several Shakespearean papers in this collection, revitalising the dis-
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cussion of the ever relevant and important themes of war and violence. Andrea 
Gomboš and Dragan Babić delve into adaptation theory, dedicating their paper to 
two of pop-culture’s most famous detectives, Hercule Poirot and Sherlock Holmes, 
and two of their many popular TV versions. Vladislava Gordić Petković connects 
literary and gender studies in her paper about Sarah Waters’ neo-Victorian female 
protagonists, analysing the relationship between women writers and the revival of 
nineteenth century settings. Danica Igrutinović offers a fresh perspective on an-
other Shakespearean phenomenon – love and its many facets – basing her research 
on the theoretical framework of Renaissance Neoplatonism. Mladen Jakovljević 
writes about the overlap between the human and the artificial in his paper on Philip 
K. Dick, and focuses on the notion of authenticity and the relationship between the 
human and the mechanical, through the concepts of othering and exclusion. Mile-
na Kaličanin explores the works of two contemporary Scottish female authors who 
write about dysfunctional relationships between men and women, setting them on 
the backdrop of popular urban myths. Tijana Matović turns our attention to yet 
another iconic American author in her paper about Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, 
approaching it from the perspective of theories related to gender, trauma, fiction 
and history, paying special attention to the relationship between the personal and 
the public. Tatjana Milosavljević also takes a predominantly theoretical approach 
to her topic, and dedicates her paper to the intersections of the theories of irony 
and hybridity in the work of Zadie Smith. Ana Sentov, meanwhile, analyses what 
it means to be human by immersing herself in the world of Margaret Atwood’s 
dystopian novels. Sanja Šoštarić, finally, writes about Postmodernist experimental 
perspectives on what is probably one of the most traditional and most formulaic 
genres – the fairy-tale – focusing on the re-definition of the genre itself, feminist 
theory and metafictional concerns.

Even though the papers in this section cover a broad range of topics, they are, 
nevertheless, connected by a palpable admiration for the creative endeavors of the 
authors who write their literary works in the English language, as well as by the 
indisputable talent and dedication that our authors show in their explorations of 
these wonderfully varied ideas. 

Part II introduces a selection of seventeen papers discussing topics in English 
language and linguistics. The papers range from morphology and syntax to pho-
netics, lexicography and cognitive linguistics, with a significant number of papers 
relating to applied linguistics, translation and teaching methodology.

Irena Aleksić explores epistemic modality in English journalistic discourse 
researching the evidence from British daily newspapers, The Independent, The 
Guardian and The Daily Express. She proposes that since the English language 
does not signal evidentiality through grammar, it is the role of lexical devices to 
indicate the source and the speaker’s attitude towards the truth value of the prop-
osition, which establishes the level or (un)reliability across various discourses. 
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Exploring the cognitive field, Tomislav Bukatarević performs a thorough analysis 
of the English verbs of visual perception, arguing that the association of the new 
sensory perceptions with the verbs “see” and “look” ‘contrasts their mechanisms 
of lexical semantic change’, resulting in the increased presence of the metaphors 
of cognition involving verb “to see”. In her contrastive analysis of diminutives in 
informal registers of English and Serbian, Aleksandra Kardoš focuses on establish-
ing the main properties of nominal diminutives at the levels of form and content 
and on determining systematic similarities and differences between the two lan-
guages in order to provide an insight into the morphological, semantic and prag-
matic aspects of the presence of diminutives in the proposed languages. Shifting 
to the contrastive approach towards phonetics, Bojana Jakovljević introduces the 
results of an experiment designed to analyze the level of achievement of Serbian 
speakers in acquiring the articulation of the English affricate /tʃ/. The experiment 
involves recording of the modulation determined by the four parameters, whose 
results imply different levels of language transfer with the examined subjects, as 
well as a hierarchy of acoustic features in the language acquisition process. Maja 
Marković and Tatjana Milićev explore prosodic phrasing of contrastive topics in 
English and Serbian suggesting that there is phonological evidence to distinguish 
two types of contrastive topics. They argue that one type of contrastive topic (CT1) 
is prosodically realized as a Major Phrase, while the other type (CT2) is prosodi-
cally realized as an Intonational Phrase, which is in line with what Selkirk (1995, 
2005) has suggested for English. They consider boundary signals in English and 
Serbian and further show that there are interpretational differences between CT1 
and CT2, depending on the type of referent and type of focus in the rest of the 
clause. 

Investigating several central grammatical differences between Serbian and 
English, Predrag Kovačević observes word order freedom, presence of articles 
and presence of case suffixes, arguing that the established differences are not only 
distinctive features of English and Serbian, but that such a difference establishes 
a linguistic phenomenon differentiating between varieties of a language. Nenad 
Miladinović conducted a research on a corpus working towards determining the 
distributional status of the genitive of the de-adjectival nominals in English, pro-
posing that ‘adjectives as noun-phrase heads do not inflect for the genitive marker 
–’s in English’. The research provides evidence that the frequency of synthetic and 
analytic genitive of de-adjectival nominals, gradually increases in contemporary 
English across various text types and registers.

Examining one of the topics in lexicography, Ana Halas presents one of the 
most challenging of lexicographers’ tasks - the formulation of brief, clear, relia-
ble and coherent definitions of senses within a polysemous structure explaining 
that senses in a polysemous structure exhibit hierarchical organization depending 
on structural weight and that they establish a mutual relationship stemming from 
their origins in the basic or prototypical sense. Her research examines if and to 
what extent the theoretical foundation is reflected in the existing models of sense 
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definitions in the selected monolingual dictionaries of English and Serbian as the 
representatives of the two lexicographic practices. Delving into the specialized 
field of ESP, Mira Milić explores how the use of specialized dictionaries of sports 
terms affects the standardization of English-based sports terms in Serbian. Based 
on the survey, the research results suggest a low level of lecture-based knowledge 
retention in terms of principles of standardization (43%), an extremely low level 
of dictionary use (15%) and examinees’ automatic choice of Englishisms rather 
than anglicisms in Serbian, which according to the author suggests a need for the 
introduction of the teaching methods different from lectures.

Introducing a framework of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), Violeta 
Stojičić explores lexical and grammatical heteroglossic resources and the semantic 
cues in G. Orwell’s essays to determine which discourse formulae the author uses 
for the rhetorical effects of contractive or expansive stances, with regard to word-
ings chosen to align the reader with his points of view. Aleksandar Kavgić studies 
Bill Bryson’s Made in America and its translation into Serbian applying corpus 
methodology in order to determine transference procedures of culture terms. Using 
tagging for the culture terms’ general semantic field in English and in Serbian, the 
findings suggest that different lexical fields of culture-terms favor different trans-
ference procedures. Olga Panić-Kavgić, using corpus methodology, looks at the 
creative language processes applied in the formation of nicknames of the top 100 
women tennis players in the current WTA and multiple layers of their associative 
meanings. Maja Stanojević-Gocić explores conceptual metaphors in legal English 
within a theoretical framework of cognitive semantics, with the main purpose of 
investigating metaphors typical for legal discourse, also present in other types of 
discourse, such as structural metaphors dealing with the conceptualization of time, 
orientational metaphors and the instances of the metaphorical conceptualization of 
the European Union and its institutions.

Focusing on learning English as a foreign language in tertiary education, Mi-
levica Bojović examines university students’ beliefs about language learning and 
potential links between the beliefs and the students’ attitude to language learning 
exhibited in the classroom, particularly related to speaking activities. Borislava 
Eraković deals with teaching strategies in a translation classroom proposing an 
evaluation which would focus on the positive instead the negative aspects of the 
students’ achievements. She proposes that development of the sub-competences 
should be primary focus of evaluation in beginner level courses, as well as the 
feedback being provided through combining assessment instruments which focus 
both on the product and on the process of translation. Vesna Pilipović and Tatjana 
Glušac consider strategies for the development of critical thinking (CT) skills in 
EFL and they propose a practice of disciplined and thoughtful questioning since it 
is believed to be one of the most efficient ways of promoting students’ CT. Their 
study uses data obtained from a survey in which primary and secondary school 
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teachers in Serbia describe their practice,  in particular how often they ask ques-
tions that promote higher-order thinking skills, as well as what questions they ask. 
Finally, Jagoda Topalov, Biljana Radić-Bojanić and David Bruner present research 
in language teaching methodology exploring attitudes towards collaborative tasks 
in the classroom on a rather unconventional body of students - Thai and Serbian 
students studying English as a foreign language. The results indicate that there are 
statistically significant differences between the Thai and Serbian students’ atti-
tudes; the findings being primarily related to the student preferences towards either 
teacher-centered or student-centered approach in the EFL classroom.

The organizing of the conference and the publication of this volume would 
not have been possible without the generous support of the Dean’s Office of the 
Faculty of Philosophy and of The Secretariat for Science and Technological Devel-
opment of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina. We offer our thanks to all those 
who helped the completion of the edited volume – above all to Professor Maja 
Marković, head of the English Department, and the many reviewers for their time 
and thoughtful comments. Last but not least, we would like to thank all contribu-
tors for their inspiring work offering a comprehensive insight into a wide range of 
topics related to the field of English Studies.

The Editors

Novi Sad, December 2016
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Réka M. CRistian

HOME(S) ON BORDERLANDS AND INTER-AMERICAN 
IDENTITY IN SANDRA CISNEROS’ WORKS

The text focuses on the extensive and intricate issue of borderlands/la frontera, a major 
paradigm often employed in the works of Chicana writers in the United States and maps 
its various extensions within and outside the literary realm of Sandra Cisneros’s narratives, 
the vignettes of The House on Mango Street (1984), the collection of short stories of Wom-
an Hollering Creek and Other Stories (1991) and Caramelo, or, Puro Cuento (2002) by 
discussing the several identity frames depicted by the more or less domestic(ized) meta-
phor of the house ― and its inhabitants. Transgressing the theoretical boundaries of Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s seminal book Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), the talk will evolve around 
various constructions of auto- and semi-autobiography, hybridity and mestizaje, intersti-
tiality, intelingualism and difrasismo that make up the multifaceted heterotext of Cisneros’ 
Chicana literary world. After a textual visit into the American writer’s short narratives, 
“Home on Borderlands” will finally transgress the literary genre and will plunge into the 
extra-literary realm with the help of the subject theory elaborated by Enikő Bollobás in 
They Aren’t Until I Call Them. Performing the Subject in American Literature (2010), 
showing that the concept of home as a double-faceted construct of identity goes well be-
yond Cisneros’ published texts; her rooms of identity transcend fictional and non-fictional 
borders exemplified by her personal webpage and by the transgenerational discourse of the 
museum installation set up in the memory of Elvira Cordero Cisneros, Sandra’s mother, at 
the Smithsonian National American History Museum, Latino Center.

América, América. Feminine
first name, continent named

for him. América […]
En la sangre, en las espinas

De la Virgen de Santa Fe, 
These names are written:

América Estados-Unidos, née
México. I name her

Flower of the Mountain,
Coatepec-Cihuatepec-Cuicatepec

Amor Silvestre
Terra Nova

Cuerpo de Mujer.
(Alfred Arteaga “Canto Primero”)
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RÉKA M. CRISTIAN

1. INTRODUCTION

This text focuses on the intricate issue of borderlands, a major paradigm 
often employed in various works of Chicana writers, by mapping its various exten-
sions within and outside the literary texts of contemporary writer Sandra Cisneros 
with the aim of exposing diverse identity constructions depicted by the metaphor 
of home, the “master metaphor” of identity (Kaup 363), in her inter-American 
world.  

Today, in the context of the Americas, the shift to transnational approaches 
in the area of American studies seems to naturally direct the practitioners of the 
continental field of study towards a rather obvious area, the inter-American realm; 
therefore, as a synecdoche of the transnational path, the inter-American approach 
becomes more central to any study centering on the Americas. To borrow from 
Shelley Fisher Fishkin’s “Crossroads of Cultures,” one has to focus more to “figures 
who have been marginalized precisely because they have crossed so many borders 
that they are hard to categorize” (30) and to pay attention to the “legal borderlands 
both inside and outside the United States” (31) by welcoming  “investigations of 
the broad array of cultural crossroads shaping the work of border-crossing authors, 
artists, and cultural forms that straddle multiple regional and national traditions” 
and “studies that probe the cultural work of American literature outside the united 
States for insight into the non-U.S. cultures” (32). Right from the beginning of 
Fisher Fishkin’s article, the emphasis is on the versatile metaphor of home that is 
formulated and reformulated by the “proverbial immigrant who leaves somewhere 
called ‘home’ to make a new home in the United States” and who is subject to an 
“endless process of comings and goings that create familial, cultural, linguistic, 
and economic ties across national borders” (24). 

As Sebastian Thies and Josef Raab observed, borderlands, with their inher-
ent “rites of passage and tales of transgression, constitute a potent foundational 
myth of transnational or inter-American identities” (14), a myth that has been pres-
ent through various modes in Chicana/o literature. In the following, I will consis-
tently use the term “inter-American” tailored to the context of the Americas instead 
of the more general concept of the term “transnational.” While the latter has a more 
international, global connotation, the former has a peculiar, globalocal (relating to 
the whole world but with an impact and significance to a particular area) features 
pertaining to the Americas.

If there is a distinct place for the manifestation of globalocal, inter-American 
identities, then that is the border. By employing the dynamics involved in the concept, 
Gloria Anzaldúa defined borderlands as a vital site for those inhabiting and writing 
from this place because la frontera as such encompasses a peculiar geographical lo-
cation and physical presence, a specific psychic landscape combined with a distinc-
tive linguistic aspect that frequently uses difrasismo (the coupling of two elements 
to form a new word) and interlingualism (the space between languages consisting of 
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a blend and juxtaposition, in this case, of Spanish  and English) in its literary forms. 
In Anzaldúa’s seminal book, an eloquent example of an uprooted difrasismo linked 
with the concept of home is homophobia, where ‘home’ as such becomes a twisted 
wor(l)d. Anzaldúa quotes a New England lesbian student, who misinterpreted the 
word ‘homophobia’ by associating it with the apt expression of the “[fe]ar of going 
home. And of not being taken. […] of being abandoned by the mother, the culture, 
la Raza, for being unacceptable, faulty, damaged” (20). The idea of home, present 
in almost all Chicana/o body of writing involves in the North American context of 
borderlands a special kind of interlingualism also characteristic of a greater, Latina/o 
community. The Chicano poet and scholar, Alfred Arteaga―similar to many other 
writers and theorists―envisions the virtual birthplace and the fictive or real home 
of Chicana/o identity at the confluence of cultures, at borderlands, where this inter-
lingualism contains “English, Spanish, calo (Chicano slang), and perhaps Nahuatl,” 
resulting in various textual and phonetic matters that “work out linguistically with 
thought what the border does culturally with the nation and what mestizaje does ra-
cially with the body” (10). Yet, this mestizaje is a blend of previous mixtures and thus 
a more sophisticated marker for the contemporary Chicana/o identity that defines 
itself through the la frontera reality:

[T]he “reality” of the border for Chicanos is similar to the “reality” of the 
Indian. Consider for a moment the identity “Chicano” and the homeland 
“Aztlan.” Chicano derives from Mexicano, which derives from Mexica, 
the name the Aztecs called themselves. “Chicano” recalls an older, original 
pronunciation. When Hernan Cortes conquered the Aztecs, the Spanish lan-
guage still possessed the sound like the English “sh,” represented in Spanish 
by the letter “x,” so that the conquistador could approximate Meshica as 
Mexica. Eventually Spanish changed phonemically so that Meshico came 
to be pronounced Mehico (Mejico), and Don Quihote (Quijote), for another 
example, ceased to be Don Quishote (Quixote). The soft “ch” in Mexican 
Spanish approaches the “sh” of older Spanish and of Nahuatl, so that meshi-
cano leads to mechicano and to chicano. In this manner, phonemically at 
least, Chicano signifies descent from the Aztecs. (Arteaga 9)

The syncretic experience of Chicana writers is reflected in the mestiza con-
sciousness manifested, as Anzaldúa defined it, through “a constant state of men-
tal nepantilism, an Aztec word meaning torn between ways,” in a fluid “state of 
perpetual transition” always facing “the dilemma of the mixed breed” (78). The 
mestiza, living in a border position, practices a nomadic thinking described by 
Walter D. Mignolo as “border thinking;” she descends from immigrants but is not 
an immigrant herself; she is one of those who did not move but around whom the 
world moved by shifting borders (Mignolo 72). Sandra Cisneros, born in Chicago, 
is one of these mestizas, with her various home(s) residing in various Nepantla (“in 
between”) zones.



20

RÉKA M. CRISTIAN

2. TOPOLOGIES OF HOME 1: SANDRA CISNEROS’S 
NARRATIVE HOMES

In the following, I will map various Nepantla homelands present in Cis-
neros’ narratives, her primary textual homes and testimonies of border thinking 
and inter-American identity. These include The House on Mango Street (1984), 
Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories (1991) and Caramelo, or, Puro Cuen-
to (2002). Cisneros’ work―apart from the previously mentioned three volumes, 
including also Hairs=Pelitos (1994), Bad Boys (1980), My Wicked, Wicked Ways 
(1987), Loose Woman: Poems (1994), Have You Seen Marie? Fable for Grown-
Ups (2012) and the book of non-fiction entitled A House of My Own: Stories form 
My Life (forthcoming this year)―thrives on the limits of both private and public 
realms, has a conscious subjectivity and fits perfectly to the idea of the political 
writer described by another Chicana writer, Cherríe Moraga, in her “Foreword” to 
the second edition of This Bridge Called My Back entitled “Refugees of a World 
on Fire,” where she claims that the “political writer […] is the ultimate optimist 
believing people are capable of change and using words as one way to try to pen-
etrate the privatism of our lives.” Cisneros’ narratives celebrate nepantilism and 
encourage readers to go beyond the borders of private and public, of natural and 
political realms, of gender and societal norms. As Inés Salazar writes, the narrator 
of Cisneros’s works “transgresses both against the norms for women that prevail 
within her community as well as against the myth of the American Dream, that 
cornerstone of bourgeois American individualism” (Salazar 393). Accordingly, the 
literary structures of Cisneros’ works, “multifaceted as her cultural identity” (Mad-
sen 130), are assembled into particularly built, decentralized, fragmented, open 
narratives (Bollobás 2005, 714) that enhance multiple modes of transgression.

The textual site of one of these modes of transgression is The House on Man-
go Street. The protagonist of this 44-vignette book is Esperanza, who, in her impetus 
for a real house of her own, echoes Cisneros’ desires and aspirations and embarks on 
a “metaphysical journey, undertaken through her writing” (Salazar 394). In a recent 
interview with Nicole Thomson Akoukou, the author emphasizes this transgressive 
role by saying that “the questions that Esperanza was asking, I was asking” (Akouk-
ou Thomson 2015). This sort of nepantilism goes all along the first vignette with the 
metaphor of the house in which the narrator lives, marking this identity caught at first 
between the family and society (“we”) and the young Chicana (“I”):

The house on Mango Street is ours. […] But even so, it’s not the house we’d 
thought we’d get [… ] They always told us that one day we would move 
into a house, a real house that would be ours for always we wouldn’t have 
to move each year. […] 
You live there? There. I had to look to where she pointed – the third floor, 
the paint peeling, wooden bars Papa nailed on the windows so we wouldn’t 
fall out. 
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You live there? The way she [the nun] said it made me feel like nothing. 
There. I lived there. I nodded. I know I had to have a house. A real house. 
One I can point to. But this isn’t it. The house on Mango Street isn’t it. For 
the time being, Mama says. Temporary, says Papa. But I know those things 
go. (Cisneros 2004, 3-5)

Then in “Alice & I talking on Edna’s Steps,” the home of the narrator, a typi-
cal American building situated on Mango Street, a name bearing the cultural codes 
of Latinization, becomes the spot of negation, shame, and denial as if it was an 
almost illegal place of dwelling, resembling a no wo/man’s land between borders, 
an urban Nepantla situated at the fringes of both American and Mexican culture, 
still waiting to be identified and thus made “better.”

You live right here, 406 Mango, Alicia says and points to the house I am 
ashamed of. 

No, this isn’t my house I say and shake my head as if shaking could undo the 
year I’ve lived here. I don’t’ belong: I don’t ever want to come from here. You 
have a home, Alicia, and one day you’ll go there, to a town you remember, but 
me I never had a house, not even a photograph … only one I dream of.

No, Alicia says. Like it or not you are Mango Street, and one day you’ll 
come back too. 

Not me. Not until somebody makes it better.
Who’s going to make it? (106-107)

Although the real Chicana home appears as a promise of a “home in the 
heart” in “Elenita, Cards, Palm, Water (64), later on this fictive place of habitation 
is projected into the visible world of everyday objects in “Lineoleum Roses:” Sal-
ly’s “pillows and her plates” (101). Moreover, in “No Speak English,” the word 
“home,” repeated as a sacred chant, has a massive sentimental content with ex-
tended visibility, transcending into the visible world from the invisible domain of 
feelings and becomes “a house in a photograph, a pink house, pink as hollyhocks 
with lots of startled light” with Mamacita sighing “for her pink house, and then I 
think she cries” (77)―still holding a considerable potential for emotions. As Maria 
Antónia Oliver-Rotger pointed out in Battleground and Crossroads. Social and 
Imaginary Space in Writings by Chicanas, the domestic arena paired with interi-
ority, feelings and inwardness becomes a hybrid physical and mental space where 
Chicana identity is shaped by specific spatial configurations (82). Furthermore, the 
gendered spatial imagery of the borderlands in Cisneros’ work is in tandem with 
the metaphor of the home that reflects “complex realities that are often at variance 
with dominant representations of spatial relations” (83).

In The House on Mango Street, home is also the metaphor of hope [Es-
peranza―coinciding with the name of the protagonist] with the narrator voicing 
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the wish that “your feet would one day keep walking and take you far away from 
Mango Street, far away” to “stop in front of a house, a nice one with flowers and 
big windows and steps for you to climb up two by two steps to where a room is 
waiting for you” (Cisneros 2004, 82). The book of vignettes holds this room of 
desire representing the Nepantla of Chicana identity. With the intertwining conno-
tation of the attic as a space of potential liberation from the time-worn cult of do-
mesticity―discussed in depth by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar in Madwoman 
in the Attic and later by Betty Friedan in The Feminine Mystique (1963)―and the 
role of this small room, ático, used for servants in Latin America and representing 
subordination, in the “Bums in the Attic” the narrator voices her determination to 
own not only an attic or a room of her own but an entire house belonging to her 
only, meanwhile not forgetting “who I am or where I came from” (Cisneros 2004, 
87). When she describes this new residence, marker of her inter-American identity, 
as later specified in “House of My Own,” this goes beyond the limits of personal 
liberation, over the boundaries of class and race, past the barriers between the rich 
and the poor, and well beyond confined gender roles, Chicano patriarchy or Anglo 
American culture. This is “[N]ot a flat. Not an apartment in the back. Not a man’s 
house. Not a daddy’s…” with everything in between negations becoming Nepant-
la. In this context, the vignettes of this volume are bricks building up a new home 
made of words imported from both worlds and cultures, both already hybrid. To 
use Salazar’s words, Cisneros’ “appropriation of aesthetic practice as an instru-
ment to remake the self” results in a novel that “supports the viability of its individ-
ual agency” (395) and successfully traces the rims of her inter-American identity.

In the thirteen stories contained in Woman Hollering Creek, the metaphor 
of the house and home has wider connotations and is present as more or less ab-
stract mundane pieces or people scattered in the chain of the volume’s stories such 
as orange Popsicles friends split so they could be sisters and Lucy, the narrator’s 
friend “who smells like corn” (Cisneros 1992, 5), Barbie’s MOD’ern cousin, Fran-
cie, in her new Prom Pinks outfit, whose left foot is melted a little in the short 
story entitled “Barbie-Q,” “runaway balloons” marking the age of the protagonist 
in “Eleven,” religious objects in  “Anguiano Religious Articles Rosaries Statues 
Medals Incense Candles Talismans Perfumes Oils Herbs” and “Little Miracles, 
Kept Promises;” all identity tags building the greater picture of the Chicana iden-
tity living in the textual Nepantla of Woman Hollering Creek. Furthermore, the 
inter-American identity is also laconically defined by a truncated word imported 
from the vernacular speech, “Merrican,” instead of the all-encompassing Amer-
ican: “We’re Mericans, we’re Merricans” (20). Being “Merrican” is another tag 
for the mixed fringe identity in which Mexican and American can both melt, as 
Barbie’s left foot.

Analogous to the borderlands, home in this collection of stories is also a 
place blunt contradictions: of longing, of crossing over the limits, of internalized 
dissent, of assertion but also of hopeless homecoming made impossible for the 
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humiliated woman, who does not obey Chicano patriarchy anymore and runs away 
from her (husband’s) house to find a safe haven in a paradoxically similar place:

Sweet sweet homecoming … Wrinkle in the brain crumpling to a crease. 
… Sometimes she thinks of her father’s house. But how could she go back 
there? What a disgrace. What would the neighbors say? Coming home like 
that with one baby on her hip and the one in the oven” (50).

A particular identity facet of Cisneros’ women characters in Woman Holler-
ing Creek, according to Deborah L. Madsen, is “divided between a celebration of 
the power of a demythologized feminine sexuality” combined with “a powerful 
awareness of misogyny and the control of women through the control of their sex-
uality” (117). Moreover, “the effort to negotiate a cross-cultural identity” is further 
“complicated by the need to challenge the deeply rooted patriarchal values of both 
Mexican and American cultures” (108), leading to a redefinition of the place called 
home. As Anna Marie Sandoval remarked, the concept of “homeplace” described 
in 1990 by bell hooks as a site of resistance has “gendered connotations that per-
petuate the association of women with the domestic realm” (291) that is gazed 
upon and guarded as a border crossing by the (patriarchal) surveillance system. 
Therefore in Cisneros’ work “the evocation of spaces of intimacy is tied to a sense 
of individual freedom that is inextricable” from the collective needs (292) of her 
own group but also that of a larger (inter-)nation. Home becomes, occasionally, an 
interchangeable concept with marriage or with voluntary single motherhood (for 
example, as the one described in “Eyes of Zapata”); coupled with the shift of home 
from the traditional to an unusual one (as in “Never Marry a Mexican” where there 
is “no home to go home to”) it can be best described by the term of migrant home-
lessness. Cleófilas, the protagonist of the title story, is one of these migrants caught 
in an idiosyncratic Nepantla: she crosses the border between Mexico and the Unit-
ed States with her husband, in hope of a better life she equates with those seen dai-
ly in telenovelas. However, after crossing the legal border, the life en le otro lado 
does not grant her salvation: she is still abused and lives in poverty. Hence, after 
several traumas, her homeplace is mentally relocated in a natural setting, a creek, 
bearing the mythical subtext of the La Gritona or La Llorona, a mythical feminine 
figure cursed to haunt water places, who weeps for her dead children and seeks to 
punish men for her suffering, by emphasizing the paradox behind its name: “La 
Gritona … Such a funny name for a creek so pretty and full of happily ever after” 
(47). The weeping woman, the name giver of the arroyo, inherited the complex, 
controversial identity traits of the Nahua Malintzin or La Malinche and that of 
the Virgin de Guadalupe embodying the sexualized figure of the Aztec vendida 
woman, la puta, who keeps weeping for her lost children, merging with the sacred 
figure of a syncretic, mestiza Virgin Mary in the blended image of a Hollering 
Woman, a mestiza Stabat Mater exhibiting her threefold nature of lover, mother 
and saint and letting her voice out at the crossroads of cultures.
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Caramelo, or, Puro Cuento is―according to its subtitle ―based on a true 
story. As Maria Alonso Alonso writes, it is the “autobiography of the author, with 
added fictionalisations” (16). As Esperanza in The House on Mango Street, Celaya 
(Lala) Reyes is also an outcast character that willingly-unwillingly deconstructs 
the concept of house and home through her multiple journeys across the Mexi-
can-American border. Celaya’s perennial displacement, the yearly travels from her 
real and imaginary homelands, ranging from the Chicago family house through 
the rarely opened “storage rooms” of her Awful Grandmother’s [abuelita] home 
in colorful Ciudad de México to their new family home in San Antonio, Texas, 
put her in a constant play of (re)constructing her own identity. Celaya emphasizes 
that each year when she crosses borders “it’s the same – my mind forgets. But my 
body always remembers” (2013) and wonders about the location of her real home 
in trying to find her own place within this: “Home? Where’s that? North? South? 
Mexico? San Antonio? Chicago?” (2015). Her Mexicanness as well as her Ameri-
canness unveil an admixture of home and homelessness that lead her to ceaselessly 
remodel her subsequent Mexican and American identity into a new, inter-Ameri-
can one. As Alonso Alonso aptly put it, the house and the home as

[T]erritory and language are important issues which are present in most Chi-
cana writing and in particular in Caramelo. These are usually ambivalent 
concepts ruled by exclusive binary codes. History has divided territories or 
moved borders from one place to another, which means that Chicanas/os 
are doomed to a constant search for a particular identity in order to recon-
cile their Mexican origin with their everyday life in an Anglo environment. 
Second- and third-generation Chicanas/os like Celaya find themselves in 
this situation and consequently struggle to find their own individuality (25).

3. TOPOLOGIES OF HOME 2:  
SANDRA CISNEROS’ EXTRA-TEXTUAL HOMEWORKS

The House on Mango Street, Woman Hollering Creek and Caramelo, or, 
Puro Cuento have opened a special literary window of transgression for various 
articulations of inter-American Chicanisma in Cisneros’ narratives. Apart from 
these texts, the identity construction in Cisnero’s non-narrative world operates in 
pluralistic modes on manifold levels, including the extradiegetic shift of homes 
and homelands in various spaces where identity is negotiated by alternating across 
the boundaries of fiction and reality. Such spaces of creative transaction include, 
besides her poetry, children’s book and picture book, the author’s official home-
page (http://www.sandracisneros.com/index.php), a number of recent documents 
in the media concerning the disputes over her real-life home and Cisneros’ 2015 
installation of her mother’s room at the Smithsonian National American History 
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Museum, Latino Center (http://americanhistory.si.edu/exhibitions/altar-installa-
tion-sandra-cisneros/).

The negotiation of identities―here, across the borders of fiction and real-
ity―depends on the performativity of the subject involved. As Enikő Bollobás 
writes in They Aren’t Until I Call Them. Performing the Subject in American Lit-
erature, performativity “has the ability to signal the borderline, ambivalent and 
receding between the text and outside it” significantly contributing “to the under-
standing of the constructedness of the real and the reality of the constructed world 
and how we can know, if at all, where the boundaries are” (2010, 202). Performa-
tivity in the context of Cisneros’ extra-textual world, includes the side of perfor-
mance, which is “a particular mode of performativity, characterized by a mimetic 
replaying of norms and the replaying of ruling ideologies when constructing the 
subject” intrinsically connected with the performative aspect, which „refers to an-
other mode of performativity characterized by a resistance to ruling ideologies and 
the bringing about of new discursive entities in subject construction” (2010, 21). 

Cisneros’ webpage bears one of her foremost blueprints of Chicana identi-
ty. An idiosyncratic assembly, both performance and performative, her homepage 
links Cisneros’ literary texts and off-texts that are combined to form the meta-
phoric unity of the home she has been constructing in her narratives and outside 
of them. Its architecture, made of eight major clusters as rooms in a house (Home, 
Letter, About, News, Books, Events, Favorites, Guestbook), envisage the function 
of a real residence open to anyone―regardless of borders. It is transnational by 
function; however, by design and content is more Nepantla and inter-American. 
So was her Tejano-colored American heritage house in San Antonio, which had a 
story of its own, too. As Candace LaBalle noted, in 1995

Cisneros achieved what many consider to be the height of artistic success 
when she was awarded the MacArthur Genius Fellowship. Its $225,000 purse 
allowed Cisneros to finally realize her childhood dream—a house of her own. 
She bought a large Victorian home in a historic district of San Antonio that 
she painted a bright neon purple. The local historic board promptly challenged 
her color choice saying it was not a historically accurate color. Not one to sit 
idly by while decisions are made for her, Cisneros clad in purple held news 
conferences on her lawn. She passed out petitions on purple paper. She de-
clared the color a part of her Mexican heritage and accused the board of bias 
against Hispanic culture. “We are a people sin papeles [without papers]!” she 
was quoted in Texas Monthly. “We don’t exist. This isn’t about my little purple 
house. It’s about the entire Tejano community.” (2002)

Two years later, the board withdrew its objections and Cisneros’s purple 
house retained its ethnic color. She could have her own purple house―finally. In 
“My Purple House―Color is a Language and a History,” Cisneros equated this 
process with a fictive happening by saying that it resembled a telenovela, one that 
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was heavily mediatized: “One day I painted my house tejano colors; the next day, 
my house is in all the news” (1997). This house―as the records of mySA show―
was sold not long ago, in January 2015 (Olivo 2015). According to the information 
on her webpage, Cisneros lives today “with many creatures, little and large, in 
central Mexico” publishing her work across the border in the U.S.; moreover, her 
new book―not surprisingly entitled―A House of My Own: Stories from My Life 
will be released in October 2015.

Through her textual and extra-textual performativity, Cisneros continuously 
reshapes the codified limits of her identity and continues to thrive, as her charac-
ters do, in an interstitial place of “borderlands between Mexico and the US as sites 
of imagined common culture” (Salazar 397).  And, while complying with a set of 
norms, Cisneros also goes against the grain in building her versatile homeplace 
and her house, “one of the great powers of integration for the thoughts” (Bachelard 
6) that “guides and encloses” her (and her characters’) earliest dreams (239). The 
conflation of the social and the imaginary at the borderlands of her literary and 
non-literary texts/works result in an additional, composite process of inter-Amer-
ican identity construction of the author of fiction and non-fiction and the real life 
person, who expands the boundaries of her home across the globe through the 
digital wording of her books and homepage and who, unlike her protagonists of 
her narratives, finally owned a house and even builds an inter-American, transgen-
erational identity through the museum installation made for and in memory of her 
mother, Sandra’s first ever home, Elvira Cordero Cisneros (1929-2007), in a can-
onized space of American culture. This is “My Mother’s Altar,” a room installation 
in the tradition of Dia de Muertos at the Smithsonian National American History 
Museum, Latino Center (open from October 31, 2014 through September 7, 2015).

Réka M. Cristian
University of Szeged

cristian@lit.u-szeged.hu
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WALT WHITMAN AND THE CITY CULTURE: 
THE POET AS A FLÂNEUR AND A BOHEMIAN1

The poetry of Walt Whitman, who continually sought to embrace a multitude of different 
and often contradictory subjects, can be approached from various perspectives, one of them 
being the analysis of urban features of his poems. As a native of Long Island who spent his 
boyhood and youth in Brooklyn and New York City Whitman was immersed in the urban 
culture, actively participated in the life of the developing cities and included his urban 
experiences both in his poetry and prose. Two features of the city life seem to have had a 
particularly significant role in shaping this urban poet – flânerie and bohemianism. The first 
is largely connected to his profession of a journalist, the second to his being a regular at the 
Pfaff’s, a beer cellar in lower Manhattan, much frequented by unconventional, artistic New 
Yorkers. The paper explores the connection between Whitman the bohemian and flâneur 
and Whitman the poet, taking into consideration the poems that most conspicuously reflect 
this. In an attempt to elucidate the significance of city features in the creation of Whitman’s 
poetic persona, the paper relies on the relevant urban culture studies by Charles Baudelaire 
and Walter Benjamin.

Keywords: Walt Whitman, city literature, flâneur, bohemian

1. INTRODUCTION: WHITMAN IN THE CITY

In response to quite frequent 19th-century representations of cities as hellish 
products of the cruel industrialization, some literary voices of the time attempted 
to show a more favorable side of urban environments. Such voices could be heard 
on both sides of the Atlantic, creating not only a new kind of literary characters, 
but also new poetic forms. Partly influenced by the European tendencies but also 
responding to the changes of the urban environment at home, Edgar Allan Poe 
and Walt Whitman, each in his own characteristic way, gave the city a prominent 
place in their works. In France, Charles Baudelaire made the modern city a focus 
of both his poetry and his essays, at the same time connecting urban art to the 
concept of modernity. Although such literary representations often depict the city 
as a dangerous place, these authors do not give precedence to the country life, like 
Wordsworth some decades before, but continue to explore the city themes. The 
1  This paper was written as part of the project Serbian literature in European cultural space (ON 
178008), conducted at the Institute for Literature and Art in Belgrade and funded by the Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia. 
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present paper will focus on the urban aspects of Walt Whitman’s poetry, specifi-
cally in relation to the roles of the flâneur and bohemian in the 19th-century city 
culture, and will examine how these city characters helped in shaping Whitman’s 
curious poetic persona.

In his study The Spectator and the City in Nineteenth-Century American 
Literature Dana Brand names Walt Whitman the only true urban poet of the 19th 
century in America and asserts that in this period “there is no better example of 
delighted urban spectatorship than the poetry of Walt Whitman”. (Brand 2010: 11) 
Born in the rural region of Long Island in 1819, Whitman moved to an urban envi-
ronment, more precisely to the city of Brooklyn, when he was about four years old. 
Both Brooklyn and New York (at the time two separate cities) were experiencing 
a rapid expansion, which would soon result in the latter becoming the major urban 
center of the United States. The growing population of the two cities and a multi-
tude of different classes, nationalities, and professions offered invaluable stimuli 
for the young poet. 

Whitman’s life in the city was marked by his career of a journalist and mag-
azine editor, which required a careful observation and an active interest in his 
surroundings and which shaped his understanding of the urban culture. Constantly 
roaming the city streets in search for the news, Whitman became a peripatetic 
spectator and recorder of the city life, which can be seen from the notes and sketch-
es in the notebooks he carried on him and also from certain passages of his poetry. 
Aside from this, his profession of a journalist brought him in closer contact with 
the bohemian quarters in the growing metropolis, in particular with the beer cellar 
called the Vault at Pfaff’s. As Karen Karbiener argues, working for the Brooklyn 
Daily Times may well have been what connected the poet with the New York bohe-
mia in the first place, since “the location of its offices actually did bring Whitman 
physically closer to Pfaff’s neighborhood in the heart of Manhattan“. (Karbiener 
2014: 8) In the Pfaff’s, among the poet’s numerous bohemian acquaintances was 
Henry Clapp Jr., the editor of The Saturday Press, also known as the King of Bohe-
mia, who is now attributed with bringing the bohemian spirit, as well as the word 
“bohemia” itself, from Paris to New York. Clapp used his position of the editor to 
promote the work and art of his fellow bohemians, and owing to him Whitman got 
published in The Saturday Press. Clapp’s favoritism provoked controversial reac-
tions among the reading public and as Albert Parry notes, „Clapp and his journal 
brought upon themselves the ire and the admiration of the day for their insistence 
that Whitman was greater than Longfellow“. (Parry 2012: 39—40)

It is questionable whether Whitman himself could ever be called a real bo-
hemian. Parry’s observation that “Walt Whitman was indisputably a part of the 
scene, but he only sat, watched, and was worshipped; no one thought of designat-
ing him the chief of the Pfaffians” (Parry 2012: 38) suggests that the poet was a 
sort of a flâneur among the bohemians, not so much an active participant, but more 
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of an observer retaining his interested detachment. Karbiener notes that “Whitman 
was not the type to become a regular at a bar” adding that 

Whitman never felt entirely comfortable with or accepted by the bohemians 
with whom he kept company at Pfaff’s. He was not considered a radical by the 
rest of the group; he was never a socialite; he was not even a ’Manhattanese,’ 
though he gave himself this title in several poems. (Karbiener 2014: 2)

Although not a “radical” or a born “Manhattanese”, Whitman enjoyed the 
bohemian environment and city life in general and made the urban spirit and pic-
turesque characters he met in the streets and in bars recurrent themes of his poetry.

2. FLÂNERIE AND BOHEMIANISM – TWO PHENOMENA OF 
THE MODERN CITY

The preceding biographical introduction is to point at the significance of 
Whitman’s life in the city for his development as a poet. In his poetry, Whitman 
embraced two essentially European urban phenomena (flânerie and bohemianism) 
at the time when these were making a decisive impact on the contemporary arts 
and literature, thus contributing to the newly developed concept of modernity. Al-
though the characters of flâneur and bohemian appeared in literature prior to the 
19th century, it was at this time that their roles became quite prominent owing to the 
rapid development of cities. Even more important than the flâneurs and bohemians 
as literary characters were the ones who created them, the authors, novelists, poets 
and journalists who considered the city a site of adventure and pleasure, experi-
enced in sights and sounds, while strolling along the streets or carousing in local 
pubs. 

Among the first authors who celebrated the city life was Charles Baude-
laire, whose series of essays The Painter of Modern Life (first published in 1863) 
presents the city not as a threatening environment but as a source of various enjoy-
ments and, more importantly, as the birthplace of modernity. Writing on fashion, 
arts and museums, festivities, dandies, women and their make-up, Baudelaire is 
presenting the Zeitgeist as reflected in various aspects of urban culture. The char-
acter of flâneur emerges in three of these essays, depicted as an observer standing 
in the middle, but also separate from the surrounding crowd. To Baudelaire, flâneur 
is a synonym for an artist capable of catching the spirit of modern life and produc-
ing sketches rather than “eternal, or at least more lasting things”, because a painter 
of “the passing moment and of all the suggestions of eternity that it contains” can 
provide the best representation of such an age. (Baudelaire 1964: 4—5) While 
describing the character of the painter Constantin Guys, to whom the essays are 
dedicated, Baudelaire evokes the image of a flâneur in the middle of the crowd 
and remarks that “[f]or the perfect flâneur, for the passionate spectator, it is an im-
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mense joy to set up house in the heart of the multitude […] to see the world, to be 
at the centre of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world”. (Baudelaire 
1964: 9) Even though Baudelaire later distinguishes his “painter of modern life” 
from the flâneur, giving the former an undisputed precedence, his description of 
this urban character remains a valuable starting point for future discussions. 

Baudelaire’s flâneur inspired Walter Benjamin to elaborate on the ideas of 
the French symbolist and produce some of the most influential essays on flânerie 
and urban culture. In his essay “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”, while discussing 
the phenomenon of the urban crowd, Benjamin objects to Baudelaire’s identifi-
cation of flâneur with Poe’s “man of the crowd”, noting the difference between 
the common pedestrian, who “would let himself be jostled by the crowd”, and 
the flâneur, “who demanded elbow room and was unwilling to forgo the life of a 
gentleman of leisure”. (Benjamin 1969: 172) The chief precondition for being a 
flâneur is being “out of place”, in the state of aloofness; he is simultaneously “in 
an atmosphere of complete leisure” and “in the feverish turmoil of the city”. (Ben-
jamin 1969: 172—3) Benjamin sees the flâneur as a specifically Parisian phenom-
enon, asserting that the architecture of that city, primarily its arcades, had a pivotal 
role in his development.2 The flâneur, however, exists “on the threshold – of the 
metropolis as of the middle class. Neither has him in its power yet. In neither is he 
at home. He seeks refuge in the crowd”. (Benjamin 1999: 10)

In Benjamin’s writings, the flâneur is closely connected to the bohemian, 
or the bohéme, another city character “of leisure”.3 The similarity is also noticed 
an anonymous columnist of the Harper’s Weekly, who describes the bohemian 
as “a wanderer, with no particular attachment to any abiding place, or respect for 
conventionalities of forms, or of persons”, which still “does not prevent him from 
being a gentleman”. (Parry 2012: 58) Benjamin, however, adds another aspect to 
this urban figure when he mentions the link Marx establishes between the bohemi-
an and “professional conspirators” among the proletarian class. (Benjamin 2006: 
46) Thus connected to the revolutionary elements of the society, the bohemian 
assumes an important role in the emergence of the modernity. The Metzler Lexi-
con of Avant-Garde presents “Bohemianism” as a phenomenon of second half of 
the 19th century, developed as a lifestyle of artists and concerned with promoting 
the subcultural artistic practices, as opposed to the dominant patterns of the civic 
society. (Grisko 2013: 64—5) Although primarily seen as connected to the world 

2  Benjamin’s remarks on this subject are scattered and appear both in „On Some Motifs in 
Baudelaire“ (Benjamin 1969: 155—200) and in his notes on „The Flâneur“ (Benjamin 1999: 416—
455). However, this is the point over which Dana Brand disagrees with Benjamin, insisting that 
the flâneur appeared as a result of a long cultural development, that it existed in both England and 
America and cannot be considered a local Parisian phenomenon. (Brand 2010: 12—13)
3  Benjamin even includes a definition of the bohemian (quoted from Adolphe d’Ennery and Grangé, 
Les Bohémiens de Paris) in his notes on „The Flaneur“, in The Arcades Project (Benjamin 1999: 
428).
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of entertainment and places such as theaters, bars, pubs and beer cellars, bohemi-
anism has always had its political aspect, defying the prevailing profit-oriented 
model of society and aiming for a revolution conducted through art. In the United 
States, bohemianism, like flânerie, was imported from France, together with its so-
cial radicalism. The gathering point of the 19th-century New York bohemians was 
the Vault at Pfaff’s, flourishing at the time when Whitman was its regular. The po-
litical side of bohemianism was present among the Pfaffians, as well: “Whitman, 
Republicans, and bohemians were united in their belief that a new political era was 
necessary and imminent“. (Karbiener 2014: 8)

The flâneur and the bohemian share a number of common features – both 
are usually perceived as “gentlemen of leisure”, originating in the city and defining 
modernity from its early days, but mostly existing on the margins. These two urban 
characters, however, show some opposed characteristics, too. The main contrast 
can be spotted in the degree of their involvement in the society. Although both 
exist in the midst of a crowd, only the bohemian enters into some sort of social in-
teraction, while the flâneur remains a detached observer of the people around him, 
preferably not addressed or even noticed by them. Whereas a flâneur is mostly a 
passive spectator of events, a bohemian takes an active and emotionally involved 
part in them. As regards the current affairs, flânerie is mostly a politically neutral 
activity, while bohemianism asks for political and social engagement.

3. WHITMAN’S URBAN POETRY

Before considering how Whitman reconciled the contrasting features of the 
flâneur and the bohemian in his poetic persona, we will take a look at what could 
be another contradiction in Whitman’s poetry. In a number of poems images of 
urban and rural environments are placed side by side, not to demonstrate the supe-
riority of the one or the other, but to reassert the poet’s wish to encompass all and 
give everybody an equal treatment. Therefore, it is practically impossible to decide 
whether Whitman is the poet of the city or the poet of the country. Observing that 
Whitman was the only renown American Romantic author who chronicled and 
celebrated the city life, William Pannapacker adds that Whitman sees “the city 
as complementary with the country rather than in opposition to it”. (Pannapacker 
2006: 42) In Section 2 of “Song of Myself”, after rejoicing in the natural world 
and declaring: “I will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and 
naked, / I am mad for it to be in contact with me” (Whitman 1996: 189), the poet 
briefly turns to “the delight alone or in the rush of the streets, or along the fields 
and hill-sides” (189). Later in the poem the city scenes are counterbalanced with 
poetic vignettes depicting the countryside or nature. Whereas in some sections of 
his poems and in some prose essays from Specimen Days the poet celebrates the 
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nature and the country life almost in a Romantic fashion, Section 42 clearly shows 
that he feels himself completely at home in a city: 

This is the city and I am one of the citizens,
Whatever interests the rest interests me, politics, wars, markets, newspa-
pers, schools,
The mayor and councils, banks, tariffs, steamships, factories, stocks, stores, 
real estate and personal estate. (Whitman 1996: 235)

In Whitman’s poetry the city is the place of a great hustle and bustle, where 
the crowd composed of various professions, classes, and castes engage in all kinds 
of activities, honest and dishonest, where people are rushing by or leisurely stroll-
ing, making different sounds and, all in all, playing a part in a very picturesque 
scene. Whereas the city is not represented as a threatening environment, it is far 
from an idealistic utopian place.

Two sections of “Song of Myself” seem to be particularly inspired by the urban 
environment. The first is included in Section 8, beginning with “The blab of the pave”, 
the phrase which nicely summarizes this catalog-passage. (See Whitman 1996: 195) 
The “blabbing” pavement reveals the daily habits of the citizens and the poet catalogs 
the sounds heard in the streets, thus describing the atmosphere of an urban environ-
ment. The sounds of people walking on the pavement, of carts, omnibuses, shod hors-
es, snow-sleighs invoke the hectic movements of the crowd; the “promenaders” who 
talk, shout jokes and hurrahs, but also oaths leading to blows and police intervention, 
the over-fed and the half-starved and the women in labor altogether compose a vivid 
picture of the everyday life. Although not explicitly beginning as the description of a 
city, the Section 42 invokes the urban environment with the mention of the crowd, but 
here the poet focuses on the commercial aspects of the city:

Here and there with dimes on the eyes walking,
To feed the greed of the belly the brains liberally spooning,
Tickets buying, taking, selling, but in to the feast never once going. (Whit-
man 1996: 235)

This is far from depicting the city as a source of pleasures, and yet in the 
following passage the poet declares himself as “one of the citizens”. He uses the 
reference to “the mayor and councils, banks, tariffs, steamships, factories, stocks, 
stores” to acknowledge “the weakest and shallowest” and to embrace them, as well 
(Whitman 1996: 235-6).

When singing about New York, Whitman frequently reverts to its native 
name “Mannahatta”, from the language of the Lenape people, which translates as 
“an island of many hills”. The poem of the same title offers brief but all-encom-
passing celebration of Whitman’s city. In the characteristic form of a catalog, the 
poet lists different New York scenes – he starts from the sea, the currents, islands 
and all kinds of ships, continues along the busy downtown streets, mingles in the 
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crowd of immigrants, sailors, mechanics, and finally reaches the fashionable trot-
toirs of Broadway with a display of diverse shops and shows. Whitman’s poetic 
flânerie thus surpasses conventional descriptions of the city as a place of industrial 
development and by introducing some features of the natural landscape shows that 
it is not completely cut off from the nature.

 One of Whitman’s poems specifically related to New York City is “Cross-
ing Brooklyn Ferry”. Ferries used to be significant city features, crossing the East 
River and connecting Brooklyn and Manhattan in the decades before Brooklyn 
Bridge was constructed. As the poet himself indicates in his essay “My Passion for 
Ferries”, ever since he moved to Brooklyn and New York, his life “was curiously 
identified with Fulton ferry” (Whitman 1996: 724), the major steamship ferry route 
connecting Brooklyn and Manhattan. As Whitman remarks later in this essay, “I 
have always had a passion for ferries; to me they afford inimitable, streaming, 
never-failing, living poems”. (Whitman 1996: 725) Standing in the pilothouses 
he could conveniently observe and absorb the cityscape and his fellow-passen-
gers and the crowd he met daily on the ferry provoked his curiosity. This crowd, 
however, gets multiplied by the generations to come so that the poet addresses the 
“others”, the future passengers of the ferry, as if they were riding together with 
him. By saying “Just as any of you is one of a living crowd, I was one of a crowd” 
(Whitman 1996: 309), the poet creates an urban community encompassing the 
past, present and future and transcending the boundaries of time. While creating 
this large union of people, Whitman again places himself within that crowd, em-
phasizing that he too is, or rather was, one of the citizens:

I too lived, Brooklyn of ample hills was mine,
I too walk’d the streets of Manhattan island, and bathed in the waters around 
it,
I too felt the curious abrupt questionings stir within me,
In the day among crowds of people sometimes they came upon me,
In my walks home late at night or as I lay in my bed they came upon me. 
(Whitman 1996: 310)

A somewhat different, more intimate perspective of the city is presented in 
the poems “Once I Passed through a Populous City” and “City of Orgies”. Includ-
ed in two clusters, Children of Adam and Calamus respectively, whose main theme 
is love, both hetero- and homosexual, these poems quite expectedly take a more 
personal approach and focus on particular people. Both poems follow approxi-
mately the same pattern: the poet starts by acknowledging the sights of a vibrant 
city, the shows, pageants, spectacles, processions, architecture, rows of houses and 
shop-windows. However, none of these, not even the encounter with the learned, 
the soirees and feasts, is what offers him the greatest enjoyment, which he ulti-
mately finds in the people offering him love – the woman from “Once I Passed 
through a Populous City” and “lovers, continual lovers” from “City of Orgies”. 
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The poet sees the city as the site of great possibilities at the same time adding a 
bohemian note in his interaction with the people.

The political and social turmoil on the eve of the Civil War reveals a new 
face of the city in the poem “City of Ships”, included in the Drum-Taps collection. 
The “white shore-steamers” from “Mannahatta” here become “black” and “fierce 
ships” prepared for the war. As if addressing a living person, the poet implores his 
city to engage in the war, which he believes is fought for a truly just cause. Once 
again emphasizing his close connection to New York – “I have rejected nothing 
you offer’d me – whom you adopted I have adopted, / Good or bad I never ques-
tion you – I love all – I do not condemn anything (Whitman 1996: 430), the poet 
now walks the streets chanting a war song.

4. A FLÂNEUR AND A BOHEMIAN, CELEBRATING HIS CITY

In his poetry Whitman presents diverse facets of the city, showing not only 
its vibrancy but also its changeability. The images of the city in the abovemen-
tioned poems display some common features, in that the urban space is portrayed 
as crowded and bursting with activity, and each of the poems focuses on an ele-
ment of urban life characteristic of a specific situation or of a particular historical 
moment. This emphasizes the changing character of urban environments, but also 
shows how observant the eye of the poet is.

Whitman’s poetic persona closely resembles the figure of the flâneur as de-
picted in Baudelaire and later in Benjamin. The flâneur’s detachment from the 
surrounding scenery is invoked in the lines from “Song of Myself”:

Apart from the pulling and hauling stands what I am,
Stands amused, complacent, compassionating, idle, unitary
[…]
Looking with side-curved head curious what will come next,
Both in and out of the game and watching and wondering at it. (Whitman 
1996: 191)

Standing in the midst of a crowd, feeling amusement, complacence, and 
curiosity, idling the day away and leisurely observing the scene – what a perfectly 
Baudelairean description of the flâneur in just a few lines! That Baudelaire’s notes 
on the flâneur can serve as a theoretical basis for Whitman’s poetic persona is 
further affirmed by the observation Baudelaire makes about the flâneur being “an 
‘I’ with an insatiable appetite for the ‘non-I’” (Baudelaire 1964: 9), which points 
to the pleasure the urban spectator gets absorbing the people around him. Such 
relation between the I and the non-I is one of the key features of Whitman’s poetry 
– Whitman’s I is the unnamed poetic persona, vague, undefined, ungendered, and 
yet all-encompassing, commonly taken as the main character of Whitman’s poems, 
who voraciously and yet democratically takes in everyone in sight.
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Apart from his poetic persona acting like a flâneur, certain structural fea-
tures confirm that flânerie crucially influenced Whitman’s poetry. As noted by Ed 
Folsom and Ken Price, the early years Whitman spent living on his own in Brook-
lyn and New York “remained a formative influence on his writing, for it was during 
this time that he developed the habit of close observation of the ever-shifting pan-
orama of the city, and a great deal of his future poetry and prose came to focus 
on catalogs of urban life and the history of New York City, Brooklyn, and Long 
Island”. (Folsom and Price 2005: 5) Whitman’s cataloging is a poetic technique 
which directly corresponds to and very likely originates from the poet’s experience 
of a journalist and a flâneur. The long observed similarity between his famous 
catalog passages and the numerous notes he made while walking the streets or 
riding on carriages suggests that the flâneuristic lifestyle inspired one of the most 
characteristic formal aspects of his poetry. Whitman’s long catalogs (some of them 
spreading on several pages) have come to be regarded as typical of his poetry 
and, although this technique was employed by a number of 20th-century poets, it 
is still recognized as a distinctly Whitmanesque feature. In his catalogs Whitman 
often makes quite random lists of people, professions, places, activities, so that the 
unrelated, even opposite characters can be found side by side. In Section 15, for 
instance, one after another the poet mentions the opium-eater, the prostitute, the 
President, and three matrons.4 It appears that these poetic passages were literally 
jotted down while the poet was wandering about the city and trying to record only 
the basic fragments of a scene. This is, again, in line with Baudelaire’s vision of 
a modernist artist / flâneur, who paints sketches rather than “eternal, […] heroic 
or religious subjects”. (Baudelaire 1964: 4) A series of sketches from Section 8 of 
“Song of Myself” concludes with the lines “I mind them or the show or resonance 
of them – I come and I depart” (Whitman 1996: 195), illustrating what Dana Brand 
has termed “a posture of detached and delighted omnipresence”. (Brand 2010: 12) 

Whitman’s long catalogs do not depict the city scenes only; the longest of 
them in “Song of Myself” (in Section 33) spans the whole American continent. How-
ever, even if the scenery is not urban, these catalogs can be read as a kind of flânerie, 
since the poet makes an imaginary journey over the land and the sea, enumerating 
the things he sees as if he encountered them on the streets of New York. Whether the 
scenery is urban or rural, to achieve the expansiveness of the catalogs it is not suffi-
cient to be just a static spectator, watching the crowd through a coffee-shop window; 
one needs to take a walk, to move about and thus become not only a poetic, but a 

4  This reveals both flâneuristic and bohemian aspects of his poetry: he often lists unrelated charac-
ters one after the other, just the way he encounters them in the street, without trying to group them 
according to some criteria (class, profession, gender). However, with Whitman, there is also a polit-
ical dimension to this. For instance, regarding the abovementioned Section 15, it is highly unlikely 
that he would encounter the President right after the opium-eater and prostitute, and so, rather than 
recording the city characters in the order in which he meets them, he deliberately places the opposite 
social classes side by side to emphasize that he gives an equal treatment to everybody.
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peripatetic persona. The speaker’s flânerie enters into the deeper layers of Whitman’s 
poetry, broadening the thematic scope and influencing the very structure of poems.

While the flâneuristic features of Whitman’s poetry are introduced already in 
the first edition of Leaves, the poems reflecting the poet’s bohemianism dominate the 
third edition, published in 1860. The period between the second and third editions 
(1856—1860) was particularly productive for Whitman, yielding over a hundred 
new poems. This is often related to the fact that in these years Whitman intensified 
his visits to the Pfaff’s beer cellar, where he expanded his circle of friends and his 
worldview. Justin Martin even asserts that “[t]ime spent among the Bohemians was 
crucial to the evolution of his masterpiece, Leaves of Grass” since “Pfaff’s – per-
missive place that it was – gave Whitman the opportunity to explore his sexuality 
in both art and life”. (Martin 2014: 3) This led to the new clusters of poems, Enfans 
d’Adam and Calamus, openly addressing sexuality and carnal love.5 A few of these 
poems deal specifically with the city themes but the poet’s approach is more personal 
and intimate. The poetic persona is not an interested but detached flâneur, sketching 
down random characters in his notebook. This is a sensual man, who wants to make 
a personal contact and engage in carousal and love-making with the person(s) he 
meets. The lines “Passing stranger! You do not know how longingly I look upon you, 
/ You must be he I was seeking, or she I was seeking, (it comes to me as of a dream,) 
(Whitman 1996: 280) do not come from an unconcerned flâneur; the speaker yearns 
for an interaction with others, even with the strangers. 

With the bohemian element particularly emphasized in 1860 edition, Whit-
man’s poetic persona becomes more complex. He is now both a meticulous ob-
server sketching random city scenes and a bohemian interacting with other citi-
zens, seeking pleasures, but also worrying about certain social issues and showing 
interest in marginalized groups. Whitman adopting somewhat opposed perspec-
tives of the flâneur and the bohemian is in line with his general tendency to unite 
contradictions. The opposition between these two city characters is quite well il-
lustrated in Whitman’s unfinished and unpublished poem “The Two Vaults”, which 
not only presents the poet’s vision of the Pfaff’s, but also indicates the relation 
between the two roles he played in the city – the flâneur, the walker of the streets, 
and the bohemian in a beer cellar.

The vault at Pfaffs where the drinkers and laughers meet to eat and drink 
and carouse
While on the walk immediately overhead pass the myriad feet of Broadway
As the dead in their graves are underfoot hidden
And the living pass over them, recking not of them (Whitman 1861)

The merry company of people drinking and laughing is contrasted to the 
hectic world of Broadway walkers. Interestingly, Whitman compares them to the 
5  These clusters remained controversial years after their first publication and were even the reason 
why the poet lost his employment at one point.
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worlds of the dead and the living respectively, thus pointing to the implied sym-
bolism of the Pfaff’s being underground and separated from the everyday and the 
usual. On the level of the streets exists the crowd, “thick”, “well-dressed”, and 
“continual”, but the poet regards its members as phantoms:

You phantoms! Oft I pause, yearning, to arrest some of you
Oft I doubt your reality – whether you are real – I suspect all is but a pageant 
(Whitman 1861). 

Although these verses might indicate that he favors bohemians, Whitman 
does not abandon his perspective of a flâneur. In this poem, as in the major corpus 
of his city poetry, Whitman reconciles the contradictions between the flâneur and 
the bohemian by placing them side by side and presenting their views through the 
voice of his ever-changing poetic persona. Oscillating between the postures of an 
unconcerned flâneur and a merry bohemian, the poet reconciles his journalist’s 
duty to remain an objective observer and his Pfaffian wish to meet the strangers 
and socialize with them on more intimate terms and this eventually provides a 
richer and more complete picture of the 19th-century city life.

5. CONCLUSION

I see the cities of the earth, and make myself a part of them. 
(Whitman, “Salut au monde”)

The flâneur and the bohemian are two figures who appeared on the margins 
of the 19th-century Western society, but still significantly influenced the development 
of modernity, especially when it comes to the development of modern cities. Walt 
Whitman experienced both the life of a flâneur and of a bohemian, which enriched 
his poetic perspective. This is seen not only in his city poems. Flânerie and bohemi-
anism influenced Whitman’s poetic technique, inspired him to broaden his thematic 
scope, fostered his poetic output and decisively shaped his poetic persona. Among 
the numerous facets of his complex poetic “I” are features related to both the flâneur 
and the bohemian. On the one hand, he is a keen observer and an objective recorder 
of the people he encounters, on the other, he yearns for an intimate relationship with 
them. This can sometimes be deemed contradictory, but this again is typical of a poet 
who felt it his duty to embrace contradictions. As hinted by the lines quoted above, 
Whitman did not only “see” the cities of the world, he integrated himself in the city 
life producing urban poems from the perspective of an insider.
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STRUCTURING THE SENSIBLE IN  
“THE LOVE SONG OF J. ALFRED PRUFROCK”  

BY T. S. ELIOT1

In this essay I will deal with the way in which the sensible is structured in “The Love Poem of 
J. Alfred Prufrock” by T. S. Eliot, one of his seminal early poems. The proposed approach is 
interdisciplinary, based on the conceptions of the history of the senses, as well as the works of 
Jacques Rancière, and his conception of the distribution of the sensible. In the first step I will 
examine the relationship of different fields of sensory experience in an attempt to identify the 
main sensory complexes. I will then proceed to interpret the sensory interactions presented in 
the poem, taking place between the speaker and his unnamed interlocutor, his social group, 
and the perceived universe, through which he offers a basis for a construction of the specific 
understanding of the sensible. Finally I will interpret the implications, both metaphysical and 
poetical, of this understanding, in an attempt to show how Eliot’s early poetry, and the said 
poem in particular, forms in reaction to the processes of the upcoming modernity. 

Keywords: essence, appearance, senses, modernity, poetry 

1. INTRODUCTION

“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” was published for the first time in 
1915 June issue of Poetry: A Magazine of Verse, and it was to be the first poem 
Eliot has published outside of university. It put him on the map of the emergent 
modernist scene, mostly in thanking the intervention of Ezra Pound, who made 
its publication possible. At the time he claimed how Eliot “has actually trained 
himself and modernized himself on his own. The rest of the promising young have 
done one or the other, but never both” (Pound qtd. in Middleton 2003: 259). In 
accord with the ideas that Eliot will explicate several years later (“Tradition and 
Individual Talent”) this poem is indeed rich in intertextual relations with numerous 
works of Western cannon (in the broad sense of the term), such as the Divine 
Comedy (Dante), Hamlet and Twelfth Night (Shakespeare), Song (Donne), To 
his Coy Mistress (Marvell), Works and Days (Hesiod), Odyssey (Homer) and the 
Bible. And as Pieter Nicholls points out, this approach was in part a strategy of the 

1  This essay is a part of the research project titled Regimes of the Sensible in Western Modernist 
Poetry, conducted at Stockholm University in 2013, made possible by the Swedish Institute 
scholarship program.  
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group of writers (Pound, Eliot, Joyce, Lewis), the so-called “men of 1914”, for the 
creation of a “productive mimesis, which may be defined in terms of intertextuality 
rather than by presupposing some relation between text and reality” (Nicholls 
2009: 176). 

This brings us to the question of the senses: how can one introduce sensory 
reality into the poetry so intensely mediated? But if we take as a starting point 
for this research the founding idea of the sensory history, according to which 
the sensory perception is mediated by space and time, inasmuch as the senses 
are “historically and culturally generated ways of knowing and understanding” 
(Smith 2007: 3), it becomes apparent that neither our perception of reality nor our 
perception of literature are immediate. This means that the sensory field is always 
already organized into a certain structure, which contemporary French philosopher 
Jacques Rancière identifies as the distribution of the sensible,2 of perceptions, and 
representations,3 based on technological, metaphysical, psychological, and social 
propositions, that form a system of injunctions and imperatives, modes of desire 
and repulsion, regulating the perceptible and the sayable. If poetry is, in this 
context, understood as an aesthetic practice4 (aisthēsis Anc. Gr. for perception 
by the senses, praxis Anc. Gr. for activity engaged in by free men), it necessarily 
participates in this distribution.

2. PHYSICS: THE SENSES IN THE POEM

After the epigraph, the introductory quote from the Divine Comedy (to 
which I will return later) the poem opens with the following verses:   

Let us go then, you and I,
When the evening is spread out against the sky
Like a patient etherized upon a table;
Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets,

2  Rancière defines this term in the following manner: “I call the distribution of the sensible the 
system of self-evident fact of sense perception that simultaneously discloses the existence of some-
thing in common and the delimitations that define the respective parts and positions within it. . . This 
apportionment of parts and positions is based on a distribution of spaces, times, and forms of activity 
that determines the very manner in which something in common lends itself to participation and in 
what way various individuals have a part in this distribution” (Rancière 2006: 12).
3  Sensory historian R. Jütte,  for example, discusses at some length these structures in the third 
chapter of his book “Classifications: The Hierarchy of the Senses” (Jütte 2005: 54-71).
4  Baumgarten, the founder of modern aesthetics, assigns this discipline to “the laws of sensible 
and living knowledge” (Jütte 2005: 145), convinced of the existence of a “logic of the senses” (Jütte 
2005: 146). Jacques Rancière defines aesthetic practices as the “‘ways of doing and making’ that 
intervene in the general distribution of ways of doing and making as well as in the relationships they 
maintain to modes of being and forms of visibility” (Rancière 2006: 13).
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The muttering retreats
Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels
And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells:
Streets that follow like a tedious argument
Of insidious intent
To lead you to an overwhelming question…

Oh, do not ask, ‘What is it?’
Let us go and make our visit.
     (Eliot 2002: 1.1-12)

As we can see, the poem constructs its monologue in all five traditionally 
accepted sensory fields.5 Starting from the audible (address to the other, muttering), 
it proceeds to the visible (evening, streets, restaurants etc.), the olfactory (ether), 
the tactile (here only implicitly) and reaches the gustatory (oysters). I will first 
address each of the fields individually and then try to present how they relate to 
each other, as well as the significance of sensory fields for the poem as a whole. 

I will start from the field of vision as it seems to be the most diverse and 
most extensive. We can see how it starts from the sky, as the furthest point of vision 
a subject can attain, only to spread across it the evening, creating a compromised 
visibility from the start.  It institutes and subverts the source of light in one and 
the same movement. After this it shifts its focal point to the ground – which is 
present only through “certain half-deserted streets”, “sawdust restaurants”, and 
“one-night cheap hotels”, namely the city. For the speaker there seems to be no 
outside position, no “nature” whatsoever, up until the final verses of the poem 
when the sea makes its appearance. After this reduction, Eliot’s poem proceeds 
with the following statement: “In the room the women come and go / Talking 
of Michelangelo” (Eliot 2002: 1.13-14). This is obviously a space of social 
interaction, and from the conversation (audible) we can conclude that it belongs 
to the space of the salon, and in general, to the upper class educated elite. This 
space of visibility is to be revisited a number of times throughout the poem. 
The next step in focalization is the change towards a specific object, namely the 
presumed interlocutor of the speaker, the woman which is observing him with a 
deindividualized gaze, through the eyes of the salon, so to speak. In contrast to the 
urban space of compromised visibility, subjects of the salon are completely exposed 
to vision. Finally there are some visual phenomena that exclusively belong to the 
speaker, which are primarily tied to his “visions and revisions” (Eliot 2002: 1.33), 
such as his “moment of greatness”, the “eternal Footman”, vision of his old age, 

5  The term ‘field’ does not usually collocate with the senses, but my choice here derives from the 
premise expressed in the introduction of the essay – if sensory experience is indeed symbolically 
mediated then one can understand domains of each of the senses as a discursive field, especially once 
it is expressed in a literary text. 
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and the mermaids. Three fields of vision can thus be recognized: the one belonging 
to the social (salon, city), the one belonging to the natural (sky, evening), and the 
one belonging to the private.

In other fields similar process take place. The opening verses that talk about 
“one-night cheap hotels” open up the question of tactility as sexuality. What we 
see here is, in a way, a disappearance of the expected private status of sexuality, 
an imposition of an imperative in the form of streets “that follow like a tedious 
argument / Of insidious intent”, which guide subjects irrespective of their personal 
desires. In the same sphere is the tactility of the yellow fog “that rubs its back upon 
the window-panes, / The yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window-panes 
. . . / [that] Curled once about the house, and fell asleep” (Eliot 2002: 1.15-16, 
22). Fog/smoke, that is becoming-animal, interacting with the house (similarly 
to the night in its relation to the shy), proceeds to surround the house, close its 
windows and remain static. Fog in this manner gains a solid body capable of tactile 
interaction with the objects of the world, becoming impenetrable. And therefore 
just as the sky is closed, so is the house. Surprisingly, though, there seems to be no 
actual tactile interaction between either the speaker and the women in the salon, or 
between the speaker and his interlocutor (apart from the invitation which is only 
alluded to in the poem). 

On the other hand there is a type of tactility that is related to the social – 
namely speaker’s “collar [is] mounting firmly to the chin” (Eliot 2002: 1.42), which 
implies his acceptance of the social dress code/visual and corporeal discipline. Sara 
Trevisan explains this in the following manner: “The morning coat, the collar, the 
necktie, the pin, all suggest a fashionable, sophisticated morning suit from the late 
Edwardian era: in particular, a wing collar (which was considered a conservative 
feature), a necktie (possibly made of silk, with a sober geometrical pattern), a pin” 
(Trevisan 2002: 221). Also one has to add to this account a specific transfer that 
happens in the verses: “The eyes that fix you in a formulated phrase, / And when I 
am formulated, sprawling on a pin, / When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall” 
(Eliot 2002: 1.56-58). Eliot here in a single stroke establishes connection between 
disciplinary gaze, project of classification, and tactility, that is, its immediate effects 
upon the body (albeit metaphorically). Gaze has physical, corporeal power and can 
affect the body through different structures that mediate it in a tactile manner. Apart 
from this mostly metaphorical tactility, there are scenes of “ordinary” tactility in 
this poem – the “arms” that I already mentioned “lie along a table, or wrap about 
a shawl” (Eliot 2002: 1.64), while woman is “settling a pillow by her head” (Eliot 
2002: 1.96). In contrast to the male speaker and his discomfort in proximity to 
other people, female body interacts with the surroundings (furniture and clothes) 
in order to increase the physical comfort. 

The speaker also frames one of his central exclamations in a tactile manner: 
“I should have been a pair of ragged claws / Scuttling across the floors of silent 
seas” (Eliot 2002: 1.73-74). It could be said how touch is intended to imply a 
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certain sense of immediacy, a corporeal interaction of the speaker and the universe 
(which is perhaps opposed to the woman’s interaction with the furniture and the 
house, since she is in this manner presented as someone focused on the space of 
social interaction, convention and mediation).6 One could, and perhaps, should 
relate these verses with the lines form Hamlet, which the protagonist hurls at 
Polonius: “For you yourself, sir, should be as old as I am–if, like a crab, you could 
go backward”. In this case Prufrock would be equated with Polonius (as he is, later 
in the poem), as someone who cannot “go backward”, i.e. become any younger. 
This is something Prufrock might desire, but it does not seem that he is obsessed 
with ageing as such in any of the scenes presented in the poem, on the contrary, 
even when he talks about his old age he is obsessed with its insignificance. At the 
same time the poem does not refer to “crabs” or to “going backward” explicitly, 
so it seems that this presumed relation to Hamlet is not a necessary one. The said 
claim presents us, in fact, with an image of reaching the utmost depths, the very 
bottom of the sea, the “essence”, which at the same time seems to be impossible 
for the speaker (I should have been).7

The fields of taste and smell are somewhat reduced when compared to 
the two already described. Taste is opened up primarily as a mediator, or more 
precisely, as a metaphor, in the opening verses “sawdust restaurants with oyster-
shells”. Oyster shells are the main type of food in the public space of the restaurants 
and, similarly to the “one-night cheap hotels”, they refer to sexuality. One should 
perhaps underline the nature of the image – the speaker talks about shells, the 
emptied out containers of the oyster flesh, which implies that the time of the 
feast has passed. If we move on to the space of the salon, the space of interaction 
of the speaker and women, we are introduced to a gustatory ritual, to which he 
returns over and over again throughout the poem – “the taking of a toast and tea” 
(Eliot 2002: 1.34), “after tea and cakes and ices” (Eliot 2002: 1.79), “the cups, the 
marmalade, the tea” (Eliot 2002: 1.88), “bitten off the matter with a smile” (Eliot 
2002: 1.91), “after the novels, after the teacups” (Eliot 2002: 1.102). It is obviously 
an everyday, ordinary experience, which imposes itself upon him. Historically 
speaking “it was the mistress of the bourgeois household who ‘presided in the 
drawing-room, making the tea from her tea-caddy, arranging social contacts for her 
guests, and organizing diversions’”(Clarence-Smith 2008: 44).8 This experience is 
therefore a part of a symbolically structured interaction, a mediated relation of 
subjects, in the line of the emptied out shells. Taste is a source of several significant 
metaphors concerning the very existence of the speaker: “I have measured out my 

6  The first one is perhaps an inversion of Marvell’s “Let us roll all our strength, and all / Our 
sweetness, up into one ball”, since it replaces sexuality with universe itself. 
7  The question of temporality is more complex in this poem, as I will show later in the text.  
8  Tea alone is not the signifier of the bourgeois salon since it was in fact enjoyed by all the classes 
(Clarence-Smith 2008: 47), it is rather the expansion of cakes and ices that shift us away from “white 
bread, tea and sugar” which “became mainstays of a poverty diet” (Clarence-Smith 2008: 47). 
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life with coffee spoons” (Eliot 2002: 1.51), “To spit out all the butt-ends of my 
days and ways” (Eliot 2002: 1.60), and “But though I have wept and fasted” (Eliot 
2002: 1.81). They all seem to be implicitly connected, relating life as such with 
gustatory practices – the speaker measures life as if it is to be consumed as coffee, 
life “drops” questions as if they were meals, and the answers are to be “spat out” 
instead of spoken.  The interaction of the subject and the world happens inside the 
gaping mouth, as described by Bakhtin, but this time there is nothing carnivalesque 
about it. Food as the basic sustenance becomes equal to the existential questions 
and answers and vice versa. The last statement, although ambivalent (it is unclear 
whether it is related to religious fasting or the one typically assigned to romantic 
madness, as described in Hamlet for example), is clear in one thing – speaker 
has tried and seemingly failed to refuse the described interaction with the world 
through the act of fasting. His line of gustatory considerations ends with a question 
“Do I dare to eat a peach?” (Eliot 2002: 1.122), projecting a period in life in which 
his body will no longer be capable not only of consuming food without fear for 
its wellbeing, but of consuming life itself, bringing about, paradoxically, the 
fulfillment of the attempted fast. 

Olfaction is perhaps the least developed field of the sensorium. While we do 
have the yellow fog/smoke in the beginning of the poem, it is treated mainly as a 
visual and tactile phenomenon, but this, as we shall see, does not exclude it from 
the olfactory discourse. The gradual decrease in its motion dynamic, its lingering 
“upon the pools that stand in drains” (Eliot 2002: 1.18), and curling about the house, 
leads us directly to the significance of the flow of matter in the sanitary discourse 
of the late 19th century. As Alain Corbin informs us in his remarkable study on the 
history of smell The Foul and the Fragrant (1986): “From an organicist viewpoint 
. . . discovery and . . . model of the circulation of the blood created the requirement 
that air, water, and products also be kept in a state of movement” (Corbin 1986:91). 
This model has become the basis for waste disposal in English and American sewer 
systems, from 1860s onwards, in which “there would be ‘as rapid an evacuation 
of the waste matter as possible with no stopping anywhere’ until it reached the 
filter beds, where the earth would exert its purifying action” (Corbin 1986: 225). 
This model also affected the architecture: “The idea was that the shape of the 
building itself would ensure satisfactory ventilation, thus rendering traditional 
methods redundant. Cupola and dome were transformed into machines to draw 
up miasmas” (Corbin 1986: 98). What we read in Eliot is exactly the opposite – 
instead of flowing, instead of being purified by the motion of the air, which should 
be dependent on the organization of urban space, fog/smoke remains static, and 
engulfs the building. By remaining static it implies a dangerous contamination 
and a severed flow that would otherwise cleanse the house and connect it with the 
outer space. 

The only direct reference to olfaction is the following: “Is it perfume from 
a dress / That makes me so digress?” (Eliot 2002: 1.65-66). In the 19th century the 
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sense of smell underwent a process of gendering, becoming primarily related to 
women (Corbin 176-200; Classen et al. 161-180), and accordingly perfume here 
functions as the means of seduction: “Seductresses are femmes fatales, sirens who 
lure men to their deaths. They symbolize dangerous attractiveness and their scents 
are heavy” (Classen et al. 1994: 162). Women are seen in this sense as the ones 
who use “perfume to lure . . . [men] as witches use black magic” (Classen et al. 
1994: 164). At the same time perfume as a seductive force has an unusual power 
to affect the very flow of the poem – since it forces the speaker to digress. Instead 
of the “mermaid song” it is the perfume of a (regular, non-mythological) woman 
that reaches him and affects his creation. But his attitude towards this digression 
is ambivalent – since “there will be time” there is no poetical imperative to avoid 
digressions. We see here how a concrete sensory stimulus can directly affect the 
process of poetic creation, which would imply that there is a link between the 
sensory reality and the language as such (poetic form).

Finally, the field of sound is of great, if not of decisive importance for the 
poem, as it starts as an address to the other. The epigraph9 could also be read in such 
a manner – similarly to Guido da Montefeltro Prufrock is telling his story to another, 
be it a woman, a reader, or even himself as the other. Simultaneously, the very quote 
invites us to change the status of the told, from private to public, since as we know, 
Dante (as a character in the Divine Comedy), in spite of Guido’s belief that no one 
left hell alive, does just that, and transmits his story in the form of an epic poem to 
the readers. This forms the ambivalence of the initial address, and in fact simulates 
the truth of the private (supposedly more authentic) which has unexpectedly reached 
the public. The main drama however unravels between the speaker and the woman, 
since from the opening lines we see how their walk through half-deserted streets is to 
lead them to an overwhelming question, to which the speaker adds: “Oh, do not ask, 
‘What is it?’”. Although she is given a couple of hypothetical replies by the speaker 
(“if one should say”), she never actually speaks. Her supposed voice is a projection 
of his Imaginary, in relation to whose questions and statements (“That is not what I 
meant at all”), he dismisses his own answers (“I am Lazarus, come from the dead”). 
This is why the supposed dialogue of the poem is in fact an internal monologue, in 
which the speaker plays all the parts.10 

Apart from being a speaker, the subject of the poem is also a listener: “I have 
heard the mermaids singing, each to each / I do not think that they will sing to me” 
9  In translation: “If I believed that my reply were made / To one who to the world would e’er return, 
/ This flame without more flickering would stand still; / But inasmuch as never from this depth / Did 
any one return, if I hear true, / Without the fear of infamy I answer” (Alighieri 1997: 27.61-66).
10  In this sense it could be said how in this poem we are presented with a split self. Lyndall Gordon 
discusses this process in some length in Eliot’s Early Years, stating how in Prufrock “the Laforgian 
split into mocking commentator and droll sufferer is reworked as a split into prophet and a groomed 
conformist” (Gordon, 1977: 29). From my perspective this split is not one of choice between con-
formism and prophecy, but rather the one caused by the impossibility of identification with either of 
the roles offered (by the traditional poetic forms and the contemporary society). 
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(Eliot 2002: 1.124-125). In English folk tales the mermaids usually lure the sailors 
to their death with their song and in this sense they seem to parallel the sirens of the 
Odyssey.11 But here, they sing to each other and not to any mortal recipient. This is 
why it seems that the speaker proceeds with another one of his differentiations of 
himself and the heroic, mythical, canonical figures of the tradition. The myth has 
folded upon itself and it no longer concerns our existence.12

And finally, the poem which started with the address to the other, an 
invitation for the visit of “certain half-deserted streets”, and which has proceeded 
to the salons filled with human conversation, ends in the chambers of the sea. From 
these chambers “human voices”, presumably the same ones from the salons, wake 
“us” and drown “us”, ending the poem in another type of invitation. The speaker 
is no longer the one inviting, but rather the one being “invited”, awaken, from the 
“chambers of the sea” to the space of “human voices”, perhaps the same “half-
deserted streets”, restaurants, hotels. There seems to be no other space apart from 
the space of the human voices. And this frames the “hell” of speaker’s existence. 

3. METAPHYSICS: SENSORY RELATIONS13

Let us now try to return to the whole of the poem and reconstruct how 
it connects different sensory fields to each other, but also to different abstract 
concepts. The opening verses, apart from the sensory side, have another layer – 
a mythological one. Sky, evening/night and ether, mentioned in the opening of 
the poem, have in fact a mythological background, since they all were deities in 
antiquity.14 We can of course read Eliot’s verses as a restaging of the mythological, 
but it is more important what Eliot does with the myth than the mere fact that he 

11  Their similarity was not lost on the medieval consciousness, as Rita Wood explains: “Romanesque 
mermaids and mermen are clearly derived from Mediterranean forms, originally classical Greek . . . 
The pose of the Durham mermaid is similar to that of the ‘syrene’ in the earliest surviving illustrated 
bestiary, dated to c. 1120 . . . In the contemporary bestiary of Philippe de Thaon, the text describes 
the siren as seductive, recalling the  episode in Homer’s Odyssey. She symbolises the riches of this 
world which ‘effect great wonders, they talk, fly, take by the feet and drown’ their victim. Bestiaries 
are unanimous in giving a negative character to the siren” (Wood  2010: 31-32).
12  Just as James H. Ledbetter summarizes: “The mermaids are the source of access to privileged, 
transcendent belief – to transmogrifying belief” (Ledbetter 1992:45). But the world of Prufrock is 
“deaf to the claims of any privileged knowledge of transcendent authority” (Ledbetter 1992:43), 
because the “martyrdom of prophecy [as the privileged knowledge] is untenable in a modernity in 
which ‘God is dead’” (Ledbetter 1992: 42). 
13  The term metaphysics is here used in the broad philosophical sense of the term and not in the 
sense of the metaphysical poets. 
14  Main reference here is Hesiod’s epic Theogony, which deals with the origin of the gods and the 
universe: “Out of Chasm [Chaos] Erebos and black Night both were born, / And then from Night 
came Ether and came Day as well in turn; / For Night conceived them, having joined with Erebos in 
love. / Now Earth first brought forth Ouranos, the starry Sky above” (Hesiod 2006: 123-126).
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relies on it. In the context of ancient Greece evening is a sacred phenomenon, a 
divinity in its own right, but in Eliot’s poem evening is comparable to a patient, 
which through an interesting verbal pun, is etherized.15 Both evening/night and 
ether are devoid of their divine essence. Ether is no longer a name of the divine 
light but of an anesthetic – a crucial shift has taken place, from the mythological/
sacred/transcendent to chemical/material. This is the zenith of modernity, and 
evening which is etherized in the new sense of the term, covers the sky, and brings 
to fulfillment the new profaned nigh. We could refer here to Marx’s thoughts 
on profanation, but Nietzsche would probably be more appropriate, with his 
proclamation of the death of god.16

Field of visibility, along with the other sensory fields (because anesthesia 
affects all of them), is therefore emptied out of its “sacred” essence, or, platonically 
speaking, of the light of the highest idea. Nothing can come to its appearance when 
the source of light is extinguished. This light is at the same time a gaze which the 
universal Other directs towards mankind. The world as such exists in the field 
of visibility for this gaze, which is supposedly the gaze of the Real itself, of the 
essence, upon which every appearance is based. But paradoxically, the world which 
is inhabited by the speaker seems to contain nothing but appearances, nothing but 
“oyster shells”. Once the universal gaze is extinguished/etherized appearances do 
not cease to exist, on the contrary, they overflow the world since they are freed from 
the “gravity” of the center.17 In the sense of philosophical idealism appearances are 
no longer essential, that is, they are no longer appearances of an essence (Hegel). 
Essence can no longer reach the surface, because it is anesthetized. This is taking 
place in all of the sensory experiences we have recognized as belonging to the social. 
Modern world therefore becomes a procession of empty appearances, reduced to its 
bare sensory, material existence. Is this not the central problem of the poem?18

This leads us to conclude that the speaker posits the existence of two parallel 
worlds – one essential (metaphysical) and one inessential (sensory, social), the 
first one inhabited by gods and heroes (Homerically speaking) and the second one 
with everyday events and ordinary people. There is no possibility to link these two 
anymore, and the “curse” of the speaker is that he has the ability to observe the first 
one from the second one (through his private sensory experiences). 
15  Since pun is usually defined as a humorous way of using a word or phrase so that more than 
one meaning is suggested, I consider Eliot’s usage of the word “ether” a pun – it represents both 
a Greek god and a modern anesthetic. The humor of the pun is not straightforward, and one might 
better describe it as a bitter irony, since a divinity is demoted to a medical solution, in a gesture that 
is symptomatic for the entire dynamics of modernity.   
16  As Ledbetter notes in his essay on Prufrock: “martyrdom of prophecy [as the privileged form of 
knowledge] is untenable in a modernity in which ‘God is dead’” (Ledbetter 2008: 42).
17  Compare to Yeats’ “The Second Coming”: “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; / Mere 
anarchy is loosed upon the world”. 
18 One could note how this is surprisingly similar to the infinite play of signifiers which was the 
focus of poststructuralist philosophy. 
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This split closely follows Rancière’s differentiation of representative 
regime19 from the esthetic regime20 of arts, in which the representative regime is 
no longer possible. And this is repeated over and over again: “I am not prince 
Hamlet”, “I am no prophet”, “I do not think that they will sing to me”, but also, 
from the context, we can conclude how speaker is neither Michelangelo, nor Dante, 
nor Lazarus. What he is is something else: “I am an attendant lord /. . . Indeed at 
times almost ridiculous/ Almost at times the fool”. The instability of representation 
is apparent – somewhere between an attendant lord, Polonius, and a fool, the main 
character can no longer be a hero. It can be said how the genre of his existence is 
comedy devoid of laughter.21 

The very nature of the “flat space” of the inessential, sensory appearances 
changes the generic structure of literature. At the same time we are also led to the 
Shakespearean and baroque idea of the life as a spectacle. But in this spectacle 
there is no longer an actor that plays a role, there are only roles. By not being 
Hamlet Prufrock is not even a vengeful king-slayer, for in Elizabethan revenge 
tragedy this would still be an act of a hero, or in the modern context, he is not 
a revolutionary, an ambivalent hero, which would still belong to the register of 
the representative regime. Instead, he is simply delivered to the modern world 
in which the king (i.e. the essence) is always already dead.22 The consequence of 

19  This regime is based on Aristotle’s Poetics and its later appropriation by Nicolas Boileau in the period 
of classicism. This regime “identifies the substance of art – or rather of arts – in the couple poesis/mimesis.  
The mimetic principle is not at its core a normative principle stating that art must make copies resembling 
theory models. It is first of all a pragmatic principle that isolates, within the general domain of arts (ways 
of doing and making), certain particular forms of art that produce specific entities called imitations.” 
(Rancière 2006: 21). The crucial thing about the imitations is  that “It develops into forms of normativity 
that define the conditions according to which imitations can be recognized as exclusively belonging to an 
art and assessed, within this framework, as good or bad, adequate or inadequate: partitions between the 
representable and the unrepresentable; the distinction between genres according to what is represented; 
principles for adapting forms of expression to genres according to genres and thus to the subject matter 
represented; the distribution of resemblances according to principles of verisimilitude, appropriateness, 
or correspondence; criteria for distinguishing between and comparing arts; etc.” (Rancière 2006: 21-22).
20  The aesthetic regime of the arts was initially “the breakdown of the system of representation, that is 
to say of a system where the dignity of the subject matter dictated the dignity of genres of representation 
(tragedy for the nobles, comedy for the people of meagre means; historical painting versus genre paint-
ing; etc.). Along with genres, the system of representation defined the situations and forms of expression 
that were appropriate for the lowliness or loftiness of the subject matter. The aesthetic regime of the arts 
dismantled this correlation between subject matter and mode of representation” (Rancière 2006: 32).
21  This means that all that is left of the classicist structure of genres is comedy, as the lowest of the 
three (tragedy, prose, comedy).
22  Rancière discusses the reasons usually proposed as the source of the crisis of modernity, and 
indeed one is “the revolutionary severing of the kings’ head as a severing of tradition in the history 
of humanity” (Rancière, 2006: 27). Proof that this motif is indeed not foreign to Eliot is his careful 
and detailed approach to tradition, especially in The Waste Land, where the story of Kingfisher blends 
with the story of King Arthur, and both of these with the myth of the deity of vegetation and cyclical 
renewal of nature, as presented by James T. Frazer and Jessie Weston. 
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his death is the speaker’s damnation to ordinary, everyday, insignificant existence 
which for him is barely discernible from inexistence. At the same time he is forced 
to participate in the empty play of appearances of the symbolic structures of the 
society, knowing well their emptiness. He seems to be unable to break this play 
and escape to the fullness of the universe, which is why he is concerned with his 
old age – as passage of time which does not bring anything radically different with 
it. The speaker admits not being Hamlet, and indeed he will not attempt to rectify 
things, to reinstate the old order by killing the “usurper” (whoever or whatever this 
might be) and taking the “throne” (becoming the subject of history). The speaker 
is neither a revolutionary nor a reactionary subject. Metaphysical basis for our 
sensory reality is lost, and there seems to be no hope for reclaiming it. 

4. CONCLUSION

In the closing lines of the poem two worlds seem to be opposed, the world 
of the “chambers of the sea” and the world of the “human voices”:

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 
Till human voices wake us, and we drown.

       (Eliot 2002: 1.129-131)

These verses could imply the old platonic split on the transcendent reality and 
the sensory reality. Regardless of how we read them, regardless of who we identify as 
“we”, whether as the supposed gods or as humans nostalgic for the pre-modern unified 
world, they both stand in for the transcendent, which is than “drowned” by the voices. So 
there is no actual transition from one realm to the other, only a negation. Transcendence 
remains a significant absence, leaving humans of modernity to lead lives which seem 
to be indistinguishable from death. This would then fulfill the epigraph of the poem, 
and present us with reality which is identical to hell as eternal suffering, albeit a hell 
devoid of its pathos. The final verse then implies that human voices, human language, 
the symbolic order, severs the link with the divine – and more precisely commits the 
act of the infamous murder (severs the king’s head). Language therefore interferes in 
our sensory reality, empties it out and makes it inessential. 

At the same time this is only true from the point of view of the speaker of 
the poem. The poem as a whole is an intervention in such a logic, i.e. distribution 
of the sensible, and as a staging of the inability to surpass this non-relation of the 
sensory and the transcendent, it still affirms the existence of the transcendent. And 
the inability it stages is strictly an inability in the sphere of the private sensory 
experience of the speaker, but once it has been staged within the space of a poem, 
it becomes public. It transgresses the border which was closed for Prufrock 
himself, by passing from the private to the public with the supposed truth of the 
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universal. “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” therefore opens the possibility 
for the redistribution of the sensible, but only as a communal act, as an act of the 
community of readers gathered around a poetic text. And from this point of view 
Prufrock even gains some of the pathos of the representative regime – his tragic 
fault is his inability to transmit his private sensory experience to the community 
around him and particularly to his interlocutor within the poem. This turns out to 
be the role of poetry, and this role Eliot’s poem fulfills impressively. 

Stevan Bradić
Filozofski fakultet, Novi Sad

stevan.bradic@ff.uns.ac.rs
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ANGLOPHONE LITERATURE AS A FRAMEWORK  
FOR “THE FIRST NORWEGIAN UNIVERSITY NOVEL”

The worldwide popularity of university novels is mostly associated with the works written 
in English. Even though this genre is not solely a phenomenon of the British and American 
literary traditions, these novels sometimes provide more than just an inspiration or a liter-
ary model to writers such as the Norwegian Helene Uri. Norwegian novels that portray ac-
ademic communities are nearly as old as the country’s first university. Nevertheless, it was 
only in the beginning of the 21th century that the Norwegian press announced the publica-
tion of the allegedly “first Norwegian university novel”. This paper analyzes the complex 
position of Uri’s popular novel De beste blant oss (The Best among Us) within the genre of 
the university fiction, both locally and internationally. The paper will inquire into the text’s 
literary and non-literary qualities which contributed in defining the novel’s position in the 
Norwegian literary field. The paper shows that referring to the well-established tradition of 
the British and American university novels had a key role in this process.

Keywords: academic/university/campus novel, comparative literature, Scandinavian studies

1.  INTRODUCTION

Norwegians are traditionally eager readers of fiction. The statistical data 
provided by The Norwegian Publishers’ Association shows that an average of near-
ly 2.5 million books of fiction for adults was sold yearly between 2007 and 2013 
(Bransjestatistikken 2013: 21). This is an impressive number, given the country’s 
population of about 5 million (Statistics Norway 2015). Norwegians were, accord-
ing to the data, almost equally buying novels written by local authors, 1,114,729 
copies sold on average, and those translated from other languages, about 1,243,361 
copies sold on average (Bransjestatistikken 2013: 20). 

All these numbers serve to point out that reading, and especially reading of 
novels is an important aspect of Norway’s culture. It has been very much so since 
the nineteenth century. The statistics also show that a typical Norwegian reader 
is in touch with local and international literary trends. But what seems to be just 
as important is that the statistics suggest that a typical Norwegian reader equally 
consumes national and non-national symbols, myths, stories, genres and styles 
mediated by different literatures of the world. The reader becomes immersed in a 
mixture of fictional traditions where his or her own national literature may not be 
easy to distinguish. Gravitating freely between classical and contemporary Norwe-
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gian literature, modern Swedish crime fiction, nineteenth-century English novels 
and playful postmodern allusions to Romantic or Victorian books, the attentive 
Norwegian reader will realize that it may be difficult to pinpoint works which 
could qualify as modern Norwegian national literature. In fact, the very concept of 
a “national literature” seems to be increasingly fleeting.

The Norwegian literary critic Per Thomas Andersen has recently probed 
into the changing position of Norwegian literature in the age of globalization. He 
concluded that: 

The traditions of national literatures are changing inasmuch as the concept 
of nation and the nations’ political positions. In our part of the world the 
identity politics have transcended into a new phase. The community which 
needs to be built in the European welfare states in late modernity, is a com-
municating one created for a polycultural state, and not a traditional mono-
cultural state.1 (Andersen 2013: 58)

Using Andersen’s observation as a starting point, this paper will analyze the 
novel by Helene Uri The Best among Us, which was published as De beste blant 
oss in 2006, as a case-study of the unclear position of literature within the shifting 
frameworks of national and international or postnational literatures. As well as 
addressing the content of this novel, the paper will inquire into the context it got 
shortly after publication. The primary aim of this paper is the disentanglement of 
the text’s journey to and from a national and an international literary tradition. This 
will reveal a more general insecurity in the contemporary value of these terms, 
which, among others Gayatri Spivak has pleaded to be further addressed by the 
research community (Spivak 2003). Contemporary studies in comparative liter-
ature stress the importance of overcoming the idea of national literatures, and of 
observing modern European literature within a postnational framework (Domín-
guez 2015). The need to overhaul the idea of a national literature, or a national 
literary tradition, is not only limited to cultures from the “periphery”, such as Nor-
wegian. Literature written in the globally spread languages, such as English, is 
also strongly affected by the blurring of the borders of national literatures (Esteves 
Pereira 2015). This paper will focus on the circuit of a text between the frames of 
Norwegian and Anglophone literature. It will give an example of how a relatively 
established tradition of a genre in British and American literature – the university 
novel – can be appropriated by a different literary tradition.

In what follows, I will first give an outline of Helene Uri’s novel The Best 
among Us in relation to its plot and character stock, but I will also present its ex-
traliterary context. Further on, I will analyze the meeting points of this text with 

1  My translation. Original: “Nasjonallitteraturenes tradisjoner er i endring i tråd med at selve 
nasjonsbegrepet og nasjonenes politiske posisjon endrer seg. Identitetspolitikk er i vår del av verden 
gått over i en ny fase. Det fellesskap som skal bygges i senmoderne europeiske velferdsstater, er et 
kommuniserende fellesskap for en polykulturell stat, ikke en tradisjonell monokulturell nasjonalstat.”
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the texts which preceded it, both in the context of the Norwegian tradition of uni-
versity novel, and the English or American tradition of the genre. This will open up 
the discussion of the novel’s generic framework in a national and an international 
or postnational, context. 

2. THE BEST AMONG US: THE BEST-SELLING NORWEGIAN 
UNIVERSITY NOVEL

2.1. The novel about the follies of the Oslo community of linguists

Uri’s The Best among Us presents a satiric image of the University of Oslo 
and its staff. It is mostly set in the fictive “Institute of Futuristic Linguistic”, and 
focuses on Pål Bentzen, a young ambitious researcher, and his immediate superior, 
Edith Rinkel, a brilliant fifty-year-old professor with an appetite for young men. 
Toward her Pål feels a mixture of irresistible desire and irrational fear. Through a 
series of sketches which follow the everyday work routines of the main characters, 
the novel depicts the machinations, follies and power-struggles at the Universi-
ty. However, the intrigue really kicks off with the inclusion of the final character 
which completes the triangle of Oslo linguists. This is Nana Klev, a clever and 
attractive young researcher. She is a new colleague at the Institute whom Pål falls 
helplessly in love with. Nana confides in Pål that she is working on a side-project 
which aims at unravelling the underlying structure of all languages. She believes 
that the discovery of such a pattern will bring the researcher or researchers, not 
only acclaim, but also considerable material wealth. Driven by a professional am-
bition and hope to get closer to Nana, Pål resolves to help her find the last “brick” 
in the puzzle, which he eventually does. However, shortly before the public an-
nouncement of this scientific breakthrough, Pål and Nana find evidence suggesting 
that the sinister Edith Rinkel plagiarized parts of Nana’s research. At this point, 
with several professional careers at stake, the novel turns into a classical “who-
dunit”, and gallops towards a not very surprising ending. Pål realizes that it was 
in fact Nana who stole Rinkel’s research and that Nana succeeded in manipulating 
both himself and the linguistic community into believing that she was the innocent 
offer of Rinkel’s ruthless fraud.

Helene Uri’s book became an instant success and a summer bestseller in 
Norway. Shortly after the first print run of The Best among Us was sold out, Helene 
Uri’s publishing house, Gyldendal, was ready to give a label to their commercial 
wonder. Appearing on the back cover of the second edition of the novel, which was 
printed only months after the first, the label read as follows: “The great university 
novel about the joy of learning, passion and insatiable ambitions. [It is] about in-
tense goals and the prize for achieving them, about love, intrigues and treachery” 
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(Uri 2006).2 The English translation hopefully maintains the subtle insinuation 
present in the original. The phrase “den store universitetsromanen” implies that 
The Best among Us is “the one and only” or “the first and actual” university novel. 
The promotional pamphlet of the publisher is more specific and direct. Alongside 
with the dazzling data of “more than 80,000 copies sold in Norway alone”, the 
pamphlet clearly and unequivocally states that, indeed: “The Best Among Us [sic.] 
is Norway’s first campus novel” (Gyldendal Agency n.d.: 6).

2.2. The first Norwegian university novel?

While there is little doubt that Uri’s The Best among Us can rightfully be 
called a “university” or “campus novel”, the publisher’s determination that it is in 
fact “Norway’s first” is less plausible. Admittedly, to categorize a best-selling nov-
el in such a way sounds more like a publicity stunt than a valid conclusion carefully 
reached by literary scholars. This may, among other things, explain why the critics 
of Norwegian literature did not react to such a blunt and inaccurate designation of 
a novel in a more pronounced way. Linda Hamrin Nesby was one of the few critics 
who raised suspicion concerning the use of the phrase “the great university novel” 
in relation to this book (Hamrin Nesby 2006). However, the instant popularity of 
Uri’s book also quickly spread its problematic label. It was not long before other 
publishing houses began to announce that they too had university novels in print. 
In effect, Norwegian press marked a small “boom” of the genre in Norwegian lit-
erature in the years 2006-2007 (Korsvold 2006, Hidle 2006, Mosfjell 2006). It was 
often stated that The Best among Us had a seminal importance in this new wave in 
Norwegian literature: “Novels with a university setting are not uncommon abroad. 
Here in Norway, Helene Uri’s book is the first one in a very long while. Next fall 
Henrik Langeland is going to publish a new one” (Korsvold 2006).3

Of course, as it has been argued elsewhere (Kristensen 2013, Todić 2014, 
Ahlund 1990), Norway has a long tradition in literary depictions of the academia, 
the students and the staff. Uri’s novel is not the pioneer of the genre in Norway. 
Indeed, it would have seemed rather odd if Norwegian literature, or any other 
Western literary tradition for that matter, had its first university novel written in 
the twenty first century. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, Norwegian 
authors began to show interest in the academic community, and especially in the 
figure of the student. This is not very different from the situation in Britain, or 
America. There too, as has been pointed out (Lyons 1962, Sheppard 1990) the 
nineteenth century, with the slow democratization of higher education, gave rise 

2  My translation. Original: “Den store universitetsromanen om kunnskapsglede, lidenskap og 
umettelige ambisjoner. Om heftige mål og prisen for å nå dit, om kjærlighet, intriger og bedrageriets 
besettelse”.
3  My translation. Original: “Romaner fra universitetsmiljø er ikke uvanlig i utlandet. Her hjemme er 
Helene Uris bok den første på aldri så lenge. Neste høst kommer imidlertid Henrik Langeland med en”.
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to the first works which were later classified as academic novels. However, even 
though one of the nineteenth-century novels about academia was for a long time 
part of the school curriculum – Arne Garborg’s Bondestudentar (The Making of 
Daniel Braut) from 1883 – Norwegian readers readily accepted the claim that He-
lene Uri had made a small revolution in Norwegian literature, bringing it closer to 
the international trends in literature.

This leads us to the interesting phenomenon of which a faulty label and its 
subsequent general acceptance are a symptom. The phenomenon to which I am 
referring is tied to the ongoing process of redefying national literary traditions. 
However, this novel and its subsequent labeling also testify of a fundamental re-
luctance to re-contextualize a text from the local, or national, to an international, 
or postnational, framework. In the following we shall try to trace the journey of 
“Norway’s first campus novel” from a very local context, through its intertextual 
links with the British and American traditions, and finally back to a redefined con-
text of Norwegian literary tradition. 

3. THE TEXT BETWEEN TWO LITERARY TRADITIONS

3.1. The novel’s form and content

The novel is, primarily by force of the language it is written in, the sub-
ject-matter it discusses, its place of publication and the reading public it is address-
ing – unquestionably Norwegian. The setting is that of Norway’s oldest university 
campus, Blindern in Oslo. With the exception of the main characters, which are, 
according to Hamrin Nesby “intentionally simple, one-dimensional and stereo-
typical” (2006: 121), the fictive members of the university staff are often only 
slightly fictionalized. Some university professors publicly acknowledged that Uri 
had depicted them in her novel.4 Several professors and researchers at the Faculty 
of humanities at the Oslo University have been lightly disguised as well, such as 
Arne Torp, the unnamed “professor in historical linguistics whose daughter is a 
famous actress and is constantly appearing on the TV” (Uri 2006: 213-214).5 The 
novel takes up a multitude of characters, locations and events as it seeks to present 
a wide, overall panoramic picture of the life of the University. Subsequently, a full 
understanding of Uri’s subtle insinuations, word-plays and comic episodes related 
to the academia can mostly be reserved for those who have either attended the 
University or are acquainted with its activities, organization and staff. The novel 
accounts of many memorable stories which refer to some less plausible episodes 
in the history of the University and in the lives of its staff. 

4  See interview with Finn-Erik Vinje, professor at the Institute for linguistics and Scandinavian 
studies, published in the morning edition of the newspaper Aftenposten (Korsvold 2006).
5  My translation. Original: “språkhistorikeren som har kjendisdatter og stadig opptrer på tv”.
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It is not only the novel’s content which insists on bringing the fictive uni-
versity closer to the real University of Oslo. The novel’s extra-literary context 
further strengthens the bond with Norwegian reality. Namely, while covering this 
best-selling novel, the media often pointed out that the choice of its setting had to 
do with the author personally. Reviews of the novel in academic journals and daily 
papers rarely failed to mention Helene Uri’s controversial termination of her aca-
demic career at the University of Oslo (Hamrin Nesby 2006: 121, Dalbye 2006: 83, 
Stemland 2006). Uri did not wish to refute these rumors. On the contrary, shortly 
before the publication of the book the author insinuated that the novel might reveal 
some less plausible aspects of her ex-workplace and her ex-colleagues: 

’I simply do not deserve the reputation of an underachiever. And all of those 
who claim otherwise are at risk of ending up in this little, vengeful book.’ 
She [Helene Uri] triumphantly shows a modest booklet in A-5 format. This 
is where she writes the notes for her ongoing university novel.6 (Madsen 
2005: 6) 

This myth seems to have helped boost the sales of the novel. Norwegian 
readers were ready to embrace Uri’s semi-autobiographical roman-à-clef and 
found great joy in reading about the follies of the “back-stabbing” members of 
Norwegian academia, one of which was the author herself. 

However, this irrefutably local subject matter which announced scandals 
on the level of Norwegian scholarly community was presented in a literary form 
atypical for traditional Norwegian university novels. Instead of establishing inter-
textual connections with older Norwegian novels depicting the University of Oslo, 
The Best among Us presented the local academic community of linguists relying 
on the established poetics of academic novels from the English-speaking world. 
The novels by David Lodge (Changing Places, Small World), Malcolm Bradbury 
(History Man), Kingsley Amis (Lucky Jim) or, more recently, A. S. Byatt (Pos-
session) share with Helene Uri’s book some of the most prominent literary traits. 
The gallery of characters, style and plot used in The Best among Us are strikingly 
similar to the ones employed in many Anglophone, yet very few earlier Norwegian 
university novels. 

The Best among Us gives a comical or satiric depiction of the academic 
staff. This is also the favorite literary mode in the Anglophone university novels. 
So much so that in their collection of essays entitled Academic Novels as Satire, 
Mark Bosco and Kimberly Rae Connor claim that “satire [is] the form that typi-
cally characterizes the genre of academic fiction” (Rae Connor 2007: 3). Rather 
than students, the classics of the genre in America and Great Britain (Begley 1997) 

6  My translation. Original: ”’Et slikt ettermæle [antydning om at hun ikke skulle ha oppfylt sine 
forpliktelser] fortjener jeg rett og slett ikke. Så alle som påstår noe sånt, risikerer å havne i den lille, 
ondskapsfulle boken her’. Hun trekker triumferende frem et unnselig hefte i A5-format. Notatboken 
til universitetsromanen hun skriver på”.
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focus on the “lowly” drives, ambitions and feeble, de-romanticized personalities 
of the professors. Bruce Robbins states that the British academic novel gives the 
academics a “generally unflattering treatment,” and that, from Lucky Jim on, “there 
has been no need to ask whether satire would be the chosen mode. The only rel-
evant questions have been how satiric the collective portrait would be” (Robbins 
2007: 249). Like many works of the genre in English, Helene Uri’s book sought 
to give the readers, academic and non-academic alike, a shock of recognition, or, 
according to Janice Rossen, “satisfaction in seeing one’s enemies held up to ridi-
cule” (Rossen 1993: 2). 

However, satire of the faculty staff was up to The Best among Us practically 
non-existent in earlier Norwegian works of the same genre. One of the rare univer-
sity novels in Norwegian which applied the satiric mode was the novel Ubehaget i 
kulturen (Civilisation and Its Discontents) co-authored by Vigdis Hjorth and Arild 
Linneberg (Hjorth and Linneberg 1995). This book was negatively reviewed by 
both the literary critics and the readers, and represents an unfortunate attempt at 
creating a scandal within the country’s academic community. Rather than satire, 
the traditional Norwegian academic novel prefers stories based on the experiences 
of a student. Novels such as Arne Garborg’s The Making of Daniel Braut from 
1883 (Garborg 2008), Dag Solstad’s Arild Asnes, 1970 from 1971, all the way to 
Hanne Ørstavik’s Like sant som jeg er virkelig (As True as My Existence) from 
1999, nurture the student-perspective, and especially the form of the coming-of-
age story. In this formal respect Uri’s The Best among Us shares again the com-
position and the plot structure of British and American campus novels as it uses 
elements typical for detective novels. Uri’s novel, like Possession by A. S. Byatt, 
Zadie Smith’s On Beauty or Francine Prose’s Blue Angel, revolves around fraud, 
academic plagiarism and immoral professional advancement. Comparatively, the 
marriage between the genre of detective novels and academic fiction was up until 
The Best among Us not exploited in Norwegian literature.

3.2. Pål Bentzen the Norwegian Persse McGarrigle

Helene Uri’s novel shares many similar traits with the British and American 
“classics” of the genre, such as Nabokov’s Pnin and David Lodge’s novels. One 
can even say that Uri’s book is a contemporary Norwegian interpretation of the 
“academic romance” celebrated by David Lodge. “Academic romance” was the 
subtitle and designation of Lodge’s famous novel Small World from 1984 (Lodge 
1984), by which the author signaled the playful fusion of a university novel and 
medieval Chivalric romances. In the myriad of characters in both the Norwegian 
and the English novel, one particular character stands out as the novels’ protago-
nist. It is the young, innocent and inexperienced researcher who had stumbled into 
the world of academia more or less by chance. Pål Bentzen from Uri’s novel is the 
Norwegian counterpart of Persse McGarrigle from Lodge’s book. The novels tell 
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about the quest of Pål and Persse to win the heart of the beautiful, academically 
superior and mystical female colleague. During their journey through the academ-
ic world, the protagonist, and the readers alike, gain insight into the comical and 
de-romanticized nature of the community of scholars. As the narratives progress 
the idealism of the chivalric heroes wanes only to culminate in a sobering revela-
tion. At the end of the novels, the protagonists realize that the academic world is 
not the right place to seek for the metaphoric Holy Grail.

The novels by Uri and Lodge are not only similar on the level of the narra-
tive. They merge comedy with detective story, romance and the aesthetics of dime 
novels. Moreover, intriguing erotic descriptions are intertwined with references 
to highly scientific definitions and terms. The wide gallery of characters is also 
strikingly similar in both of these texts. Most of them are flat characters, in that 
they are reduced to one primary quality and function for the development of the 
novel. They mostly serve as “tourist guides” into the academic world. With the 
help of different characters whose trajectory crosses the one of the protagonists, 
the readers are metaphorically guided through the fictive scholarly community. 
The literary “campus tour” is presented with the help of the characters going from 
one international conference to the other, in the case of Lodge’s novel, or from 
one building on the University of Oslo’s campus to another, in the case of The 
Best among Us. In this way, the novels manage to present an array of amusing 
episodes telling about the life of a community or an institution. Rather than telling 
a story of a young man employed at an institute of higher education, Small World 
and The Best among Us tell about the academic community. However, whereas 
Lodge refers to the international community of Anglicists, Uri has a local focus. 
Her novel deals exclusively with the researchers within the field of humanities at 
the University of Oslo. 

This international versus local perspective of the two novels is further ac-
centuated by the references to the real world present in the two texts. Namely, even 
though both Uri and Lodge use elements typical for a roman à clef, the real persons 
veiled by fiction are from different spheres. Whereas Lodge slightly fictionalizes 
world-known researchers, such as Stanley Fish,7 Uri implies that the novel rep-
resents real scientists at the University of Oslo, which are practically unknown to 
anyone outside the corridors of the Oslo Faculty of Humanities.

The Best among Us is, by no means the first and only academic novel from 
Norwegian literary tradition to make use of the methods from roman à clef to re-
port scandals or inside information from the academic sphere. This was done as 
early as 1883 in Arne Garborg’s The Making of Daniel Braut, one of the pioneers 

7  Discussing the character of Morris Zapp from several novels by Lodge, Elaine Showalter 
notes: “while professors gossip that many characters in academic novels are based on real people, 
Morris Zapp and Stanley Fish are the only acknowledged doubles” (2005: 79-80). This connection 
is, according to Showalter, verified by Lodge himself, and has been even used to promote Fish’s 
academic activity (Showalter 2005: 81).
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of the genre. Other distinctive qualities of Uri’s novel, shared by the novels of 
Lodge and other campus fiction in English, are also recognizable in the works by 
Vigdis Hjorth, Dag Solstad and Hanne Ørstavik, only to name some Norwegian 
predecessors. However, as I pointed out elsewhere (Todić 2014: 263-280), Helene 
Uri’s book shares only occasional literary strategies with the novels by the named 
authors. Those could either qualify as very old tropes, characters and plots, com-
mon to all European literatures, or as incidental point of contacts.

3.3. The text’s double context 

Comparatively speaking, Uri’s novel relates much more to the English and 
American tradition of academic fiction than to the Norwegian, as pointed out in 
this brief comparative analysis with a work by David Lodge, one of the “few nov-
elists [who has been] associated so long and so consistently with ‘academic fic-
tion’” (Ingersoll 2007: 85). However, Uri’s novel is not only comparable with 
Anglophone university novels on a purely literary level. Not only does it establish 
a clear intertextual bond with works from traditions other than its own, it refers to 
these novels as its predecessors, its literary and contextual framework. 

Uri’s publishing house was the first to advertise this novel’s appropriation of 
a tradition other than its national one. The publisher announced: “The Best Among 
Us has received brilliant reviews, comparing Helene Uri to David Lodge, A. S. 
Byatt and Danish writer Christian Jungersen”. Without much explanation as for 
the grounds for such a statement, and even though Uri never mentioned whether 
Anglophone literature had been her inspiration, there is no doubt that it was the 
English university novels that provided inspiration for Uri’s novel both on the 
level of form, subject-matter and poetics. Even our brief analysis revealed a tighter 
connection to, for instance, David Lodge’s Small World than to the novels of the 
Norwegians Arne Garborg, Sigurd Hoel or Vigdis Hjort and Arild Linneberg au-
thors of what may be called traditional Norwegian university novels. Therefore, 
the fact that university novels written in English had served as a literary model for 
Helene Uri’s novel is not problematic. 

What is, however, interesting is the consequence of the fact that a novel in 
Norwegian, with references to a local academic community and addressed to local 
readers, should be regarded as a successor of novels from a literary tradition oth-
er than its own. Disregarding previously published Norwegian university novels, 
the label given by the publisher insisted that Uri’s The Best among Us be quali-
fied as work of seminal importance to Norwegian, i.e. national, literature, while 
at the same time, it based its legitimacy in other literary traditions and contexts. 
Therefore, to the label “first Norwegian university novel”, one could appropriately 
add: “in the spirit of the internationally acclaimed interpretation of the genre”. 
However, if Uri were to write the “first” Norwegian academic novel within the 
globally acclaimed works of that genre written in English, she certainly was not 
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the last. Shortly after The Best among Us several other novels received the same 
label (Gyldendal Agency n.d.: 6) and it would seem that Uri really pioneered a new 
literary tradition.

4. CONCLUSION

Albeit pretentious and bombastic, the label given by the publisher of The 
Best among Us served as a good starting point for the exploration of the framework 
or frameworks of a twenty first-century novel. The Best among Us marks a corner-
stone in the redefinition of the tradition of academic novels written in Norway, but 
it is pointing to a larger phenomenon. Helene Uri’s novel represents the literary 
work in transition between a local, national context, and a wider international, or 
transnational context. It is still local by force of its language and its subject-mat-
ter, but it not only assumes qualities from other literary traditions, it also seeks to 
transcend its local frames. In this particular case, the “other literary tradition” is 
the Anglophone one, the British and American campus or university novels. On the 
other hand, these have become somewhat of an archetype for academic novel as 
such. Campus fiction from other literary traditions becomes evaluated in relation 
to the “prototype”, regardless of the previous literary interpretations of academia 
within its national tradition.

This novel represents the appearance of a new post-national or transnational 
framework in which novels can be classified, read, enjoyed and analyzed. Uri used 
Anglophone campus novels as a model for her own university novel, moving away 
from the traditional interpretation of the genre in Norway. Furthermore, promo-
tional activities concerning Uri’s novel endorsed and popularized its bonds to liter-
ary traditions other than its own. More than serving just as inspiration, Anglophone 
campus fiction was used to guarantee the quality of The Best among Us and in a 
way to legitimize the detachment from the traditional Norwegian interpretation of 
the genre.

Sofija Christensen
University of Stavanger
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TROILUS AND CRESSIDA – SHAKESPEARE AGAINST 
THE VIOLENCE AND ABSURDITY OF WAR

The paper deals with Shakespeare’s criticism of militaristic culture and its protagonists, 
soldiers and military leaders. War is an important topic of Renaissance political thought 
embodied in the works of Thomas More and Machiavelli. While Machiavelli showed man 
from the perspective of political success, More was more interested in showing the social 
position of man in a society. Machiavelli and More started two distinct ideological di-
rections that would form two different conceptions of society, politics and philosophy of 
man in general. Both strands of thought have found expression in Shakespeare’s work that 
implicitly and explicitly emphasises the importance of ethical behaviour and shows the 
consequences of deviations from such a behaviour, especially when it comes to the rulers 
and nobility. This paper will focus on  Shakespeare’s play Troilus and Cressida, because it 
reflects in the  best  way Shakespeare’s criticism of militaristic culture and its protagonists. 
Troilus and Cressida represents a picture of darkness, confusion, deception, decay and 
death. The tragedy of war is reflected in all aspects of life, including physical, emotional 
and spiritual aspects. War is directed against love, youth and life in general, turning it into 
a trivial existence from day to day. Shakespeare critically refers not only to the issue of 
war, but also to its protagonists, soldiers and commanders. Despite the absurdity of the war 
they fight, they become more aggressive, directing their energy to kill without thinking, for 
purely selfish reasons. 

Keywords: war, militaristic culture, Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida

1. INTRODUCTION

The paper deals with Shakespeare’s criticism of militaristic culture and its 
protagonists, distinguished soldiers and military leaders. War is an important topic 
of Renaissance political thought embodied in the works of Thomas More and Ma-
chiavelli. While Machiavelli shows man from the perspective of political success, 
More is more interested in showing the social position of man in society. 

Machiavelli’s The Prince is the most important work that defines the Renais-
sance political thought and represents the beginning of modern political thought, 
and that thought slowly built itself into Renaissance literature. The Prince illus-
trates a new understanding of politics and political ethics, distancing itself from 
the views which dominated the political scene up to that point. Machiavelli wants 
to base the skills of managing the state on science and not on Christian principles. 
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Lying, bribery, intimidation are fully allowed in the political struggle. Christian 
ethics should not be an obstacle; it belongs to an entirely different area. The po-
litical sphere is the arena for an uncompromising struggle, and the one who is not 
ready for such a struggle can not be involved in politics.

Demonstrating how power can be won and maintained, Machiavelli leaves 
the idealism of a Christian king and deals with the reality of human nature. More-
over, this reality is reflected in the fact that the world is amoral, that the laws of 
governing the state are not based on ethical principles and that the main determi-
nant of a human society is its ability to show power.

Machiavelli has also broken with medieval syncretism of ethics and politics 
that prevailed during the period of humanism. His political theory is based on the 
fact that in the politics moral actions do not give necessarily moral outcomes, be-
cause human nature is volatile and people first seek to satisfy their material desires, 
and then think about the value of their act. Therefore, he was trying to establish 
a new political hierarchy of values that represents the basis of political realism 
(Grubiša 2010: 20-27).

In chapter 14 of The Prince, entitled “The Prince’s Duty Concerning Mili-
tary Matters” Machiavelli says: “A prince therefore must not have any other object 
nor any other thought, nor must he take anything as his profession but war, its 
institutions, and its discipline; because that is the only profession which befits one 
who commands” (Machiavelli 1979: 124). He equates sovereignty with military 
strength, and it was both traditional and innovative. Machiavelli sees the presence 
of many warring states as the reason why “in Europe there are countless excellent 
men”; he finds vitality and health in the class struggles, civil wars (509). For Ma-
chiavelli war was an end in itself, the basic condition of social life and individual 
psychology (Marx 1992: 51).

While Machiavelli sees the human nature as evil, More thinks that human 
nature is neutral and that only under the influence of social situations a man be-
comes good or evil. Although More believes that the man’s nature is shaped by 
social conditions, this does not mean that these conditions are to be accepted as 
a fair and indisputable. If these conditions are unjust, then they should not only 
be criticised but the man should fight for their change. More does not provide a 
solution how to fight to change inhuman conditions of social life but opposite to 
Machiavelli who is committed to skilfully exploiting all possible conditions, he 
opens the possibility of social changes (More 1979).

Machiavelli and More started two distinct ideological directions that would 
form two different conceptions of society, politics and philosophy of man in gener-
al. Machiavelli lionised an ideal of the prince as soldier and scholar and he thought 
that the warrior’s activity is essential for both individual achievement and social 
order (Baron 1966: 12-47). Thomas More imagined the ideal prince as a lawyer 
and philosopher, and believed that war and violence were unjustifiable, criticising 
the military spirit as irreligious, immoral and impractical (Marx 1992: 50). This 
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formal discussion influenced the actions of monarchs as well as the works of art-
ists and writers during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Both strands of 
thought have found expression in Shakespeare’s work that implicitly and explicitly 
emphasises the importance of ethical behaviour and shows the consequences of 
deviations from such a behaviour, especially when it comes to the rulers and no-
bility. It would be important to deal with the subject of Shakespeare’s criticism of 
contemporary society in the context of Renaissance political thought or what we 
might call institutionalised morality: royal government, courts, church dignitaries, 
military leaders. Shakespeare dramatised militarist and pacifist notions on war in 
many plays where he dealt with the subject of military matters. It can be especially 
noted between the years of 1599 and 1603 when his two battlefield plays, Henry V 
and Troilus and Cressida were published (Marx 1992: 50). This paper will focus 
on Shakespeare’s play Troilus and Cressida and the theme of war in it, because it 
reflects the best Shakespeare’s criticism of militaristic culture of Machiavelli’s The 
Prince. In Troilus and Cressida Shakespeare accepts More’s belief that violence as 
well as military spirit in general were immoral and impractical.

2. THE VIOLENCE AND ABSURDITY OF WAR IN TROILUS AND 
CRESSIDA 

Although Shakespeare dealt with the subject of war, there has been little 
criticism on this topic. Paul Jorgensen in his book Shakespeare’s Military World, 
published in 1956 was certainly the first who tried to discuss war in all of Shake-
speare’s work, but, after this, there were no other essential studies on this topic. 
Jorgensen was convinced that “Shakespeare’s ideas were primarily those of his 
own day” and he tried to interpret Shakespeare’s concept of war in Renaissance 
terms (Jorgensen 1956: viii). According to him, Shakespeare’s presentation of war 
was closely connected to the discussion which developed in contemporary En-
gland, especially in the works of writers of war manuals, which presented the 
common knowledge which Shakespeare accepted and translated, into his plays 
(Pugliatti 2013: 492).

War was not a favourite or important topic with either new historicists or 
cultural materialists that dominated in Shakespeare scholarship during the 1980s 
and the 1990s. Although it dealt with violence and power, New Historicism didn’t 
give necessary attention to the representation of war in Shakespeare. Steven Green-
blatt is one among few, who in his essay “Invisible Bullets” deals with the issue 
of war in Shakespeare. The essay deals with Shakespeare’s Henry V. Greenblatt 
tries to show the “everything” which subverts “the monarch’s glorification” ends 
by increasing Henry’s glorification and pointing out that “the subversive doubts 
the play continually awakens originate paradoxically in an effort to intensify the 
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power of the king and his war“, he concludes that “the play’s central figure seems 
to feed on the doubts he provokes” (Greenblatt 1988: 62-63).

It was only in the second half of 1990s that professional Shakespeareans 
returned to the study of war in Shakespeare, as seen in the publications of a few 
books and collections of essays  (Taunton, Barker, King and Franssen, Quabeck) ( 
Pugliatti 2013: 490).

In 1992, Steven Marx wrote a long article titled “Shakespeare’s Pacifism”. 
Saying that Shakespeare “repeatedly dramatized the disagreement between milita-
rist and pacifist perceptions of warfare”, Marx pointed out “Shakespeare’s devel-
opment from a partisan of war to a partisan of peace in the course of his career” and 
made a conclusion that the turning point of this development was “between 1599 
and 1603” (Marx 1992:49). Connecting this radical change of mind in Shakespeare 
with the culture of pacifism which Marx thinks was the most dominant way to 
express oneself in Stuart period (58), he suggested that Troilus and Cressida may 
be read as an antimilitarist critique. Instead of glorifying war as Machiavelli did, 
Shakespeare condemns war and those who make it (Pugliatti 2013: 494). 

The essence of Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida is the radical demystifi-
cation of heroes, heroism. Shakespeare criticises Machiavelli’s view of war as “the 
basic condition of social life and individual psychology“ (Machiavelli 1979: 509). 
Leaders and soldiers of Trojan War are seen as stupid and boasters. They are all, 
in essence, grotesquely ridiculous, except the Fool who is typical Shakespearean 
source of common sense. Throughout the play, convention and myths are turning 
upside down and the truth is revealed in an authentic way.

The story of Troilus and Cressida developed in the medieval period from 
surviving references to it in classical Greek and Latin literature. However, it orig-
inates from one of the most famous legends of antiquity, described in Homer’s Il-
iad, which describes the famous Ten Year War between Greeks and Trojans, when 
Paris, the son of Priam, king of Troy stole Helen, wife of Menelaus (Menileias) 
king of Sparta. Menelaus and his brother Agamemnon assembled a fleet of the 
kings of Greece and sailed across the Aegean to Troy. The long war to get Helen 
back followed (Hodgson 2008: 8).

In Troilus and Cressida Shakespeare attacks classical war heroes who at-
tempt to justify the motives for starting and waging war. It is a play in which the 
love story relating especially to young Trojan prince Troilus and a Trojan priest’s 
daughter Cressida, is counterbalanced against a representation of the Trojan War. 
Shakespeare deals with the two themes of the play using upsettingly bitter and 
satirical tone. Steven Marx says that Shakespeare undermines the whole series 
of symbols and values that are an integral part of the militaristic culture. The two 
main sources, Chaucer’s play Troilus and Criseyde and Chapman’s translation of 
The Iliad put forward two military ideologies: medieval Christian chivalry and 
classical pagan politics of war. Throughout the play, these two ideologies are con-
stantly evoked and made fun of (Marx 1992: 49-98).  
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Language of the prologue introduces the main themes and images. We find 
out that the play begins in the middle and that Greek “princes orgulous, their high 
blood chafed”, have come to take part in the “cruel war” (2. 5.). These verses as 
well as those describing the war as “tickling skittish spirits” (20) are just the begin-
ning of minimising the importance of the heroes and the trivialising of the whole 
enterprise, whose  unworthy cause is that “The ravish’d Helen, Menelaus’ queen, 
/ With wanton Paris sleeps ... ” (9-10). In fact, this is all about a quarrel and it is 
a whore’s war as a Greek slave Thersites might say that. The Prologue continues 
undermining the traditional heroic and tragic grandeur of the Trojan War, which 
Thersites describes as “clapper-clawing” (5.4.1). Characters often view the war as 
a game and the Prologue also advises us to take it lightly: “Like, or find fault: do as 
your pleasures are ... ” (30). So, the Prologue announces the theme of chaos which 
is created and maintained by vain, arrogant, ruthless warriors who are obsessed 
with frivolous and bloodthirsty interests. The war is irrational and therefore cannot 
be justified anywhere in the play. It seems that Shakespeare tries to take a look at 
the extreme human irrationality, and  “the collective desire for death that makes 
compulsive, suicidal, tragic decisions of a Romeo, Hamlet, Othello or Lear look 
like child’s play” (Faber 1990:136-137). 

Throughout Troilus and Cressida there is an explicit debate about necessity 
and justice of a war conducted over the possession of a woman. Shakespeare be-
gins by introducing Troilus who is a son of King Priam, brother of Hector, thus a 
prince of the royal house. He is very pessimistic about the war:

Peace, you ungracious clamors! peace, rude sounds!
Fools on both sides: Helen must needs be fair,
When with your blood you daily paint her thus.
I cannot fight upon this argument:
It is too starv’d a subject for my sword. (1. 1. 92-96)

The sounds of war are “rude” and “ungracious”, the fighters on both sides 
“fools” and then comes Troilus’ comments on Helen, the celebrated cause of the war 
declaring that her beauty is “too starv’d a subject for my sward”. He, here explic-
itly, links love and war, and he admits that the Trojan War is irrational, absurd and 
unworthy.  But later, at Trojan council discussing the just cause of the war, Troilus 
changes into spirited defense of war. Troilus that “prince of chivalry” believes that 
Helen’s return to her husband and thus ending the war would be a sign of disloyalty, 
like infidelity to one’s own wife (2. 2.). Hector similarly and persuasively argues 
not only that fighting for Helen does not give a just cause of war, but also that she 
is not worthy so many Trojan lives. According to him, two laws are being broken: 
the law of marriage and the law of the nations. He persists throughout this scene in 
his position that the right thing to do is to return Helen, and he gives both pragmatic 
and philosophical argument for that. Troilus argues to continue fighting in the name 
of honour. He insists that the “honour” of the Trojan king is more important than 
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all “fears” and “reasons” (2. 2. 25-32). In other words, the Trojans would lose their 
reputation if they accept that they had been wrong from the start, so “honour” de-
mands that they continue to be in the wrong. At the end of the scene Hector is clearly 
influenced by Troilus’ request for the glory which is only to be won in war (Marx 
1992:71).War seems to be the only place where men win glory, and if there is no 
Helen then there is no war. Act 2 scene 2 closes with Hector looking forward to the 
result of the challenge he has issued to the Greeks (Penwill 2006: 43). Pointing out 
that the there is no just cause for war as well as immorality and irrationality of that 
war, Hector finally ignores his own judgment, changes his attitude and submits to 
Troilus on the subject of continuing the war. In that way Troy devotes himself to live 
and die for honour  even if that implies continuation in doing wrong (Sagar 2001).

Therefore, the view that the enemy is dangerous, that Trojan honour is in-
volved in holding Helen, and understanding that letting her go would destroy Troy, 
finally become dominant. In this way, saving the reputation and honour leads to 
the destruction of Troy. 

The glamour and honour of the Trojans is continually undermined by the set 
of images, like images of buying and selling, especially second-hand goods

We turn not back the silks upon the merchant,
When we have soil’d them. (2. 2. 69-70)
There is also imagery of food which is often presented as distasteful bad 

leftover

…..nor the remainder viands
We do not throw in unrespective sink,
Because we now are full. (2. 2. 70-72)

These images serve to present Helen as what is left of a dish that everyone 
has now had enough of and that she is too “dirty” to be returned to her husband. In 
that way the qualities The Trojans want to glorify become blacken (Sagar 2001). 
Shakespeare’s Helen does not have the complexity of Helen from Homer’s Iliad 
and she seems to be a woman who likes to spend her time flirting with men while 
so many soldiers die fighting over her. When she is not holding and kissing Paris, 
talking dirty to Pandarus, or tickling Troilus’s chin, she is making pathetic com-
ments about how “this love will undo us all” (3. 1. 110). Thersites angrily refers to 
her as a “whore” (2. 3. 71) and, as we have already explained, the Trojan military 
leaders even have a big debate about whether or not they should send her back to 
Greece in order to end  the fighting (Penwill 2006: 45). 

Therefore, the true motivation at Troy is lust and not romantic love. It is 
especially seen in the first scenes of Act 4. After the Greek prince Diomedes dis-
credits Helen, whose great beauty provided the reason for the war he gives his 
analysis of the conflict: 
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He merits well to have, that doth seek her, 
Not making any scruple of her soilure... 
He, like a puling cuckold, would drink up 
The lees and dregs of a flat tamed piece;
You, like a lecher, out of whorish loins
Are pleas’d to breed out your inheritors:
Both merits pois’d, each weighs nor less nor more;
But he as he, the heavier for a whore. (4. 1. 55-66)

While the heroes are described as violent, lustful fools, Helen, the great 
beauty, is described by Diomedes as a “whore” being fought over by a “cuckold” 
and a “lecher”. 

 As for the Greeks, the justice of their war aims in bringing Helen back is 
never mentioned; it seems that their militaristic reasons are not chivalric. But their 
two Machiavellian mechanisms of policy, force and fraud, are put in contrast in 
the fight between two Greek commanders Achilles and Ulysses, the lion and the 
fox. Divided in that way, the Greeks are not able of achieving their own practical 
purposes for courage, prestige, and conquest in the same way that the Trojans 
are unable of achieving honour and love. If the blood of the Trojans is too hot, 
the Greeks seem too cold and slow. The Greek councils are far from reaching an 
agreement on any action. The language of the Greeks shows how and what they 
really feel. The first speech of Agamemnon the king of Greeks is full of inappro-
priate words that come from Latin: conflux, tortive, errant, protractive, persistive 
(1. 3.) Two Greek warriors famous Achilles and Ajax are presented like violent 
criminals. While Achilles is arrogant, vicious criminal who refuses to fight in the 
war whenever his pride is injured, Ajax is also proud, but less intelligent and less 
skilled in the battle. Achilles refuses to use his strength, not so much because of 
his injured pride as because he has not yet experienced any personal wound that 
would activate his fury (Marx 1992: 72). They are selfish, aggressive, and full of 
vanity and jealousy thinking only on themselves, completely neglecting their sol-
dier duties as members of Greek army. The Greeks are involved in quarrels about 
status; they develop in detail tricks in order to get their indolent solders onto the 
battlefield, “to direct their energies outward towards the enemy rather than towards 
each other” (Sagar 2001). As a result it seems no surprising at all that all their plans 
have gone wrong.

Ulysses is the wisest and most cunning of the Greeks, and Shakespeare 
makes him a clever politician who skilfully manipulates the stubborn, foolish war-
riors around him - especially Ajax and Achilles. He also delivers one of the most 
famous political speeches in all of Shakespeare. In his speech after defining all the 
problems of the Greek army, he concludes that   they come from neglecting of the 
importance of “degree”, which, in his opinion, is something that holds society to-
gether. If people do not “observe degree, priority, and place” (1. 3. 86), he declares: 
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Then everything include itself in power,
Power into will, will into appetite;
And appetite, an universal wolf,
So double seconded with will and power,
Must make perforce a universal prey,
And last eat up himself. (1. 3. 119-24)

In other words, no respect for authority can only produce anarchy. The speech 
is a perfect overview of conservative politics, and it also refers to the themes that 
Shakespeare deals with in tragedies like Macbeth and King Lear, in which the 
death or failure of a king causes the triumph of evil. However, his speech about the 
order is not in contradiction with the irrational war effort, but an important part of 
it. Organised violence would have been impossible without the military machine 
that includes aggression, conquest of new territories and the hierarchy. Ulysses’ 
grand speech against arguments and arguing cunningly promotes arguments and 
arguing as the answer to argument and arguing, but it fails as an ideological tactic 
(Marx 1992: 72). 

While the Trojans are preoccupied with love and honour, the Greeks are pre-
occupied with power and status, and that too is a form of self-consuming appetite. 
The result of all this analysis is yet another unsuccessful plan of how to resolve 
bloody conflicts. What finally brings the Greeks together is the “barbarous” fury 
of Troilus and Hector: “now good or bad”, says the prologue, “tis but the chance 
of war” (Marx 1992: 73).

The Greeks are rationalists, but their reason, without support from below, 
slips into apathy, paralysis, cowardice, and cynicism. Their values are stripped 
down and degraded, and it is reflected in the figure of Thersites. In his book of 
Utopia, More makes fun of the logic of military spirit through the character of 
Hithloday who is considered a fool by his fellows although he expressed common 
sense and conscience. There are two such wise fools whose authority is somehow 
hidden and who appear in Troilus and Cressida with the same message - Thersites, 
the Greek slave, and Cassandra, the Trojan woman. He says with rage: “all wars 
and lechery!” and she in great despair: “yet soft, Hector, I take my leave/thou dost 
thyself and all our Troy deceive” (5. 3. 89-90). As fools in the play they do not have 
to act, so they just speak a simple truth. “It is the fool’s point of view-the point of 
view of an outsider critical of assumptions that in general are taken for granted-that 
marks Troilus and Cressida’s genre of satire” (Marx 1992: 75). Kermode thinks 
that Thersites is the thematic spokesman of the whole play (Kermode 1955). For 
Alvin Kernan Thersites is the lecher satirist (Kernan 1959: 195). Thersites’ vulgar 
behaviour does not make him automatically unsympathetic character. He is dirty, 
deformed, and vulgar, but it seems that Shakespeare did not intend to show him 
as bad. Thersites is rather, a kind of a fool, a moralist whose sudden releases of 
strong emotions are caused by his aversion to the behavior of those around him. He 



73

TROILUS AND CRESSIDA-SHAKESPEARE AGAINST THE VIOLENCE AND ABSURDITY OF WAR

spends most of his time with Ajax and Achilles, and they both deserve his curses. 
He is cynical about the whole issue of the war and that cynicism reflects Shake-
speare’s own. It seems that all the characters in the play are too aware of their 
role as “heroes”, and not at all aware that their unpleasant behavior destroys their 
heroic accomplishments. Only Thersites is completely aware of that and his words 
reveal pretensions of everyone else and attack them. Thersites is an interesting 
and entertaining character - although his language has a tendency to be vulgar and 
rude, he is the only moralist in the play, and often seems to speak for Shakespeare 
as he gives criticising comments on the crimes and lusts of his “more heroic fellow 
characters”.

The decision of Trojans to continue to struggle will find justification in call-
ing for honour, glory, and reputation, and not for surviving. So, such a selfish deci-
sion will prolong the war between Greece and Troy, resulting in the death of many 
warriors. Professional soldiers are not the only ones affected by this war. Ordinary 
people have also had to fight and die in war. Both sides have paid a terrible price 
for one woman - the fight is not worth the reward for either side. The result is the 
death of ordinary people from both countries and life in fear. 

Presenting Achilles and Ulysses, the heroes of  Homer’s Iliad as cruel, ma-
nipulative and childish figures and the Trojan war as a result of terrible ambitions, 
vanity and personal frustrations of its protagonists, Shakespeare challenges the 
traditional view of heroism and war. Hector is the only character that thinks and 
says that Helen should be returned to stop more killing. He knows very well the 
consequences of war, how many people die and will have to die every day for the 
sake of one woman and their own pride. It seems then that Hector’s death then, is 
the biggest tragedy of the play. As he did not kill him in a duel, Achilles and his 
friends ambush and kill Hector, in a shame way, while he was armless (5. 8.). This 
cruel and cowardly action finally and definitely destroyed any illusion of honour 
in battle.

We finally see that both the Greeks and the Trojans have submitted to power, 
will and the greatest appetite of all: blood lust. Moreover, the terrible truth about 
aggressive ambitions that may lead to dangerous situations represents the final, 
irresolvable problem of Troilus and Cressida (Faber 1990: 147).

3. CONCLUSION

In Troilus and Cressida Shakespeare deals with the greatest human tragedy 
- war. The central characters Achilles, Hector, Ulysses, Ajax, are stripped of heroic 
pretensions. Edmonson argues that as much as we equate heroes to honour, it is 
difficult to find heroes in the play (Edmonson 2006). It seems just as Shakespeare 
writes, “Agamemnon is a fool, Achilles is a fool, Thersites is a fool, and…Patro-
clus is a fool” (3. 2. 56-57). In Troilus and Cressida there is no tragic hero, partly 
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because Shakespeare made a dramatic situation so terrible that it does not allow 
heroism. If Shakespeare borrowed from Homer anything other than a general over-
view of the story of Troy, then this is the emphasis on Greek preoccupation with 
the psychology of war. While Iliad explores the dark futility of war, but praises the 
glory of war, Shakespeare in Troilus and Cressida explores how war can corrupt 
(Faber 1990: 139-140).

War can be seen as a single human struggle against himself. Even Troilus 
recognises that in war there are “Fools on both sides”, so warfare symbolizes a 
lost battle against oneself. The language of war is always absurd, as Troilus would 
call it: “the madness of discourse, /That sets up with and against oneself” (5. 2. 
141-42). Such rationalisations always show human ability trying to rationalise the 
irrational, justify the unjustifiable. However, the result of such attempt is verbal 
hypocrisy and moral schizophrenia that happens in Troilus and Cressida (Faber 
1990: 144-145). The abstract descriptions of chaos are in close connection with 
the psychological disintegration of all the major characters. In the minds of Troi-
lus, Cressida, Hector, Ulysses, and Achilles, the powers of reason, will and action 
are themselves opposing powers that produce inconsistent, driven, self-destructive 
behavior (Marx 1992: 73).

The picture of Troilus and Cressida is a picture of darkness, confusion, decep-
tion, decay and death. The play ends with Hector’s death, and not with a marriage 
of two lovers. Even Hector is not a tragic figure: he would never recognise his own 
contribution to the disaster and his death brings the destruction and not the salvation 
to Troy. Troilus and Cressida shows the devastation and social breakdown that war 
brings. From selfishness and deceit to personality changes and suffering, the tragedy 
of war is reflected in all aspects of life including physical, emotional, and spiritual 
aspects. It is directed against love and youth, life in general, turning it into a trivial 
existence from day to day. Shakespeare critically refers not only to the issue of war, 
but also to its protagonists, distinguished soldiers, and commanders. Despite the ab-
surdity of the war they fight, they become more aggressive, directing their energy to 
kill without thinking for purely selfish reasons and so transforming the conflict into 
personal confrontations. Shakespeare is able to bare, demystify, and show clearly the 
irrationality and absurdity of all values of   militaristic culture in general, as well as the 
behavior of its protagonists who try to impose their personal frustrations and vanities 
as generally accepted values   that must be fought and died for. 
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FROM MULTIPLE SHORT STORIES  
TO A SINGLE TV ADAPTATION:  

HERCULE POIROT AND SHERLOCK HOLMES

Adapting works of literature into films, television films and television series became cus-
tomary almost at the beginning of the film industry’s popularity, and the connection between 
these art forms is still strong and omnipresent. Consequentially, literary adaptations are not 
as avant-garde today as they once were and, therefore, do not attract the attention they used 
to. Blending more than one source material into a single adaptation can be challenging, but 
also rewarding, both to the production team and the viewers. This paper aims to investigate 
how several literary texts have been combined into a single screenplay and produced in the 
format of a television series. The examples used will be short stories by Agatha Christie 
and Arthur Conan Doyle about their most famous detectives, Hercule Poirot and Sherlock 
Holmes. The episodes in question are “The Labours of Hercules” (2013) and “The Great 
Game” (2010) from British television series Agatha Christie’s Poirot and Sherlock, respec-
tively. The paper will introduce the stories’ numerous plotlines, identify their connections 
and then compare them to the final outcomes, pointing out the differences and alternations 
that have been made in order to combine different ideas into a coherent product. It will also 
discuss whether the adaptations are faithful to the source material, the remaining canon of 
the authors and the traditions established by the television series. Ultimately, the paper will 
explore the episodes’ blending, coherence and believability. 

Keywords: television series, adaptations, Hercule Poirot, Sherlock Holmes, detective short 
stories

1. INTRODUCTION 

Adapting literary works to the stage, big and small screens is not some-
thing invented by the twenty-first century. One could even argue that present-day 
stories are merely reworking stories that have already been told. However, while 
adaptations are “everywhere today” and may be considered inferior (Hutcheon 
2013: 2, 4) their number is on a constant rise, and this trend will most likely only 
be continued. 

One of the reasons behind the popularity of adaptations certainly revolves 
around monetary gains to be had when presenting audiences with a work they are 
already familiar with, and which allows them to dive anew into a familiar tale, 
albeit reworked in an unfamiliar manner. As the number of television viewers con-
tinues to grow each year, the demand for quality programs is also on the rise.
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The postmodernist concept of reinterpreting ideas from mythology and lit-
erature in one’s own unique way has thus become increasingly widespread and 
demythologization often results in unexpectedly enjoyable outcomes. A similar 
phenomenon is present in the domain of TV shows as well – they adapt works of 
fiction both due to a lack of original ideas and a wish to bring something old into a 
new light. In particular, British television has opted for reaching into the treasure 
chest of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century novel (and often short story) in 
search of source material. (Hutcheon 2013: 5)

TV shows are watched in millions of homes week after week and basically 
all the time over the Internet. This omnipresence is another advantage they have 
over films, and even though they were once seen as a less valuable part of the TV 
schedule – which was also considered to be a second-class medium to begin with 
– that is not the case today (Eskenazi 2013: 10). In his Les Séries Televisées, Jean-
Pierre Esquenazi discusses how individuals perceive television and concludes that 
it has a lot to do with the fact that watching TV is an individual act. This, of course, 
is reminiscent of David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd and his statement that the 
“vast amount of time most Americans spend with television is appalling” (1989: 
liv), but they turn to it since it provides support, safety and comfort. Consequently, 
people feel less alone, identify with other viewers and, ultimately, create commu-
nities (Eskenazi 2013: 29)1 and form new identities based on a certain ideology 
(Ang 1985: 102). With more viewers comes bigger popularity, and quantity is not 
only being transmuted into quality over a period of time (Benjamin 2007: 239), 
but is also influencing the process of adapting literary sources into the world of 
television.

The process of adaptation – as opposed to creating an original work – is 
much easier as the creators already have a story ready to be told and a message 
prepared to be conveyed to an audience anxious to see the adaptation. However, 
the ways of adapting literature into a television format are various and versatile, 
and we can notice that an epic poem like Homer’s Odyssey can be transformed into 
a handful of episodes (RAI’s 1968 L’Odissea), on the one hand, and several sep-
arate short texts can be combined into a unique script for a single episode, on the 
other. This paper will explore the latter example and investigate how challenging, 
yet rewarding the process of blending multiple sources into a single adaptation is. 

1 “As far as their reception is concerned, TV series share certain features with both films and books; 
yet watching a TV series differs from the reading of fictional texts and the movie-going experience 
in significant ways. Watching TV can be situated between watching films and reading books with 
respect to the number of viewers participating in the reception process and the environment in which 
this process takes place: while books are usually read alone, feature films are normally watched in 
the company of other movie-goers, potentially making for a shared reaction. Television programs 
are typically watched at home, either alone or in the company of friends, family members, or flat 
mates. TV series are quite often the subject of collective reception, with groups meeting to watch 
their favorite series or at least discussing it regularly.” (Allrath, Gymnich and Surkamp 2005: 7-8)
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Using two TV shows, Agatha Christie’s Poirot and Sherlock, as the corpus, it will 
explore the challenges and results of said blending.

2. AGATHA CHRISTIE’S POIROT

2.1. The Clues

The character of Hercule Poirot was born in the mind of Agatha Christie 
sometime before 1916, when the first novel featuring the Belgian sleuth, The 
Mysterious Affair at Styles, was published. During his long and prolific career, he 
would appear in 33 full-length novels, and over 50 short stories. 

In January 1989, the first episode of Agatha Christie’s Poirot, a television 
series based on Christie’s work featuring the detective and his little grey cells, 
aired in the UK. Its final episode would air 13 seasons and 70 episodes later, thus 
allowing David Suchet, playing Poirot, to complete the canon of his cases. To date, 
this is the only television series featuring the character, while it has been preceded 
by several television movies, most notably Death on the Nile, in which Poirot was 
played by Peter Ustinov.

The first seasons of Agatha Christie’s Poirot consist of short story adapta-
tions – not until the sixth season would novel adaptations become a regular feature 
of the show. As the final season drew near, it became apparent that the only short 
stories not yet transferred to the screen would be those featured in The Labours of 
Hercules – a collection of 13 short stories, first published in 1947. Instead of opting 
for season fourteen, and thirteen additional episodes, the producers decided to bled 
all (or nearly all) of these thirteen remaining cases into ninety minutes of television 
brilliance, born from the pen of Guy Andrews. This will remain the only episode 
featuring multiple storylines drawn from different sources, and is the object of our 
examination. 

2.2. The Sleuthing 

While the title of the episode bears the name of the collection itself, the 
twelve labours which are featured in the collection are those of the original Her-
cules himself: “The Nemean Lion”, “The Lernean Hydra”, “The Arcadian Deer”, 
“The Erymanthian Boar”, “The Augean Stables”, “The Stymphalean Birds”, “The 
Cretan Bull”, “The Horses of Diomedes”, “The Girdle of Hippolyta”, “The Flock 
of Geryon”, “The Apples of Hesperides” and “The Capture of Cerberus”2. All of 

2  There are two very different versions of this story. The revised version was first published in the 
collected edition of the stories in 1947, while the original was never published in The Strand as was 
planned, due to its political content. It has been published for the first time in John Curran’s Agatha 
Christie’s Secret Notebooks. 
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the stories, except “The Capture of Cerberus” were originally published in The 
Strand between November 1939 and September 1940 (Curran 2010: 347). 

The only two short stories which are clearly not featured in the adaptation 
are “The Horses of Diomedes”, in which Poirot uncovers the source of cocaine at a 
party, and “The Flock of Geryon”, in which, with the aid of an elderly companion, 
he unmasks a serial murderer and his religious sect.

Another short story to feature in the adaptation is “The Lemesurier Inheri-
tance”, first published in 1923. This would, in fact, have been the only short story 
which would have been omitted from the entire Poirot canon, had it not served as 
an inspiration for the setting of the opening scenes of “The Labours of Hercules” 
(Jones 2013).

On Christie’s pages, Poirot travels to France, Italy and Switzerland, as well 
as the mysterious Herzoslovakia, situated somewhere in the Balkans. Seeing as 
filming a single episode in four different countries would have certainly been a 
challenge, the adaptation sets the largest part of the action at the hotel Olympia at 
Rochers Neiges, which features in “The Erymanthian Boar”. The major plotline, 
chosen to be the center of the adaptation, is the mystery of the identity of the crim-
inal Marascaud, who is to have a rendezvous at Rochers Neiges, also based on 
the case of “The Erymanthian Boar”. However, Poirot is brought to the hotel not 
hunting for Marascaud, but in search of a missing maid, who has wandered there 
from “The Arcadian Deer”.Marascaud is said to be behind the theft of a series of 
paintings called the Labours of Hercules, one of which, “The Lernean Hydra”, has 
been stolen in Poirot’s presence. Also present at the hotel are two mysterious wom-
en, who hide more than they seem to in “The Stymphalean Birds”. Another guest 
is Harold Warring, who has come to hide from a scandal, slightly resembling “The 
Augean Stables”. On his way up the mountain, Poirot spots the Countess Vera Ros-
sakoff traveling down it, echoing their meeting in “The Capture of Cerberus”. The 
Countess then returns to the hotel, where her daughter3 is also staying. 

Over the course of events which unfold at the hotel, we find out that the 
lovely ballerina spending her time hidden in her room is not mad as she is be-
lieved to be, like the young man from “The Cretan Bull”. And, as in “The Girdle 
of Hippolyta”, the missing painting is hidden underneath another. “The Apples 
of Hesperides” are based on the theft of a missing Borgia goblet, which has been 
hidden in plain sight – much as the paintings have been hidden in “The Labours of 
Hercules”. However, the only connection “The Nemean Lion” has with the adapta-
tion is the participation of a small dog named Binky, whom Poirot calls Cerberus, 
and who is, unlike in the short story, not a Pekinese. 

When incorporating such a large number of characters and plots into 90 
minutes of television, it is clear that numerous changes have to be made, and char-
acters sacrificed. Those characters which do make the cut are completely faithful 
3  In the short story, the Countess has a son, who is engaged to Alice Cunningham, the daughter in 
the adaptation. 
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to their originals, and do not overcrowd the stage. Christie’s novels are known for 
including numerous characters from different walks of life, and Andrews’ setting 
in Switzerland stays true to her own manner of writing.

Thirteen distinct plots may also seem excessive, yet the Queen of Crime 
herself is known for featuring several red herrings in all her novels, aimed to throw 
both the detective and her reader off the right track. By merging ten separate plo-
tlines in a single setting, “The Labours of Hercules” can be viewed, especially by 
those not familiar with the original, as a coherent episode. Those who have read 
the stories beforehand have a lot of fun while trying to match a character to his/her 
proper story. Viewers who, on the other hand, are exposed to the labours for the 
first time, often believe the episode to be based on a novel, which in itself speaks 
volumes about the believability of the script. 

All of the said characters are now also interconnected in ways they never 
were originally. The young man being blackmailed in now also the young man run-
ning from scandal, and the “mad” ballerina is also the missing maid. Of course, the 
identity of Marascaud must now also blend with the identity of another character, 
a revelation which will certainly come as the greatest surprise to viewers and expe-
rienced readers alike. Suffice to say, the final scenes of “The Labours of Hercules” 
will be considered by many to be one of the best denouements of the entire series, 
and certainly one of Suchet’s finest performances.

There are other very distinct and significant changes made to the source 
material: in order to adhere to the timeline established by the series, the plot now 
needs to be set in the mid-1930s, as are all of the ITV adaptations (Suchet and 
Wansell 2013: 243, 266). Similarly, within the canon of the series, this case now 
becomes Poirot’s penultimate one, while in truth his labours were enacted at a time 
when he was contemplating retirement, somewhere around World War II. He will, 
in literature, go on to solve fifteen more cases. On screen, he will face his maker 
only ninety minutes later.

Changes to the timeline also demand changes to the title character as well. 
While the Poirot of the early short story adaptations is a cheerful and upbeat Poirot, 
one who does not shy away from jokes, funny repartees, and is often heard uttering 
the most flabbergasting noises, the Poirot viewers see near the end of his career is a 
dark, somber, and a more serious detective, changes which have become noticeable 
several seasons beforehand. He has also lost his faithful Watson, Arthur Hastings. 

“Murder on the Orient Express” is viewed by many as a significant turn-
ing point in both the Poirot series, and in Poirot’s mind. The music, the scenery, 
Suchet’s gesticulations, his facial expressions are much more strict, measured, and 
contain more harshness than they ever did before, paving the way for the charac-
terization of Poirot to be featured in the final episode. Needless to say, the Poirot of 
the adaptation is nothing like the Poirot of his on-page labours. 

All of these changes are only to be expected, however. As pointed out by 
Linda Hutcheon, different elements of the source material “may well change – 
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often radically – in the process of adaptation, and not only (but most obviously) 
in terms of their plot ordering. Pacing can be transformed, time compressed or 
expanded. Shifts in the focalization or point of view of the adapted story may lead 
to major differences.” (Hutcheon 2013: 11)

2.3. THE DENOUEMENT

Returning to the blending at hand, it can be concluded with very little doubt 
that “The Labours of Hercules” can be considered one of the finer episodes of Ag-
atha Christie’s Poirot. The numerous plotlines featured in the episode all evolve 
smoothly, and do not interfere with each other. On the contrary, they grant Chris-
tie’s unique touch to the screen, as they did to her pages. The assembling of char-
acters is performed seamlessly, and the entire script leads towards a dramatic and 
unexpected ending, in true Christie fashion. Having been aired just before the final 
episode, “Curtain”, it may be unjustly skipped over by viewers and critics alike, 
and deserve more praise and analysis than it was awarded at the time. 

3. SHERLOCK 

3.1. The Facts

When it comes to adapting the canon of Sherlock Holmes – 56 short stories 
in five collections and four novels – it seems that everything has already been done 
a long time ago. From fan fiction and prose written by others writers4, some very 
well-renowned5, to stage performances, radio dramas, TV shows and movies, this 
character has been present in media since the early 1900s. His presence has con-
4  Among others are Nicholas Meyer (The Seven-Per-Cent Solution (1974), The West End Horror 
(1976), The Canary Trainer (1993)), David Stuart Davies (Sherlock Holmes and the Hentzau Affair 
(1991), The Tangled Skein (1995), The Scroll of the Dead (1998), Shadow of the Rat (1999), The 
Veiled Detective (2004), The Games Afoot (2008), The Devil’s Promise (2014), The Ripper Legacy 
(2016)), Michael Kurland (The Infernal Device (1978), Death by Gaslight (1982), The Great Game 
(2001), Empress of India (2006)), Barrie Roberts (Sherlock Holmes and the Railway Maniac (1994), 
Sherlock Holmes and the Devil’s Grail (1995), Sherlock Holmes and the Man from Hell (1997), 
Sherlock Holmes and the Royal Flush (1998), Sherlock Holmes and the Harvest of Death (1999), 
Sherlock Holmes and the Crosby Murder (2001), Sherlock Holmes and the Rule of Nine (2003), 
Sherlock Holmes and the King’s Governess (2005), Sherlock Holmes and the American Angels 
(2007)) and Andrew Lane (Death Cloud (2010), Red Leech (2010), Black Ice (2011), Fire Storm 
(2011), Snake Bite (2012), Knife Edge (2013), Stone Cold (2014), Night Break (2015)).
5  Those written by Neil Gaiman (“A Study in Emerald” (2003) “The Case of Death and Honey” 
(2011)), Stephen King (“The Doctor’s Case” (1987)), J. M. Barrie (“An Evening with Sherlock 
Holmes” (1891), “The Late Sherlock Holmes” (1893), “The Adventure of the Two Collaborators” 
(1924)), O. Henry (“The Sleuths” (1904)), Kingsley Amis (“The Darkwater Hall Mystery” (1978)) 
and Anthony Burgess (“Murder to Music” (1989)).
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stantly been growing and he has reached the number of over two hundred appear-
ances, earning him the Guinness World Record title for “the most portrayed liter-
ary human character in film and TV.” Films depicting him are made all over the 
world, from the UK and the USA to Japan and Russia, testifying to this popularity.

However, with such a palpable presence comes a problem for screenwriters 
and producers: how to breathe in new life and in what way should this character be 
presented today? The most important thing, apart from staying true to the legacy 
of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, is to connect a new audience to a new adaptation and 
produce it in a way which will make it different from the previous ones. This was 
the challenge that Sherlock’s creators/writers Mark Gatiss and Steven Moffat faced, 
especially due to the enormous popularity of Sherlock Holmes (a TV series produced 
by Granada Television running from April 1984 to April 1994, spanning into a total 
of 41 episodes and specials) which is – even though “there can be no literal adapta-
tion” (Hutcheon 2013: 16) – though to be the most accurate television adaptation of 
Conan Doyle’s work. The approach the new team opted for partially leaned onto that 
eponymous adaptation’s creative freedom and path. Namely, the penultimate episode 
of Sherlock Holmes, “The Mazarin Stone”, was released on April 4th 1994 and did 
something none of the previous ones did – it combined the plotlines of two unrelated 
short stories into a single TV adaptation. The stories in question, “The Adventure 
of the Mazarin Stone” and “The Adventure of the Three Garridebs”, from 1921 and 
1924, respectively, were blended in such a way that viewers with no previous reading 
experience of Conan Doyle could hardly distinguish that something was odd6.

Sherlock’s creators realized that the way to modernize the canon’s adapta-
tions was to bring the story to the new century (the American TV show Elemen-
tary did the same thing in 2012) and replace a one-story-one-episode model with 
something new. The format of this particular show disregards the standard drama 
format of forty-minute episodes, and includes just three ninety-minute episodes in 
a single season. This format is also the reason why the show blends several short 
stories into a single adaptation with minimum clues to which arc belongs to which 
source. Some changes had to be made, and dialogues, characters, situations and 
outcomes had to be altered in order to make a sensible mix that would not be per-
ceived as out of sequence. That is how the nine episodes aired so far – and the 2013 
Christmas special “Many Happy Returns” – manage to include several dozens of 
Conan Doyle’s stories within believable plotlines. While readers of the canon can 
track down the source material, viewers who had not read the stories can hardly tell 
the difference. As argued by Hutcheon, “adaptation as adaptation is unavoidably a 
kind of intertextuality if the receiver is acquainted with the adapted text”, (Hutch-

6  The blending of episodes was not a coincidence, but done because the actor playing the titular 
character, Jeremy Brett, was absent from the shooting due to health issues. Hence, the episode’s plot 
was divided into two parts, with Mycroft Holmes investigating the Mazarin Stone and John Watson 
the Garrideb subplot. Due to that, the episode heavily relied on Charles Gray’s Mycroft and Edward 
Hardwicke’s Watson.
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eon 2013: 17) allowing readers to play detective on an entirely new level. This 
brings novelty into Sherlock and a chance for creators to do something innovative.

3.2. The Detection

“The Great Game” is a suitable example of the blending this paper investi-
gates, as it includes bits and pieces from a number of individual stories from dif-
ferent decades. Unlike other episodes that all combine many source materials, this 
one does it on two levels – an opening/ending subplot, a Sherlock-versus-Moriarty 
conflict based on two specific stories, and four individual cases, all inspired by 
other parts of the canon. The following section will hence analyze the origins of 
all five cases and changes made to the dialogues, characters’ traits and plotlines.

The primary case mostly leans onto the 1908 story “The Adventure of the 
Bruce-Partington Plans” included in the 1917 collection His Last Bow. It is obvious 
that Gatiss and Moffat borrowed not only the name of the victim – albeit slightly 
changed from Arthur Cadogan West to Andrew “Westie” West – but also the plot. In it, 
West is found dead near train tracks with secret government plans for the building of 
a submarine. By the end, Holmes deduces that the victim did not commit suicide nor 
was killed where his body was found, but at another location and that his corpse was 
thrown onto a moving train. In “The Great Game”, West is an MI6 clerk “involved in 
the Bruce-Partington Program [a new missile defense system] in a minor capacity.” 
Moreover, the examination of the case is the same as in the story, and involves the 
questioning of the victim’s family and co-workers and Holmes finds similar clues 
and narrows the choice of possible suspects. However, the difference the creators 
make is in the perpetrator: in the story, it is a man whose brother is in charge of the 
important papers, while the episode features the brother of the victim’s fiancée. While 
the motive is new – money as opposed to espionage – this sort of family/criminal 
connection can be found in another story by Conan Doyle, the 1893 “The Adventure 
of the Naval Treaty” from The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes. Finally, the criminal of 
the story is called Joseph Harrison, while the one in the episode is Joe Harrison. This 
subtle blending of two unrelated sources is characteristic for Sherlock and shows, in a 
nutshell, how it manages to include numerous stories in only nine episodes.

Four individual cases set by Moriarty – his first name in this adaptation is 
Jim instead of James and he is a consulting criminal assisting people in achieving 
their mischievous plans – are also traceable to the canon. The first one, the murder 
of a boy Sherlock knew in his youth, features several lines of dialogue that are mod-
eled after two stories, the 1891 “A Case of Identity” and the 1892 “The Adventure 
of the Blue Carbuncle,” both early Conan Doyle stories found in The Adventures 
of Sherlock Holmes. There is a conversation between Sherlock and Watson over 
a pair of trainers and the former invites the latter to form an opinion about them 
using his methods of deduction7. A similar invitation to an identity search is found 
7  Sherlock: “Go on, then. You know what I do. Off you go. [...] Go on.” (19:55 – 20:02)
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in the “The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle”8 and Sherlock’s comment conclud-
ing an unsuccessful search in the episode – “Really well. I mean, you missed al-
most everything of importance, but, you know...” – is almost a direct quote from 
“A Case of Identity”: “You did not know where to look, and so you missed all 
that was important. [...] You have really done very well indeed. It is true that you 
have missed everything of importance, but you have hit upon the method.” (Conan 
Doyle 2003: 57) The second case is a very faithful adaptation of the 1891 “The 
Man with the Twisted Lip” (also from The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes) where 
a respectable gentleman is found to have led a double life as a beggar and masked 
his identity due to family and financial issues. Similarly, Sherlock’s character Ian 
Monkford has faked his death using a car rental service the owner of which helps 
people disappear as a part of an insurance fraud. The uncovering of the third mys-
tery is inspired by the 1926 “The Adventure of the Retired Colourman” from The 
Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes and the episode’s probable solution – masking the 
murder method with something the victims were surrounded with – resembles the 
story’s. The differences can be found in the identities of the victim and perpetrator, 
as well as the way the murder was masked: in the story, the smell of gas is cov-
ered with paint, while in “The Great Game”, Watson argues that the poison was 
inserted through the paws of the victim’s cat. Finally, the fourth case includes one 
of the most well-known features of Holmes’ character – things he knows and does 
not know – and goes beyond the short stories and into the realm of the novels. In 
the first work of the canon, the 1887/1888 A Study in Scarlet, Watson values the 
sleuth’s knowledge on various topics, stating, among others, that his knowledge of 
astronomy is worthless, “nil” (Conan Doyle 2001: 12). Based on that, the episode 
includes a dialogue of the detective duo concluded in a similar way9. In the end, 
Holmes’ informants scattered around London are undoubtedly based on the Baker 

8  “Here is my lens. You know my methods. What can you gather yourself as to the individuality of 
the man who has worn this article?” (Conan Doyle 2003: 121) 
A similar opening is found in the 1902 novel The Hound of the Baskervilles: “Well, Watson, what do 
you make of it?” (Conan Doyle 2001: 203).
9  Sherlock: “‘Sherlock sees through everything and everyone in seconds. What’s incredible, though, 
is how spectacularly ignorant he is about some things’. [...] Look, it doesn’t matter to me who’s Prime 
Minister or who’s sleeping with who or...”
Watson: “Whether the Earth goes round the Sun.”
Sherlock: “Oh, not that again! It’s not important!”
Watson: “Not impor― It’s primary school stuff. How can you not know that?”
Sherlock: “Well, if I ever did, I’ve deleted it.”
Watson: “Deleted it?” 
Sherlock: “Listen. [My brain] is my hard drive, and it only makes sense to put things in there that are 
useful. Really useful. Ordinary people fill their heads with all kinds of rubbish. That makes it hard to 
get at the stuff that matters. Do you see?”
Watson: “But it’s the solar system!”
Sherlock: “Oh, hell! What does that matter? So we go round the Sun. If we went round the Moon 
or round and round the garden like a teddy bear, it wouldn’t make any difference!” (04:11 – 05:01)
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Street Irregulars, a group of street children who provide the detective with valuable 
information on all sorts of illegal activities in A Study in Scarlet, the 1890 The Sign 
of the Four and the 1893 “The Adventure of the Crooked Man.”

This episode’s script also paraphrases the dialogue from several other short 
stories, such as the 1891 “A Scandal in Bohemia” (the first short story of the can-
on), the 1893 “The Adventure of the Final Problem” and the 1904 “The Adventure 
of Charles Augustus Milverton.” Among less noticeable bits and pieces of the can-
on scattered through the episode, viewers can notice inspiration drawn from the 
1891 “The Five Orange Pips” (decreasing number of beeps on Moriarty’s phone 
messages), the 1893 “The Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual” (Sherlock’s ran-
domly firing a gun at a wall) and the 1903 “The Adventure of the Empty House” 
(a photograph featured in the first case). These are, however, neither vital to the 
plot nor have a substantial value apart from adding to the humorous, entertaining 
and witty ways of connecting “The Great Game” to the canon of Sherlock Holmes.

3.3. The Solution

When reaching a conclusion on this episode’s believability and coherence, it 
must be noted that it is not only coherent, but also presents an uninterrupted flow of 
events, each one following the previous. Four cases set in motion by Moriarty are 
naturally perceived as separate, but they are subtly inserted into a bigger narrative 
scheme. For mysteries that blend several sources, there are no visible distinctions 
and viewers cannot separate the inspirations from various stories/novels inside a 
single case. The episode owes much of its popularity and quality to a good script 
written by Gatiss, which is “the perfect combination of classic Conan Doyle story-
telling with modern-day plot devices and humor” and the end result is “a sophis-
ticated mystery that was the perfect marriage of old and new” (Tilly 2010) which 
can be fully appreciated only by viewers with previous reading experience.

4. CONCLUSION 

While the writers of Sherlock draw on multiple sources when designing every 
episode – so that each has “reworked elements drawn from various Conan Doyle sto-
ries” (Hutcheon 2013: 182) – and the writers of Agatha Christie’s Poirot employed 
this technique only once, both these series demonstrate that the result of blending 
several literary sources can achieve unexpected results. As mentioned before, there is 
no such thing as a literal adaptation as all of them are, by default, a sort of “openly ac-
knowledged and extended reworkings of particular other texts” (Hutcheon 2013: 16) 
and all are considered inferior to their source materials. However, “The Labours of 
Hercules” and “The Great Game” manage to stay true both to their literary authors, 
and to the canon which established by the television series themselves, and this is a 
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major success, especially since these episodes are based on numerous short stories/
novels by Christie and Conan Doyle instead of just one. The addition of many new 
characters and plots only adds to the suspense and intrigue of the on-screen action. 
While there have been significant changes made to both the title characters, the sup-
porting characters and the settings themselves, it can be concluded without a doubt 
that these changes do not diminish the greatness of the final results. 
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vladiSlava Gordić Petković 

REWRITING URBAN FEMALE PROTAGONISTS IN 
SARAH WATERS’S TIPPING THE VELVET1

A  creative  reinterpretation  of  history  and the  status  of  lesbian women in  the  social  
context  is offered in the novels by Sarah Waters, unofficially marked as “the Victorian  
trilogy”. What connects Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith is the urban setting of 
the Late Victorian England, and the attempt at unveiling the marginalised versions of the 
history of the period. While Tipping the Velvet tackles the issues of theatrical performance,  
prostitution and Suffragette struggle, Affinity tells of a prison romance  between  a charity 
worker and   a  she-felon  who  is  a  medium and  a  fraud,  whereas Fingersmith offers an 
insight into baby factories in the slum districts of London.
The paper will attempt at demonstrating how the heroine of Tipping the Velvet wins her 
territory. Nancy’s evolution towards self-discovery and fulfilment runs parallel to her phys-
ical and metaphorical “journey against the current” within the metropolis: from Whitstable 
to London and from the glittering West End theatres to the East End slums. The paper will 
focus on the heroine’s journey of self-discovery, during which she interacts with different 
social classes and experiments with dramatically different lifestyles, using the city as her 
stage, obliterating the gender boundaries and bridging the gap between her authentic and 
stage identity.

Keywords: women’s fiction, metropolis, Sarah Waters, neo-Victorian novel. 

1. INTRODUCTION: VICTORIAN (HERIT)AGE 

The recognition of the complexity found in Victorian novels resulted in the 
rediscovery of the endless potentialities the reworking of their typical topics of-
fers, one of them being the position of women in society. Women characters have 
always aroused considerable interest, as their particular class position stirred var-
ious disturbances in the plot that may or may not resolve in a satisfactory manner, 
depending on the author’s and narrator’s ethical or ideological standpoint. The 
evaluation of female characters had to undergo a substantial change the very mo-
ment women authors started contributing to literary criticism. Renowned feminist 
critics such as Elaine Showalter observe the ways the self-awareness of a woman 
writer translates itself into a literary form and study this self-awareness within the 

1  This paper was written as part of the project number 178002 (Languages and Cultures in Time 
and Space (Jezici i kulture u vremenu i prostoru), financially supported by the Ministry of Education, 
Science and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia.
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tradition. All of Elaine Showalter’s books, up to the latest, A Jury of Her Peers 
(2009), attempt at illustrating the radical changes in the ways gender and literature 
are represented today. Wishing to reshape the British and the American literary 
heritage, Showalter examines the continuity of women’s writing in English, po-
sitioned within pertinent social and historical contexts. Keeping in mind Virginia 
Woolf’s controlling image of “a room of one’s own” as the main prerequisite for 
the creativity of women besides having been freed from the daily drudgery of 
domesticity, Showalter follows a chronological organisation to confirm her thesis 
that women writers are nowadays free to “take on any subject they want, in any 
form they choose” (Showalter 2009: xvii). According to Elaine Showalter, women 
in English literature have not only dominated the prose genre since the 1920s, but 
have succeeded in mapping out an alternative, female historical landscape, and in 
a radical rewriting of the traditional, male-centered historical narrative. Reminding 
us of the phases in women’s writing which she herself described and explained 
as “feminine”, “feminist” and “female”, the author proposes a fourth stage she 
decides to call “free”, meaning that women writers in the twenty-first century can 
take on any subject they want, in any form they choose, after they have finished 
their search of both identity and aesthetic principles. Optimistic as this conclusion 
may be, it indicates that women writers can freely dig into the potentialities of 
history and recast the idea of the materiality of history. 

There has been a considerable resurgence of interest in the various phe-
nomena of the nineteenth century, its literature, recurrent themes, cultural values 
and practices. The fascination of the contemporary mind with the Victorian age 
definitely goes beyond the range of cultural, literary or theoretical exploration, and 
both popular culture and high-brow critical debates came to be inexplicably drawn 
towards the Victorian values and their controversies, in an attempt to reimagine 
and recast the age of Queen Victoria with its impasses, conflicts and ambivalences. 
Some critics suspect that our fascination with the Victorian erotic, for instance, is 
derived largely from depictions of such practices as child prostitution and sexual 
slavery, or of the paradoxical coexistence of unchecked libertinism and wilfully 
maintained sexual ignorance (Kohlke 2008: 346): 

We extract politically incorrect pleasure from what now appears comic, per-
verse, or ethically unimaginable as a focus of desire. We enjoy neo-Victori-
an fiction in part to feel debased or outraged, to revel in degradation, reading 
for defilement. By projecting illicit and unmentionable desires onto the past, 
we conveniently reassert our own supposedly enlightened stance towards 
sexuality and social progress. (Kohlke 2008: 346).

An altogether “politically incorrect pleasure” Kohlke mentions produced 
several media artifacts that helped establish a firmer bond between cultural history 
and contemporary literature. It seems that the neo-Victorian mode has been partic-
ularly of interest to women writers who have an ambition to analyse the unprece-
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dented female experience or to write women back into the history, enabling them 
to appropriate the strategies and practices of wholehearted participation in both art 
and activism, and helping them present specific gender-linked values. Alternative 
histories that aim to include queer voices also make up a significant portion of the 
neo-Victorian genre and Sarah Waters’s writing is a case in point, since she makes 
lesbian experience central to the plot of her novels. Tipping the Velvet (1998) and 
Fingersmith (2002) have been serialized on film by the BBC, showing how Vic-
torian concepts of gender, family, marriage and sexuality have turned out to be a 
fertile ground for literary revision and literary inspiration. Sarah Waters’s three 
neo-Victorian novels attracted much of the scholarly attention and shaped the idea 
that we might continue to explore history and rediscover its mechanisms and prac-
tices by inviting them into the realm of contemporary novel. 

2. DISPLAY AND DISGUISE:  THE URBAN (UP)SETTING

In her four novels Sarah Waters has dealt with lesbian characters positioned 
in history, either in the Victorian age as in her first three novels unofficially marked 
as “the Victorian trilogy” (Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith), or in the 
Second World War setting of her fourth book, The Night Watch. The experimental 
narrative structure and rich intertextual references of these novels define for many 
critics (e.g., Kohlke 155; Llewellyn 196-97; Kaplan 111-15) some of the character-
istic traits of postmodern historiographic metafiction (Boehm 2011: 237).

What connects Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith is the urban set-
ting of the Late Victorian England, and the attempt at unveiling the marginalised 
versions of the history of the period in mapping the stories of the invisible social 
groups, mostly belonging to queer and lesbian demi-monde. Urban space has a 
double role to play, to be both a benefit and a challenge, a place of simultaneous 
repression and temptation, a map of imprisonment and escape, offering the possi-
bilities for the untraditional personality development instead of placing a character 
into pre-established frameworks. Nancy, the main character of Tipping the Velvet 
who made a transformation from music hall artist (male impersonator, masher) to 
prostitute (renter), explains the controversies of the urban setting:

It might seem a curious kind of leap to make, from music-hall masher to 
renter. In fact, the world of actors and artistes, and the gay world in which 
I now find myself working, are not so very different. Both have London as 
their proper country, the West End as their capital. Both are a curious mix-
ture of magic and necessity, glamour and sweat (Waters 1999: 203).

City offers tempting options of affirmation and further growth, at times ap-
pearing to be either a graveyard of illusions about life and people, or a dungeon 
in which the main character entered voluntarily, but it never ceases to be a new 
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world that needs to be understood, and won.  Nancy’s experience in the theatrical 
profession and her perpetual motion through the city allow her to make observa-
tions on social conditions while exploring the issues of gender, sexism, and class 
difference. Falling in love with both the artist Kitty Butler and her performance on 
the stage, Nancy admits: “it was my new capacity for pleasure – for pleasure in 
performance, display and disguise, in the wearing of handsome suits, the singing 
of ribald songs – that shocked and thrilled me most” (Waters 1999: 126).

Due to its candid analysis of a compelling but much misunderstood sub-
ject, reviewers had great difficulty to classify Tipping the Velvet and to encompass 
its range of interest. For instance, the reviewer of Independent on Sunday quoted 
on back-cover of paperback copy of the book (Virago, London, 1999) associates 
the novel with the work of Jeanette Winterson and Judith Butler, describing the 
heroine as a Sapphic Moll Flanders, and suggesting that a new genre  should be 
introduced, that of a bawdy lesbian picaresque novel. Critics at least understood 
that, apart from recreating a distant epoch, Waters also replenishes it with some 
newly researched practices of the underprivileged and socially invisible groups, 
with the intention to write lesbians into the history of urban life and its various 
subcultures. In her novels, lesbian characters have been associated not solely to 
artists, prostitutes and demi-monde, but also to prison inmates, charity workers, 
and socialist activists. While Tipping the Velvet tackles the issues of theatre, pros-
titution and Suffragette struggle, Affinity follows the prison life of a she-felon, a 
medium and a fraud who cruelly cheats on her only true accomplice; Fingersmith 
offers an insight into baby factories and the slum districts of London, as well as 
Gothic mansions and mental asylums, showing what unexpected turns can happen 
when a rich heiress and a petty thief trade places. Every character Waters describes 
is engaged in a complex lesbian relationship, which is not merely physical, but also 
contains elements of emotional attachment and psychological development, as the 
protagonists are marked with a constant search for purpose and goal and longing 
to format a proper social frame for their intimacy priorities. 

Waters’s picture of Victorian London, as Cora Kaplan shows, is a simula-
crum based on the revisionist historiography and the “combined scholarship that 
historians of sexuality, together with feminist, gay, lesbian and queer studies” pro-
duced in the late twentieth century (Boehm 2011: 239). Waters’s novels, Kaplan 
points out, are “underwritten by the post-war social and cultural history of nine-
teenth century London in particular, with its emphasis on gender, on the life of the 
poor, on popular culture and on the pseudo-sciences, especially spiritualism” (Ka-
plan 2007: 111). As if aiming to be more convincing and more accurate, the novels 
deliberately frame those historical accounts within the nineteenth-century fictional 
forms: there are the picaresque genre, melodrama, sensationalism and ghost sto-
ry as characteristic of Victorian fiction, and we can also notice borrowings from 
the pornographic subliterature (Boehm 2011: 239; Kaplan 2007: 111). Tipping the 
Velvet has as its most direct, recognized literary predecessor Daniel Defoe’s Moll 
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Flanders, although Moll resolutely declined to discuss sexual identities. In her 
re-creation of 1890s London, Sarah Waters chooses the Victorian music hall, with 
all of its gendered associations, as the appropriate setting for the sexual awakening 
of her protagonist Nancy Astley and the development of the lesbian relationship 
between Nancy and Kitty Butler (Wilson 2006: 293). 

Nancy (Nan) Astley, a small-town oyster girl from Whitstable, Kent, takes 
to the bright lights of the city streets, where she transforms first into a tomboy and 
then into a true celebrity, the Nan King of the theatre stage. For her, the hostile and 
alien London is a breeding ground of contradictions, but it eventually becomes the 
place of success and achievement, its streets paving her way to the final familial bliss 
with her partner. Tipping the Velvet presents the reader with the sights and sounds of 
fin-de-siècle London while Nan, as the protagonist  who is at the same time a reli-
able narrator, makes her way from the oyster-parlours of Whitstable to the London 
stage and, from there, proceeds first to the Sapphic societies of the upper classes as 
a sexual toy of a wealthy woman and then, quite surprisingly, starts participating in 
the socialist gatherings of the working classes, while undergoing dramatic changes 
in her sexual and personal identity (Wilson 2006: 285). Sarah Waters was working 
on a PhD dissertation in English literature when she decided to write a story which 
would employ her love for the variety of people and districts in London, consciously 
choosing an urban setting instead of casting her characters as recluses far from the 
madding crowd of the awe-inspiring, dangerous and compelling city. 

Tipping the Velvet foregrounds the fluid and performative nature of iden-
tity through a sustained portrayal of London as a stage where an individual can 
take many different, even contradictory parts; it is the exploration of Waters’s 
deliberate use of the Victorian metropolis as a carnivalesque space, where it is 
possible to be an actor and a spectator at the same time. Unfolding ostensibly 
as a Bildungsroman, Tipping the Velvet in fact charts Nancy Astley’s picaresque 
vagaries through London in an episodic narrative framework where angels and 
villains regularly occur to ease the pain or inflict it: the only form of character de-
velopment we encounter is the result of a theatrical apprenticeship, cross-dressing 
and disguise, rather than a genuine sentimental education, although in the finale of 
the novel Nancy seems to have finally found a role to her liking, creating her own 
surrogate family of sorts. 

3. CRYPTIC JARGON OF SELF-EXPLANATION

In The City of Dreadful Delight Judith Walkowitz portrays a dense cultural 
grid through which conflicting and overlapping representations of sexual danger 
circulated in late-Victorian London (Walkowitz 1992: 5), linking the narrative tra-
dition of urban exploration to contiguous stories of sexual possibilities and urban 
life, dangers and adventures. Frequent anti-vice campaigns took place in Great 
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Britain in the second half of the nineteenth century, and the narratives related to 
sexual danger started emerging in London, heard and seen in courtrooms, draw-
ing rooms, journals, columns of the daily press, and street corners: “Diverse men 
and women employed a variety of competing social languages to interpret sexual 
experience, from the language of sexual bartering, to melodramatic newspaper 
representations, to the authoritative language of the law and medicine” (Walkowitz 
1992: 6). The presence of women in the public world and in public life produced a 
sense of sexual antagonism and reinforced assumptions people had on sexual dif-
ferences, since the dominant Victorian associations of sexual desire closely linked 
with maleness. The purity of the Victorian society was mainly criticised for its atti-
tude to force women into subordination, mostly by public policies directed against 
middle-class women who worked on the streets. Prostitutes were the main target 
(Walkowitz 1992: 7) and the society created myths about prostitution saying that 
“prostitution was a question of working-class supply and middle-class demand; 
that prostitutes were social outcasts, irrevocably cut off from a community of the 
labouring poor; that the wages of sin were death”, and yet that they formed a story 
which powerfully instructed people to form self-representations, practices and ex-
periences (Walkowitz 1992: 7).

The title Tipping the Velvet uses a cryptic jargon for cunnilingus in order 
to show that every period in history has its subterranean ethics of living, its hid-
den agendas and invisible styles and fashions that in the long run encouraged the 
search for identity and self-explanation. Nancy Astley develops passionate crush 
on another young woman, but although her relationship with Kitty ends in a bitter 
disappointment she will boldly go on constructing her own lesbian identity follow-
ing the example of the twilight demi-monde of late 19th century London, as well 
as her theatrical experience. The city itself plays a crucial role in this hybrid narra-
tive of complicity, which also contains a harsh critique of Victorian society, some 
would say, in much the same way it was the case with Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flan-
ders, some important differences being Nancy’s outspokenness and natural desire 
to explain and explore. The view of London, and the metropolis in general, as an 
acting board and a visual show was rather common in the early nineteenth century: 

We see in the 1820s a society that regarded the metropolis as a stage on which 
to perform and witness its own civility, grandeur, and ebullience. The image 
of theatre is crucial to urban representation in the early nineteenth century, for 
it suggests not only entertainment and performance but also a relationship of 
distance and tentativeness between spectator and the action on the stage. The 
urban spectator of this period, whether writer or imagined subject, experi-
enced the sights and people of the streets as passing shows or as monuments to 
be glimpsed briefly or from afar. This distance helped to obscure and control 
all that was seen, however arresting or unsettling, and it helped, too, to ensure 
that whatever did unsettle the spectator would not be understood as a symp-
tom of some larger social disturbance. (Epstein Nord 1995:20).
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Meeting the late 19th century London and its artists, perverts, lesbians and 
socialists, Nancy creates her own creed, casting off the conventional image of a 
dutiful daughter of patriarchy in order to define her sexual identity. First of all, she 
has to win her territory: by the end of the nineteenth century, the streets of London 
had become accessible to women, in their role of charity workers, with a degree 
of freedom that previously had only been unwillingly granted to prostitutes. Nan-
cy’s evolution towards self-discovery and fulfillment runs parallel to her physical 
and metaphorical “journey against the current” towards and within the metropolis: 
from Whitstable to London and from the glittering West End theatres to the East 
End slums. On her journey of self-discovery, Nancy interacts with different social 
classes and experiments with dramatically different lifestyles. As a scholar special-
ised in Victorian literature, Waters was well aware of the theatrical elements in the 
urban representation: thus her heroine uses the city as her stage, obliterating the 
gender boundaries and bridging the gap between her authentic self and her stage 
identities. The author struggles to reconstruct the lost part of the history, taking her 
picaro character through all walks of life and levels of society, from the music hall 
performances up to Sapphic society of wealthy lesbian women, attributing to each 
its own district of London, its own universe or better to say underworld. The plot 
spans through the London districts of Brixton, Leicester Square, St. John’s Wood 
and many others, each having its own imaginative geography and emotional im-
portance for Nancy, each contributing to her development.

Throughout the novel Nancy draws the readers’ attention to the realities of 
the lives of working class people like herself: the fish trade, the London poor who 
bring their babies into the warmth of the music hall preventing them from dying of 
frostbite at home, the vulnerability of those who have nothing but their bodies as 
the source of income, the young socialists whose beliefs in the free union did not 
prevent them from being thrown out of their lodgings, and becoming unmarried 
mothers. When she becomes a male prostitute, walking the streets in the very same 
gentlemen’s suits she dressed for the stage, Nancy is just as much a commodity 
as that of those female prostitutes described by Victorian sexologists as deviant 
criminals. Nancy’s experiences as a cross-dresser undermine the idea that homo-
sexuality is in itself a transformative, subversive power, because they make it clear 
that all sexual experience is constructed by the social influences. Her decline from 
empowered performer to passive sexual object is dramatically evident in her re-
lationship with the wealthy Diana Lethaby who treats her as her toy, demanding 
instant sexual gratification and passive obedience which Nancy finds perversely 
enjoyable for some time. Felicity Place, protected by the privilege of wealth, could 
have been the place where Nancy could enjoy wearing fashionable clothes and 
being admired for her male clothing in complete liberty, but the East End is where 
she finds the freedom to express herself, only this time as a worker.

Only after meeting Florence, “an angel to the undeserving poor of Bethnal 
Green” (Waters 1999: 382), does Nancy find herself living and working with wom-
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en who are actively involved in bringing about change, so that she could go beyond 
the subversive masquerades of Felicity Place where she lived with Diane Lethaby 
which changes nothing outside its walls. In spite of the adventures and disadvan-
tages she went through, Nancy seems to be totally lacking in social and political 
awareness, and even refusing to have any, until the moment she starts living with 
Florence, whose radicalism pervades her understanding of the political and the 
personal. Joining Florence on her visits to the poor as her bodyguard, and thus 
helping her effort to encourage them to join unions, Nancy realises with shame 
that the fine linen she wore at Diana’s were created in conditions of dire poverty. 
Poverty blurs the boundaries of the gender dress code, trousers being more accept-
able on women in Bethnal Green who work hard than in more respectable parts of 
London.  Division of power on the level of society is transferred to the level of the 
city, which is the society in a smaller form.  

4. DRAGS AND DUNGEONS: PRISON AS AN URBAN STAGE

“Pa used to say that any piece of history might be made into a tale: it was 
only a  question of deciding where the tale began, and where it ended.” (Waters 
2008: 7). This sentence from the novel Affinity can serve the purpose of mapping 
out the territories of women’s writing, as well as writing women’s texts into the lit-
erary history. Everything might begin with a piece of advice taken from a man (in 
this case, a beloved father), but ends in tears, tragedy and deception. Or, does it?

Margaret Prior, a woman who belongs to the class of the respectable Victo-
rians, joins the Millbank prison community as a visitor who offers aid and comfort 
to the inmates, in order to contribute to their social reformation. The hidden motive 
of her humanitarian work is a desperate attempt to forget the trauma of her own 
troubling past and the restrictive circumstances of her present life, spent with a 
widowed mother and a younger sister who is soon to be married. Unlike Nancy, 
who needs time and experience to construct her lesbian identity in the urban multi-
verse of London, Margaret has been doomed by her passionate love affair with her 
best friend Helen who became her brother’s wife, and her unresolved traumas soon 
become intertwined with those of the prisoners, as she succumbs to the charms of 
a mysterious and irresistible spirit medium Selina Dawes, whose journal, as a sig-
nificant part of the novel, offers a viewpoint on the events that led to her incarcer-
ation for fraud. According to Catherine Boehm, Affinity draws a bold link between 
traditions of historiography and the idea of incarceration (Boehm 2011: 240). On a 
symbolical level, the novel deals with the self that is unable to transgress boundar-
ies, the identity that has become slave to hidden passions and false social concerns. 
The literal and metaphorical prisons Margaret has been and will be walled in while 
Selina breaks free assume the symbolical shape of the urban stage, along with its 
stratifications of power and mimicry. Margaret is a prisoner in her own life, an 
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old maid and a self-educated woman who aspires to follow in the footsteps of her 
father, a historian whom she assisted in his research. Intrigued by Selina’s appear-
ance and attitude, Margaret starts investigating the circumstances of her arrest by 
visiting the reading room of the British National Association of Spiritualist and by 
studying the coverage of her arrest in spiritualist periodicals. Margaret falls into 
Selina’s perfectly designed trap not because she is naive, gullible and lovelorn, but 
also because she is desperate to find her soul mate. Selina, Margaret’s “affinity”, 
seemingly the soul mate she was eagerly looking for, is in the end exposed as a 
trickster and a fraud, and their special liaison turns out to be the result of the con-
vict’s sinister plan to escape from the prison. 

As the plot of Affinity unfolds, parallels between the prisoners’ treatment 
at Millbank prison and Margaret’s status as a spinster, a lesbian and a woman 
of education and intellectual ambition in Victorian upper-class London, become 
ever more apparent. Furthermore, her home is revealed to be also a prison and 
even an asylum of sorts, and it can be seen as a constricting space which channels 
the society’s demands that she should dutifully adopt the roles she is expected to 
perform. During Margaret’s first visit to Millbank, she learns that the prison gives 
the convicts a regular routine, habits meant to “keep their hands busy” (Waters 
2008: 12), by having them sew or weave baskets in their cells, or work out daily 
in the prison yard.  Unlike the urban landscape Nancy boldly affronts, the prison 
is the setting with many kinds of clearly stated restrictions that cannot be shaken 
or transformed, much like Margaret’s social context: there is a proscribed distance 
to be kept between prisoners during the daily walk, they are forbidden to speak or 
make any kind of noise, their possessions must be arranged according to a strictly 
defined pattern and newly arrived prisoners have their hair cut as a symbolical 
denial of both their freedom and their femininity. Even the matrons, as Margaret 
herself observes, live as if they were inmates themselves, to the point of obliterat-
ing their private aspirations and desires.

However, despite its strict disciplinary regime, the prison also affords op-
portunities of bonding which would be otherwise impossible: there is the practice 
of “palling up”, the formation of romantic partnerships between the inmates, which 
is exactly what happens later to Margaret herself with Selina. Although lesbian 
relationships in Victorian Britain were invisible and hidden, the existence of sex-
ual relationships between women prisoners is explained as the logical outcome 
of loneliness: “It was the loneliness, she said, that made them do it. She herself 
had seen hard women there turn quite love-sick, because they had taken a fancy 
to some girl they had seen, and the girl had turned the shoulder on them, or had a 
pal already that she liked better.” (Waters 2008: 67). The same-sex relationships 
at Millbank seem to be tolerated, whereas Margaret would never be allowed to 
discuss her desires in her home, either with her family or her closest friends. Her 
previous relationship with Helen is kept in complete secrecy, so confidential that 
even Helen, now an obedient patriarchal wife and a happy mother of a boy, refuses 
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to discuss it. The prison, therefore, inexplicably transforms into a limiting setting 
that can be liberating in some respects, where new possibilities can be embraced, 
the same way when the characters come to the big city for the first time. The prison 
represents an alternative urban space where non-normative sexuality can at least 
be articulated, if not acknowledged. However, the illusion of sexual liberties is 
the only illusion of freedom and free will there is; the reader suspects that, should 
the lesbian desire be freely announced by the inmates, the authorities would find a 
way to uproot it. Millbank remains a walled-in, controlled community denying to 
the prisoners any access to information and knowledge, which parallels Margaret’s 
thwarted chances of pursuing a career in her father’s footsteps, and reminds us that 
Margaret herself is denied opportunities to receive the education she wanted.

Affinity is not to be read as a straight historical novel but rather as a modern 
interpretation of gendered Victorian social norms which looks backwards for its 
setting but also to the present for its wider implications. Problematising its own 
“historical” nature, Waters’s novel is neither strictly about the past nor the present, 
but a hybrid vision of their inseparability (Llewellyn 1999: 204). Waters does not 
advocate a naïve or conservative return to historical realism. Rather her novels 
draw attention to the limits of the realist imagination by privileging metonymy 
over mimesis and by contrasting realism with Gothic fantasy (Boehme 2011: 255). 

Margaret is intelligent, unmarried and childless, all “social crimes” for 
women in the society of which she is both a part and apart (Llewellyn 1999: 207), 
and the same goes for Nancy, who belongs to lower classes. Early in her narrative 
Margaret comes to realise this central affinity between her own position and that 
of the prisoners: she is constantly under observation at home, her mother playing 
the role of warden, and the purpose of this observation of Margaret is associated 
with the Victorian fascination with categorisation. The prison and society control 
individuals through the obsessive desire to make people into types. In Margaret’s 
case, the difficulty lies in the fact that society keeps re-reading her status (Llewel-
lyn 1999: 207) not only within the walls of Millbank, but at home or in the street, 
with a judgmental gaze, surmising her status and in some senses acting as an aspect 
of her punishment. Part of this process of categorising individuals comes about 
through the imposed ideals of duty and position. Being much lower on the social 
ladder, Nancy from Tipping the Velvet seems to have been much happier in her 
quest for identity: unlike Margaret, she escaped her prison.  

5. CONCLUSION 

Whether as revisionary texts that recover hidden, invisible or lost voices of 
the Victorian era, or playful applications of postmodern bricolage, neo-Victorian 
narratives such as the novels by Sarah Waters we discussed here make powerful 
and memorable statements about the current cultural moment. They reveal a com-
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plex and uneasy relationship to the past, which is seen as the site of trauma, sexual 
abuse and discrimination, sexual repression or hypocritical morality, also offering 
an inspiration to question modern-day cultural practices and identities. With the 
ambition to resolve manifold tensions, such neo-Victorian narratives rely on se-
lecting and foregrounding elements from the Victorian tradition as on postmodern 
textual experiment which includes complex strategies of characterization and po-
sitioning characters within their repressive setting as well.

In London, the centre of the British nineteenth century society, the issue of 
class divides the protagonists, but there is the opportunity Waters uses for her char-
acters, enabling them to experience “the economic opportunity and anonymous 
pleasure of the city” (Massa and Stead 1994: 292). The city of London itself poses 
as a separate character with its own personality and a particular role to play in other 
people’s lives. It lures them with its thriving life and being, like a spider spinning 
its web, forcing them to accept its system of values as it becomes the unavoidable 
entity of all the city dwellers. 
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ACCORDING TO MY BOND: WHEN SHAKESPEARE’S 
HERMIONES ARE MISTAKEN FOR HECATES

Thoroughly warned by Neoplatonically inclined Renaissance love theorists to be wary of 
mistaking lust for love, some Shakespeare’s heroes make the equally fatal error of mis-
taking love for lust instead, which causes them to banish or murder its invariably female 
representatives. In these cases, as this paper will attempt to show, another tenet of Renais-
sance Neoplatonism will apply: the Neoplatonic “golden chain” – the divine ray of light 
permeating and binding all and the ordering backbone of the universe – will prove to have 
been indistinguishable from love itself. When this love is banished, the entire cosmos will 
dissolve into chaos.
Erroneously believed to have put love, which is mere lust, above duty, figures such as Cor-
delia, Desdemona, and Hermione are cast off by male heroes. Deconstructing the love/duty 
dichotomy in these instances of banished representatives of love who are simultaneously 
found to be the bearers of harmony and order, Shakespeare proves that love is duty, order, 
and the bond of the universe, and that the two cannot be separated.
Casting his heroines in the roles of champions for harmony, Shakespeare allows them a mea-
sure of theurgical agency – more often reserved for males – albeit often of a passive and 
fragile kind. This is with particular poignancy represented in the shattering of the microcos-
mic harmonies created through musical performance by Lavinia and Desdemona that occurs 
at their demise. The only fully successful female theurgist is Paulina, whose feats approach 
those of Prospero, though she is allowed only the use of the “witchcraft of her wit.”  

Keywords: Shakespeare, Renaissance Neoplatonism, theurgy, harmony/chaos, love/lust

1. INTRODUCTION

Studying the inherently poetic and frequently paradoxical metaphysics of Re-
naissance Neoplatonism helps put into relief some of the more haunting figures in 
Shakespeare’s work. A consistently gendered and hierarchized spirit/matter dichot-
omy is firmly at the basis of this metaphysics: spirit is forming, rational, light, and 
constructed as masculine, whereas matter is chaotic, irrational, dark, and constructed 
as feminine. The cosmos is a hierarchical combination of the two principles, with the 
hell of primordial matter situated at the bottommost rung of this ladder. 

This infernal feminine matter is the unavoidable basis of all being that is, 
paradoxically, best avoided. In his highly influential De Amore, in which his ideas 
on love and beauty that in fact passed for “Platonism” in English Renaissance poet-
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ry are promulgated (Jayne 1952: 238), Ficino urges the (invariably) male subject to 
become purified via an erotic desire for beautiful (almost invariably) male figures 
(though personifying heavenly Venus, liberating spirit from the shackles of matter) 
which inspire Platonic ascent towards the pristine purity of spirit that is reflected 
in their beauty. In the proliferation of trattati d’amore that followed in the wake 
of Ficino’s (a phenomenon which has since become known as “Renaissance love 
theory”) these figures could also be female – provided they be chaste to the point of 
cruelty (Hanegraaff 2008: 175). Conversely, Ficino laments, carnal female figures 
(personifications of vulgar Venus, trapping sparks of spirit in mortal bodies) will 
drag the lustful lover on a descent towards the more material spheres and, finally, 
tragically, right into the abyss that is unformed prime matter (Kodera 2002: 289).

2. HECATE – PRIMA MATERIA

Masculine spirit can thus via lust descend to the very bottom of feminine 
prime matter and find in it nothing other than hell, well exemplified in Shake-
speare’s Sonnet 29:

Th’ expense of spirit in a waste of shame
Is lust in action
[…]
All this the world well knows, yet none knows well
To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell.
(Sonnet 129)

The mythical figure that best personifies the hell of feminine prime mat-
ter would have to be Hecate. (Igrutinović 2014b) Queen of the daimons and first 
among the witches, personifying all the powers of lower nature, Hecate is in Neo-
platonic thought firmly identified with matter itself. (Shaw 1995: 41) All carnally 
erotic dealings with females are thus best avoided, lest the male hero is “bed-
tricked” – made to mistake vulgar Venus for her heavenly counterpart, and often 
finally devoured by Hecate (Igrutinović 2014a). This warning, however, only fully 
functions in the anti-cosmic strand of Neoplatonism, best exemplified in Plotinus’ 
– and Ficino’s – interpretation of the myth of Narcissus. 

Plotinus firmly believed that Narcissus, fatally betrayed by the lovely reflection 
of his spiritual being in the shadowy material waters, suffered the worst fate that could 
befall a soul: lethal immersion in the depths of matter. The story of primordial, purely 
spiritual Man, as it is told in the Corpus Hermeticum, however, paints an entirely dif-
ferent – far more pro-cosmic – picture of what entanglement with matter might entail: 

Man […] leant across the armature of the spheres, having broken through their en-
velopes, and showed to the Nature below the beautiful form of God. […] Nature 
smiled with love, for she had seen the features of that marvelously beautiful form 
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of Man reflected in the water and his shadow on the earth. And he, having seen 
this form like to himself in Nature, reflected in the water, he loved her and wished 
to dwell with her. The moment he wished this he accomplished it and came to 
inhabit the irrational form. Then Nature having received her loved one, embraced 
him, and they were united, for they burned with love. (Yates 1964: 23-25)

This version of Narcissus is not tricked by his reflection in the material 
waters of Nature: he consciously and graciously chooses to lend her his form, 
becoming united with her. She, in turn, does not deceive him or wish to imprison 
him: instead, she lovingly yields to his forming embrace. 

Along with Iamblichus’ theory of the fully and productively descended soul, 
this creation narrative from the Corpus Hermeticum seems to have played a pivotal 
role in informing Ficino’s cosmology as it concerns the interactions of male spirit 
with female matter. He, however, never forgot Plotinus, either. Kodera explains that 

the erotic, potentially uncontrollable involvement of soul with matter deep-
ly worried Ficino, yet, paradoxically he developed a cosmology that put 
particular emphasis on the domination of matter by soul by transferring the 
model of the Narcissistic and creative gaze to the story of divine Creation. 
(Kodera 2002: 294)

In a central passage in his Theologia Platonica, Ficino explains that, apart 
from a limitless and limiting God, there is also a “shadow,” which he openly iden-
tifies with “most common matter.” God looks at this shadowy matter and it is, by 
virtue of His creative gaze, converted into a mirror, reflecting the image of the cre-
ator. This matter is a nothingness and has no definite characteristics: it is malleable, 
pliable, and yielding. Ficino’s Philebus commentary once more describes the act 
of creation as a Narcissistic process in which “God is mirrored in a shadow, matter 
or otherness.” (Kodera 2002: 296)

2.1. My own flesh and blood to rebel: love vs. duty 

If she cannot be transcended and escaped, then woman as matter should at 
least ideally be but a malleable object, sufficiently pliable and amenable to the 
forming gaze of the male spirit. Using Ficino’s mirror imagery, Isabel accedes to 
Angelo’s accusatory “Nay, women are frail too” and expands upon it:

Ay, as the glasses where they view themselves,
Which are as easy broke as they make forms.
Women? Help heaven! men their creation mar
In profiting by them. Nay, call us ten times frail,
For we are soft as our complexions are,
And credulous to false prints.
(Measure for Measure, II. iv. 124-130)
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Isabel subverts Angelo’s allegation by pointing out that “good” women, be-
having like “good” Neoplatonic matter should, cannot be blamed for being “frail”: 
if they are to be controlled and formed by men, then they must indeed be frail – 
soft, credulous, and easily broken. Lucrece does the same in her speech to Tarquin: 

For men have marble, women waxen minds,
And therefore are they form’d as marble will;
The weak oppress’d, th’ impression of strange kinds
Is form’d in them by force, by fraud, or skill.
Then call them not the authors of their ill,
No more than wax shall be accounted evil,
Wherein is stamp’d the semblance of a devil.
(The Rape of Lucrece, 1240-1246)

It is not difficult to conceive how this pro-cosmic extreme on the dualistic 
spectrum – where female matter can and must be controlled – could produce even 
more anxiety in the male mind than the anti-cosmic kind. If feminine matter is 
“good” (obedient and easily formed) then women are not to blame for their ac-
tions, as it is solely up to men to direct and control them. If, on the other hand, 
matter is “bad” (recalcitrant and disobedient), the responsibility is still firmly on 
male spirit – but his task is significantly more challenging. As Kodera explains, 
one effect of this seemingly benevolent notion of forming female matter lovingly 
by way of a creative male gaze in Renaissance Neoplatonism is that

disobedient matter poses an alarming threat to divine omnipotence. The idea 
that matter could become such an obstacle to the divine is, I think, a direct 
result of the Narcissism involved in the process of creation, which always 
conveys a solipsistic fantasy of absolute power that does not tolerate any 
opposition. (Kodera 2002: 296)

Rebellious matter is frequently figured in Shakespeare by rebellious women 
– wives or daughters – who, by not properly submitting to husbands and/or fathers, 
personify the terrifying mutiny of matter against the ordering spirit. Shylock nota-
bly cries in dismay, upon hearing that his daughter has abandoned him: “My own 
flesh and blood to rebel!” to which Solanio wryly retorts: “Out upon it, old carrion, 
rebels it at these years?” (The Merchant of Venice, III. i. 35-36) The allusion is 
clearly sexual: rebellious daughters are elided with rebellious and lustful flesh. In 
King Lear it is similarly said: 

Our flesh and blood, my lord, is grown so vile 
That it doth hate what gets it. 
(King Lear, III. iv. 145-146)

What “gets” – begets or conceives – any human being is spirit that animates and 
forms prime matter. One meaning of this can be that our bodies lustfully rebel against 



105

ACCORDING TO MY BOND: WHEN SHAKESPEARE’S HERMIONES ARE MISTAKEN FOR HECATES

the spirit and we become mere animals. The first meaning, of course, is that children – 
especially (but not exclusively) daughters – rebel against their fathers. The two notions 
are at times difficult to separate, as the two themes are multiply intertwined. 

Juan Luis Vives tells in his 16th century manual Education of a Christian 
Woman the gripping tale of Justina, a noble Roman virgin, given in marriage to 
a rich but irascible man, who instantly became suspicious of her extraordinary 
beauty. On their wedding night, just after the marriage was consummated, spotting 
her white neck as she was bending down to untie her shoes, and overpowered by a 
jealous rage, he brutally murdered her – Vives offers the moral that

It will be evident that a girl must not give even a sign of her desire for mar-
riage or that she loves a young man in order to marry him. If you love him 
before he is your husband, what will he suspect but that you will easily fall 
in love with someone else other than him, to whom you should not yet have 
shown your love. Naturally, he will think that he is not the only one loved, 
since there is no reason to think that you will not love others; and after you 
have been legitimately joined to him, you will fall in love with others, since 
you have such a strong inclination toward love.
Others may gloss over this fact with whatever pretexts they wish: A woman 
who loves a man who is not her husband is a prostitute in her body if she has 
carnal relations with him, and in her mind if she does not. It does not matter 
who the man is, if she does not yet love her husband. (Vives 2000: 170) 

One of the striking emergent changes in the Renaissance – what Sinfield has 
repeatedly referred to as “faultlines” – is an increased agency enjoyed by a woman 
in her choice of a spouse. The new-and-improved “choice” model of marriage, 
Jardine asserts, far from being an unproblematically positive development for the 
female sex, powerfully stirs male anxieties by transforming a woman’s love from 
“a simple reflection of duty” to an expression of her own will. Here Jardine sees 
the origin of “the potential unruliness not only of Cordelia […], but of Desdemo-
na.” (Jardine 2005: 117) The “familiar comic pattern, in which daughters routinely 
leave blocking fathers in order to marry,” (Adelman 2008: 39) does not even al-
ways work in Shakespeare’s comedies, except when the blocking father is a Jew 
and his daughter is converted by leaving him, as is the case in The Merchant of 
Venice. In Shakespeare’s tragedies, rebellion against the father, however justified, 
will frequently eventually cost a girl her life, as Juliet, Desdemona, and Cordelia 
can testify. Having the opportunity to choose her own spouse, apparently, a young 
woman is forced to choose between love and duty, and the two common virtues are 
thus divided and juxtaposed, forming a new dichotomy.

This dichotomy is especially potent if “love” is equated with “lust.” From 
young and innocent Adonis’ claim that “Love to heaven is fled” since “sweat-
ing Lust on earth usurp’d his name” (Venus and Adonis, 793-794) to the cyni-
cal, paradoxically puritanical lecher Iago’s view of love as “merely a lust of the 
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blood and permission of the will,” (Othello, I. iii. 335) Shakespeare’s characters 
are notoriously prone to making this equation. Seeing all love as carnal lust, Iago 
acknowledges only vulgar Venus, and manages to impart this view onto Othello, 
who consequently begins to view Desdemona from Brabantio’s point of view: if 
she has neglected her duty towards her father for the sake of “love,” then she might 
do it again, this time to her husband. 

2.2. According to my bond: love is duty

This is how a fatal error is made: wary of mistaking lust for love, which they 
are warned against by Neoplatonically inclined Renaissance love theorists, some 
Shakespeare’s heroes instead mistake love for lust. Cordelia and Desdemona are 
ultimately rejected by Lear and Othello because they are mistakenly believed to 
put love, which is mere lust, above duty. Because they freely choose and love their 
husbands, they are discarded as lecherous – and chaos ensues.

Why chaos would ensue when love is banished from a cosmos is explained 
at length in Neoplatonic literature. The Neoplatonic “golden chain” – the divine 
ray of light permeating and binding all – is the ordering backbone of the universe 
and was commonly known as such in Shakespeare’s time. Ben Jonson refers to 
this bond in his Hymenei as a “golden chain let down from Heaven,” citing Homer 
and Macrobius, the fourth-century Neoplatonist, as his sources in a marginal note: 
“from the Supreme God to the bottommost dregs of the universe there is one tie, 
binding at every link and never broken.” This, Jonson explains, is “the golden 
chain of Homer which, he tells us, God ordered to hang down from the sky to the 
earth.” (Line 2004: 117)

This golden chain that binds all is, in fact, indistinguishable from love itself. 
Iamblichus explicitly states in his De mysteriis that this principle that binds the 
cosmos together is its universal love “which contains all things and produces this 
unifying bond by means of an ineffable communion.” (Shaw 1995: 123) In the 
beginning, it was Eros himself who coordinated the Ideas in the intelligible world 
and “knitted the cosmos together in a unified bond.” The creator “sowed the bond 
of love, heavy with fire, into all things” so that “the All might continue to love for 
an infinite time and that the things woven by the intellectual light of the Father 
might not collapse.” It is only through this “Love that the elements of the world 
remain on course.” (Shaw 1995: 123-124) 

Love is thus the divinely infused bond of the universe. “Why is Love called 
a Magus?” asks Ficino in De Amore and immediately answers:

Because all the force of Magic consists in Love. The work of Magic is a 
certain drawing of one thing to another by natural similitude. The parts of 
this world, like members of one animal, depend all on one Love, and are 
connected together by natural communion. (Yates 1964: 126) 
Using a different metaphor to illustrate the same point, Ficino asserts: 
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Since they are the work of a single artificer, all the components of the world, 
as parts of the same machine, similar to one another in essence and life, are 
bound together by a certain reciprocal affection. Hence rightly may love be 
called the everlasting knot and bond of the world, the immovable support of 
its parts and the firm foundation of the whole machine. (Ferruolo 1955: 17)

In light of this, let us revisit Cordelia’s “inadequate” reply to her father’s 
demand for a public display of affection:

I love your Majesty
According to my bond, no more nor less.
(King Lear, I. i. 92-93)

Cordelia’s reply, which failed to satisfy Lear, Johnson, and several critics 
following in his wake, offers her father nothing less than love as the divine order-
ing bond of the universe. When this love is banished, the entire cosmos dissolves 
into chaos. Ficino explains how this may be possible in De Amore, where he relates 
how “the matter of this world,” which in the beginning “lay a formless chaos,” 
received, by submitting to divine love, “the ornament of all the forms.” And so, 
through love, “out of chaos it became a world.” (Devereux 1969: 163) Conversely, 
without love, the universe collapses once more into primordial chaos. Othello ob-
viously knows his “Platonicks” when he portentously claims: 

and when I love thee not, 
Chaos is come again. 
(Othello, III. iii. 91-92)

Divine love being indistinguishable from divine beauty, Venus in effect says 
as much upon the death of Adonis: 

For he being dead, with him is beauty slain, 
And beauty dead, black chaos comes again. 
(Venus and Adonis, 1019-1020)

When the ordering bond of love is banished, primordial chaos returns. Oth-
ello knows it but murders Desdemona anyway, Lear learns it after he banishes 
Cordelia, and Leontes is faced with a long, dark, barren winter which begins when 
he has Hermione and all her women thrown together in the dungeon, symbolically 
exiling the entire female sex into the underworld. 

Deconstructing the love/duty dichotomy in these instances of banished rep-
resentatives of love who are simultaneously found to be the bearers of harmony 
and order, Shakespeare proves that love is duty, order, and the bond of the uni-
verse, and that the two cannot be separated. Sonnet 26 is thus dedicated to 

Lord of my love, to whom in vassalage
Thy merit hath my duty strongly knit.
(Sonnet 26: 1-2)
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Horatio promises to Hamlet his loyalty in the same vein: “As needful in our 
loves, fitting our duty”; and Kent rages at Oswald:

Such smiling rogues as these,
Like rats, oft bite the holy cords a-twain
Which are t’ intrinse t’ unloose.
(King Lear, II. ii. 273-275)

The holy cords are the bonds of love and duty, which Kent both amply 
demonstrates towards his king. The word “cord,” significantly, puns on the name 
Cordelia, which can in French, among other things, mean “the tier of cords.” 

And as this “tier of cords,” the harbinger of harmony, the banished bond 
of the universe, the artificer of love mistaken for lust and cast off like Hecate, the 
figure of Hermione – the “female theurgist,” conditionally speaking – emerges.

3. HERMIONE – COPULA MUNDI

Aiding the demiurgic process of forming feminine matter and persuading 
her to faithfully mirror the divine is what was known in both ancient and Renais-
sance Neoplatonic circles as theurgy. In contrast to “theologia” (talking about the 
gods), the term “theourgia” refers to “doing divine works,” as John P. Anton clari-
fies in his “Theourgia – Demiourgia: A Controversial Issue in Hellenistic Thought 
and Religion.” (1992: 16) Birger A. Pearson explains in his “Theurgic Tenden-
cies in Gnosticism and Iamblichus’s Conception of Theurgy” that the concept of 
theurgy afforded one the possibility to – instead of seeing it as a catastrophe of 
imprisonment – view one’s embodied existence as an opportunity to courageously 
cooperate in the divine work of creatively ordering matter. (1992: 256) 

This is the other, decidedly pro-cosmic side of the coin of post-Platonic 
thought, inviting one to active involvement with the material world (vita activa) 
instead of a passive withdrawal from it (vita contemplativa). It was Iamblichus that 
most wholeheartedly embraced theurgy, not merely allowing the rites that involved 
dealings with filthy matter, but instead viewing them as a prerequisite for salvation, 
thus virtually reversing Plotinus’ view on the urgency of the soul’s ascent as a sine 
qua non of its redemption. Certainly a new development in the Platonic tradition, 
this leaning towards theurgy is not entirely without basis in the dialogues. In Pla-
to’s doctrine of recollection, the soul was reawakened by its contacts with objects 
in the material world which functioned as mnemonic prods that helped remind the 
soul of the Platonic Forms. Theurgy, Shaw explains, accordingly exemplified “a 
ritual praxis where the prods of sensate experience were carefully controlled in 
rites designed to awaken the soul to the Forms.” (Shaw 1995: 24)

The good theurgist, it should be noted, is by definition male – masculine 
spirit operating on feminine matter – and this is usually the case whenever any real 
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agency is achieved in Shakespeare’s microcosms as well. We need only remember 
that Sycorax is a monstrous witch, whereas Prospero is an enlightened magus, 
though the feats they perform are quite similar. If female theurgical figures cannot 
be allowed to display any real agency with impunity, however, they certainly can 
represent a passive, easily lost and easily destroyed harmony of the universe. 

The name “Hermione” was in the seventeenth century identified with Har-
monia, (Nuttal 2004: 509) the mythical daughter of Mars and Venus and the har-
binger of harmony and balance – and we can understand why banishing and killing 
her love brings a dark, chaotic winter to Leontes’ court. The figure of Hermione/
Harmonia, as it appears in Shakespeare’s work, mirrors such mystical feminine 
concepts as the Cabalistic Shekhina, Gnostic Sophia, Neoplatonic copula mundi, 
which all suffer the same fate – only once they are lost are they recognized as the 
ordering principle of the cosmos. 

The deception surrounding the female sex revealed in the bed-trick can thus 
work in the opposite direction as well. Heavenly love can be mistaken for vulgar 
lust, and the ordering bond of the universe thus carelessly discarded, like Othello’s 
handkerchief. Whichever direction is taken, one thing is certain for male heroes: 
one way or another, female figures are potentially deceptive and can easily tran-
spire to be the exact opposite of what they seem. 

3.1. Well tun’d now: Hermione as Orpheus

Another way in which female figures which could conditionally be termed 
theurgical can maintain the harmony of their universes is through their musical 
performance. The defense of the arts in Neoplatonic thought included a reminder 
that all we can perceive in the sensible world is already a mere imitation of Plato’s 
Ideas, as can be seen in the following passage from Plotinus: 

If anyone despises the arts because they produce their works by imitating 
nature, we must tell him, first, that natural things are imitations too. Then he 
must know that the arts do not simply imitate what they see, but they run back 
up to the forming principles from which nature derives. (Line 2004: 31) 

Plotinus does not only defend the arts as no worse than nature; he also ex-
plicitly states that, by reaching the very molds in the intelligible realm that shape 
it, they are in fact better that sensible nature. Lower nature is a more material im-
itation of higher spiritual nature, and divine man can transcend the earthly realm 
and theurgically order it from above. 

The Neoplatonic concept of art as higher nature persuading lower nature to 
mirror it with more fidelity overlaps almost in its totality with the concept of theur-
gy. Prospero is an artist in all of these variations of the concept of art as theurgy: a 
civilizing colonist, a Magus, but also, significantly, a theatrical performer, a poet, 
and a musician. 
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Ficino explains that the task of poetic frenzy operating on human souls is 
firstly, through musical tones, to arouse those parts which slumber; through 
harmonious sweetness, to soothe those which are disturbed; and finally, 
through the harmonising of diverse elements, to dispel dissonant discord 
and temper the various parts of the soul. (Ficino 2006: 53-55)

Music can be used theurgically to order and reorder the entire cosmos as 
well. As Pico della Mirandola claims, “nothing is more effective in natural magic 
than the hymns of Orpheus, if the right kind of music, intention of the mind, and 
other circumstances are applied which are only known to the wise.” (Voss 2002: 
227-228) His teacher, colleague, and friend Ficino had taken this apparently mat-
ter-of-fact piece of advice quite seriously, as he spent some time attempting to 
discover this ideal combination of circumstances – in theory by combining Plato’s 
theory of correspondence between man and cosmos with Hermetic lore, and in 
practice by singing Orphic songs to what he believed to be an imitation of the 
music of the spheres. He was adamant that he had succeeded in drawing down the 
influence of the astral deities and absorbing a “certain celestial virtue” through this 
artistic/theurgic endeavor, a virtue he was then able to share with the surrounding 
cosmos – primarily his enchanted audience. (Wells 2005: 96) 

Certain characters in Shakespeare’s world are able to do as much – notably 
Ariel, at least according to Ferdinand’s rapt review of the spirit’s virtuosity:

Sitting on a bank, 
Weeping again the King my father’s wrack,
This music crept by me upon the waters,
Allaying both their fury and my passion
With its sweet air.
(The Tempest, I. ii. 390-394)

Music creates harmony both in lower nature, calming and ordering the tem-
pestuous waters of matter, and in an individual, allaying his passions, thought to 
derive from his material basis. Properly applied, then, harmonious heavenly music 
can theurgically help order physical nature and human nature. 

Music can reorder wounded nature as well, infusing life-giving spirit into it. 
The Pythagoreans, Ficino notes, who “used to perform certain wonders by words, 
songs, and sounds in the Apollonian and Orphic manner,” apparently “knew how 
music healed, and they knew that the more clearly the laws governing the cosmos 
could be reproduced in sound, the more effective the healing.” (Voss 2002: 239) 
Lord Cerimon reviving Thaisa and Paulina bringing Hermione to life both use 
music to help their ambitious theurgical performances.

The romances, in Dunn’s apt phrase, “reveal a world which operates largely 
according to Neoplatonic principles. This world is like a gigantic instrument upon 
which the gods play.” (Dunn 1969: 394) This is in stark contrast with what hap-
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pens in the tragedies, where most attempts at theurgy are frustrated, their would-be 
agents maimed and/or murdered – and these frail, easily destroyed harbingers of 
harmony are usually female. 

Lavinia has her harmony-creating faculties forcibly taken away from her 
– when her rapists cut off her hands and her tongue, they rob her not only of her 
ability to communicate the crime to others, but also of her music, which apparently 
had the capacity to order the cosmos:

O, had the monster seen those lily hands
Tremble like aspen leaves upon a lute,
And make the silken strings delight to kiss them,
He would not then have touch’d them for his life!
Or had he heard the heavenly harmony
Which thy sweet tongue hath made,
He would have dropp’d his knife, and fell asleep,
As Cerberus at the Thracian poet’s feet.
(Titus Andronicus, II. iii. 44-51)

Lavinia is here explicitly likened to Orpheus, the Thracian poet who fa-
mously quieted Cerberus with his lyre on his way to rescue Eurydice from Hades. 
Unlike Orpheus, Lavinia does not get her chance to use her music theurgically, and 
monstrous chaos – Hecate wearing Tamora’s mask – finally devours all. 

Orpheus was not only revered as a tamer of mythical beasts, but of real 
ones as well – including, apparently, the beast in human nature. In the Arte of En-
glish Poesie, George Puttenham relates that Orpheus “assembled the wild beasts 
to come in herds to hearken to his music, and by that means made them tame,” 
which can be taken to imply that via “harmony and with melodious instruments” 
he was able to bring “the rude and savage people to a more civil and orderly life.” 
Wells interprets this as one more piece of evidence that the Orpheus story was for 
Renaissance humanists “a fable about the origins of civilization.” (Wells 2005: 12) 
Music, when used theurgically, can order and elevate – tame and civilize. 

In light of this, it is both touching and eerie to hear Othello praise Desde-
mona as “an admirable musician! O, she will sing the savageness out of a bear.” 
(Othello, IV. i. 187-188) We know that, like Lavinia, she will not be allowed to do 
so, and the savageness of brutish humans – her husband, most notably – will be the 
death of her and her harmony-creating faculties. 

Iago is a conscious destroyer of this musical harmony: “O, you are well 
tun’d now! But I’ll set down the pegs that make this music.” (Othello, II. i. 199-
200) Cassio – the presumably Ficinian Florentine – attempts in the morning after 
the skirmish to restore it, apologizing to Othello by bringing musicians in front 
of his house. The plan does not come to fruition. The Clown ominously observes 
that “the general so likes your music, that he desires you for love’s sake to make 
no more noise with it,” further explaining that “to hear music the general does not 
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greatly care.” (Othello, III. i. 11-17) Had the general cared more for the heavenly 
harmony of music, one feels forced to infer, he would have been far more reluctant 
to murder its source – and chaos would hopefully not have come again.

3.2. Conclusion. Prosperous Paulina

Renaissance Neoplatonism offers a plethora of inherently contradictory 
and paradoxical stances towards desire and love. In anti-cosmic strands of Neo-
platonism the feminine chaos of matter is best simply avoided. Erotic desire for 
purely spiritual female figures can play a role in the process of ascent towards the 
heavenly spheres, but the hero can be bed-tricked by vulgar Venus in the guise 
of her heavenly counterpart, should he attempt to pursue the object of his desire 
carnally. In the more pro-cosmic strands, the situation is even more complex. The 
feminine chaos of matter is the basis of a good cosmos, merely needing to be lov-
ingly formed by the masculine spirit – when she is obedient. Male figures are then 
in possession of theurgical agency, whereas female figures can either represent the 
object of this agency or, in the figure of Hermione, the harmony of the universe 
itself. When the feminine chaos of matter is recalcitrant – the object that would be 
subject, the monstrosity of female agency – she is immediately classified under 
“Hecate”: the abject witch. This means that heroes can be tricked in yet another 
way – they can banish Hermione for fear that she is Hecate. In any case, any real 
positive theurgical agency is relegated to the masculine domain.

Paulina of The Winter’s Tale is one notable exception. When Leontes mis-
takes love for lust and banishes his Hermione, the harbinger of harmony, the long 
chaotic winter comes to his microcosm. Paulina, however, transforms both the 
king and his kingdom, and the methods she uses are those discussed at length in 
Neoplatonic literature on theurgy. Though, unlike Prospero, she is only allowed 
to use the art of music and the “witchcraft of her wit,” she is able to perform two 
customarily lauded magical feats: animating a statue and resurrecting the dead. 
She is the one who actively brings Hermione (“harmony”) back to the microcosm 
that she apparently has true reign over.

Danica Igrutinović
Faculty of Media and Communications,

Singidunum University, 
Belgrade

danica.igrutinovic@fmk.edu.rs

REFERENCES

Adelman, Janet. 2008. Blood Relations: Christian and Jew in The Merchant of Venice. 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London.



113

ACCORDING TO MY BOND: WHEN SHAKESPEARE’S HERMIONES ARE MISTAKEN FOR HECATES

Anton, John P. 1992. Theourgia – Demiourgia: A Controversial Issue in Hellenistic 
Thought and Religion. In Neoplatonism and Gnosticism: Studies in Neoplatonism, 
eds. Richard T. Wallis and Jay Bregman, 9-39. Albany: State University of New 
York Press.

Devereux, James A. 1969. The Object of Love in Ficino’s Philosophy. Journal of the His-
tory of Ideas 30/2: 161-170.

Dunn, Catherine M. 1969. The Function of Music in Shakespeare’s Romances. Shake-
speare Quarterly 20/4: 391-405.

Ferruolo, Arnolfo B. 1955. Botticelli’s Mythologies, Ficino’s De Amore, Poliziano’s Stanze 
Per La Giostra: Their Circle of Love. The Art Bulletin 37/1: 17-25.

Ficino, Marsilio. 2006. Gardens of Philosophy: Ficino on Plato. Trans. A. Farndell. Lon-
don: Shepheard-Walwyn.

Hanegraaff, Wouter J. 2008. Under the Mantle of Love: The Mystical Eroticisms of Mar-
silio Ficino and Giordano Bruno. In Hidden Intercourse: Eros and Sexuality in the 
History of Western Esotericism, eds. Wouter J. Hanegraaff and Jeffrey J. Kripal, 
175-208. Leiden and Boston: Brill.

Igrutinović, Danica. 2014a. Shakespeare’s Bed-Trick: From Dian to Helen in One Easy 
Step. ELALT 2: 303-314.

Igrutinović, Danica. 2014b. The Feminine Void of Matter in Shakespeare. BELLS 6: 105-
129.

Jardine, Lisa. 2005. Reading Shakespeare Historically. Routledge, London and New York.
Jayne, Sears. 1952. Ficino and the Platonism of the English Renaissance. Comparative 

Literature 4/3: 214-238.
Kodera, Sergius. 2002. Narcissus, Divine Gazes and Bloody Mirrors: the Concept of Mat-

ter in Ficino. In Marsilio Ficino: his theology, his philosophy, his legacy, eds. Mi-
chael J. B. Allen et al., 285-306. Leiden, Boston, Koln: Brill.

Line, Jill. 2004. Shakespeare and the Fire of Love. Shepheard-Walwyn, London.
Nuttal, A. D. 2010. Shakespeare’s Imitation of the World: Julius Caesar and Coriolanus. 

In Bloom’s Modern Critical Views: William Shakespeare: Tragedies – New Edition, 
ed. Harold Bloom, 39-60. New York: Infobase Publishing.

Pearson, Birger A. 1992. Theurgic Tendencies in Gnosticism and Iamblichus’s Conception 
of Theurgy. In Neoplatonism and Gnosticism: Studies in Neoplatonism, eds. Rich-
ard T. Wallis and Jay Bregman, 253-276. Albany: State University of New York 
Press.

Shakespeare, William. 1997. The Riverside Shakespeare. Houghton Mifflin, Boston.
Shaw, Gregory. 1995. Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus. The Penn-

sylvania State University Press, University Park.
Vives, Juan Luis. 2000. The Education of a Christian Woman: A Sixteenth-Century Manu-

al. Trans. C. Fantazzi. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press.
Voss, Angela. 2002. Orpheus redivivus: The Musical Magic of Marsilio Ficino. In Marsilio 

Ficino: his theology, his philosophy, his legacy, eds. Michael J. B. Allen et al., 285-
306. Leiden, Boston, Koln: Brill.

Wells, Robin Headlam. 2005. Shakespeare’s Humanism. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge and New York.

Yates, Frances A. 1964. Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition. Routledge and Ke-
gan Paul, London.





115

mladen jakovljević

PHILIP K. DICK’S ANDROIDS AS EXCLUDED OTHERS

Seeing androids in Philip K. Dick’s fiction as others and as gothic doubles reveals the 
roots of the fear of them: they signify loss of humanity and fear of death brought about by 
something that is the same, thus seen as the double, yet frighteningly different, thus seen 
as the other. Mary Canales’s ideas of othering may be used to analyse the relationship be-
tween them; however, one needs to take into consideration their appearance and reversed 
roles. Visible, easily noticeable reasons for separation and stigmatization, which can be 
regarded as the traditional markers of otherness, are backgrounded in Dick’s fiction due to 
the replicants’ visible sameness with humans, whereas inauthenticity, a quality that is not 
visible and is very difficult to detect, is foregrounded as the principal reason for othering. 
Androids’ visible sameness and invisible difference, seen as unnatural, something deviat-
ing from the generally accepted idea of normality in the eyes of the majority, i.e. authentic 
human population, are turned into the principal generators of otherness and the triggers for 
exclusion.

Keywords: androids, other, exclusionary othering, science fiction

When Philip K. Dick started writing about gloomy post-nuclear realities of 
destroyed nature and highly sophisticated technology, in which the artificial sup-
presses the natural, he was seen as yet another writer of trivial science fiction de-
scribing, with a warning tone, what our objective reality might turn into should peo-
ple (continue to) use technology irresponsibly and with no consideration of all the 
changes it could bring. However, while numerous other examples of such fiction 
written between the 1950s and 1970s gather dust on the shelves of forgotten pulp 
paperbacks, not only have Dick’s fictional realities resisted oblivion, but with all 
the film adaptations, reprints, translations into other languages, university courses 
and studies about his work the readership has considerably increased. In addition to 
effective fictionalization of Dick’s rather challenging ideas of perception of time and 
reality, the explanation of his writings’ contemporaneity can be found in the fact that 
they deal with the technological and social issues that continue to haunt the readers in 
their everyday lives, such as control, paranoia, consumer societies, market economy, 
monoculture, and globalization, to name a few. 

The novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? is probably Dick’s best 
known vision of replication, simulacra and the implications that the existence of 
mechanical life can have on real people and reality they live in. The question of the 
problematical similarity between androids and humans is addressed even before 
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the beginning of the novel – in its very title (Jakovljević 2015: 94). Dreaming is 
a complex mental process that represents one of the great mysteries of the human 
mind. Therefore, the idea that androids can dream suggests that they may have 
consciousness and lives not different from those of humans. Furthermore, it also 
alludes to the possession of an irrational component of the human mind. The image 
of sheep, a well-known concept associated with going to sleep, appearing in an an-
droid mind, implicates that androids have subconsciousness. Accordingly, another 
logical inference would be that these machines can think.

Associating machines with thinking, a mental process traditionally seen as 
the one that distinguishes humans from other beings and entities, brings to mind 
the well-known question proposed for consideration by the mathematician Alan 
Turing (1950: 433): “Can machines think?” According to Turing’s test, a number 
of questions should be posed to the human and the computer and if it is impossi-
ble to identify which answers are given by the computer and which by the human 
then such failure proves that the machine can think. Turing did not focus on the 
possibility of substituting the real with the artificial visually, as at that time no one 
claimed to be able to produce a material indistinguishable from the human skin and 
from his perspective there was “little point in trying to make a ‘thinking machine’ 
more human by dressing it up in such artificial flesh” (Turing 1950: 434). In Dick’s 
fiction, the capacity to think, paired with physical indistinguishability from hu-
mans, makes these entities chillingly similar. However, in spite of the similarities, 
humans consider them inauthentic and different, hence non-human.

Unlike the imagined situation where there would be no contact between the 
interrogator and the analysed subjects, Dick explored the potentials of the contacts 
between humans and their replicas with similar physical and mental traits. Two 
reasons can be given for such a choice, one stemming from the other. First, in 
Dick’s fictional realities the machine intelligence is indisputable and replication 
of physical appearance is another logical step in the development of mechanical 
life indistinguishable from authentic humans. Second, the appearance and looks 
are very important in a visually oriented culture and environment – which is our 
contemporary (20th and 21st century) consumer society.

The questions of (in)authenticity of life and (im)possibility to distinguish 
authentic from artificial are among the most important issues that Dick addressed 
in his works. He was preoccupied with two questions: understanding what reality 
is and what authentic human is. As Dick (1995c: 278) confessed, he had not been 
able to give an answer to the first question; however, he had some ideas about 
what makes the authentic human. Part of the puzzle of defining and interpreting 
authentic humanity is artificial life, particularly androids. In his fiction, androidiza-
tion questions the differences between the human and the construct, from the per-
spective of humans, who often cannot resolve with certainty the dilemma whether 
someone is an android or not, but also from the perspective of constructs, who are 
often unaware of their own inauthenticity.
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The complexity of human-replica relations based on physical and mental sim-
ilarities confronts the reader with yet another dilemma. There are ethical problems 
rooted in the idea of such a different concept of humanity (and the above consider-
ations show that androids can be regarded so), appearing in the form of intelligent 
and conscious technology. In addition to existential problems of humans jeopardized 
by advanced technology gone wild, the treatment and behaviour of androids in the 
novels such as Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? and The Simulacra raise sig-
nificant issues of relations: the relations of humans with their environment, as well 
as social ones, i.e. those among humans. With replication of life and machine intel-
ligence added, the range is extended to include humans’ relations with machines, as 
well as those among machines and their attitudes to humans. 

The complexity of all these relations is grounded in the fact that traditional 
notions of difference and sameness are reversed in Dick’s fiction. He extended 
the definition of human and humanity to the grey areas where the authentic and 
the technologically replicated merge and overlap. These ideas of transforming hu-
manity into a scale or a continuum ranging from pure machine to pure human that 
were once considered radically different and fantastic, now, however, owing to 
contemporary social and technological trends, circumstances and contexts happen 
to coincide with radically different notions of consciousness, individuality and the 
position of an individual in contemporary society.

Dick (1995b: 211) wrote that machines are “fierce cold things” whose be-
haviour frightened him especially when it imitated human behaviour, creating the 
“uncomfortable sense that these things are trying to pass themselves off as humans 
but are not”. He called them androids, but his definition was not limited to the 
attempts to create a human being in the laboratory, but it also included human be-
ings of flesh and blood, making thus another grey area where human and artificial 
overlap. According to Dick, an android is not only a machine imitating humanity, 
but also a man whose behaviour is mechanical and controlled, thus resulting in 
complete loss of the principal human traits.

The authentic human being is one of us who instinctively knows what he 
should not do, and, in addition, he will balk at doing it. He will refuse to do 
it, even if this brings down dread consequences to him and to those whom he 
loves. This, to me, is the ultimately heroic trait of ordinary people; they say no 
to the tyrant and they calmly take the consequences of this resistance. Their 
deeds may be small and almost always unnoticed, unmarked by history. Their 
names are not remembered, nor did these authentic humans expect their names 
to be remembered. I see their authenticity in an odd way: not in their willing-
ness to perform great heroic deeds but in their quiet refusals. In essence, they 
cannot be compelled to be what they are not. (Dick 1995c: 278-279)

Beneath the obvious (if anything can be regarded as such in Dick’s works) 
dilemmas of authenticity, there lurks another significant issue that can be used to 
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relate his simulacra-riddled fiction to our present and near-future reality. Namely, 
the efforts of androids to be in all ways equal to authentic humans are intertwined 
with, on the one hand, their struggle for freedom and independence, and on the oth-
er hand, the idea that humans turn into androids if they are controlled and forced 
to be what they are not. Androids’ intelligence and consciousness raise questions 
of their position and rights as a social group. Their emergence and existence as 
sentient entities require (re)consideration of humans’ attitudes about them and, 
consequently, relations with them. 

Androids’ efforts to rise above the status of a mere machine, to become 
equal to humans and enjoy the same rights, can be seen as interaction of (authen-
tic) humans with cultural, racial or national others, who are deprived of their basic 
rights because they are seen as inferior and different. Although involving superior 
and advanced futuristic technology, such relations based on inequality are not new 
– they reflect the anxieties that have probably existed since the dawn of humanity 
and that are deeply rooted in human psyche. 

Hayles (1999: 24) noticed that “Dick is drawn to cybernetic themes because 
he understands that cybernetics radically destabilizes the ontological foundations 
of what counts as human.” A “disturbing question” that Hayles (1999: 86) recog-
nized in Dick’s fiction, particularly in his novel Do Androids Dream of Electric 
Sheep?, is the following: “should a cybernetic machine, sufficiently powerful in 
its self-regulating processes to become fully conscious and rational, be allowed 
to own itself?” The dilemma, which in Dick’s fiction refers to androids, both ma-
chine-based life and controlled humans, is a variation of an older one and it can 
easily be readjusted to the context of the colonized and controlled peoples striving 
for their freedom by simply changing a few words.

As Jones (2003: 168) noticed, the “career of ‘aliens’ in sf has reflected (as 
all sf concepts must) changes and developments in the real world”, and “colourful 
(but conveniently humanoid) sf aliens – such as the aliens or demons in TV sci-
fi and fantasy shows […] – have taken on a range of topical, dramatically useful 
roles: immigrants, ethnic minorities, underprivileged guest workers, wily diplo-
matic opponents.”

The relations between humans and intelligent technology, based on superi-
ority and inferiority, bring to mind the ideas pervading fin de siècle Gothic fiction. 
Androids can be seen as the examples of other, beings deviating from the generally 
accepted ideas and norms of “normality” in the given social context, as there are 
noticeable similarities between the way the inhabitants of distant colonies were 
seen in Imperial Britain and the way androids are treated in Dick’s fictionalized 
reflections of the globalized world of the so-called Western civilization. The mon-
sters from Stoker’s Dracula, Stivenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr 
Hyde and Wells’s The Island of Doctor Moreau, to name a few, are symbols of 
the fear of regression into the Western idea of the primitive and non-human by 
contagion of urban, civilized spaces inhabited by the population who are afraid 
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of the dissolution of the (known) Empire and the arrival of the wild and uncivi-
lized (unknown) others from the colonies. Patrick Brantlinger (1988: 229) termed 
such works Imperial Gothic which “expresses anxieties about the ease with which 
civilization can revert to barbarism or savagery and thus about the weakening of 
Britain’s imperial hegemony”. According to Brantlinger, these are often allegories 
of the regression of civilization. Or, simply put, people were afraid of those who 
did not comply with their idea of “normality”, who violated the borders of their 
comfort zone by bringing into it degeneration and death. Just like the “civilized” 
West once feared that the inhabitants of former colonies and wild, distant parts of 
the world, once controlled and ruled over, might taint and contaminate their civi-
lized world, humanity in Dick’s fiction is afraid that machines might do the same 
–break loose, become uncontrollable and turn humans into what they are afraid of 
becoming – fully controlled human-like machines. The position of the primitive is 
taken over by the machine – a controlled and thus inferior state of being. Like col-
onized “uncivilized” others, Dick’s androids are not primitive, but they are treated 
as such. Although the mirror-image of humans they are insufficiently human to be 
accepted as equals. In this context, the question of seeing oneself as the reflection 
of the other is a significant aspect in considerations of the relationships between 
different groups, or those claiming to be different from another group possessing 
the markers of otherness. 

These forms of dangerous technologically-driven degeneracy into nonhu-
manness are doppelgängers, frightening doubles. And gothic doubles have some-
thing important in common with androids – they bring about insecurity, fears and 
death. Android is a perfect double and the double, according to Baudrillard (1994: 
95) is the oldest of all the “prostheses that mark the history of the body“, and “an 
imaginary figure, which, just like the soul, the shadow, the mirror image, haunts 
the subject like his other, which makes it so that the subject is simultaneously itself 
and never resembles itself again, which haunts the subject like a subtle and always 
averted death. This is not always the case, however: when the double materializes, 
when it becomes visible, it signifies imminent death“. The double in literature, and 
particularly in Gothic tradition from which science-fiction emerged as a genre, is 
often used as a means to analyse the individual or a group through their degenerate 
and monstrous mirror-image. As Dryden (2003: 38-39) noticed, in Gothic fiction 
the “double is a threat to the integrity of the self” and “a malevolent ‘other’ who 
destabilizes the cohesion of the self”, “a supernatural force at large that brings 
with it death and destruction.” Seeing androids as gothicized human doubles and 
others reveals the roots of human anxiety in Dick’s novels: they are afraid of what 
androids signify – loss of humanity and “imminent death” brought about by some-
thing that is at the same time seemingly the same, thus seen as the double, yet 
frighteningly different, thus seen as the other.

Mary K. Canales effectively summed up the principal ideas of othering and 
otherness in an insightful analysis thereof in the context of health care. Although 
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Canales’s context may seem significantly distant from the one(s) in Dick’s fiction, 
it is inspiring for the consideration of human-android relations and the position of 
androids in a human-dominated society as, firstly, it implies relations determined 
by sameness and difference; secondly, it effectively analyses relations with those 
considered as others; thirdly, it points to importance of empathy, which is neces-
sary to understand the other through role taking as a way to bridge the differences, 
which takes an interesting form in Dick’s fiction. Canales sees othering as the 
process of engaging with those perceived as different from self, and the self “is 
only known through Others, and how Others are marked and named depends on 
the role taking of the self” (Canales 2000: 18). Furthermore, Canales sees herself 
simultaneously as “Other”, being a Chicana and as “Same”, being a Latina whose 
skin colour and physical appearance “often marks [her] as a member of the domi-
nant majority” (Canales 2000: 18). For all these reasons, her views on and notions 
of othering applied to Dick’s androids, who/which are different from humans, yet 
strikingly, and often frighteningly, similar at the same time, lead to interesting con-
clusions that shed light on the roots, and possibly on the future, of the human-rep-
lica relationship problems. 

Canales distinguishes between two types of othering: inclusionary othering, 
which is related to “consciousness raising, sense of community, shared power, 
and inclusion”; and exclusionary othering, where power within relationships is 
used for “domination and subordination”, leading to “alienation, marginalization, 
decreased opportunities, internalized oppression, and exclusion” (Canales 2000: 
19, 20). The ambivalent relationship between humans and androids allows simul-
taneous exploration and analysis of the idea of androidization as othering from the 
points of sameness and difference, having two conflicting outcomes – simultane-
ous inclusion and exclusion. On the one hand, androids are included into the world 
of humans owing to their similarity with human beings and the advantages that 
they are expected to bring, as workforce in space colonies, or as tools for achieve-
ment of goals set by those who control them, as in Do Androids Dream of Electric 
Sheep?, or means to maintain power and control over the majority of the popula-
tion, as in The Simulacra. On the other hand, they are excluded due to the fact that 
they are perceived as inauthentic, hence radically different, and thus dangerous and 
threatening to the integrity of humanity. 

Canales (2000: 20) pointed out that the boundaries between the two cate-
gories, inclusionary and exclusionary othering, are fluid and that the two process-
es, although presented as separate, are not mutually exclusive and dichotomous. 
The same applies to human-android relationship in Dick’s fiction where the two 
forms of existence merge due to impossibility to distinguish between authentic 
humans and replicas. The similarity leads to androids’ desire to become includ-
ed, i.e. to gain the traits that would make them indistinguishable from and equal 
with humans, supported by those in charge of the corporations that produce them. 
However, as the majority opposes this process vehemently, the relationship shows 
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the characteristics of exclusion, to the point that those androids who break out of 
colonies and slave-like existence are “retired”, i.e. executed. 

Canales (2000: 24) said “that the consequences of Exclusionary Othering 
will vary, depending on the particular context and the conditions that influence 
and construct self as Other”. In Dick’s fiction the particular context is determined 
by the technological advancement and its problematic outputs – the replication 
technology has shifted the boundaries and changed the ideas of sameness and dif-
ference, and the perception of otherness. 

In the United States those perceived as other are different from the Ameri-
can idea of ideal majority member traditionally associated with “European-Amer-
ican, middle-class, heterosexual males” (Canales 2000: 22), and exclusionary oth-
ering is often influenced by the visibility of one’s otherness: skin colour, accent, 
language, physical abilities, gender, or age. These visible causes of separation and 
stigmatization of individuals that can be seen as the traditional markers of differ-
ence are reconfigured and ‘backgrounded’ in Dick’s fiction due to androids’ visible 
sameness with the humans, and another quality is foregrounded as the new desira-
ble feature – authenticity. Inauthenticity, used to perceive someone or something as 
different from the ideal majority, becomes the new marker of difference, whereas 
sameness between humans and androids is transformed into the principal denom-
inator of otherness. Sameness thus becomes the trigger for exclusion because it 
is seen as “unnatural” in the eyes of the majority, something deviating from the 
generally accepted idea of normality.

Dick’s stories often describe repressive systems where there is no equality, 
worlds in which the underprivileged suffer because they are different, or because 
they are regarded as such by the dominant class/ group/ society. In The Simula-
cra the privileged Ges1 rule over the ignorant majority of Bes2. Furthermore, both 
these groups of ‘normal’ humans are superior to the ‘chuppers’ – the Neanderthal 
population brought into existence by nuclear fallout. In Flow My Tears, the Police-
man Said the system controls the individual to the extent that it is possible to alter 
memories of the multimillion audience and make them forget that a media star ever 
existed.3 In Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? humans treat androids as useful 
tool in colonization process. This “Synthetic Freedom Fighter”, initially a weapon 
of war, was later modified to become “mobile donkey engine of the colonization 
program” (Dick 2007: 13). Ironically, the Freedom Fighters are denied the rights 
to freedom. Basically, the idea of lack of equality stems from supremacy of one 
group over another based on differences or their projections imposed by the ruling 
group onto the ruled ones for one simple reason – to exercise control over them 
and consolidate their own rule and powers. One effective means to achieve this 

1 From German Geheimnis meaning “bearers of the secret” (Dick 1977: 37).
2 From German Befehlsträger meaning “carry-outer of instructions” (Dick 1977: 37).
3 One possible interpretation. 
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is androidization of society, literally by infesting it with androids, and by turning 
people into controllable, obedient, machine-like entities.

In Dick’s fiction sameness and authenticity are relativized by reversing the 
expected roles of authentic and inauthentic humans. In Do Androids Dream of 
Electric Sheep? androids try to act as authentic humans, striving to possess what 
humans have, whereas humans can be reduced to androids if they are stripped off 
of the right to make decisions on their own; humans migrate to colonies to save 
themselves from nuclear fallout, whereas androids try to reach Earth to escape 
slavery in the colonies; androids develop human-like emotions, show interest in 
art and reading, whereas humans program their own moods and emotions with 
machines; Isidor sees bounty hunters as androids – things without emotions that 
can be replaced easily, and Deckard, a bounty hunter, develops mixed up feelings 
towards android Rachael and starts seeing her as a sexually attractive woman. 
However, all these wishes and emotions can only be projections, instilled into con-
trolled individuals. Every human in the novel may be an android, a technological 
replica or a fully controlled and androidized human.

In Dick’s fictional society all external, visible markers of otherness become 
irrelevant as in posthuman societies, in which bodies may be manufactured and 
are reduced to the status of commodity, all external, visible features are easily 
replicated. All the differences have been obliterated save one – empathy, the only 
remaining human emotion that cannot be simulated. Seemingly so. Empathy in the 
novel develops into Mercerism – a system of beliefs which joins people in emphat-
ic unity in the pseudoreality of empathy boxes. According to Canales (2000: 25) 
role taking “may also be understood as empathy, informed empathy, or insight”. In 
Dick’s novel, it is the only remaining authentic human trait preventing androids to 
pose as humans. As such, not only does empathy distinguish between androids and 
humans, but it also prevents any unwanted role taking. However, this virtual world 
of empathy boxes is another simulation. Empathy as its foundation thus loses the 
quality of being a trait of authentic humanity. It may be yet another projection, 
constructed and implanted into those believing to be human. 

The final boundary separating the two may also be the obstacle to mutual 
understanding. Similarities, androidization and treating humans as androids actu-
ally allow humans to view the world from another perspective, or experience the 
role of an android as other. As Canales (2000: 22) indicated, interaction is impor-
tant as without it, without “interactional experiences, persons often rely on stere-
otypical representations of those perceived as different, further perpetuating the 
separation between self and Other”. As she also noticed, role taking is necessary 
to understand the other’s world and interact, whereas failing to take the roles, or 
resisting role-taking opportunities, results in misconceptions and stereotypes. Such 
role taking in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? is unwanted and partially, or 
one-sidedly, successful. While androids take the role of humans and see the world 
from their perspective, humans oppose taking roles of androids. However, they 
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may be unaware of the inauthenticity of the roles they have or think that they have 
taken. On the one hand, this can be seen as anxiety of otherness, the same as the 
one that shaped the views on reverse colonization in fin de siècle Gothic fiction. 
On the other hand, there are forces behind this process that justify such opposition 
– androidization means loss of humanity as it implies, in case of humans, loss of 
freedom and imposition of absolute control. 

Science fiction is a genre deeply concerned with otherness; however, some 
critics notice its deficiencies in its explorations of the themes. Lavender III (2009: 
186) criticised it as a “‘colorblind’ genre, either blithely portraying a future free 
from racial struggle […] or else projecting racial anxieties onto the body of the 
alien without seeming to notice that the humanity united against external threat 
is suspiciously monochrome.” Damien Broderick (2003: 59) wrote that science 
fiction writers used the genre “to compound prejudice and illuminate otherness – 
something sf had prided itself on doing since the 1950s, yet had rarely managed to 
achieve.” Owing to the shift in focus from difference to sameness, ‘monochroma-
cy’ and androidization in Dick’s fiction inspire a range of issues to be considered 
within the context of other. “The icons of sf”, according to Jones (2003: 163) “are 
the signs which announce the genre, which warn the reader that this is a different 
world; and at the same time constitute the difference.” Androids, being one such 
icon, become a means to explore the differences through sameness. They challenge 
our attitudes by revealing that otherness can be based on markers beyond the ob-
vious, i.e. beyond the dominant model of seeing someone as other in the visual-
ly oriented Western civilization. They provide us with the material to consider a 
range of problems in interpersonal relations among different groups by radically 
reconfiguring the notion of humanity owing to technological changes. They inspire 
us to try and find the modes for mutually beneficial coexistence. Finally, androids 
embody the idea that other is not necessarily different, that it can sometimes be the 
same and that the divisions into the ideal majority and the ‘othered’ minority may 
be artificial.

Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? demonstrates how inauthenticity, as 
the marker of difference, and sameness, as the trigger for exclusion, are used to 
form individuals’ attitudes and expectations that affect the relationship of humans 
with technology, more specifically with androids as human technological and/or 
controlled doubles, raising at the same time the following dilemmas – How should 
humans treat self-conscious intelligent technology? What should their relationship 
with it be like? What rights should such technology have – should it have less 
rights than authentic humans or should its rights be equal to those that authen-
tic humans have? Given the pace and trends of technological advancement these 
question can be transferred to or projected onto our objective reality. And they are.
Fears that once fully controlled machines may endanger humans might soon cross 
the border separating fiction from reality. A group of scientists and entrepreneurs, 
including cosmologist Max Tegmark, business magnate and inventor Elon Musk, 
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and physicist Stephen Hawking, who said that the “development of full artificial 
intelligence could spell the end of the human race” (Cellan-Jones 2014), and nu-
merous other distinguished individuals, have signed an open letter to warn about 
the dangers of creating artificial intelligence, emphasizing that “[b]ecause of the 
great potential of AI, it is important to research how to reap its benefits while 
avoiding potential pitfalls” (Open Letter). 

Contemporary technological developments and the pace of changes they 
cause raise a number of dilemmas referring to present and future relationships and 
interdependence of humans and technology, now increasingly focusing on the in-
fluence of technology on humanness, questions whether integration of technology 
into our bodies makes us less humans and, if so, whether such changes can make 
us different so that we are seen as others by more authentic humans, or one day 
perhaps even by pure machines. Intelligent and conscious technology may become 
sufficiently human-like and thus inspired, as in Dick’s novels, to seek equality, 
freedom and (human?) rights.

The potentials of creating machines equal to humans can be regarded more 
generally, and implemented on the attitudes towards all forms of other and differ-
ent. If reckoned so, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? is yet another example 
proving that literature is a significant element of culture pointing to something we 
all share, regardless of age, race, or language that we speak, although it is not al-
ways obvious but presented on a deeper, even archetypal level, reaching to depths 
common to all humans, to the very essence of what it means to be human. An-
droids, then, can be seen as representations of a different national identity, society, 
state, genre, personality, different concept of humanity, and every other imaginable 
conception of being different.

The boundaries between human and android can be interpreted more nar-
rowly, literally focusing on the position of intelligent machines in a human-dom-
inated society. If “the posthuman evokes the exhilarating prospect of getting out 
of some of the old boxes and opening up new ways of thinking about what being 
human means” (Hayles 1999: 285) then the definition of human, due to technolog-
ical developments, must be extended to include posthuman ‘circumstances’ and 
societies. Then boundaries must be pushed and broadened once again.

Brian Aldiss wrote about the necessity to push the boundaries and broaden 
and deepen human behaviour.

Western society is still liberalising itself, torturous though the process is 
(and threatened all the while). We used to hang people for stealing bread; 
now we pay unemployment benefits. We used to allow children to be used 
as slave labour; now we are extending the school-leaving age. We used to 
treat as criminal people who were merely sick. We have many hang-ups, 
but socially we are more enlightened than we were at the beginning of the 
[twentieth] century. 
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We have painfully begun to understand that the way to reintegrate the rejects 
of society – whether rejected on grounds of race, poverty, low IQ, or what-
ever – is to express our concern, not our hatred; to bring them nearer rather 
than shuttling them farther away. As Mary Shelley pointed out a while ago, 
for it is one of the lessons of Frankenstein. 
This moral progress comes as a result of scientific development – a positive 
thing science does, often forgotten in a time when science’s failures claim 
our attention. (Aldiss 1973: 252-253)

Androids already service hotel customers in Japan. Still, they are only tools 
employed to aid humans. Machines are now seen as inferior and, perhaps, one day, 
if/when they become sentient and intelligent, humans might continue to treat them 
as insufficiently human to be equal, which could be met with opposition. Conse-
quently, (re)consideration of the relationships between humans and human-like 
constructs is inevitable.

Dick (1995b: 211) warned about androids whose “handshake is the grip of 
death, and their smile has the coldness of the grave”. Replication, and androidiza-
tion in particular, signifies loss of individualism and the anxieties of being engulfed 
by the artificial other. Opposition to replication of individuals, minds, bodies, even 
realities, is opposition to non-differentiation in a commodified reality, in which 
each product is a copy, the same as others, where original is lost.

However, these seemingly monster-images of humanity may be a way to 
see and understand ourselves. In spite of the implications that their existence and 
the process of androidization may have on the idea of what it means to be human, 
Dick also began to understand the motives, struggles and problems they faced in 
their human-like existence.  

I have, in some of my stories and novels, written about androids or robots 
or simulacra – the name doesn’t matter; what is meant is artificial constructs 
masquerading as humans. Usually with a sinister purpose in mind. I suppose 
I took it for granted that if such a construct, a robot, for example, had a 
benign or anyhow decent purpose in mind, it would not need to so disguise 
itself. Now, to me, that then seems obsolete. The constructs do not mimic 
humans; they are, in many deep ways, actually human already. They are 
not trying to fool us, for a purpose of any sort; they merely follow lines we 
follow, in order that they, too, may overcome such common problems as 
the breakdown of vital parts, loss of power source, attack by such foes as 
storms, short-circuits (Dick 1995a: 185)

Boundaries constantly change. “Critical race theory,” as Lavender III (2009: 
186) noted, “challenges the assumptions that whiteness is a neutral or unmarked 
identity in American culture”. Moreover, whiteness is no longer seen as “a stable, 
unified category of human classification. Instead, whiteness, like other racially-de-
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fined groupings, is an ever-shifting terrain, one that has changed markedly since 
the nineteenth century and continues to evolve as we move into the twenty-first” 
(Joyce Brown 2004: xvi). Race, according to Joyce Brown (2004: 3), although 
“useless as a biological concept”, “while signifying nothing concrete or scientif-
ically meaningful, continues to both signify and have cultural significance.“ This 
applies to other markers of otherness as well. Canales’s experiences and ideas sup-
port these observations, as do Dick’s androids, highlighting the constant need for 
(re)consideration of the notions of otherness, sameness and difference. Like race, 
which is a “social construction” that raises a number of questions, such as “how 
and why is it constructed and maintained? By and for who?” (Joyce Brown 2004: 
3), humanness, along with all other markers of difference, may become “useless as 
a biological concept”. Like whiteness, it may turn into “an ever-shifting terrain”, 
one that changes and evolves.

Perhaps one day “The Universal Declaration of Human Rights” stating that 
“[e]veryone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, 
without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, po-
litical or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status“ 
(UN 1948) could be extended to include artificial humans as well. The limits of the 
boundaries may depend on whether humans in the future will be predominantly 
technophiles or technophobes and whether they will successfully avoid the pitfalls 
while reaping the benefits. Hopefully, there will be a link between scientific de-
velopment and moral progress. Otherwise, the limits may even depend on the atti-
tude of machines about humans, and the dreams they may have one day, including 
knowing themselves through other. 
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milena kaličanin

CONTEMPORARY SCOTTISH URBAN MYTHS IN 
KENNEDY’S AND HIRD’S SHORT STORIES

The paper focuses on the critical portrayal of a variety of dysfunctional male/female re-
lationships experienced in the unpalatable urban realities marked by abuse, addiction, 
bullying, alcoholism and social deprivation as explored by the two contemporary Scot-
tish women writers, A.L. Kennedy and Laura Hird. Kennedy and Hird thoughtfully inves-
tigate a vast spectrum of peculiar life situations that lead to the questioning of the existing 
urban myths, as well as the creation of the new ones: from the reversal of gender expecta-
tions (the teenage girls who sexually humiliate their teachers; single, emancipated, finan-
cially independent women who willingly play the role of an unattainable prey and, to their 
utter disappointment, eventually end up alone) to the sincere portrayal of sadness, violence, 
hurt and terror experienced in marriage. Apart from the fact that both authors are skilled 
at representing a range of marginalized voices (male and female, old and young), they 
also frequently and unashamedly use vulgar, shocking and confrontational language as a 
means of involving and affecting their readers, in the manner of in-yer-face-theatre literary 
style from 1990s. The romantic possibility of genuine redemption of love is singled out 
as a valid alternative to the futility of sporadic sexual affairs; however, whereas Kennedy 
sentimentally pleads for enormous human compassion in attaining this mythical ideal, Hird 
remains a dark, harsh, pessimistic, almost brutal observer of urban realities. 

Key words: urban myths, alienation, consumerism, gender expectations, dysfunctional re-
lationships

1. INTRODUCTION: MODERN URBAN TENDENCIES

Mark Ravenhill, one of the iconic artistic figures in the British in-yer-face 
theatre literary movement of the 1990s, in his play Shopping and Fucking (2001) 
offers a rather gloomy insight into contemporary urban realities. Namely, as the 
title of his play acutely suggests, modern (urban) lifestyle is predominantly shaped 
by consumerist tendencies (“shopping and television”, (Ravenhill 2001: 87)), 
whose ultimate result is plainly to dumb our senses, anaesthetize our hearts and 
minds and thus literally cleanse our humanity from any possibility of forming 
meaningful human relations. Ravenhill’s version of the improved Bible for the 
contemporary age of consumerism begins with the utterly provocative statement: 
“Get. The money. First.” (Ravenhill 2001: 87) Hence, the recently developed ur-
ban lifestyle is characterized by the complete loss of profound spirituality under 
the ironically soothing cover of material comfort. 
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Ravenhill further claims that what is meant by progress and civilization is 
the amount of the most visible flow of information, the intention of which is to 
dumb us mentally and immobilize us physically. An illusion of an abundance of 
choices as well as the total freedom to choose is supported, theoretically, by the 
media, particularly a myriad of overwhelming commercials, directly targeting its 
unsuspecting groups, and, practically, by the rapid emergence of supermarkets and 
malls, institutions intimately connected to spending as a new form of mass indul-
gence. These are generally viewed as a sort of contemporary, artificial paradise in 
which one gains a fake sense of power and an illusion of being able to satisfy all 
existential needs. In reality, of course, this falsely proclaimed, but utterly praised 
concept of freedom applies to most banal material choices, such as for instance 
the choice among different brands of shampoo in the supermarket, whereas more 
important decisions concerning the validity and quality of one’s life are basically 
conditioned and determined by raw consumerist impulses. Thus, Lulu, one of rath-
er insightful Ravenhill’s characters in this play, frankly claims: “There is so much 
choice. Too much. Which I think they do deliberately.” (Ravenhill 2001: 29)1

Ravenhill is just one of many modern authors who criticize the prevailing urban 
lifestyle for its emotional atrophy and consumerism. This is how, for example, Edward 
Bond, another contemporary playwright, in his study The Hidden Plot: Notes on Thea-
tre and the State (2000) describes the spiritual condition of modern man: 

We begin to lose our humanity. The affluent utopia becomes a prison. In 
earlier times stories of gods and demons related their people to their world 
in a more human way than our supermarkets and machines relate us to ours 
[…] Once the story related the community to the world. But the consumer 
consumes alone. The economy grows, the means of material well-being and 
happiness increase – yet socially we are sicker. Our affluence is a higher 
form of poverty. And so our angst will turn into terror and escapades of 
sickening communal violence […] Western democracy has become a secret 
Culture of Death. Instead of speaking human language we chant alchemical 
spells and arm our magic with terrors of gigantesque technology. (Bond 
2000: 4)

In order to resist the influence of the destructive mass society (“a secret 
Culture of Death”), Bond implies that we are supposed to go back to the roots – to 

1  Adrienne Rich also criticizes the appealing, yet unsubstantial, illusion of choice modern man 
faces in his everyday reality. According to Rich, instead of concentrating on the most relevant issues 
of human existence, people’s attention has been distracted and concentrated on the banal and trivial: 
“our experience – our desire itself – is taken from us, processed and labeled, and sold back to us 
before we have had a chance to name it for ourselves (what do we really want and fear?) or to dwell 
in our ambiguities and contradictions…” (Rich 1993: xiv) The only way to ‘recharge desire’ and ‘put 
numbed zones into feelings’ is, according to Rich, to ‘lay claim to poetry’, ‘to read and write as if 
your life depended on it’, which is, as a solution to the postmodern condition, totally disregarded by 
Ravenhill’s heroes, though not by Ravenhill himself (see Kostic 2011).
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discover and relearn the art of loving, which is a valid solution whose debatable 
effects will be dealt with in great detail in the analysis of Kennedy’s and Hird’s 
short stories later in the paper.

In line with Ravenhill’s and Bond’s lines of thought, Adrienne Rich in her 
study What is Found There: Notebooks on Poetry and Politics (1994) passionately 
draws attention to the dominant feature of human existence in the contemporary 
age of consumerism – alienation. She critically portrays not only the lack of any 
spiritual dimension in modern urban spaces, but also the absence of any initiative 
to alter the situation which is primarily unnatural and, above all, inhuman accord-
ing to her personal standards:

We see daily that our lives are terrible and little, without continuity, buyable 
and saleable at any moment, mere blips on a screen, that this is the way we 
live now […] We become stoical; we hibernate; we numb ourselves with 
chemicals; we emigrate internally into fictions of past and future; we thirst for 
guns; but as a people we have rarely, if ever, known what it is to tremble with 
fear, to lament, to rage, to praise, to solemnize, to say We have done this, to 
our sorrow; to say Enough; to say We will, to say We will not. (Rich 1993: 20)

The neglect and marginalization of genuine affection typical of modern human 
condition, hence also of modern relationships, particularly in the wide urban areas, 
reflected through the idea of feelings as “instant commodities, buyable and saleable 
at any moment” (Rich 1993: 20), contributed, among other things, to the overall im-
age of modern (wo)man as authentically crippled with the popular cultural notions of 
abnormal obsession with the body, sexual assertiveness and experimentation, male 
and female emancipation, fashion trends, etc. In the private domain, as well as in the 
domain of consumerist urban free market, a variety of doubtful personal choices is 
offered, under the pretext of democratic tolerance and equal appreciation of inborn 
(or acquired) sexual preferences and lifestyles, whereas the traditional family bonds 
and conservative patriarchal tendencies are highly repudiated and labelled as deri-
sively conventional, old-fashioned and thus rightfully, extinct. 

The unifying trait in the selected short stories analyzed in the paper (Ken-
nedy’s “Edinburgh” and “Marriage” from What Becomes, 2009, and Hird’s “The 
Dilating Pupil” from Children of Albion Lovers, 1996, and “Victims” from Hope 
and Other Urban Tales, 2006) represents the perennial quest for the long-forgot-
ten values of the “human heart beneath the urban surface squalor” (Briscoe 2006: 
1). Kennedy and Hird thoughtfully investigate a vast spectrum of peculiar life 
situations that lead to the questioning of the existing urban myths, as well as the 
creation of the new ones: from the reversal of gender expectations (the teenage 
girls who sexually humiliate their teachers; single, emancipated, financially inde-
pendent women who willingly play the role of an unattainable prey and, to their 
utter disappointment, eventually end up alone) to the sincere portrayal of sadness, 
violence, hurt and terror experienced in personal relationships and marriage.
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2. KENNEDY’S URBAN MYTHS IN “EDINBURGH” AND 
“MARRIAGE” 

A. L. Kennedy’s collection of short stories What Becomes (2009) has mostly 
been praised for the author’s dark humour, poignant hopefulness and marvellous 
evocation of contemporary social and spiritual malaise. No one captures the spirit 
of our times as A. L. Kennedy, the unanimous critical praise continues. One of the 
reasons for such a concordant pool of reviewers’ attitudes probably lies in the ma-
jor theme Kennedy explores in this short story collection; namely, she realistically 
portrays “what becomes” of the broken-hearted. She reveals the various forms of 
pain, aggression, longing and grief of dysfunctional urban relationships, but also 
powerfully expresses her genuine belief in the redemption of love by portraying 
almost forgotten (and thus quite unexpected) instances of authentic human com-
passion among predominantly alienated, self-obsessed modern city dwellers. 

In “Edinburgh”, Kennedy questions the prevalent consumerist tendencies 
by portraying Peter, the manager of the organic products shop. However, the au-
thor’s ambivalent attitude towards the new fashionable wave of healthy lifestyle, 
characterized by the omnipresent emphasis on proper nutritional habits and con-
stant physical work out as opposed to the wholesale chains of fast food shops and 
unhealthy pace of life in modern urban spaces, is further represented through Pe-
ter’s personal habits – though a manager in the organic products shop, Peter rejects 
his own goods in favour of powdered nutritional drinks, among which the variety 
called “Nothing” is his favourite flavour:

Not that he’d object to being healthy, not at all. He’d lost weight lately, for 
example – was looking scrawny, sparse. But that was to do with boredom, 
or something else – it certainly wasn’t a sign of disease…I would allow that 
the range of flavours is impressive – but normal human beings could be 
expected to tolerate only three: Strawberry, Nothing and Chicken. I think 
Nothing is my favourite… His powders did the job. (Kennedy 2009: 38-39)

His nihilistic attitude to currently trendy tendencies is also masterfully de-
picted in his cynical conduct towards the customers. Peter can see through their 
appearances of genuine interest in global environmental issues and perceives them 
as they really are – not at all interested in a healthy lifestyle, but artificially ap-
plying it, nevertheless, since this has gradually become one of the most popular 
urban myths of the modern consumer society. Kennedy’s portrayal of contempo-
rary urban trends is thus directly confronted to the one portrayed in Ravenhill’s 
Shopping and Fucking: whereas Ravenhill depicts them through the emphasis on 
consumerist spending oases of malls and supermarkets, whose variety of choices 
is mostly represented through the wholesale chains of the fast-food industry, Ken-
nedy describes the other side of the coin, extreme as well in its exaggerated accent 
on a healthy lifestyle, represented through the successfully run retail organic prod-
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ucts shop, whose owner, paradoxically, despises both organic food and healthy 
nutritional habits. Peter consciously chooses not to belong to either of the extreme 
options offered; he is neither a devout consumer nor an obsessive fitness freak, he 
wilfully accepts isolation from the rest of the world (reflected through his unique 
manner of eating, or better to say, his eating disorder) as his existential condition. 

However, Peter soon receives a confirmation that miracles, or at least, 
strange, unexpected, even mythically romantic events do happen even in seem-
ingly unbearable every day urban circumstances. On an ordinary work day, when 
he “could simply hear [himself] dying and do the job that is supposed to pass [his] 
time” (Kennedy 2009: 42), among the usual uninteresting bunch of customers, 
Amanda, “made of something different” (Kennedy 2009: 43) appears. Their future 
relationship reflects one aspect in the already mentioned vast spectrum of dysfunc-
tional urban relationships – that of a young girl in a relationship with a much older 
man. Even the fact that Amanda lives in Edinburgh but commutes to her work in 
Glasgow, thus reflecting the spatial distance (together with the conspicuous age 
difference) between them, does not pose a problem to Peter, who experiences pure 
joy and genuine happiness for the first time in his life: “I wasn’t entirely stupid. 
Only happy. Which is beyond stupidity. Beyond any capacity for thought…She was 
looking at him and making him loved – which is every difference in the world.” 
(Kennedy 2009: 46)

Thus, Kennedy offers a powerful solution to prevalent alienation in contem-
porary urban realities – a movement back to the roots, that can “recharge desire” 
and “put numbed zones into feelings” (Rich 1993: xiv), as Adrianne Rich would 
say, and, in the manner of romantic Troubadour poets, restore life into a person 
that seems to be dead or dying, “living and partly living” (Eliot 1964: 24). The 
mere fact that Kennedy emphasizes the transformative and regenerative power of 
love or human affection in general as a valid alternative to the futility of sporadic 
sexual affairs and consumerist ethics testifies to her sentimental strivings towards 
attaining this mythical ideal. However, the characters from her short stories are 
merely offered a glimpse into the romantic possibility of genuine redemption of 
love, since, as we will show in Peter’s example, their attempts ultimately prove 
unsuccessful. Unfortunately, Amanda replaces Peter with her former lover, and Pe-
ter is back into his stupefying daily routine, scarred for life, as he thinks, since his 
acquaintances saw what it looked like for him to “be well, be with her”: “They saw 
me burning. Now all we do is remember what I’m not.” (Kennedy 2009: 49) He 
finally bursts into despair when an inquisitive lady comes to his shop, distributing 
leaflets on healing energy that makes all the creatures in the universe connected: 
“We’re not all connected. We are bags of skin. We’re all separate bags of thinking 
skin.” (Kennedy 2009: 54)

Peter’s desperate cry of utmost personal loneliness and existential mean-
inglessness, presented through the insightful concept of men as the consumerist 
symbol of bags (of thinking skin), produced in industrial quantities, no sooner 
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distributed than discarded, revealingly depicts the absence of a life nurturing, love 
giving organ – the heart, in his everyday surroundings. It is precisely the organ of 
love that is symbolically missing in contemporary urban realities, Kennedy warns 
us, and this situation is rather visible even in the social institutions that are based 
on communal partnership values, marriage being one of them. 

In “Marriage” Kennedy depicts yet another dysfunctional relationship. It 
is a story entirely told on the move, as husband and wife travel, separately, along 
city streets. The literal physical distance between the spouses gradually immerses 
the readers into a rather untypical story of the violent bickering between husband 
and wife. Through the depiction of a dusty, irritating rain on the unspecified city 
streets, Kennedy insightfully comments on the problematic marital union by rely-
ing solely on the husband’s point of view. At first, it seems that the readers should 
be more in favour of the husband who frankly and sorrowfully admits that during 
their stroll, “they won’t have a giggle. They won’t be companions. They won’t 
chat. They will just walk, trudge on. She will trash their afternoon.” (Kennedy 
2009: 127) In addition, the wife is the one who purposefully keeps the full yard of 
distance between them: “He’d wanted to give her a splendid day, but she wouldn’t 
listen, wouldn’t agree, wouldn’t let him take her hand, wouldn’t stop chasing from 
street to street, crossing where she shouldn’t, darting out between moving cars. 
And he had to follow.” (Kennedy 2009: 130) 
 Being at the verge of taking sides, particularly the husband’s side and thus 
subconsciously blaming the wife for the unknown reasons of her strange, or better 
to say unnatural behaviour, the readers are rather casually exposed to the painful 
truth which builds to a harrowing end: “And to be fair, he rarely hits her in the face 
- it isn’t something she’d expect,” Kennedy writes, the casualness of the domestic 
violence described only heightening its effect, “which is why she had to be so awk-
ward about today” (Kennedy 2009: 134). 

However, at the moment when the situation portraying domestic violence 
gradually builds itself to depict existential hopelessness and meaninglessness of 
contemporary human affairs, as well as omnipresent urban alienation, the wife 
unexpectedly starts weeping about the two men working with their shovels under 
the heavy rain. The sudden emotional outburst at the sight of underpaid workers 
doing their job in difficult weather conditions serves only as an unintentional pre-
text for exposing genuine misery, sorrow, physical and emotional detachment, and 
finally, utter loneliness in marriage. Her husband soothes her, quite aware of the 
fake romantic impression the two of them would leave to the sudden passers-by: 
“They will be admired, a little focus of attention for the street. And everyone who 
sees them will be sure – this is what it looks like. This is exactly what it looks like. 
Marriage.” (Kennedy 2009: 135) 

Although the old-fashioned romantic ideal of marriage has irretrievably lost 
its privileged status in contemporary urban realities, Kennedy offers a calming, 
but insubstantial insight into the healing power of genuine human affection. In 
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this case, Kennedy magnificently portrays how even the utmost travesty of this 
ideal can still provoke an emotional response. However, a desperate cry for help 
revealing the utmost lack of hope that this unbearable situation would somehow 
miraculously improve is mistakenly interpreted as a romantic sign of genuine 
bonding between the caring partners on the part of the unsuspecting audience. This 
completely false impression would probably convince a sudden passer-by that, 
in modern urban spaces, genuine human bonding is still an attainable possibility, 
which is an ambivalent effect Kennedy purposefully creates in her short stories.

It is precisely this observation of a myriad of divergent emotions that Ken-
nedy presents as a striking feature in retelling her visions of contemporary urban 
myths. Hence, in reviewing this short story collection, Clark claims that:

It is a critical commonplace to describe Kennedy’s work as unremittingly 
bleak, and she herself has talked of her writing as something she “does” to 
her readers and will probably not stop doing any time soon; but it would 
be wrong to assume that the ceaseless propulsion of her stories - into lone-
liness, unhappiness, despair - removes the possibility of light and shade. 
These are wonderfully textured pieces, varying from sentence to sentence, 
mood to mood, committed to capturing the precariousness and unsteadiness 
of individual mental landscapes.(Clark 2009, 1)

3. HIRD’S URBAN MYTHS IN “THE DILATING PUPIL” AND 
“VICTIMS” 

The precariousness and unsteadiness of individual mental landscapes that 
Clark writes about represents a unifying feature in both Kennedy’s and Hird’s 
work. Another mutual characteristic, apart from a widely claimed reputation for 
representing the urban rawness in contemporary Scottish women writing, is defi-
nitely an artistic skill to depict a vast range of urban voices at their disposal: both 
male and female, old and young, and frequently marginalized. Thus, Kennedy’s 
short stories analyzed in this paper are successfully retold from the male perspec-
tive, whereas in Hird’s two stories that will be interpreted here, both male and 
female point of view will be presented. This fact does not only testify to Kennedy’s 
and Hird’s marvellous creative capacity and talent, but also to their common belief 
that “feminist” or “chauvinist” classifications between female and male writing 
are simply not valid  -  the only possible division in creative writing boils down to 
good and bad writing. 

Hence, Hird’s debut, “The Dilating Pupil” (1996), purposefully focuses on 
the unexpected reversal of gender expectations, which is a frequent feature in her 
writing. Namely, Jenny Russell, one of the star high-school students, invites one 
of her male teachers to her birthday party with the intention of seducing him. The 
exploration of the previously discussed urban myth (based on the unconventional 
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relationship between a young girl and an experienced, middle-aged man) is mas-
terfully portrayed here, but with a huge difference in the final outcome in com-
parison to Kennedy’s “Edinburgh”.  Not only does the female student seduce her 
teacher, but he also becomes a victim of a range of cutting edge chemical stimuli, 
and finally, ends up questioning his own ability to still make love to women. 

“He’d never lusted after girls that young until he’d become a teacher” (Hird 
1996: 135), the teacher from Hird’s story openly declares. This deviation from 
the “normal” or proper conduct, according to conventional standards, is thus pre-
sented as a fact of life, a rather common and quite expected teachers’ behaviour 
in modern urban settings. Hird’s main character further makes what seems to be 
even a moral distinction between himself and Mackay, the Deputy Head, who 
thought “they were past-it, by the time they reached their teens” (Hird 1996: 135). 
Our protagonist frankly declares that he “didn’t like them too young” (Hird 1996: 
135). However, it soon becomes clear that moral or ethical standards are not what 
modern schoolteachers are guided by in the educational process, notwithstanding 
their gender. The younger, female teachers were the worst of all, Hird writes, they 
would rush in after classes to watch the swimming classes of their male pupils for 
what they called “the crotch watch”: “It appeared to be fashionable of female staff 
to accuse male teachers of lusting after jail-bait but the truth of the matter was they 
simply resented the competition.” (Hird 1996: 136) 

The obvious betrayal of instructive and shaping pedagogical ideal in the de-
velopmental process of bringing up children and creating independent individuals 
is not given much thought in Hird’s short story, let alone its severe consequences. 
The middle-aged teacher here becomes an emanation of desperate, insatiable he-
donistic cravings that would enable him to capture the moment of unconstrained 
youth by exercising his enormous will power over the unsuspecting young girl, 
being painfully aware of the fact that his naïve youth ideals are irretrievably lost 
and definitely unattainable. 

The popular scheme of seducing a young student by a middle-aged teacher 
can be related to Erich Fromm’s criticism of radical hedonism, a trait very much 
important for portraying modern urban realities. Starting from a dilemma – to have 
or to be? – Fromm concedes that there is nothing wrong in determining happiness 
as the source of life; what is wrong is the definition of happiness as the satisfac-
tion of any desire or subjective need a person may feel (radical hedonism), since, 
defined in that incomplete way, in contemporary society, based on the existential 
mode of having rather than being, it does not lead to harmony and peace but to ego-
tism, selfishness and greed. As a consequence of people being conditioned to have 
only selfish and possessive desires, there appears an atrophy of emotional life: we 
become alienated both from ourselves and other human beings. Acts of cruelty 
(one of which definitely being the violent sexual abuse of a child) take place not 
because people are driven by innate aggression, but because they no longer have 
or feel any emotional bond to other people. The way out, according to Fromm, of 
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this state of “constant disequilibrium” is to achieve the unity of the fully developed 
human reason and love. By becoming fully human, “man will arrive at the experi-
ence of oneness […] – oneness within man, oneness between man and nature, and 
oneness between man and other man” (Fromm 1977: 314). In this manner, claims 
Fromm, modern man might transcend his narcissistic position and “escape the hell 
of self-centredness and hence self-imprisonment” (Fromm 1977: 315).

However, the first impressions of Hird’s readers about an experienced teacher 
abusing his inexperienced student are soon dispersed, after her skilful depiction of 
the young girl’s attempts at open seduction: the tables are poignantly turned. The 
“hell of self-centredness and self-imprisonment” that Fromm refers to is, unfortu-
nately and regrettably, applicable not only to the case of the “lost” generation of 
teachers, but also to the representatives of the young generation, subject to uninhib-
ited sexual experimentation and dangerous drugs addiction, thus highly repudiating 
the unconvincing, traditional and conservative, existential ideals of their elders. 

Whereas in Kennedy’s version of the identical urban myth of inappropriate 
seduction related to the age difference, genuine redemption of love is singled out as 
a valid alternative to the futility of sporadic sexual affairs, whereby this sentimental 
mythical ideal is attainable by displaying an enormous doze of human compassion, 
Hird is totally pessimistic and cruelly realistic in her dark portrayal of inadequate 
urban relationships. The main protagonist from “The Dilating Pupil” slams the door 
of his student’s house behind him, after the night spent in a mind-stupefying drug 
experimentation ultimately resulting in his immediate sexual impotence, aware not 
only of his recent physical, but of omnipresent existential weakness: “He kept run-
ning until he got to the end of her street then walked the rest of the way home in the 
blinding sunlight, despising her and her sort.” (Hird 1996: 170)

In “Victims” (2006), Hird powerfully contrasts the distinct representatives 
of the socially acceptable and unacceptable, traditional and modern, urban life-
styles. Namely, she focuses on yet another urban myth – an indecent love affair 
between a married man and a financially independent, emancipated, self-sufficient 
single girl. Again, in Hird’s version of this urban myth, the unscrupulous tactics 
and strategy is potently reversed: out of complete boredom with her life, deprived 
of solid moral grounds and limitations, it is the girl who seems to enjoy the bleak-
est forms of torturing and manipulation of a love-stricken, deluded married man. 
The readers are left under the impression of the girl’s enormous satisfaction pro-
vided by skilfully calculated and powerfully inventive ways of inflicting tremen-
dous pain on another human being.  

However, unlike in Kennedy’s “Marriage”, the elements of basic physical vi-
olence are lacking here. Hird’s female protagonist is too much of a shrewd for giving 
in to mere physical sensations of torture. Her sadistic satisfaction derives from the 
mere abstinence of any physical contact with the love-stung married man – the poor 
man is allowed to watch her masturbating in his car, in the lawn in front of her house, 
in his marital bed, in the rooms of his children, yet he is not allowed to touch her 
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on his own. His self-delusion comes to the definite verge when he suggests that he 
would abandon his family and that the two of them should start living together.  

Although it seems that she is the one pulling all the strings in their strange 
relationship, eventually this strange urban story ends in a rather stereotypical way. 
The prodigal husband acknowledges the significance of traditional family bonds 
and remorsefully goes back to his family. The ultimate conduct of Hird’s female 
protagonist is rather surprising, though. We would expect a nonchalant neglect and 
complete ignorance of her male toy’s decision. However, her reaction is totally 
different. Aware of the fact that he would not appear for the previously arranged 
date, even though it is her birthday, the last image in the story is that of her standing 
in the bar surrounded by unfamiliar men, spying on another potential victim in her 
unattainable prey scheme:

She hadn’t liked him anyway. He was just some wanker who bought her 
drink, let her drive his car and treat him like shit. The idea that she’d almost 
moved in with the moron made her glad he was gone. She hoped he was 
dead. Glancing back across at the man she’d asked the time, she noticed him 
still smiling over at her. She smiled back. Edinburgh was full of unbalanced 
arseholes waiting to be pushed. (Hird 2006: 1)

The story is symbolically entitled “Victims” referring both to the unsuspect-
ing male victims of Hird’s predatory female protagonist, but also potently signify-
ing the greatest victim of them all – the main character herself that the author here 
depicts as an easy prey to the most popular contemporary urban tales of female 
self-sufficiency, financial independence, bodily obsession, irrelevant, sporadic and 
meaningless sexual affairs that poignantly spurn any trace of genuine human affec-
tion and mockingly doubt its credibility. Although “hope does indeed lurk beneath 
her apparent nihilism” (Briscoe 2006: 1), Hird, unlike Kennedy, does not give in to 
its potent, regenerative and healing impulses, but ultimately remains a dark, harsh, 
pessimistic, almost brutal observer of urban realities. 

4. CONCLUSION

The most potent literary voices in contemporary Scottish (women’s) fiction 
are embodied in Kennedy’s and Hird’s creative visions. By reading their multi-lay-
ered tales that realistically capture a variety of personal responses to omnipresent 
urban alienation (despair, longing, loneliness, boredom, pain, violence etc.) one 
gets the impression that the mere issue of Scottishness, or a distinct belonging to 
the Scottish nation, is not as relevant for their literary expression as well as their 
poignant criticism of global consumer society. Thus, in an interview for 3 A.M. 
Magazine, Andrew Stevens posed a question of whether Hird regarded herself as a 
Scottish writer and this is what she replied: 
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I regard myself as a Scottish writer in that I was born and have lived most 
of my life in Scotland and it is therefore very much part of my identity and 
something that makes me feel incredibly proud and at other times wildly 
frustrated. Scotland, like everywhere else, is made up of thousands of ex-
tremely complex, diverse, contradictory aspects which I like to explore as 
someone who lives in the capital city, when I am away from it and through 
the imagined eyes of someone unfamiliar with the place. I also feel very 
proud — and very often equally frustrated — to be part of the United King-
dom as a whole, having lived in, travelled around and made many great 
friends throughout these Isles both prior to and during my life as a writer. 
(Stevens 2014: 1)

Hence, a sense of belonging to a vast international writing community is 
much more significant to both Kennedy and Hird than the mere issue of ethnicity. 
Although Kennedy was one of the most fervent spokespersons of the failed Scot-
tish Independence Referendum (held on 18th September, 2014)2, her short stories 
are not ethnically or nationalistically coloured, but predominantly testify to rather 
destructive, dull and uncreative trends of contemporary urban lifestyles. 

In a text written for the Guardian, “When did Aspiration Become a Dirty 
Word? When They Sprayed it Gold…” (2014), Kennedy once again emphasizes 
that in modern consumer society we are immersed in irrelevant information about 
“aspirational objects”, reflecting potentially dangerous urban myths she critically 
discusses in her writing: 

…aspirational shoes, aspirational hats, hair, tummies, faces and relation-
ships, all embodying perfections that are both required and unattainable. 
Even cautionary tales of failed marriages and unhappy skin tone are ren-
dered distant by glamour, as are the extensive depictions of royals breath-
ing in and out, or wearing clothes with staggeringly impressive proficiency. 
(Kennedy 2014: 1)
As a result, Kennedy claims, in the global trend of yearning for attaining 

“the unattainable” – wealth, social prestige, material conformity – the readiness for 
genuine human compassion and creation is regrettably put aside, neglected, almost 
vanished, “which means you don’t have the time in which to discover the equiva-
lent of penicillin, inspire your kids or exceed your own and other’s expectations” 
(Kennedy 2014: 1). 

This statement brings us back to the theoretical and creative insights of 
Ravenhill, Rich, Bond and Frye elaborated in the introductory part of this paper. 
According to them, the only way to resist the influence of the destructive mass 
society, or “a secret Culture of Death”, as Bond terms it (2000:4), where feelings 
are turned into “instant commodities, buyable and saleable at any moment” (Rich 
2  The result of the Scottish Independence Referendum (2014) showed that the majority of the peo-
ple of Scotland (55% of them) decided that they preferred to remain in the United Kingdom. 
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1994: 20), is to show genuine human compassion and love for another human be-
ing. Since this mythical ideal is mostly unattainable in contemporary urban spaces, 
it is no wonder, therefore, that both Kennedy and Hird frequently and unasham-
edly use vulgar, shocking and confrontational language as a means of involving 
and affecting their readers, in the manner of in-yer-face-theatre literary style from 
1990s. The modern urban myths they depict in their short stories are void of any 
trace of refinement, sophistication and dignity. They express the sheer rawness 
and bareness of contemporary urban existence. In Kennedy’s stories interpreted in 
this paper, a tiny possibility of the romantic possibility of the genuine redemption 
of love can still be spotted lurking beneath the pessimistic urban surface, while in 
Hird’s stories, unfortunately, any attempt at escape or rescue from the ubiquitous 
urban squalor is inevitably doomed to failure.

Milena Kaličanin
University of Niš, Faculty of Philosophy
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PRIVATE HISTORY OF THE TRAUMATIZED SELF IN 
SYLVIA PLATH’S THE BELL JAR1

The aim of this paper is to perform an analysis of Sylvia Plath’s novel The Bell Jar (1963) 
within the framework of theories related to the exploration of gender, trauma, and their con-
nection to fiction and history. The theoretical literature encompasses studies on female auto-
biography, Joan W. Scott’s idea of gender as a category of historical analysis, postmodernist 
thought on the relationship between history and fiction, and the postulates of trauma theory. 
The ideological constructs of the age, the need for fiction in order for reality of the under-
represented to be conveyed, and Plath’s own multifaceted self all come into play in the inter-
pretation of this novel. In terms of structure, The Bell Jar is analyzed as a bildungsroman, a 
quasi-mythological narrative following the stages of a rite of passage, taken up by the novel’s 
main protagonist and Plath’s alter-ego Esther Greenwood. The Bell Jar is also interpreted as 
Plath’s narrative attempt at liberating herself from an oppressive past experience, but only 
in addition to establishing a possibility of female struggle through re-vision. However, in 
its protagonist’s failure to ascribe an authentic conclusion to her narrative, the novel makes 
prominent the functioning of underlying normative systems which enable the creation of a 
single, patriarchally prescribed and imposed narrative. In ultimately reintegrating her protag-
onist into a society which is only ideologically represented as desirable, Sylvia Plath, perhaps 
inadvertently, made overt the lack of possible narratives for acceptable female experience and 
the unacknowledged multitudes of untold herstories which deserve recognition.

Keywords: history, fiction, trauma, gender, ideology

1.  INTRODUCTION

The reception and interpretation of Sylvia Plath’s oeuvre has been tainted 
by the controversies of her life and death ever since her suicide at the age of thirty 
in February 1963, which occurred only a month after the publication of her only 
novel The Bell Jar (Matović 2013: 11). It would take decades for the versatility 
of her work to be more critically explored, but even to this date literary criticism 
fails to veer too much from the juxtaposition of Plath’s biography and her writing 
(Kroll 1978: 1). On the other hand, although her personal biography may have 
been overexploited, the implications of Plath’s narrative conflict with her private 

1  This paper is the result of research conducted within project no. 178018 – Social Crises and Con-
temporary Serbian Literature and Culture: National, Regional, European, and Global Framework, 
financed by the Ministry of Education and Science, Republic of Serbia.
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self on the overarching ideological plane concerning gender normativity has only 
sporadically been critically analyzed.

Disagreement regarding the literary value of The Bell Jar is based primarily 
on account of the mass, bestseller popularity of the book and its connection to the 
controversies of Sylvia Plath’s life, which she used as a layout for her fiction. The 
plot of The Bell Jar is structured as a narrativized episode from Plath’s past concern-
ing her attempted suicide at the age of twenty, as well as the events which preceded 
and followed it. The Bell Jar belongs to the long-established tradition of the bil-
dungsroman (Wagner 1986: 55), yet in a unique framework, which is organized as a 
quasi-mythological narrative following the stages of a rite of passage to be taken up 
by the novel’s main protagonist and Plath’s alter-ego Esther Greenwood (Matović 
2013: 42). Such a fictional reconfiguration of autobiography was for Plath a way to 
deal with her complex, deeply traumatic past, which was conditioned by numerous 
problematic cultural variables. The ideological constructs of the age, the need for 
fiction in order for reality of the underrepresented to be conveyed, and Plath’s own 
multifaceted self all come into play in the interpretation of this novel.

It is important to note that autobiographies by women writers tend not to be 
taken up by critics if they do not conform to the established literary canon. Even if 
taken into consideration, female autobiography is positioned on the margins of lit-
erature. Sidonie Smith’s study A Poetics of Women’s Autobiography will be useful 
in interpreting The Bell Jar as an autofictional novel. In addition, Adrienne Rich’s 
concept of re-vision and Joan W. Scott’s idea of gender as a category of historical 
analysis will be applied to how Plath narratively reconstructed her past, revealing in 
the process the ideological constrictions of the patriarchal society which a mid-twen-
tieth-century female writer would have encountered. Positioned in a wider frame-
work of critical thought on the relationship between history and fiction, The Bell 
Jar will also be analyzed with respect to its transformative potential as a reshaping 
of autobiographical past. In its protagonist’s failure to reach satisfactory closure, 
the novel makes prominent the functioning of underlying normative systems which 
enable the creation of a single, prescribed narrative framing of an individual’s past 
experiences. Finally, trauma theory will likewise be beneficial for the subsequent 
analysis given that its insistence on the impossibility of traditional representation of 
traumatic experiences is another point to make in The Bell Jar’s interpretation as a 
narrative struggle for conveying the dislocated position of the female self in the dom-
inant climate which suffocates it and disables it from creating a history of its own.

2. RESPONSES TO HISTORICAL EXCLUSION VIA 
AUTOFICTION AND RE-VISION OF TRAUMA

One of the consequences of solely acknowledging History as the formative 
trajectory of humankind is the exclusion of Herstory – historical data which per-
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tain to the lived experiences of women, who have been consistently, throughout the 
recorded past, left out of the public domains of influence. Sylvia Plath’s The Bell 
Jar does not function as a typical reconfiguration of history given that it does not 
grapple with the official historical data regarding events which would be recorded 
in a work of historiographic nature. Quite to the contrary, by placing her main pro-
tagonist, Esther Greenwood, in an environment which stifles her personal growth 
precisely on account of being a woman, Plath made an attempt at re-visioning the 
past, which was her own autobiographical experience. She tackled the issues of 
patriarchy, inadvertently leaning on Kate Millet’s maxim that private is public2. 
Joan W. Scott’s groundbreaking article “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical 
Analysis” is of vital use for this analysis since it delineates how a thorough restruc-
turing of history on the basis of revised notions of gender, class, and race would 
imply “not only a new history of women, but also a new history.” (1986: 1054) Her 
definition of gender is twofold, split into the normative definition, which states that 
gender is a culturally constructed concept, and the theoretical definition, which 
indicates that gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power, along 
with class and race. Scott’s article provides a rationale for how questioning the 
notion of gender in The Bell Jar could shed light on the systemic exclusion of 
women from positions of power and influence, not only in the 1950s and 1960s 
Western societies, but in contemporary societies, as well. The novel demonstrates 
this exclusion via Esther’s failure to complete her rite of initiation into a mature 
self. She is silenced and deprived of assuming a willfully desired identity, forced 
to repeat the pattern traditionally allotted to women.

Literary critics commit the same mistake concerning narratives about the 
past as historians do when they take for granted the narrative shaping of past ex-
periences. With regards to The Bell Jar, most critics imply the autobiographical 
connection, identity even, with Plath’s own past and interpret the novel as a kind 
of one-to-one mapping of reality onto fiction. However, as Doležel claims,

[f]ictional texts, liberated from truth-valuation, construct sovereign fictional 
worlds which satisfy the human need for imaginative expanse, emotional 
excitement and aesthetic pleasure. Historical texts, constrained by the re-
quirement of truth-valuation, construct historical worlds which are models 
of the actual world’s past. (1998: 792)

Doležel distanced his theoretical thought from the teachings of postmodern-
ism, which tends to equate fiction with history, given that both are narratives and, 

2  In her groundbreaking study Sexual Politics (1969), Kate Millet analyzed the relationship between 
the private and public spheres, her research stemming from the slogan of the student movement, 
which gained momentum at the time, and the second wave of feminism, which stated that what is 
private is also political. Her study was one of the first influential statements about the significance of 
the personal and the familial, which is further intertwined with categories of gender, class, and race, 
thus forming the basis of the political functioning of the state.
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therefore, human constructs. He considered such identification to be culturally ir-
responsible. Hayden White, on the other hand, veered more toward an overlapping 
account of historical and fictional narratives, building upon the abovementioned 
artificiality of narrativization (White 1973: 104). White emphasized that “any giv-
en set of real events can be emplotted in a number of ways,” (1973: 121) indicating 
that, since any meaning-seeking discourse bears fictional qualities and can never 
be purely referential, it necessarily implies a reconfiguration of lived experience. 
Leaving aside the still-relevant debate on the relationship between historical and 
fictional discourses, the ideological nature of a narratively imposed meaning is 
what will figure greatly in the analysis of The Bell Jar. Plath’s repositioning of her 
traumatic experience is unavoidably ideologically colored, which the subsequent 
analysis will aim to demonstrate.

Moreover, when speaking about female autobiography, a relevant term 
would be autofiction, which was first used by Serge Doubrovsky, whose writing 
encompasses Holocaust themes and frameworks (Jones 2009: 1). When realism 
does not suffice as an approach for conveying the complexities of one’s experi-
ences, which do not fit into the reality of the socially superior groups, authors tend 
to seek other modes of expression, which in the case of female autofiction aim to 
convey what is inside the patriarchal society closed off by the culturally construct-
ed shibboleth of femininity.

The heteroglossia of female autobiography creates a poetics layered with 
subversive manifestations of the narratives of lived experience. In order to avoid 
recounting identities which Sidonie Smith labeled as “rather a cultural and linguis-
tic ‘fiction’ constituted through historical ideologies of selfhood and the process-
es of our storytelling,” (1987: 16) female autofiction grapples with them through 
divergence. In the work of Sylvia Plath, the self is likewise embedded in the ex-
periences portrayed, not so much narrated, as re-imagined, re-created, re-lived. 
Adrienne Rich spoke of writing as re-vision and termed it as “the act of looking 
back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entertaining an old text from a new critical di-
rection,” claiming that for “women [it is] more than a chapter in cultural history: 
it is an act of survival.” (1972: 18) Women’s search for identity was for Rich more 
than an individual’s undertaking toward maturity – it was a collective movement 
in the direction of social and personal liberty. As early as 1951, when she was just 
19 years old, Sylvia Plath wrote in her journal that

[w]riting is a religious act: it is an ordering, a reforming, a relearning and 
reloving of people and the world as they are and as they might be. A shaping 
which does not pass away like a day of typing or a day of teaching. The 
writing lasts: it goes about on its own in the world. (2000: 436)

Finally, turning to trauma theory, one may see trauma as an incentive for 
re-conceptualizing the sole idea of experience, and furthermore, of communicating 
that experience. “The traumatized person,” explained Caruth, “carries an impos-
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sible history within them, or they become themselves the symptom of a history 
that they cannot entirely possess.” (1991: 4) Furthermore, Felman emphasized that 
trauma “cannot be simply remembered, it cannot be simply ‘confessed’: it must 
be testified to, in a struggle shared between a speaker and a listener to recover 
something the speaking subject is not – and cannot be – in possession of.” (1993: 
16) Since the impossible must be testified to, it is thus re-created in the dual effort 
of the author and the reader to re-define the self through a new cultural grammar. 
Placed in the position of the Other, according to Felman, women do not yet have 
an autobiography since, until they can truly have a life as culturally and socially 
valued as men do, a life which they would be able to confess in literature, their 
writing still functions as a series of attempts – acts of struggle. Felman states:

To the extent that “Pain” is “one of the most important things” in [a wom-
an’s] life, it is, like many stories of profound pain and of traumatizaton, a 
story of (partial) amnesia, a story present in the text but whose writing can-
not coincide with the writer’s consciousness. (1993: 15-6)

In The Bell Jar, we undeniably encounter an amnesiac condition of its main 
protagonist, who, in a condition of severe mental distress, is not capable of func-
tioning in the real world. Her dissolved self follows the path of ritual initiation 
proposed by the patriarchal system which forces her to complete it without self-re-
alization. Esther acts as a symptom of a corrupt society, which covertly forces 
upon its members a historical narrative that privileges only a select group.

3. THE BELL JAR AS AUTOFICTION

As previously mentioned, the plot of The Bell Jar is based on Sylvia Plath’s 
personal experience. It covers the period when she was in New York in the sum-
mer of 1953 and its aftermath, including her depression, attempted suicide, and 
medical treatment. A. Alvarez, English poet and essayist, as well as Plath’s close 
friend, said that she spoke of The Bell Jar “with some embarrassment as an auto-
biographical apprentice-work which she had to write in order to free herself from 
the past.” (1990: 36-37) However, the novel would eventually reach generations of 
readers who have participated in its re-enactment of maturation, rebellion against 
convention, pain of repeated survival, and confrontation with the ambivalence of 
spiritual rebirth. Through such imagery, this paper will explore the character of 
Esther Greenwood as Sylvia Plath’s alter-ego and a female figure struggling for 
survival in the midst of a personal and a cultural identity crisis, one in need of 
affirmation and acknowledgement in the climate of exclusion from the officially 
accepted narratives of the self. As Van Dyne stated in The Cambridge Companion 
to Sylvia Plath: “having a story means creating a coherent narrative with an ex-
planatory past and a plausible future.” (2006: 17)
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In the summer of 1953, Plath spent a month in New York as one of the twen-
ty young, female guest editors for Mademoiselle. For her, this editorship was a way 
to break with her academic routine and to experience the reality of life. However, 
the real life would prove disastrous for both her mental and physical well-being. 
The pressures to conform to the ambivalent demands of the patriarchal society and 
her own professional and personal ambitions tore her apart. The mantra she had 
previously upheld came from the belief in the American dream, that “[c]haracter 
is fate.” (Plath 2000: 28) However, Plath’s positivistic philosophy would sober up 
in the face of a society which leaves women out of the equation of equality. That 
character is fate soon proved to apply only to the neatly ordered universe of college 
campuses, and not to the world at large. Upon returning home, Plath discovered 
that her application to attend a summer class on story-writing at Harvard had been 
rejected, which forced her into a psychological and a creative halt. Her depression 
worsened and after several unsuccessful visits to a psychiatrist which included 
electroconvulsive shock therapy (ECT), in August 1953, Plath locked herself in 
the cellar of her home, ingested a large amount of sleeping pills, and almost died 
in consequence. She was found unconscious three days later and taken to hospital 
where they managed to resuscitate her. After four months in a private rehabilitation 
centre, paid by her sponsor Olive Higgins, Plath was subjected to ECT again, but 
this time under the supervision of her psychiatrist, Dr Ruth Beuscher, who would 
become an important figure in her life, as a councilor and a motherly influence. 
Following therapy, Plath resumed her life and studies (Stevenson 1989: 39-49).

Partly in order to battle the demons of her past, Plath began writing The 
Bell Jar during the 1950s. However, while facing her private demons, she simul-
taneously confronted the demons of the patriarchal society which had an already 
mapped-out road for her to take. Diverging from that road or taking several roads 
simultaneously was a socially punishable act. The “fig” metaphor from The Bell 
Jar tackles the inner conflicts a woman unwilling to conform to the traditionally 
imposed roles felt in 1950s America:

I saw my life branching out before me like the green fig tree in the story.
From the tip of every branch, like a fat purple fig, a wonderful future beck-
oned and winked. […] I saw myself sitting in the crotch of this fig tree, 
starving to death, just because I couldn’t make up my mind which of the figs 
I would choose. (Plath 1971: 62-63)

“If neurotic is wanting two mutually exclusive things at one and the same 
time, then I’m neurotic as hell,” (Plath 1971: 76) proclaims Esther. To face the per-
son Plath was at twenty, along with the causes and implications of her attempted 
suicide, meant also uncovering the background of her depression and of her dislo-
cated self in a society which had greatly contributed to it. The void she identifies 
with is emphasized throughout the novel, referencing the traumatic condition of 
female experience which speaks in an incomprehensible language. “I felt myself 
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melting into the shadows like the negative of a person I’d never seen before in 
my life,” (Plath 1971: 8) Esther contemplates, not recognizing herself within the 
ready-made patterns of her society. She continues to decompress and fade into in-
significance as she is introduced to people in New York: “I felt myself shrinking to 
a small black dot against all those red and white rugs and that pine paneling. I felt 
like a hole in the ground.” (Plath 1971: 14) And it is not only the lack of afforded 
space that stifles her, but also the lack of a voice – an imposed silence.

The Bell Jar is a novel told in the first person, bordering on stream of con-
sciousness. It can be divided into three chronotopic parts, which locate Esther 
Greenwood in the hellish atmosphere of New York, back in the quiet suburbs of 
Boston, and finally in the mental institution after an attempted suicide. Two three-
part structures in The Bell Jar coincide with the ritual framework of initiation, 
which is composed of the stages of separation, initiation, and reintegration (Camp-
bell 2004: 28). In The Bell Jar, however, they are intermingled, particularly be-
cause the unified Bostonian self is shown only through reminiscences of the main 
protagonist. This narrative dislocation obeys “the skeptical perspective of modern 
thinkers on the notions of stable identity, truthful introspection, unified selfhood, 
authentic memory, the translatability of experience into language, and the narrat-
ability of life.” (Cohn 1989: 13) Esther’s first return to Boston proves to be disas-
trous, with reintegration made impossible. Therefore, in the mental institution, a 
new rite of passage occurs for Esther: “Either I got better, or I fell, down, down, 
like a burning, then burnt-out star, from Belsize, to Caplan, to Wymark and finally, 
after Doctor Nolan and Mrs. Guinea had given me up, to the state place next door.” 
(Plath 1971: 171) At the hospital, Esther is faced with an entire community of 
women who are being sedated for their deviance and given lobotomies for refusing 
to conform, while the three buildings symbolize the three stages of reintegration 
into society, which demands normativity and punishes divergence, but is consis-
tently presented as desirable.

Throughout the novel, Esther encounters both male and female characters 
who function as reflections of her own self. The ideology of the age is represented 
via these protagonists – all the men are scrutinized as possible romantic partners, 
and all the women as potential role-models or antagonists. Gender prevails as the 
dominant factor in ordering lived experience and interacting with people, while 
“[s]ex-related differences between bodies are continually summoned as testimony 
to social phenomena that have nothing to do with sexuality. Not only testimony 
to, but also testimony for – in other words, as legitimation.” (Scott 1986: 1069) 
This is, in essence, the antagonism upon which Esther’s mental illness thrives. She 
is persistently pushed into excelling in order to be happy, while her happiness is 
propagated as satisfaction of social demands which function on the basis of dou-
ble standards for men and women. Marriage, along with her awakening sexuality, 
are both crucial in Esther’s conceptualization of the world and her role in it. “She 
wants […] to be everything,” (Plath 1971: 83) but by “everything” she implies 
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both conforming to the imposed roles and going above them, which does not chal-
lenge patriarchy as much as it sacrifices Esther to it. Esther’s struggle to survive 
only implicitly sheds light upon an underlying struggle for the right to a validated 
history of all women, a herstory.

4. PRIVATE HISTORY OF THE TRAUMATIZED SELF IN  
THE BELL JAR

Through the perspective of a mentally disturbed protagonist, Sylvia Plath 
portrayed the vision of a world whose history is being written and established only 
by the privileged. The autobiographical experience as fiction makes visible the 
existing loopholes which the patriarchal system readily exploits. It uncovers the 
conditions upon which the dominant order functions, and which simultaneously 
prevent individuals and stories pertaining to them from entering the official histori-
cal record. Although Plath may have wanted to write novel on the rebirth of female 
identity and her reintegration into a healthy society, she was in fact delineating a 
progression into a state of greater sickness and displacement for her protagonist, 
masked as a social rite of passage. Esther’s mental instability was caused precisely 
by the society which she is eager to become integrated into, while that patriarchal 
society has been promoting its values as the norm for so long that no other option 
of a sustainable lifestyle seems possible. Esther is trapped in a loop of wanting to 
fulfill her own aspirations toward professional and personal accomplishment, and 
the societal demands placed on her primarily because of her gender3.

The Bell Jar opens with a historical reference: “It was a queer, sultry sum-
mer, the summer they electrocuted the Rosenbergs.” (Plath 1971: 1) The novel is 
set in the period of the Cold War, high suspicion, and the House of UnAmerican 
Activities – the era known as McCarthyism. Throughout the novel, Esther will 
bear great resemblance to Ethel Rosenberg. On the one hand, Esther’s almost pro-
verbial rebirth via ECT is akin to Ethel’s electrocution, both signifying a death of 
sorts. On the other hand, just as the Rosenbergs were convicted without sufficient 
valid evidence and out of misguided fear, so was Esther sentenced to a stay in a 
mental institution where she would undergo treatment in order to conform to a 
society which doomed her to fail in the first place.

History in The Bell Jar is portrayed via the private sphere, inside the mind 
of a female protagonist whose trauma arises from the inability of her female self 
to be realized as a human self, in a society which considers it as subordinated, 
insufficient, and marked. It is embodied in an actual trauma of electro-convulsive 

3  Boyer emphasized that the cultural climate in the 1950s and the early 1960s America largely con-
ditioned women’s lived experiences: “the mindset prevalent in those times [was that] women should 
stay at home, cook meals, clean house, and bear children. In post-war America, it was not uncommon 
for families to cohesively succumb to a comfortable complacency.” (2004: 200)
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therapy and an attempted suicide. Following Freudian terminology, one would not 
be wrong in claiming that Esther becomes “ill” on account of her uneasiness in 
culture, which is a symptom of a tension between the individual and civilization. 
“The silence depressed me,” she claims. “It wasn’t the silence of silence. It was my 
own silence.” (Plath 1971: 15) Esther loses the ability to convey herself through 
language, and she falls into a numbness which only a kind of lobotomy can “cure”.

Van Dyne emphasized that “Plath’s subjectivity, in her private and public 
acts of narration, can be read in Judith Butler’s terms as a ‘daily act of reconsti-
tution,’” (2006: 16) in that it is fluid and non-reducible to simple biographical 
facts. Via Esther, Plath “apprehends her gender, her sexuality, her embodiment 
in an ‘impulsive yet mindful process of interpreting a cultural reality laden with 
sanctions, taboos, and prescriptions.’” (Van Dyne 2006: 16) In a rebellious tone, 
Esther proclaims: “I never wanted to get married. The last thing I wanted was in-
finite security and to be the place an arrow shoots off from. I wanted change and 
excitement and to shoot off in all directions myself, like the colored arrows from 
a Fourth of July rocket.” (Plath 1971: 68) Inevitably, though, (auto)biography is 
ideologically facilitative as well as challenging because it

produces and reproduces the stories circulating in our culture, particularly 
those that are used to make female experience legible. […] These explana-
tory plotlines smooth over the contradictions, dissonances and unknowable 
motivations of the life in order to narrate a coherent identity unfolding de-
velopmentally in time that we as readers recognize as familiar and plausible. 
(Van Dyne 2006: 16)

Esther sees two faces in the final scene of the novel. One belongs to the 
“silver-haired doctor” (Plath 1971: 199) whose stories she had previously seen 
through as “a lot of nonsense” (Plath 1971: 153) and the other belongs to “the 
pocked, cadaverous face of Miss Huey.” (Plath 1971: 199-200) These are the 
images with which Esther is sent off into the world, those of deceit and death. 
Although her self-consoling attitude inspires hope, the symbolism of the “magic 
thread” (Plath 1971: 200), which leads her into the room with the committee of 
doctors, does not provide cause for celebration. The “ritual for being born twice” 
(Plath 1971: 199), as Esther herself dubs her experience, does not end in a merry 
reintegration into a just society which would provide both recuperation of identity 
and prospects for personal growth. Instead, the process of reintegration is fraught 
with doubt, ambiguity, and insecurity. Esther is not granted a voice of her own, 
with which she would convey her past experiences and sense of selfhood. On the 
contrary, she is stripped of her uniqueness, which was labeled sick and undesirable 
by the dominant patriarchal system, and forced to bury her trauma in the paper-
work of a mental institution which does not heal, but only superficially corrects.

As previously mentioned, in writing The Bell Jar, Plath turned her autobi-
ographical experience into a fictional work which was supposed to “free her from 
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her past,” but a question remains: how can one be freed from a past which one is 
not capable of conveying? Via first-person narration of her main protagonist, Plath 
made an attempt to uncover the “pastness of the past” in order to grapple with “its 
presence” (1982: 37), which for T. S. Eliot were the preconditions of a historical 
sense. However, this pastness of the past was not easy, if at all feasible, to accom-
plish for an aspiring woman in the 1950s, who was a product of a climate of an 
increasingly failing American Dream, the rise of the Cold War, McCarthy era of 
persecution in the US, and a heightening awareness of the idea of gender and sexu-
ality which were at the onset of being severely questioned. On the one hand, there 
was the declining sense of the belief in a unified self, and on the other, a growing 
sense of a possible rebellion towards the ideology which forces the image of that 
unified self on people, therefore oppressing the non-dominant groups.

Esther proclaims: “Maybe forgetfulness, like a kind of snow, should numb 
and cover them [the memories]. But they were part of me. They were my land-
scape.” (Plath 1971: 194) She does not want to let her story pass away and be 
forgotten. She wants it to be remembered so as to become part of the official nar-
rative. However, the means of conveying that experience remain a problem, given 
that dominant narrative modes do not suit the story she feels throbbing inside of 
her. The bell jar may be suspended, but it is not gone and she is well aware of that: 
“How did I know that someday – at college, in Europe, somewhere, anywhere – 
the bell jar, with its stifling distortions, wouldn’t descend again?” (Plath 1971: 197)

The bell jar could also be viewed as seclusion not only with reference to the 
person inside of it, but also when speaking of the surrounding world. That world 
protects itself by doing away with undesirable members, turning them into out-
siders, who are, in their exile, forced to slowly perish. The official stories of lived 
experience belong to the people outside the bell jar, while the story of the trapped 
individual inside of it cannot pierce through the glass, let alone be taken up and 
accepted. Esther has a desire to write a novel which she voices throughout The 
Bell Jar, foreshadowing Plath’s doing the same, but is stifled by the destructive 
influence of the system of unattainable norms and expectations. She cannot begin 
to write because she is not allowed to own a voice; she still has no right to it and 
neither do other women. “What was there about us, in Belsize, so different from 
the girls playing bridge and gossiping and studying in the college to which I would 
return? Those girls, too, sat under bell jars of a sort.” (Plath 1971: 194) Even in the 
final chapter, where the solution to the question of rebirth should have been worked 
out, Esther compares the conditions of the supposedly mentally ill with the, again 
supposedly, healthy women, and deems them alike. Within the patriarchal society, 
women are labeled inscrutable and in their mysteriousness irrational – madwomen 
in the attic, to borrow the phrase from Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar and their 
eponymous seminal work.

Ultimately, the story about a woman brought to the verge of mental disin-
tegration on account of her inability to live up to the oppressive societal demands 
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becomes symptomatic of a higher societal order which oppresses and leaves out of 
its official record the stories of those who are not considered suitable to be in po-
sitions of power. Esther is required to be reintegrated into a society which labeled 
her mentally ill on account of nonconformity. She is forced to become like her 
oppressor and to believe that her slavery is freedom, which, in continuation, points 
to the potential failure of modernist literature to question the basis of biographical 
or historical narratives – their constructedness and, therefore, their fallibleness.

5. CONCLUSION

The aim of this paper was to conduct an analysis of Sylvia Plath’s The Bell 
Jar inside the framework of diverse theories related to the examination of gender, 
trauma, and their connection to narrative and history. The novel was interpreted as 
autofiction via which Plath attempted to liberate herself from an oppressive past 
experience, but also to point to a possibility of struggle through re-vision. Esther 
Greenwood may have completed a semi-successful rite of passage, but in rein-
tegrating her into a society which is only ideologically represented as desirable, 
Plath, perhaps inadvertently, made overt the lack of possible narratives for accept-
able female experience and the unacknowledged multitudes of untold herstories 
which deserve recognition. Plath implicitly voiced a demand for female reconfig-
uration of the official historical conception of the world, one that Smith pointed to 
and one that to this day pulses with subversive strength:

Now an avatar of a new “Eve,” a woman released from the sacred sentence 
of all fathers, the autobiographer […] create[s] the conscious and the un-
conscious of her sex by claiming the legitimacy and authority of another 
subjectivity. With that new subjectivity may come a new system of values, a 
new kind of language and narrative form, perhaps even a new discourse, an 
alternative to the prevailing ideology of gender. (1987: 59)
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“NOT EVERYONE CAN BE INVITED TO THE PARTY”: 
IRONY AS HYBRID DISCOURSE IN ZADIE SMITH’S 

LONDON FICTION

This paper explores intersections between the theories of irony and hybridity, contending 
that hybridity is conveyed through irony in Zadie Smith’s work. It illustrates by perti-
nent examples from White Teeth and NW that irony provides an apt stylistic mould in 
which hybridity is rendered in these novels, both on the extradiegetic (the level of narrative 
transmission) and on the intradiegetic level (the level of the fictional world). The paper 
additionally compares irony and hybridity across the intradiegetic level of the two nov-
els with a view to explaining the difference in their conjunction through an interrogation 
of contemporary discontents of multiculturalism. It will be argued that irony conveys a 
positive outlook on cultural hybridity in White Teeth, while the sardonic poetics of NW 
coupled with the novel’s ironically tragic denouement suggest a more critical stance toward 
London’s cosmopolitical processes in the latter novel. Drawing on Cheah, Žižek, Foucault 
and Althusser, the paper treats hybridity as a site of ideological contestation chiefly from 
the implied perspective of structural Marxist theory and concludes that the ironies of NW 
betray how hybridity, originally theorized by Bhabha as a tool of subversion, has in recent 
times been appropriated by the hegemonic discourses of neoliberal multiculturalism and 
cosmopolitanism.

Key words: Zadie Smith, irony, hybridity, neoliberalism, ideology

1. INTRODUCTION

Due to irony’s success in dismantling authority, it has been the chosen mode 
of writing for postcolonial authors who found in it a medium for expressing their 
ambiguous status in the ex-colonies, “a tool for acknowledging complexity, a 
means of exposing or subverting oppressive hegemonic ideologies” (Fisher cited 
in Hutcheon 2004: 26). No less complex is the web of identification in a 21st centu-
ry post-national cosmopolis that is today’s London, where cultural and genetic hy-
bridity are on the rise. A 2012 survey showed that for the first time in the history of 
London, its demographics are dominated by people of non-white and non-British 
origin (Cohen 2012), yet this statistical hybridity, packaged by politicians to mar-
ket London as a highly successful brand of cosmopolitanism (Massey 2013: 1-7) 
does not commensurate with the improvement of material conditions of existence 
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for a vast percentage of ethnic Londoners, who remain on the wrong side of the 
poverty line (MacInnes and Kenway: 59-66). These antithetical currents converge 
in the irony of contemporary London whose “two different narratives of world-
city [...] come into contradiction”, as remarked by the social geographer Doreen 
Massey (2013: 72), referring to the tension between the city’s status as the global 
power-hub of capital and its multicultural profile, which is threatened by the rifts 
across ethnic and class lines produced in neoliberalism.

Zadie Smith’s urban epics White Teeth and NW address timely questions 
surrounding British diversity, using irony as a poetic vehicle to chronicle the pro-
cesses of hybridization in a fictional world that resurrects through meticulous to-
pography the tangible reality of the life-sized London. Through verbal irony in the 
narrative voice and situational irony at the intradiegetic level, these novels imply 
that entanglements among cosmopolitan denizens are highly unpredictable, result-
ing in multifarious alliances across race and class, thus substantiating Gramsci’s 
insight taken up by Stuart Hall that there is no pre-given, unified ideological sub-
ject (1996: 433). The irony of White Teeth is playful and celebratory, conveying 
faith in the hybrid configuration of the novel’s multicultural diegesis; that of NW, 
however, betrays cynical criticism of London’s hybrid/cosmopolitical processes1. 
White Teeth’s second-generation characters resist history, transform the present 
and herald a future freed from historical hierarchies and originary myths, happi-
ly taking up a dwelling in Derrida’s interstice or Bhabha’s in-betweenness, in a 
millennial London that rewards the escape from history into hybridity. Yet in NW, 
published in 2012, which chronicles the lives of three Londoners up to the global 
financial crisis, irony turns sour because hybridity speaks from within hegemony, 
rather than against it. NW traces the limits of hybridity in London’s contemporary 
socio-economic matrix, whose black Londoners are punished at the height of their 
scramble for social advancement, because London’s underlying power structure 
interprets their behaviour as transgressive and curbs it. Echoing Slavoj Žižek, Mil-
ton Fisk writes about the paradox of multicultural discourses in the neoliberal age 
that typically downplay the role of ethnicity and race in economic disparity and 
phrase multiculturalism as mere cultural tolerance in which “the notions of equal 
worth and equal dignity do not imply a right to economic equality but only a right 
to recognition” (2005: 23). As a fictionalized symptom of this social paradox, the 
ironic ambiguity of NW does not resolve the tension between the white subject and 
the Other as in White Teeth, but rather discloses hybridity as an attribute of neolib-
eral narratives of multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism devised by the metropolis 
to mask the unequal foundations of the global (and also local) economy, for which 

1  Radical cosmopolitanism (anti-nationalism), as Pheng Cheah (1997: 168) has pointed out, under-
lies Bhabha’s hybridity, which is only tenable within Bhabha’s reductionist conception of hybridity 
as cultural syncretism.
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Massey (2013) notices are perpetuated in modern London in continuity with the 
city’s imperialist legacy2.

2. RONY AND HYBRIDITY IN DIALOGUE

In her seminal work Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony (2004) 
Linda Hutcheon locates the subversive potential of irony in its self-reflexive mode, 
which is also the crossroads between irony and the (post)colonial condition: irony 
is a useful counter-discourse to essentialist theories of race, ethnicity, class and 
gender (Hutcheon 2004: 30) as well as a “pungent way of writing back” to the 
empire (New 2003: 59). Hutcheon observes that African-American theorists have 
combined DuBois’s black double-consciousness and Bakhtin’s double-voiced (hy-
brid) discourse to show how irony “repeats and yet revises the white discourses” 
demonstrating a potential to, even when it is not directly subversive, at least pre-
vent the ideological contradictions to harmonize in a coherent dogma (31). New 
adds that “irony – a site of radical ambivalence in rhetoric or poetics – deals both 
with the condition of culture and with the condition of language” with a view to 
effecting “not just reform, but also attitudinal transformation” (35).

With its intrinsic splitting into at least two meanings of one sign, it can be ar-
gued that irony is akin to hybridity, a concept Bhabha uses to critically destabilize 
conceptual foundations of western hegemony by pointing out to the contradictions 
in colonial binaries, inherent in fixing the Other: the natives are at once shrewd and 
childish, innocent and lascivious, dumb and rebellious (Bhabha 2004: 158-174). 
This inconsistency creates a departure for an erosion of imperialist symbols in the 
form of a hybrid cultural identity made of both the colonizer and the native, which 
coincides with Hutcheon’s and New’s praise of irony as a counter-hegemonic dis-
course operating around the doubling of naming, the logical fault in the chain of 
signification. Since irony relies on interpretation, it occurs in the unpredictable 
space between the said and the unsaid (Hutcheon 2004: 12), which aligns with 
both Bhabha’s interstitial space of hybridity and Derrida’s différance. Hutcheon 
remarks that analogously to Derridean thought, irony can be seen as “inherent in 
signification, in its deferrals and in its negations” (9), removing the “one signifier: 
one signified” correspondence and exposing the “inclusive, relational and differ-
ential nature of ironic meaning-making” (13). Bhabha similarly discusses the dif-
ference that underlies identity by contending that “to exist is to be called into being 
in relation to an otherness” (2004: 64). A hybrid culture arising from the contact 
between the colonizer and the colonized is thus an ironic construct because of its 

2  This argument is informed by Cheah’s accusation of hybridity for being a closet idealism in the 
Kantian tradition that naively reduces the complexity of material reality to its symbolic dimension, 
assuming the contingency of signification and socioeconomic formations, thus neglecting the mate-
rial institutions of oppression in neo-colonial globalization (1997: 172-179).
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inherent contradictions: the hybrid, tempered with the Derridean trace, levitates on 
the plane of in-betweenness, ceaselessly oscillating between the poles of the literal 
and the figurative.

2.1. White Teeth: The Happy Marriage of Irony and Hybridity

In White Teeth, Smith weaves an intricate plot where past and present ex-
change ironic repartees. The middle-aged Archie Jones’s divorce is one where not 
the custody over children or property are disputed, but the ownership of a defunct 
Hoover that does the opposite of expected – it spits the dust out. His mad ex-wife’s 
name is an ironic echo of Shakespeare’s Ophelia, but with no redeeming nobility 
of spirit. His slender professional achievements include a minor role in WWII, 
coming 13th in the Olympics as a cyclist in a round (ironically, he shares his place 
with another man) and being good at folding paper. Also ironic is the way Ar-
chie and the 19-year-old Jamaican Clara come together, not through romance but 
through their respective failures. Clara is growing up as a social reject in Lambeth, 
a gangly Caribbean immigrant girl with a Jehovah’s witness for a mother and a 
father in a near-vegetative state. At the moment when her reincarnation into the 
belle of the neighbourhood starts, Clara is dealt a new blow in a motor accident 
that leaves her without her front teeth, leaving her an almost-beauty.

Through Ryan, Hortense and Millat, the novel ironizes religious fanaticism, 
positing marginalization as the root of religiosity. Hortense’s loyalty to the Church of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses stems from her mother Ambrosia’s negative experiences with 
the English colonizers, while Hortense’s subsequent hardships in racist England so-
lidify her faith. In an ironic twist, however, the patriarchal church structure also de-
nies Hortense the authority she desires: though she once introduced the teenage Ryan 
Topps to the Church, Hortense finds herself many years later reprimanded by this 
same white English male for deciphering the world of the Lord by herself. 

Hortense’s granddaughter Irie Jones and the Iqbal twins attend a school 
named after its historical benefactor, one Sir Glennard, the same man who had 
attempted to rape Irie’s pregnant great-grandmother back in Jamaica. Contrary to 
the opinion of the school’s current headmaster, Sir Glenard did not do much for the 
betterment of the Jamaicans he shipped to London, and has left them to their own 
wretched faith upon arrival. Ironically, this Englishman is celebrated as the beacon 
of humanist values in Irie’s school in London eighty years after the unfortunate 
events that history has misinterpreted. Another not so honourable mention goes 
to the dashing Captain Durham, who in a typically imperialist manner, sets out to 
educate Ambrosia, but impregnates her in the process. Thus, the British Enlighten-
ment project with which the school indoctrinates the ethnic children is revealed to 
be an imperialist myth.

The irony of the Pakistani Samad’s position in England is in his downward 
mobility. He was a student of biology in Pakistan, whose education was cut short 
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by WWII in which he fought for a country that despises him and in which he ends 
up toiling as a one-handed waiter. Samad’s youthful interest in science is in con-
tradiction with his subsequent religiosity, born of English racism and his desire to 
assert his cultural identity against the English. The irony of his job in an Indian 
restaurant is that he serves meals that are not prepared in India, yet they pass off 
as authentic Indian cuisine to the unsuspecting British clientele. The inauthenticity 
of culture-specific food hints at the contamination of cultural artefacts, also refer-
encing the superficiality of multiculturalism that only takes from the Other what 
it finds pleasing and rejects the undesirable ingredients, producing a neutralized 
version of the minority culture to be marketed and exploited for the pleasure of 
the cosmopolis. This is how Samad’s not-quite-Indian Indian restaurant becomes 
the symbol of the purged Other in postmodern multicultures that Žižek describes 
as wanting “the Other deprived of its Otherness” (2010). Irony is central to Sam-
ad’s identity, which he constructs around the family myth of Mangal Pande, his 
great-grandfather, a man he mythologizes as a hero of Indian fight for independ-
ence, but who was ironically responsible for the failure of the Indian Mutiny. The 
irony of Mangal Pande is expressed through signification by the two definitions of 
the dictionary entry for “pandy”: one reads “any sapoy who revolted in the Indian 
mutiny of 1857-9”, but the other says “any fool or coward in a military situation” 
(WT: 251). “Pandy” is thus an unreliable ironic signifier that splits, duping Samad 
into mistaking one of its two contradictory meanings for its singular meaning, 
thwarting Samad’s claims of cultural purity. Because he roots his identity in a du-
plicitous patrilineal fiction, Samad’s desired monolithic Muslim Self disintegrates 
before the western influences and he becomes trapped in the Bhabhian state of 
in-betweenness, bemoaning the loss of identity he never had. 

Samad’s resistance to Anglicization breeds many ironies: Ball remarks how 
his attempt to engineer the future of his children by sending one for a proper Mus-
lim upbringing to Pakistan clashes with his prophesied belief in the helplessness 
of man before Allah (2004: 240). At the height of his religiosity he grows more 
sinful, masturbates obsessively and conducts an (ironically, non-sexual) affair with 
his sons’ teacher-temptress. Samad also chooses the wrong child to be sent off. A 
naturally sensible boy, the only “corruption” by Britain Magid exhibits is his love 
of science, which will prove a minor transgression in comparison to the worries the 
troublesome Millat will bring remaining in London. When Magid is finally reunit-
ed with his family, the ironic outcome of Samad’s master plan comes to its climax: 
Magid does not grow up a devout Muslim, but a staunch atheist and an aspiring 
law student, “more English than the English” (WT: 365). Millat, on the other hand, 
becomes a little more Muslim than Samad would like, and joins a fundamentalist 
organization ironically abbreviated to an Anglophone name – KEVIN – a satirical 
emblem of a hybrid social melange where antithetical influences reconfigure all 
alliances. 
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The most merciless satire in the novel is reserved for the Chalfens, who 
represent the white English middle-classes, although they are not strictly speaking 
English, but offspring of Marcus’ Polish and German ancestors three generations 
back. The Chalfens are a caricature of affluent, liberal intelligentsia, with their 
unwavering trust in scientific progress that is contrasted with the Iqbals’ fatalism. 
They pride themselves on the long line of intellectuals in the family which they 
flaunt before their less fortunate immigrant friends. The Chalfen zeal for improv-
ing the minority kids satirizes “the white man’s burden”, echoed in Joyce’s pomp-
ous response to Clara’s gratitude: “Oh, no, no, no. I believe in the responsibility 
of intellectuals” (WT: 353). Irie falls in love with what she wrongfully takes as 
the Chalfen’s authentic Englishness, inadvertently engaging in Bhabha’s subver-
sive practice of mimicry by imitating the “Chalfen ways”. Bhabha infers that “the 
desire to emerge as ‘authentic’ through mimicry of the colonial master is the final 
irony of partial representation” (ibid.), but one that menaces the mimicked subject, 
so it is small wonder the Chalfens resent Irie the more she resembles them. The 
Chalfens’ encounter with Irie, Millat and Magid exposes the dark secrets of Eu-
rocentric harboured by liberal multiculturalism: Joyce and Marcus inadvertently 
resort to racist stereotypes about Muslims and Caribbeans (WT: 320; 322; 349) and 
Joyce hints at the children’s disadvantaged background as the cause of their un-
derperformance in school. Joyce engages in another typically Orientalist scenario, 
when she eroticizes the young Millat:

[ ... ] P U L C H R I T U D E – beauty where you would least expect it, 
hidden in a word that looks like it should signify a belch or a skin infection. 
Beauty in a tall brown young man who should have been indistinguishable 
to Joyce from those she regularly bought milk and bread from, gave her 
accounts to for inspection, or passed her chequebook to from the thick glass 
of bank till. (WT: 317)

The minority children, hence, start to pack on the once unassailable ivory 
tower that was Chalfenism – an expression the Chalfens coin to denote a set of 
qualities shared by all family members, which satirizes the constructed notions 
of a monolithic British identity, underneath which lurk the manifold suppressed 
incorporations of the Other. 

The Chalfens are the butt of the novel’s final irony. Marcus’s major experi-
ment is geared toward eliminating the random. Working toward finding a cure for 
terminal illnesses, he manipulates one mouse’s genes to program its entire life, 
but the ill-fated mouse escapes. In the novel’s denouement, irony sabotages all 
endeavours of the characters to eliminate the random, be it through gene manip-
ulation, patriarchy, religion, or any other exertion to police identity and falsify 
genealogy. In other words, irony endorses cultural and genetic syncretism in White 
Teeth, and proposes an optimistic vision of the turn-of-the-century London, as a 
hybrid space constructed through manifold cultural appropriations. Irie’s father-
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less daughter goes one step further in hybridity – it is not only that her origins are 
mixed, but practically unidentifiable, making her the sublimation of London’s 21st 
century cosmopolitical promise as the next stage after multiculturalism. Irie’s child 
is set free from the terror of colonial legacy and patrilineage, ushering a new era 
of London as a post-ethnic cosmopolis whose hybrid denizens triumph against the 
odds of historical necessity.

2.2. NW: “Not Everyone Can Be Invited to the Party”

If White Teeth is optimistic about self-invention and identity negotiation in 
a neoliberal cosmopolis, the novel NW, an exercise in Joycean high modernism on 
the formal level, is a rather defeatist outlook on such projects in London that is still 
compartmentalized by race and class a decade later. In Smith’s ironic tradition, the 
buildings of the Caldwell estate where her characters grow up and where the “un-
derclass” of the capitalist hierarchy lives are each named after a giant of English 
philosophy: Smith, Hobbes, Bentham, Locke, Russell. Willesden is spatially con-
structed as an architectural and social hybrid: the run-down, steeped in crime and 
poverty Caldwell buildings are fringed with up-scale Victorian mansions. North-
West is a place of belonging, but also a hostile space of sporadic acts of violence 
and disturbing encounters. The Anglo-Irish Leah is a character whose interiority 
we access in the first chapter mostly through the “showing” mode of internal fo-
calization, a technique that has the effect of highlighting the symbiotic continuity 
between Leah and her Willesden neighbourhood where she has spent most of her 
life. After the enigmatic and sexually arousing encounter with the vagrant woman, 
Shar, Leah recedes in the background of the narrative’s thematic focus, while Na-
talie/Keisha and Felix pick up the novel’s leitmotif introduced in Leah’s chapter: 
“You are the sole author of the dictionary that defines you”. This popular mantra of 
liberal individualism is tested against the backdrop of their race, class and gender 
in a novel deeply concerned with disintegration of identity and false totality. In 
the secluded corners of the narrative maze also linger Annie and Nathan, largely 
conceived as foil characters to the main protagonists.

The story of Keisha/Natalie is crafted in a series of episodic vignettes, which 
reflect the character’s fragmented consciousness. The first half of Keisha’s/Na-
talie’s vignettes sketch the key junctures on the path of her cultural hybridization, 
i.e. of her uneasy incorporation of middle-class Englishness into a working-class 
Caribbean identity. Keisha’s/Natalie’s is satirized by an authorial narrator, whose 
scathing formality and acerbic tone dissects Keisha’s naïve pretentiousness as she 
frantically digs her way out of the Caldwell estate. Keisha’s innate will to power 
accompanied by her high level of academic performance dub her from an early 
age an outsider in Caldwell, where a typical female resident, embodied in her 
sister Cheryl, is an underachiever raising three children by three different fathers, 
trapped in the cycle of poverty. For the lack of a suitable role model as an intellec-
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tual black girl from a council estate, Keisha identifies with the romanticized white 
heroines from the English literary canon. In a vignette entitled Jane Eyre, the nar-
rator satirizes the irony of this misguided identification:

When being bullied, Keisha Blake found it useful to remember that if you 
read the relevant literature or watched the pertinent movies you soon found 
that being bullied was practically a sign of a superior personality, and the 
greater the intensity of bullying the more likely it was to be avenged at the 
other end of life, when qualities of the kind Keisha Blake possessed – clev-
erness, will-to-power – became their own reward, and that this remained 
true even if the people in the literature and the movies looked nothing like 
you, came from a different socio-economic and historical universe, and – 
have they ever met you – would have likely enslaved you [ … ]. (NW: 160)

Already as a child, Keisha falls into the ideological trap harkening back 
to liberal humanism that tricks her into assuming that the values perpetuated by 
the European imperialist tradition are universal and applicable to her. In Lacanian 
terms, Keisha needs a mirror-image in order to form a coherent ego, yet Britain 
thwarts her mirror stage by offering her images she does not recognize as her 
reflection: it is either the imperialist Jane Eyre, or the stereotypical council estate 
girl, epitomized in Sheryl. Hence, Keisha takes identity engineering into her own 
hands at college, manipulating the chain of signification through her name change, 
and becoming “crazy busy with re-invention” (WT: 183). She changes her name to 
the European-sounding Natalie, in an attempt to disassociate herself from her un-
derprivileged, black background and assimilate in the overwhelmingly white, mid-
dle-class academia, which indicates a splitting of subjectivity across race and class 
lines. Yet, her new precarious identity lacks substance, which is obvious when she 
backs out from a humanitarian trip to Sarajevo or when she later in life unsuc-
cessfully tries to write about the global financial crisis from the point of view of 
a banker’s wife. All attempts to feel strongly about a social subject fall flat before 
her very modern obsession with professionalization, fuelled by Britain’s promise 
of rewarding hard work, regardless of where one comes from, a concept critiqued 
in Jo Litter’s recent work on neoliberal meritocracy (2013: 52-72). This potent 
propaganda reduces Natalie to homo economicus once out of university, and her 
profession takes over her entire existence, drawing the boundaries of her agency: 
“She could not hide enthusiasm for Monday mornings. She could only justify her-
self to herself when she worked” (NW: 222)3. Her accompanying political stupor 
and neutralization of sentiment and dissent are endemic in the neoliberal world in 
which “poverty [is] understood as a personality trait” (NW: 233).

3 It is through professionalization that Natalie internalizes the ideological interpellation she embrac-
es wholeheartedly, when we see her preferring her professional to her private life, thus performing 
Althusser’s contention that there can be no individuality in ideology, because one is an a priori sub-
ject to ideology (2004: 697-701).
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Natalie’s bubble of political naivety bursts on the day when she is chosen 
among the pupils to stand on the jury “to make up the numbers” (NW: 205). She 
originally takes it as a sign that her strategy is working: “Do good work. Wait 
for your good work to be noticed” (ibid.), when it turn out she is only chosen to 
passively make up the numbers of black representation in the case of a Jamaican 
prostitute murdered by a white vicar, and secure the jury’s neutral appearance be-
fore the grieving Jamaican family. To make her humiliation complete, the defence 
attorney, whom she previously listens in the courtroom shamelessly defend the 
vicar, sexually assaults her in the robe room, highlighting her objectification by 
the ruling elite. 

Natalie marries the hybrid offspring of an unlikely affair between a wealthy 
Italian woman and a poor Trinidadian rail worker in London. The terminology of 
economy employed by the ironic narrator to describe their unison as a market ex-
change echoes Foucault’s claims made in The Birth of Biopolitics that “neo-liber-
alism seeks to extend the rationality of the market [ ... ] to domains that are not 
exclusively or not primarily economic: the family and the birth rate” (2008: 323). 
Frank is a failed law student turned investment banker, who will at one point explain 
to Natalie, in those uncompromising Thatcherite terms that “if the City would close 
tomorrow, this country would collapse” (NW: 240). Her marriage soon shows signs 
of discontent, as she and Frank sail past one another in their busy lives of high-paid 
professionals. In yet another attempt at being perfect, Natalie becomes a mother, but 
the unremarkable events of childbirth only accelerate her breakdown. 

Exhausted by climbing the social ladder, Natalie suffers from a severe disin-
tegration of the public persona and the private (lack of) self. Her two names com-
bine not to form a happy hybrid, but to annul one another into a state of non-iden-
tity: “She had the defeating sense that her own shadow was identical to all the rest, 
and to the house next door, and to all the rest” (NW: 239)4. As an outlet for her 
suppressed libidinal desires that, as Lyotard argues, the capitalist society stream-
lines into a “regulated body of capital” (1993: 146), Natalie places a personal ad 
for ménage a trios, where she fittingly goes by the name of Keisha, in an attempt 
to recover her pre-professional identity. The eventual revelation of her double life 
by Frank leaves her shattered and unable to answer the question he yells at her 
“Who are you?” (259). Natalie is not sure. She has fallen into the interstice of the 
choices she thought she made, choices which were ironically not hers in the first 
place, because, as poignantly observed by David Marcus, NW captures how “the 
freedoms afforded to us – the liberties of the market – are in fact working against 
us, making us less, not more, free” (2013). 

The western cosmopolis’ constitution of a racialized subject modelled in 
neoliberal multiculturalism is fraught with contradictions and Natalie’s social tra-

4 Natalie’s disintegration also invokes Easthope’s criticism of hybridity where he asserts that living 
in a state of in-between multiple identities, which is what Bhabha invites us to do, amounts to psy-
chosis (1998: 341-348).
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jectory unearths London’s encrypted hegemonic discourses: London is the locale 
where the newly arrived Brazilian servants are stupefied by the fact their employ-
ers can be darker than them (which is the reaction of Natalie’s nanny) but also a 
place where this dark-skinned employer exchanges her black-sounding name for 
a European one because she knows it would take her further on the social ladder. 
She sets the overwhelmingly white English upper-middle-stratum as her ideal and 
disowns what the society tells her is her embarrassing origin. London then admits 
her into its elite echelons, on the premise of equal opportunity, yet only to make 
up the numbers of black representation, so that the phantasm of multicultural equi-
librium may prevail. Hybridity is thus contained in the neoliberal discourse, in 
line with Foucault’s defeatist outlook on the possibility of subversion in his early 
work, reiterated in his 1978 interview “Truth and Power”, where he states that 
“one can perfectly well conceive of revolutions which leave essentially untouched 
the power relations which form the basis for the functioning of the State” (1984: 
64), with the difference that the State has been replaced by the Market in the 21st 
century world of NW. If cultural hybridity were not a distorted reflection of the ma-
terial conditions of living, Natalie would not need to renounce her ethnic and class 
insignia to get ahead, and would not need to do everything “twice as hard just to 
break even” with the white Britons (NW: 159). London’s professional elite, in oth-
er words, accepts Natalie, but in her purified version, in another instance of Žižek’s 
“the Other deprived of its otherness”. Neoliberal gospels of professionalization, 
competitiveness and incessant self-improvement take their toll on the entire social 
body, but NW suggests that the structure tightens the darker one’s skin is, or as 
Michel puts it, “not everyone can be invited to the party. Not this century” (NW: 3).

Felix’s day, told in a separate chapter largely by an omniscient narrator, be-
gins as he parts with his girlfriend and ventures out, a day that will end in a tragic 
entanglement with Leah’s and Natalie’s storylines. One of Felix’s stops is Soho, 
where he calls on an old lover, Annie, to deliver a speech about abandoning the 
life of vice (Annie included) for the sake of a more prospective future with Grace. 
Annie’s social status is wildly ironic: she is an impoverished middle-aged aristo-
crat living in the building on the land that once belonged to her great-grand uncle, 
an Earl, yet she cannot even pay for its maintenance, as she owns less money 
than the prostitutes who occupy the ground floor. She fends off the prying agents 
from her doorstep with her impeccable RP and slyly disguises her desolate state 
in bohemian posh, reiterating the moral of the irony – looks are deceiving. Annie 
sees the flag on the Buckingham Palace from her rooftop, and reminisces about 
how her mother was once presented there at a ball, whereas Annie spends her 
days entrenched in her dilapidated apartment having cocaine for lunch. Annie’s 
self-imposed exile from society is both snobbery and an attempt at freedom, an 
expression of contempt of the anachronistic residues of British aristocracy toward 
the modern obsession to collect “a certain number of points to send you to the next 
level” on the economic ladder (WT: 136). Annie’s seductive cynicism derails Felix 
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from the goal of his visit: when Felix praises his young, black, working-class girl-
friend for being “politically conscious, socially conscious”, Annie wryly remarks, 
“she’s awake and she understands” (WT: 135), bored by Felix’s cowardly flight 
into totality, toward an idealized black identity he hopes Grace will provide him 
with. Despite Felix’s intention of a short, uneventful visit to Annie, the two end 
up having sex on her rooftop, when Felix performs oral sex on the menstruating 
white woman, in spite of the long years of his father’s conditioning that taught him 
cunnilingus is only pardonable “at gunpoint” (WT: 137). Annie’s grip on Felix is 
so potent that he suddenly realizes that ironically, he “had done and said exactly 
the opposite of all he had intended to say and do ever since he walked through 
her door” yet this hybrid union is soon broken off and Felix escapes the weeping 
Annie’s apartment (WT: 139).

The way Felix subsequently stumbles upon his murderer is markedly ironic. 
He is mistaken by a pregnant white woman on the train for a friend of the two black 
ruffians who make no effort to remove their feet from a vacant seat for her. The 
woman associates Felix with the thugs because of his skin colour and appearance. 
In the following minutes, Felix’s new lease of life will be lost to them over a banal 
skirmish. The implied indirect cause of his death, however, is the woman’s preju-
diced association of Felix with his murderer. The similarities between the murderer 
and the victim are indeed paramount: Felix muses how the boys are “not much 
taller than he was” and neither “much wider”, and while the talkative boy is “truly 
a kid”, the other one (who is about to kill him) “was closer to Felix’s own age” 
(NW: 147). Felix further notices how that man “had ashy hands, like Felix’s own, 
and the same dull sheen to his face” and that “he was a local somehow, familiar” 
(NW: 148). Nathan and Felix, the murderer and the victim, are both Caldwell kids, 
after all. 

When after the murder they later roam the streets together, Nathan dis-
misses Natalie’s nostalgia as unhelpful for his current circumstances and retorts 
that everyone loves little black boys, but as they grow into adulthood, the society 
looks at them as a problem. He reminds Natalie of the persistence of racism in 
Britain, internalized by the black community, which bounds him in his depravity: 
“they don’t want you, your own people don’t want you, no one wants you” (NW: 
276). When the liberally indoctrinated Natalie yells at Nathan: “Be responsible for 
yourself! You’re free!” Nathan corrects her: “I ain’t free. Ain’t never been free” 
(NW: 280). The analogy between Felix and Nathan is vital, because the murder is 
an essentially ironic annihilation of foil characters, neither of whom has agency. 
Agency once again only seems to be possible in NW – Felix resolves to improve 
himself on the day that he dies – because it is brutally trampled when it sprouts. 
In this line of reasoning, Nathan can be said to symbolize both the victim and the 
instrument of an ideology that communicates through his mindless act of murder 
the impossibility of transcending one’s racial and class confinement. Hence, it is 
crucial for the structure of the plot that Nathan and Natalie, who at that point in the 
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narrative couldn’t be more socially apart, come together in their dead-end run on 
the night streets of Willesden, within the coordinates of their origin.

3. CONCLUSION

Irony in White Teeth and NW destabilizes seemingly monolithic subjectivi-
ties of the characters, particularly undermining the illusion of a homogenous Brit-
ish identity which has until recently been “exclusive and impenetrable,” reinforced 
with the “inextricable link between nationality, citizenship and race” (Phillips and 
Phillips 1999: 3-4). In his study Imagining London: Postcolonial Fiction and the 
Transnational Metropolis, Ball (2004) writes about London as the single most 
frequent toponym of postcolonial and black British literature: in contemporary 
fiction London has evolved from a miniature model of colonial power structure 
to an equitable habitat of every conceivable colour, culture and creed. The hostil-
ity of 1950s and 1960s white Britain toward postcolonial immigrants poignantly 
chronicled in Samuel Selvon’s Lonely Londoners (1956) has been transcended by 
normative hybridity in the novels of the second and third generation black Brit-
ish authors. The quintessential British multicultural novel, White Teeth, reinforces 
through irony as subversive, hybrid discourse this “metropolis turns cosmopolis” 
topos, deconstructing the city’s symbol of empire into an ambiguous signifier of its 
hybrid residents. With Irie and her fatherless, mixed-race child, London outgrows 
the 1990s New Labour vogue of plurality and compartmentalized multiculturalism 
still rooted in patrilineage, and enters the era of post-nationalism, which implies 
that not only do people of different origin co-exist, but that their origin is increas-
ingly untraceable, and ultimately, politically inconsequential. 

Yet, the victory of cultural hybridity in the cosmopolis is too often contained 
at the material level. The neoliberal economy predicated on multinational labour 
force and financial capital that makes London a generator of immense wealth is 
also producing rampant inequality on local, national and international levels (Mas-
sey 2013). As a commentary on this issue, NW articulates scepticism of London’s 
hybrid culture, a city that weaves various liaisons across race and class, only to 
collapse them on exactly those grounds. This is a novel of those Londoners who 
temporarily transcend their racial and class categories, but one where hybridity 
predicated on the infinite sliding of signifiers may not lead toward a more fruit-
ful (co-)existence, but toward complete disintegration of identity. It shows how 
hybridity as a tool of resistance to hegemony can be seized by the master-class 
and integrated into an ideology that feigns egalitarianism while continuing to hi-
erarchize difference, thus posing the gravest threat to hybridity in the anticlimac-
tic post-cool Britannia day. NW’s moral is that London’s cosmopolitanism must 
not be reduced to its internationalized skyline owned by the global elite, ignoring 
the underlying material inequality and persistent racism within its lived reality 
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for which Žižek (1997) says is “the symptom of late multiculturalist capitalism, 
bringing to light the inherent contradiction of the liberal-democratic ideological 
project”. Though in Smith’s fiction irony at times aligns with London’s cosmo-
politan vision, its contradictions alert us to the fact that the surviving metropolitan 
genealogies of power suffocate hybridity’s regenerative potential that is a society’s 
best chance of survival.
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BEING HUMAN: THE QUESTION OF HUMAN 
IDENTITY IN MARGARET ATWOOD’S ORYX AND 

CRAKE AND THE YEAR OF THE FLOOD

This paper discusses Margaret Atwood’s novels Oryx and Crake (2003) and The Year of 
the Flood (2009) as attempts to answer the question of what it means to be human. The two 
novels project a dystopian vision of a future society dehumanized by corporate greed and 
mass consumerism, and threatened by pollution and environmental destruction. It appears 
that this ecological, and by extension, cultural crisis which endangers both human and 
every other species cannot be resolved by applying the environmentalist viewpoint that 
humans ought to acknowledge that they are part of nature and that all species are equal. 
In Oryx and Crake, this approach is shown to be idealistic and incapable of preventing 
disaster. However, making humans anew is not a solution either: the new, genetically-engi-
neered, humanoids lack many traits that distinguish human species from every other: sense 
of humour, imagination and symbolic thinking. On the other hand, a traditional humanist 
view of man as a “higher being”, able to control his destructive impulses through the re-
deeming qualities of literacy, art and culture, is also shown to be idealistic. Oryx and Crake 
thus ends with a deadlock: mankind’s evolutionary inheritance leads us to environmental 
and self-destruction, but cancelling out that inheritance also cancels out the human poten-
tial to create. The Year of the Flood depicts an attempt to resolve this crisis by embracing 
both our destructive impulses and the ability to transform those impulses into something 
creative as integral parts of human identity.

Key words: human identity, environment, dystopia, cultural crisis

The paper discusses Atwood’s novels Oryx and Crake (2003) and The 
Year of the Flood (2009) as attempts to answer the question of what it means 
to be human. Both novels, written at the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
deal with an ecological and cultural crisis “in a world that has become one 
vast uncontrolled experiment” (OC1246). The two novels project a dystopian vi-
sion of a future society dehumanized by corporate greed and mass consumerism, and 
threatened by pollution and environmental destruction. It appears that this ecologi-
cal, and by extension, cultural crisis which endangers both human and every other 
species cannot be resolved by applying the environmentalist viewpoint that humans 
ought to acknowledge that they are part of nature and that all species are equal. 

1 Oryx and Crake, abbr. 
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Oryx and Crake is set in a world dehumanized not through military or state 
power, but through the abuse of scientific knowledge, with the single purpose of 
generating profit for multinational corporations. Genetic engineering, as one of the 
ways by which scientific knowledge can be misused, has opened up possibilities of 
creating hybrid animal species and humanoids able to survive a global pandemic. 
This apocalyptic scenario is reminiscent of traditional science fiction. However, 
as literary models for Oryx and Crake, Atwood cites classics such as Swift’s Gul-
liver’s Travels, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, and H.G. Wells’ The Island of Dr 
Moreau (Howells 2006: 164). The common theme to all these works is the ques-
tions they ultimately pose: What does it mean to be human? Is it possible to make 
a new, better man? Oryx and Crake poses the same questions, ultimately making 
this novel an attempt to define human identity.

Oryx and Crake is primarily a survival narrative: we are introduced to its 
world through the memories and flashbacks of Snowman, the protagonist, seem-
ingly the last man on Earth after the global pandemic which has eradicated human-
ity. The novel alternates between chapters describing Snowman’s struggle to adapt 
and find a purpose to his existence in a desolate world, and chapters containing his 
memories of the world he grew up in. Jimmy, as Snowman was once called, was 
the son of a scientist specializing in genetic engineering. Scientists worked for 
multinational corporations, which had taken place of governments and heads of 
state, and were expected to constantly come up with new inventions and technolo-
gies in order to secure more profit. 

The society in Oryx and Crake seems to value individual’s education and 
knowledge above all else, regardless of race, religion or ethnicity; however, peo-
ple are essentially divided into two classes – the privileged class of corporations’ 
CEOs and scientists working for them who live in ”Compounds“, luxury estates 
with maximum security, and the underprivileged class of common people living 
in overpopulated and polluted ”pleeblands“, former metropolitan cities. The class 
divide is mirrored by the growing rift between the natural sciences and the human-
ities, which reflects the similar state of affairs in our own world where humanities 
are struggling for relevance, while natural sciences and IT studies are thriving. 
Oryx and Crake offers, among other things, both a satirical and a critical take on 
this situation by contrasting the lives and careers of Jimmy, ˮa word person“ (OC 
25), and his scientifically gifted friend Crake. Jimmy enrols at Martha Graham 
Academy, a decaying liberal arts college which has long given up any struggle for 
relevance, and spends his time there doing courses which would prove to be nearly 
useless. He finally decides to take up a course in advertising, with which he is bare-
ly able to find employment after getting his degree. On the other hand, Crake is 
recruited by the prestigious Watson-Crick Institute, very soon becoming a brilliant 
student. Upon his graduation, he is immediately hired by one of the corporations 
as the head of various genetic engineering projects, and enjoys a luxurious life in 
one of the Compounds.
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In his essay “Housebreaking the Human Animal: Humanism and the Prob-
lem of Sustainability in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake and The Year of the 
Flood” Hannes Bergthaller (2010: 728-729) comments that this novel delivers a 
biting satire on the sciences vs. humanities situation. In the world of Oryx and 
Crake, similarly to our own, arts and humanities are being marginalized because 
they are ultimately unable to generate profit as natural sciences do. For our pro-
tagonist Jimmy, and many other people “good at words but bad at numbers“ (OC 
190), this means a palpable difference between the comfort and safety of the Com-
pounds and scraping a living in the pleeblands. The most successful students, like 
Crake, become objects of competition between the Corporations, while average, 
not scientifically gifted, students are left on the margins of the society which is 
focused on scientific research and its results.

Vast amounts of money are invested in education and research, while the 
Corporations vie for the most promising scientists and for funding their projects. 
Still, scientists, as well as governments, heads of state and politicians in gener-
al, turn out to be only puppets of the Corporations whose ultimate purpose is to 
make profit. State and religious leaders have lost all influence, which now resides 
in the hands of the Corporations which provide a life of luxury for those in their 
employment. To the others, the Corporations dole out only so much of the new 
technology and inventions to stimulate their desire for more. Simultaneously with 
the growing class divide and institutional crisis, the consumerist society reaches 
its peak as every want and need –for safety, love, beauty, and youth – has become 
means of making profit. The fear of aging and losing beauty is being exploited so 
as to manipulate people into attempts to reverse this process by consuming certain 
products, even undergoing surgeries provided by the specialized clinics owned 
by the Corporations. The fear of illness, weakness and death is also exploited by 
pharmaceutical companies, which offer vitamin supplements and various medi-
cations to prolong life and prevent illness to an ever growing market. Both Oryx 
and Crake and The Year of the Flood stress the fact that certain pharmaceutical 
companies such as HelthWyzer use people as lab rats, testing various medications 
and supplements on them; as Crake puts it, the ideal outcome is for the patient to 
remain ill as long as possible and to either die or get better before running out of 
money (OC 227-228).

The Corporations have no qualms about dispensing with people who get in 
the way of making profit. Crake’s father, a renowned scientist, dies in a suspicious 
accident when he is about to disclose the shady practices of pharmaceutical cor-
porations; Jimmy’s mother is executed by CorpSeCorps after escaping from the 
Compound and joining a radical wing of an ecological movement God’s Garden-
ers, which engages in sabotaging the businesses and activities of the Corporations. 
Thus the Corporations are prepared to go to extremes when it comes to making 
profit, as demonstrated by genetic experiments. Genetic engineers breed genetical-
ly modified pigs (“pigoons“) first for the purpose of getting more meat, and later 
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for growing brain matter to be used for people. They also create new animal spe-
cies, such as interbreeds between wolves and dogs, racoons and skunks, lynx and 
cats. Jimmy’s mother, who abandons him for a life of resistance to the consumerist 
society, describes the experiments with reproduction and replacement of human 
organs, including the neocortex, that Jimmy’s father is conducting as immoral and 
sacrilegious (Hengen 2006: 83), “meddling in the foundations of life“ (OC 57).

At the novel’s beginning, we find Jimmy/Snowman in a post-apocalyptic 
world, a world governed not by whims of mankind, but by forces of nature. Jimmy 
must attune again to the natural surroundings, as (seemingly) the sole surviving 
specimen of the human race. The climate changes brought on by pollution have 
resulted in a hostile climate of scorching heat interrupted by violent storms. Iron-
ically, the genetically spliced animals have adapted to the new surrounding much 
better than Jimmy, and now pose a threat to his survival, both by eating his food 
resources and hunting him as a prey. The pigoons turn out to be particularly dan-
gerous, since they possess nearly human intelligence, due to the combination of 
pig and human genes. The creatures made by man have turned against him. It is 
ultimately futile to attempt to manipulate nature, Atwood seems to say; only our 
own destruction will be the outcome. “The rules of biology are as inexorable as 
those of physics: run out of food and water and you die. No animal can exhaust 
its resource base and hope to survive. Human civilizations are subject to the same 
law”. (Atwood 2004). However, Atwood seems to hold to the view that the natural 
environment in its profound resourcefulness will outlast human abuse of it and 
continue to be beautiful (Hengen 2006: 82)

Crake, the apparent antagonist of the novel, is convinced that humanity is 
close to exhausting its resource base, and on the path of self-destruction through 
reckless exploitation of the environment. As a brilliant young scientist employed 
by the Watson-Crick Institute, after graduation Crake is given his own institu-
tion and freedom to choose his own team, in order to achieve the best results. 
He creates two simultaneous projects that he thinks will solve the environmental 
challenges of the 21st century, particularly overpopulation. One is the BlyssPlus 
pill, a medication that prolongs youth, has aphrodisiac effects, prevents sexually 
transmitted diseases, and serves as birth control. In order to advertise his product, 
he enlists Jimmy to do the ad campaign, as well as his lover, a mysterious women 
nicknamed Oryx, as a sales manager. The other, secret project is the creation of a 
genetically engineered humanoid species which he dubs the Crakers. While show-
ing them to Jimmy, Crake assures him that the Crakers are only exhibits, meant 
to demonstrate the possibilities of genetic engineering, and that people will soon 
be able to place an order for a baby of any race, features or personality that they 
choose. In truth, Crake has bred the new species to replace the human race after 
the BlyssPlus pill, which contains the virus for a ˮrogue hemorrhagic“(OC 325), 
wipes out the human race. 
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Although it is deceptively easy to see him as a stock character of the mad 
scientist, Crake is in fact a man deeply disgusted with the way the human race is 
destroying itself and its environment, and this inspires him to create a new and 
better man. His Crakers are all extraordinarily beautiful, reach maturity very early, 
and die peacefully in their sleep when they reach the age of thirty. As Crake puts 
it “Gone is the ancient primate brain“ (OC 326) – all Crakers are vegetarians, and 
every other aggressive or  possessive impulse has been removed from their genet-
ic code. They do not desire wealth, power or territory, do not fight over females, 
have no need for religion or social hierarchy. Their mating rituals are as regular 
and effective as those of any animal species – there is no jealousy, no heartbreak. 
Crake believes that the new humanlike species, without the sexual or aggressive 
drives, will be able to escape the traps of civilization that have led humanity to its 
own destruction.

Aware that the Crakers will need someone to explain to them  their new 
surroundings after the pandemic has subsided, he makes Jimmy immune to the 
virus, without his knowledge, so that Jimmy will survive to monitor the Crakers. 
Thus Jimmy weathers the pandemic sealed off with the Crakers in Crake’s research 
facility “Paradice”. He witnesses the eradication of the human race on computer 
and TV screens. Finally, when the screens have shown only white noise, Jimmy 
ventures out with the Crakers, and, as a parody of Moses (Bergthaller 2010: 734), 
leads them into the promised land Crake has prepared for them.

What makes his assumption of that role so profoundly ironic is that the 
Crakers do not really require his services at all. [They] are far better adapted 
to this world than Snowman, who is painfully aware of his own atavism. 
Not only do they have “a UV-resistant skin, a built-in insect repellent, an 
unprecedented ability to digest unrefined plant materialˮ (OC 304) – Crake 
has carefully eradicated those biological traits of older humanity that have 
led it down the path of ecocide. (ibid. 734) 

Jimmy is reduced to a relic of the past, the last specimen of an extinct race. 
The name he uses among the Crakers is very telling: he introduces himself as 
“Snowmanˮ (short for “The Abominable Snowmanˮ), which reflects his current 
situation. Much like the Abominable Snowman, he is a legendary creature, “the 
missing linkˮ between the extinct humanity and the humanlike race that has re-
placed it.

Many readings of Oryx and Crake2 view the characters of Jimmy and Crake 
as opposed: Crake as the antagonist, “an embodiment of the corrupt culture that is 
wrecking the planetˮ and Jimmy as the “flawed but nevertheless repentantˮ protag-
onist. As Bergthaller (ibid. 735) remarks, “After all, Jimmy is one of us – a “word 
personˮ (OC 25) – whereas Crake seems to represent the “numbers peopleˮ who 
keep pushing the limits of humanity’s manipulative powers but lack the empathy 
2 DiMarco, 170; Hengen, 82; Howells, 172
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and imagination to understand the consequences of their actions. In fact, Crake is 
not driven by greed or desire for power – he nourishes a deep disgust of the current 
state of the world, and is motivated by a genuine wish to change the human nature, 
which is, in his view, “responsible for the world’s current illnesses” (OC 304)

From Crake’s perspective, language, art and human propensity for sym-
bol-making are all expressions of the same destructive features of human nature 
(aggressive and sexual drives) that also lead to cruelty, bloodshed and ecocide. 
Cultural and artistic achievements, it turns out, are ultimately unable to counter-
vail the destructive aspects of human nature, because they stem from the very 
same drives (ibid. 735-736). The only solution is to remove the destructive fea-
tures altogether from the genetic code of the new humanoids. The Crakers are 
“perfectly adjusted to their habitat, so they would never have to create houses or 
tools or weapons, or, for that matter clothing. They would have no need to invent 
any harmful symbolisms, such as kingdoms, icons, gods, or money”. (OC 304) As 
Snowman has discovered, Crakers speak only when necessary, and have no sense 
of humour. On the other hand, the “harmfulˮ traits Crake has eradicated are those 
that make us what we are. Despite their perfect anatomy and mild disposition, the 
Crakers are unnerving to Jimmy, “for they lack a sense of humour or ambiguity or 
loss, and they cannot read”. (Hengen 2006: 83) On the other hand, it turns out that 
the Crakers are able to feel emotions such as compassion and affection, for they 
are glad of Snowman’s safe return from the ruins of the Compounds and attempt 
to heal his infected wound. They also enjoy Snowman’s stories of the past world, 
and his quasi-mythical tales of their own creation in which Crake features as God 
Creator and Oryx as Earth Mother. It seems that the psychological need to tell, 
remember and imagine is hard-wired even into the brain of the humanoid species 
(Howells 2006: 171). The ability to speak, symbolic thinking and sense of humour 
are traits unique to the human species. However, the very same ability of symbolic 
thinking and imagination, besides inspiring scientific and artistic achievements, is 
also responsible for the worst atrocities and reckless environmental destruction, 
which jeopardizes humanity’s own survival.

The ecological crisis that humanity faces cannot be resolved by reverting to 
the injunction championed by the environmentalist thought in the twentieth cen-
tury – that human species is a part of nature as much as any other, not superior to 
them. It was believed that were humans to accept this premise and act according-
ly, environmental destruction and cultural collapse would be prevented. Atwood 
shows that this approach is too idealistic and cannot prevent ecocide: it is Crake, 
the genetic engineer, who treats humans as any other biological species to be dis-
pensed with, when it exhausts its own resources. As mentioned above, his desire 
is to improve the human race, to erase from their genetic code the destructive 
impulses that are the roots of the crisis (Bergthaller 2010: 729-737). However, the 
creation of the new humanlike species is not an adequate solution: they lack many 
traits that are integral to human identity. On the other hand, the humanist idea of 
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the Man as a superior being, able to control and sublimate its destructive impulses 
through literacy, arts and culture, turns out to be romantic and naive. 

According to Bergthaller (2010: 729), one of the issues Atwood is principal-
ly concerned with in Oryx and Crake is what role language, literature and symbol-
ic thinking can play in the resolution of the cultural and ecological crisis. Jimmy 
and Crake, together with the academic institutions they attend, stand for two ways 
of dealing with it: one is traditional humanism, which attempts to control human 
nature through sublimating the destructive impulses. The other is an aggressive 
posthumanism, which ruthlessly remodels human nature according to “ecologicalˮ 
criteria, since art is unable to rein in humanity’s base urges, being itself a product 
of those urges.

The board game called “Blood and Rosesˮ which Jimmy and Crake play as 
boys is a symbolic representation of the conflicting tendencies of human nature. 
In the game, human achievements – works of art, scientific advances, and techno-
logical inventions – are weighed against atrocities, wars, massacres and genocides. 
One side plays with achievements, the other with atrocities: 

The exchange rates – one Mona Lisa equalled Bergen-Belsen, one Arme-
nian genocide equalled the Ninth Symphony plus three Great Pyramids – 
were suggested, but there was room for haggling. To do this you needed to 
know the numbers – the total number of corpses for the atrocities, the latest 
open-market price for the artworks; or, if the artworks have been stolen, the 
amount paid out by the insurance policy. It was a wicked game. (OC 79)

This episode is another satirical take on the totally commercialized culture 
which turns both the highest achievements and the lowest points of human history 
into “fodder for the entertainment industryˮ (ibid. 736).  Moreover, ˮBlood and 
Rosesˮ raises a number of important questions about human identity: What is the 
human race, since it is capable of creating both a Mona Lisa and a Bergen-Belsen? 
Can human achievements redeem the atrocities? Is it even possible to equate art-
works with extermination camps? Crake’s answer is, of course, that both achieve-
ments and atrocities are expressions of the same biological drives, and the solution 
is to eradicate them from the genetic code. However, what Crake and the posthu-
manism he represents fail to see is the aspect of free will. Mankind’s evolutionary 
inheritance indeed has a destructive potential; yet, human beings are not fully de-
termined by that inheritance, and it is precisely this fact that sets them apart from 
every other species. Cancelling out humanity’s destructive potential also means 
cancelling out the possibility to sublimate this potential into achievements.

The novel ends with a startling revelation for Snowman. It turns out he is 
not the last man after all – he comes across three more survivors, two men and one 
woman. Hidden in the bushes, Snowman debates what to do – should he approach 
them peacefully, or shoot them and not take any chances? Snowman’s dilemma 
stands for the choice that the human race continuously has to make – should we 
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succumb to our destructive impulses, or restrain them? Still, the novel remains 
open-ended. Snowman finally comes to a decision: “Zero hour. ... Time to go”. 
(OC 433), but the outcome remains unknown to the readers.

At the end of her essay “Writing Oryx and Crake”, Atwood (2003: 2) asks: 
“What if we continue down the road we’re already on? How slippery is the slope? 
What are our saving graces? Who’s got the will to stop us?” The novel’s ambigu-
ous ending reflects Atwood’s view that humanity is unable to find a solution to the 
growing cultural and ecological crisis, because it is incapable of learning from its 
own mistakes. The epigraph of the novel, a quote from Wolfe’s To the Lighthouse, 
is very illustrative of Atwood’s view: “Was there no safety? No learning by heart of 
the ways of the world? No guide, no shelter, but all was miracle, and leaping from 
the pinnacle of a tower into the air?ˮ 

Oryx and Crake provides no answers. It remains unknown if Snowman is 
capable of change and to what extent, and if he is capable of comprehending that 
both our destructive potential and the ability to transform it into achievements are 
integral parts of human nature. Will he tell his tale to the surviving humans, or will 
he attack them? Is this the end of humanity, if only the Crakers survive? (Hengen 
2006: 83) In light of the global catastrophe and extinction, has Snowman’s under-
standing of human nature come too late?

The Year of the Flood (2009) again raises the questions of human identity 
and the possible solution to the cultural crisis. The novel covers roughly the same 
time span as Oryx and Crake, and indeed was meant to be a ˮsimultanialˮ to the 
earlier novel (Bergthaller 2010:  737). Both novels share a similar narrative pat-
tern: they follow survivors of the fatal pandemic. In The Year of the Flood, the 
survivors are two women, Toby and Ren, both former members of a religious sect 
the God’s Gardeners. The novel alternates between the post-apocalyptic present 
and flashbacks from the past, unfolding the former lives of the protagonists, and 
describing the events which led them to the present situation. The plot builds up 
to their reunion with other surviving members of the sect, until in the final chapter 
the narrative joins up with the ending of Oryx and Crake, revealing the outcome of 
Snowman’s meeting with the three survivors he stumbled upon.

Fredric Jameson (2009: 7) in his review describes The Year of the Flood as a 
parallel narrative to Oryx and Crake, in which the protagonists of the earlier novel 
appear in secondary roles.  As Jameson remarks, the characters and their stories 
in The Year of the Flood are “diminishedˮ, so that the narrative could encompass 
various social groups and institutions. This allows the author to portray “the break-
down of modern capitalist society into the various private contractors to whom 
social needs are outsourced, and behind them the enormous corporations that have 
replaced all the traditional forms of government”.

In The Year of the Flood, the Corporations (capitalised by Atwood, to stress 
that they make up a single controlling structure) have taken over all authority, and 
their power is both invisible and omnipresent. The only visible manifestation of 
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their power is the CorpSeCorps, a security company which at first provided its ser-
vices to the Compounds, but as the local police forces were shut down due to insuf-
ficient funds, CorpSeCorps took over.  Its job is to keep tabs only on the affairs that 
might interest the Corporations, not to maintain law and order. Thus CorpSeCorps 
strikes deals with local criminal groups – pleemafias, which hold sway over plee-
blands, to get rid of any disrupting elements; in return, CorpSeCorps turns a blind 
eye to their criminal activities. Here Atwood criticizes the ever-growing depend-
ence of political parties and government officials on funding provided by large 
corporations, through which they are able to influence the affairs of the state.

More dangerous criminals or political opponents are dealt with in the Pain-
ball facilities, in which teams of convicts are organised to fight each other to the 
death, as an alternative to execution. This dystopian version of the popular strate-
gic game Paintball is highly perilous, so the convicts who manage to serve their 
sentence are treated with respect and awe. In this respect, Painball is reminiscent 
of gladiator games in ancient Rome, and at the same time, of modern reality tel-
evision: the purpose behind both is to make the common people forget about the 
troubles of their everyday life, to root for the contestants, and to provoke and grat-
ify their baser urges. The cynical formula of “panem et circensesˮ is still widely 
used, as the Corporations keep the masses appeased by providing for their needs 
with entertainment such as Painball, and cheap food through the fast food chain 
SecretBurgers (which use any and all available protein matter). The sexual needs 
are being provided for through SexMart, another company set up by the Corpora-
tions, and monitored by CorpSeCorps, to ensure that the Corporations get all the 
profit from the prostitution. Healthcare is supplied by the HelthWyzer institutes, 
which, as the readers have already learned in Oryx and Crake, not only cure but 
also produce diseases, using people as lab rats. Toby’s mother, who was running 
a franchise of HelthWyzer products, suddenly fell ill and died within months, de-
spite the medications and vitamin supplements sent by HelthWyzer. Years later, 
Toby learns from the God’s Gardeners that the cases of the mysterious illness were 
due to HelthWyzer’s experimenting on their own employees.  As Jameson (2009) 
remarks 

Oryx gave us the view of this system from the inside and as it were from 
above, even though there really does seem to be no oligarchic ruling elite 
nor any totalitarian party or dictatorship on the old-fashioned modernist 
dystopian model; The Year of the Flood gives us the view from below – al-
ways, as we well know, the most reliable vantage point from which to gauge 
and map a society.

The Year of the Flood thus gives us a significantly more detailed account both 
of the larger society, “where all the functions of the state have been devolved to the 
villainous private corporationsˮ (Bergthaller 2010: 738) and of the organization of 
the religious sect God’s Gardeners. The cult takes root in the pleeblands, attracting 
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the members from the marginalized social groups, so that at first CorpSeCorps 
leaves them alone, thinking them harmless eccentrics. Later, the sect gains more 
and more members from all walks of life, and manages to infiltrate even the Com-
pounds. 

Each of the novel’s fourteen chapters begins with a song from The God’s 
Gardeners Oral Hymnbook and a sermon by Adam One, the cult’s leader. The 
sermons lay out the Gardeners’ religious beliefs, but also provide a commentary 
on the events which, as the novel progresses, first force the Gardeners to go un-
derground as CorpSeCorps declares all religious movements illegal, trying to cut 
short their increasing influence on the public. Subsequently, this causes the cult’s 
division into a radical and a moderate wing, each of them going on to oppose the 
regime in their own way. Finally, the group is decimated as the larger portion of 
its members is wiped out by the pandemic. The events unfold through the eyes of 
Toby and Ren, the novel’s protagonists. Ren is taken along by her mother to join 
God’s Gardeners when she is eight, but after spending seven years with the group, 
they both return to HelthWyzer’s Compound. During the outbreak, Ren survives in 
the quarantine zone of the high-end sex club “Scales and Tailsˮ, where she works 
as a dancer. Ren’s story is meant to contrast the life in the Compounds and the 
pleeblands, as she has experienced both. Through Ren’s eyes, we witness the life 
of luxury that the Compounds can provide to the select few, on the account of mass 
poverty, aggressive consumerism and reckless exploitation of natural resources. 
On the other hand, the Gardeners’ way of life, despite “the less appealing features 
one would expect from religious fanaticsˮ (ibid, 739), such as the rigid code of 
conduct and extreme asceticism, comes across as much more relatable, with their 
beliefs in the equality of all species, preservation of the environment, and strict 
limitation of the use of natural resources.

The character of Toby can be seen as a counterpart to the character of Jim-
my/Snowman in Oryx and Crake. Most of the events in The Year of the Flood we 
witness through Toby’s eyes, as was the case with Jimmy in the previous novel. In 
the course of events, both Jimmy and Toby are compelled to re-evaluate their pri-
orities and beliefs. Unlike Jimmy, however, who turns embittered and self-destruc-
tive, on the brink of losing his mind, Toby reveals her own strength of mind in the 
apocalyptic aftermath. Toby becomes a true leader, able to make difficult choices 
and be severe when necessary, but also to protect her fellow survivors and fight 
for the greater good. Thus Toby manages to reunite with Ren, and then to make a 
difficult trip out of the Compounds in search of the other surviving Gardeners. On 
the way, Toby stands against the embodiment of her fears – Blanco, a mobster and 
ex-convict, and the novel’s principal villain, whose claws Toby was able to escape 
with the help of the Gardeners. Blanco and two other criminals from the Pain-
ball facility have kidnapped Ren and Amanda, another Gardeners’ member. Ren 
manages to escape and alert Toby, but Amanda remains as their hostage. During 
the shootout, Blanco has taken a bullet and the wound has become infected. His 
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companions leave him in an abandoned security booth, where he is found by Toby 
and Ren. Toby feeds him a fatal dose of poisonous mushrooms, not wanting to risk 
Ren’s or her own life by being irrationally merciful, although intentionally killing 
any living being is a grievous sin in the Gardeners’ eyes. However, Toby can now 
acknowledge the harsh reality of life and human nature: “Mad dogs bite. What else 
is there to know?ˮ (YF3, 441).  In a tense scene at the novel’s ending, Toby and Ren 
face off both the Painballers who threaten to kill Amanda, and a distraught Jimmy, 
wielding his own gun and suffering from hallucinations due to his infected wound. 
Thanks to Toby’s presence of mind, she and Ren are able to overpower the crimi-
nals, free Amanda and subdue Jimmy.

As Bergthaller (2010: 741) remarks, “the novel’s bitter-sweet, almost fairy-
tale like ending is peculiarly appropriateˮ because its purpose is to demonstrate 
how the Gardeners’ belief in the sanctity of all life, and their disillusionment about 
human nature have proved to be the only way of salvation. One of their beliefs was 
that humanity was heading for destruction, a catastrophe which they referred to as 
the “waterless floodˮ, alluding to God’s promise to Noah that he would never again 
destroy the human race by water. The Gardeners therefore each prepare their own 
“Araratˮ, “a hidden stash of supplies to weather the waterless floodˮ (ibid. 739), 
which presumably allows some of them to survive the pandemic. According to 
Adam One, mankind gets its just deserts for environmental destruction and neglect 
of the fact that all living things are equally important and interdependent. How-
ever, the Gardeners do not rejoice at the mankind’s demise: Adam One preaches 
mutual forgiveness and reconciliation. This is evident in the novel’s last chapter, 
where Toby shares her meal not only with Ren, Amanda and Jimmy, but also with 
the Painballers, thus symbolically granting absolution to them all. (YF 500) Toby 
emerges as a true believer in the Gardeners’ doctrine, prepared to accept human 
nature with all its virtues and flaws, and to go on. The novel’s ending gives us hope 
that Toby and her fellow survivors will be, in the words of Adam One, the origin 
of a new, more compassionate species. (YF 493)

The Gardeners’ doctrine and their everyday life are designed to achieve 
what eluded both Jimmy and Crake: “a reconciliation of the nature of human be-
ings as evolved biological creatures, with all the frailties and flaws it entails, with 
their need for an imaginary order that transcends and, as it were, extenuates these 
biological givens”. ( Bergthaller 2010: 739) The Gardeners’ faith is an attempt to 
reconcile the apparent opposites: religion and scientific insight, mind and soul, 
nature and culture, and to combine them into a doctrine which can justify the sur-
vival of humanity. This kind of theology thus presents the only resolution to the 
ecological and social crisis. Humanity’s biological givens cannot be eradicated, or 
always sublimated into art. They are a part of our evolutionary inheritance and thus 
our identity. On the other hand, this cannot justify any kind of unethical behav-
iour: whether putting others’ safety or lives at risk, or destroying other species and 
3 The Year of the Flood, abbr.
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the environment. Finally, ethical behaviour is also ecologically responsible – both 
entail the care for all living creatures and their habitat, without which humanity 
cannot survive. In one of her lectures, Atwood remarked, “the desire to be superhu-
man results in the loss of whatever small amount of humanity you may still retain”. 
(Atwood 1991, cited in Hengen 2006: 84)  Being human to Atwood means the 
acceptance of the whole range of our physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual 
state. “Human nature is made as much of reverence, compassion, and the capacity 
to forgive, as of lust, greed, arrogance, and cruelty. To deny any part is to lessen 
the whole”. (Hengen 2006: 84)
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POSTMODERNIST REMAKES OF THE FAIRY-TALE: 
DONALD BARTHELME’S SNOW WHITE AND JOHN 

BARTH’S “DUNYAZADIAD”  

The experimental phase of American postmodern fiction of the 1960s and 1970s, represent-
ed by authors such as John Barth, Robert Coover, Donald Barthelme, Thomas Pynchon, or 
Ishmael Reed, was characterized by the formal suspension of traditional narrative procedures 
and a redefinition of the relation between form and content. In the vast array of experimen-
tal formal interventions by the abovementioned authors, e.g. the disruption of linearity and 
chronology, the fragmentation, the intertextuality, or the blend of the high and low culture, 
the revision of traditional genres became a prominent aspect of the postmodern hybridity. 
This paper focuses on two specific postmodernist remakes of the fairy-tale genre: Donald 
Barthelme’s novel Snow White (1967) and John Barth’s “Dunyazadiad” from his Chimera 
collection (1972). The first is Barthelme’s first novel, or rather a collection of fragments 
loosely organized around the same named well-known Grimm fairy-tale, the second is 
Barth’s remake of the Oriental fairy-tale, using loosely The Thousand and One Nights 
as his paratext. A closer look at the formal innovations introduced in these works reveals 
that the authors’ deliberate play with the fairy-tale conventions are inseparable from and 
intertwined with the thematic concerns which in turn represent a mixture of metafictional 
and gender themes. In other words, the paper offers a reading that foregrounds the redef-
inition of the genre in the service of displaying Barth’s and Barthelme’s views on the act 
of (postmodernist) writing as well as on the limitations of patriarchy and challenges of the 
second-wave feminism.  
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1. INTRODUCTION

The experimental phase of American postmodern fiction of the 1960s and 
1970s, represented by authors such as John Barth, Robert Coover, Donald Bar-
thelme, Thomas Pynchon, or Ishmael Reed was characterized by the formal sus-
pension and subversion of traditional narrative procedures that went along with 
a redefinition of the relation between form and content. The vast array of experi-
mental formal interventions included the disruption of linearity, the fragmentation, 
the intertextuality, the blend of the high and low culture as well as the revision of 
traditional genres, such as the detective story, the biblical legend, the picaresque 
novel or the fairy-tale. 
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This paper focuses on two specific postmodernist remakes of the fairy-tale 
genre: Donald Barthelme’s first novel Snow White (1967), or rather a collection of 
fragments loosely organized around the well-known Grimm version of the same 
named fairy-tale and John Barth’s “Dunyazadiad,” one of three novellas from his 
Chimera collection (1972), a remake of the Oriental fairy-tale, using loosely The 
Thousand and One Nights as its hypotext.  

Barthelme’s and Barth’s play with the fairy-tale conventions are significant 
both formally and thematically, since the experimental form is intertwined with the 
thematic concerns which in turn represent a mixture of metafictional and gender 
themes. The postmodern redefinition of the genre of fairy-tale is here in the service 
of displaying the authors’ views on the act of (postmodernist) writing as well as on 
the limitations of patriarchy and challenges of the second-wave feminism. 

2. THE FAIRY-TALE IN THE POSTMODERN LITERARY 
CONTEXT

Barthelme’s and Barth’s interest in the fairy-tale illustrates a general keen 
interest in this genre among the postmodern authors of the 20th century (e.g. Rob-
ert Coover, Angela Carter, Margaret Atwood, or Italo Calvino) and it may be useful 
to look more closely at the reasons why the fairy-tale has been rediscovered by so 
many postmodernists and why many among them came to see the fairy-tale as a 
particularly convenient genre for their postmodern narrative and thematic explora-
tions. The first correspondence between the fairy-tale and postmodern metafiction 
lies in the openly displayed artificiality of both genres. The classic fairy-tale pres-
ents itself from the outset as an artifice and requires the reader to accept it on these 
terms; it is a genre that contains, as Jessica Tiffin states: “a level of self-awareness, 
a deliberate and conscious construction of itself within a set of codes recognized 
by both writer and reader” (Tiffin 2009: 3). Some of these codes which render 
the fairy-tale as a simply told story with recognizable patterns are the use of the 
opening formula “once upon a time”; the recurrent characterization patterns i.e. 
the use of flat characters (the good or evil fairies); the use of consistent imagery 
and motifs (e. g. the significance of number three, the talking animals, the spells 
and enchantments) as well as predictable plots in storytelling (e.g. the triumph of 
the youngest, the poorest, or the weakest). In the sense that the fairy-tales situate 
themselves within the realm of the marvelous and that they openly deny the cau-
sality usually associated with reality, demanding from the reader to accept them on 
these terms, they may be said to possess the metafictional dimension. Tiffin points 
out that the fairy-tale became “a favored playground of many postmodern writ-
ers” not in spite of, but because of the highly complex, patterned and formalized 
structure, stressing that postmodernists recognized that the fairy-tale “exhibits a 
self-awareness about narrative and a specifically problematized relationship with 



181

POSTMODERNIST REMAKES OF THE FAIRY-TALE: DONALD BARTHELME’S SNOW WHİTE AND ...

reality which seems peculiarly suited to the reflexiveness and self-interrogation of 
postmodernism” (Tiffin 2009: 4).

Besides acknowledging the fairy-tales’ proto-metafictionality, postmodern 
authors decided to emphasize what the traditional fairy-tale tended to obscure in 
order to lay a claim to the universality of its messages, namely the socio-histor-
ical context. Therefore, the postmodern rewritings of traditional fairy-tales laid 
bare “that magic which seeks to conceal the struggling interests which produce 
it” (Bacchilega 1997: 7). In other words, postmodern revisions make visible the 
hidden ideological subtext of the fairy-tales, their investment into the selling of 
ideology under the disguise of universality. Hence, postmodern handling of the 
traditional fairy-tale consciously unmasks the “apparently simple surface under 
which seethes complex historical and ideological layering which begs to be dis-
sected and revealed” (Tiffin 2009: 20). Likewise, since the patriarchy has been 
recognized as the underlying ideological discourse of the fairy-tales, which started 
to be accurately and systematically researched and documented with the rise of 
feminist criticism in the 1970s, postmodern remakes of fairy-tales in the 20th cen-
tury frequently represent either outright feminist revisions or gendered revisions 
which meditate on the challenges, rewards and/or limitations of feminism in the 
same measure in which they represent metafictional experiments which highlight 
various aspects of the relation between form and content or fiction and reality. The 
revived interest of postmodern authors in the possibilities of creative rewritings 
of the fairy-tales was not only stimulated by new critical assessments of the fairy-
tale, but itself generated further critical responses reflected in the growing body of 
criticism that stressed the new importance of the fairy-tale. 

3. BARTHELME’S SNOW WHITE

Barthelme’s Snow White which came out in 1967 preceded or coincided with 
the first feminist interpretations of the fairy-tale that now constitute the canonical 
critical works of the second wave feminism throughout the 1970s, ranging from 
Alison Lurie’s “Fairy-Tale Liberation” (1970) and Marcia Lieberman’s “‘Some 
Day My Prince Will Come’: Female Acculturation through the Fairy-tale” (1972) 
to Mary Daly’s Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (1978) and Co-
lette Dowling’s The Cinderella Complex: Women’s Hidden Fear of Independence 
(1981)1. It is possible, therefore, to view Barthelme’s Snow White as an early post-
modern fiction by a male author who blazed a trail for the feminist fairy-tale critics 
by providing them with a model text that successfully destabilized the patriarchal 
ideological matrix of the traditional fairy-tale. Indeed, regardless of whether the 

1  For a detailed overview of the early feminist fairy-tale criticism see Chapter 1 “Feminist Fairy-Tale 
Scholarship” by Donald Haase in Donald Haase (Ed.), Fairy-tales and Feminism: New Approaches, 
Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2004. 
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feminist fairy-tale critics of the 1970s were either aware of Barthelme’s novel or 
willing to admit that awareness, many of their critical contributions prove useful 
for investigating important aspects of Barthelme’s revision of the old fairy-tale 
about Snow White. 

That Barthelme wanted to make sure the reader understood that his novel 
was to be a revision, a new take on an old text, is signaled in the very title as well 
as in having the characters of Snow White and the seven dwarfs among the main 
protagonists. Kevin Paul Smith, in his classification of the postmodern intertextu-
ality operating within the postmodern fairy-tales, defines such elements as various 
explicit and implicit references to the intertext/hypotext. Thus, the reference to a 
fairy-tale in the title counts among the more explicit references, while the allusion 
to a fairy-tale within the text in the form of characters’ proper names and character 
descriptions belongs in the class of more implicit references  (Smith 2007). 

For example, the description of Snow White: “The hair is black as ebony, 
the skin white as snow” (Barthelme 1996: 9) echoes her standard description in the 
intertext and represents another implicit reference to its textual predecessor. Fur-
ther, the author makes effort to disperse any doubts the reader might have about the 
role allocation concerning other characters in the novel. While the proper names 
Bill, Clem, or Dan cannot be misleading since they are given to characters gener-
ically termed “dwarfs”, the personal names Paul and Jane could, for which reason 
Barthelme decided to issue instructions for the readers in case they missed the 
point by embedding the interpretative guidelines in the questionnaire addressed at 
the reader, where the third and the fourth question requiring yes or no answer are: 
“Have you understood, in reading to this point, that Paul is the prince-figure?” and 
“That Jane is the wicked stepmother-figure?” (Barthelme 1996: 88). Barthelme’s 
Snow White character is occasionally described by way of illuminating allusions 
to the motifs and structural patterns of its intertext, e.g. by references to her psy-
chological profile: “In the area of fears, she fears mirrors, apples, poisoned combs” 
((Barthelme 1996:23) or to her traumatic memories of “the huntsman, the forest, 
the steaming knife” (Barthelme 1996: 45). 

At the same time Barthelme underlines the ways in which the old fairy-tale 
no longer functions in the changed social and cultural context of the late 20th cen-
tury. The creative tension arises at the intersection of the old and the new between 
the obsolete and modern social and gender patterns as well as narrative strategies. 
Beside the discrepancy between the old fairy-tale script and new cultural climate, 
the author emphasizes the sway that the outmoded notions still hold over people 
living in the 20th century: “The revolution of the past generation in the religious 
sciences has scarcely penetrated popular consciousness and has yet to significantly 
influence public attitudes that rest upon totally outmoded conceptions” (Barthelme 
1996: 60). Barthelme’s novel may thus be seen as an artistic attempt to break the 
spell of the old patterns of thinking, be it about religion, gender or writing. This 
justifies K. P. Smith’s classification of Barthelme’s rewriting of Snow White as a 
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revision, that is, a critical re-examination of the old in the sense that the new ver-
sion supplants and improves the old one.

This novel sustains a typical tension between reaffirmation and parody of 
traditional narrative forms. Barthelme’s work is playful, disrespectful and humor-
ous in its handling of the fairy-tale conventions: “[... ] Barthelme obviously feels 
that previous mythic structures no longer can serve the writer as useful framing 
devices; instead the original mythic structures are mocked, parodied, and trans-
formed” (McCaffery 1982: 139). Thus, although the novel’s action fulfills the ba-
sic situation of the fairy-tale: the beautiful Snow White lives with the hard-work-
ing dwarfs, dreaming of a prince who would come into her world and bring a 
miraculous change, it simultaneously undermines the traditional plot, adapting the 
latter to the modern sexual and social mores. Stanley Trachtenberg in Understand-
ing Donald Barthelme listed elements that are not present in Barthelme’s novel, 
e.g. the characters of Snow White and Wicked Queen reject traditional gender 
markers, Snow White is not self-denying or maternal, but promiscuous, seduc-
tive, and hopelessly bored. While she longs for a romance and the opportunity to 
fulfill her old role, compulsively cleaning house while she is waiting for a prince, 
she also spends time going into therapy, attending college courses, reading, trying 
to write a poem and admiring herself in the mirror (Trachtenberg 1990). Thus, 
Barthelme presented in Snow White the plight of the modern (American) woman 
of the late 1960s, torn apart between the old and new values: the internalized ro-
mantic clichés entrap her mentally and prevent her from fully embracing her own 
independence and emancipation. This might be Barthelme’s feminist commentary 
on the harmfulness of patriarchal norms promoted in the fairy-tales, anticipating 
the abovementioned avalanche of feminist fairy-tale criticism in the years after 
the novel’s publication. Despite her many modern ways and her awareness of the 
fairy-tale’s status as tradition, Snow White is still conscious of her role as defined 
by the old script. Her inability for a profound change is further ironized in her 
attempt to replace the Snow White script with the equally unsatisfactory script of 
Rapunzel which leaves her as frustrated as before, because it prescribes passive 
behavior for its heroine, requiring her to let her hair down from the tower and wait 
for the princely rescuer. Needless to say, the prince never comes, whether Snow 
White appears as herself or temporarily slips in the role of Rapunzel. Her reflection 
on the absence of a hero who would take up the challenge and climb up her hair is 
simultaneously a comment on the age in which old gender roles are no longer felt 
as something natural:

No one has come to climb up. That says it all. This time is the wrong time for 
me. I am in the wrong time. There is something wrong with all those people 
standing there, gaping and gawking. And with all those who did not come and 
at least try to climb up. To fill the role. And with the very world itself, for not 
being able to supply a prince. For not being able to at least be civilized enough 
to supply the correct ending to the story. (Barthelme 1996: 132)
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Similar to Snow White who is disappointed due to her romantic expecta-
tions nourished by the traditional fairy-tale plot, the readers, Barthelme seems to 
suggest, may be disappointed too, whenever they try to assess his work relying on 
their experience of standard fairy-tale conventions. The section thus serves both 
as a metafictional commentary and as a commentary on the link between the fairy-
tale and patriarchy. The author suggests that the modern world has to be met on 
its own terms, while frustration inevitably accompanies every attempt to make the 
world comply with the traditional fairy-tale structure and its patriarchal messages. 
The 20th-century authors and readers have to liberate themselves from the old 
narrative patterns in order to appreciate new artistic forms, just as the 20th-century 
women and men have to liberate themselves from the traditional gender concepts 
in order to appreciate a redefinition of gender relations. Barthelme identifies the 
reluctance with which women accept their own independence as the crucial obsta-
cle to genuine emancipation, and links this reluctance to the tenacious perpetuation 
of gender stereotypes in which the fairy-tales, among other cultural items, have 
played a vital role.

Barthelme’s novel thus predates important insights won by critics such as 
Karen E. Rowe, who in 1979 focused on the gap between the traditional gender 
roles validated in the fairy-tales and changed social reality of the 1960s and the 
1970s that left women in an unresolved tension between “between the cultural 
status quo and the evolving feminist movement” (Rowe 1979: 243). Snow White 
could be seen as just such a woman plagued by contradictory impulses and para-
doxical desires. Therefore, Barthelme returns his Snow White to the world of the 
original fairy-tale, and this “revirginized” Snow White who “rises into the sky” 
(Barthelme 1996: 187) signals a possible end scenario for all half-reluctant would-
be feminists and warns about the possible failure of the feminist project. Society 
of women and men who do not find the strength to change their social patterns will 
be condemned to revert to conservatism, offering entrapment in the guise of the 
alleged safety. Again, this may simultaneously serve as a metafictional commen-
tary on the importance of accepting literary change, including a new poetics that 
engenders the works such as Barthelme’s Snow White. 

The clash between the old and new patterns is equally devastating for the 
modern man, resulting in paralysis. Paul, the prince-figure, defies his traditional 
princely role, representing one of Barthelme’s neurotic anti-heroes. He resists be-
ing drawn into the Snow White story, and when he finally decides to make a move 
that comes closest to heroic, he gets poisoned. The death of a prince represents the 
most radical violation of the traditional fairy-tale storyline, while the manner of 
his death reflects the contemporary lifestyle: he dies after having drunk a poisoned 
Vodka Gibson prepared by the witch Jane, here an attractive young woman. His 
first reaction when seeing Snow White-as-Rapunzel’s black hair hanging from the 
window is to flee, because “there is probably some girl attached to the top, and 
with her responsibilities of sorts” (Barthelme 1996: 13-14). Paul is tragicomically 
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removed from the old-fashioned model of manly knighthood, while he, the dwarfs 
and Snow White repeatedly ponder throughout the novel on how the age has done 
away with that ideal, denying princeliness to men. In fact, Paul’s life path is a par-
ody of the adventures of a fairy-tale prince: he first flees into a Nevada monastery, 
comically echoing the traditional flight into a monastery by women in distress as 
a stereotypical motif in traditional literature and movies, then he travels around 
doing odd jobs in France and Italy, and finally turns himself into a voyeur who 
watches the naked Snow White through the window and then devises an elaborate 
surveillance system in the cellar. 

Dwarfs are as remote from their traditional fairy-tale role of hardworking, 
honest persons who protect and warn Snow White of the dangers, as they become 
increasingly annoyed over Snow White’s sulking and rejection. At the beginning 
of the novel, their leader Bill, another self-conscious sociophobic neurotic, has 
grown tired not only of Snow White, but of all human relations. When their plans 
of reviving Snow White’s interest in them fail, the dwarfs have violent fantasies of 
torture, just as they show capable of real violence when they hang Bill in the end 
and choose the sinister Hogo as their new leader. Although they are occasionally 
critical of the middle-class values, they are in reality very bourgeois in their con-
cern with money, profit, living standards and in their praise of equanimity. As such, 
in their blend of pragmatism, wisecracking and superficiality they seem to repre-
sent the average modern man condemned to banality, a metaphorical emotional 
and intellectual dwarf, without either princely prerogatives of the past or genuine 
sophistication that would signal the New Man for the new age. Thus, when Snow 
White disappears in the end they simply “depart in search of a new principle” 
(Barthelme 1996: 187). We could conclude this section by stating that the novel 
portrays the late 20th-century Western society caught up in a frustrating condition 
where the traditional gender models no longer apply, yet the satisfactory new ones 
have not been found. He seems to be saying that in the modern age patriarchal 
idealization of the woman has been replaced by her objectification and new forms 
of  infantilization through consumerism, e.g. the dwarfs try to please Snow White 
by buying her things, from the new shower curtains to the golden pants. The range 
of male characters in the novel shows that the modern man turns into either a brute 
chauvinist (Hogo), a self-conscious neurotic (Paul) or a banal consumerist whose 
pent up frustration makes him a potential murderer or an obedient follower of any-
one charismatic enough to impose himself as a leader (dwarfs).

However, as previously stated, consideration of gender issues is inseparable 
from consideration of metafictional dimension. Metafiction in Barthelme’s opus 
is a combination of what might be called metafiction in the narrow sense, namely 
as fiction problematizing its own fiction-making processes, and the metafiction 
understood in the wider sense as fiction foregrounding themes that move beyond 
strictly artistic concerns and include socio-political commentary. Therefore his 
work has sometimes been characterized as midfiction. Metafictional themes, such 
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as the inadequacy of literary forms (e.g. the traditional fairy-tale), are sometimes 
addressed more directly, but they are mostly presented less obviously through the 
depiction of the deterioration of language and difficulties his characters confront 
in dealing with language and communication, including their mistrust of words, 
symbols or the very communication rules and processes. 

The novels’ minimalist form operates with the fragmentation and collage 
pointing at two related problems that have come to determine the postmodern sen-
sibility, namely, the sense of life having become complex to the point of unrep-
resentability and the poststructuralist sense of inability of language to represent 
anything outside itself. The novel thus consists of chapterlike fragments, while 
the linear development of the story is heavily impeded by frequent interruptions. 
The ‘chapters’ or entries are usually extremely short, rarely exceeding the length 
of two or three pages, while several are nothing more than one- or two-line in-
scriptions or slogans, without proper transitions between them, and often without 
any indication of how, if at all, they are interconnected.  Mistrust of language is 
among the more overtly metafictional themes. The decay of language is closely 
related to the decay of literature or to the difficulty of writing in an age in which 
language has become unfit for presenting the complexity of modern life. The in-
ability to use language straightforwardly is demonstrated in various ways in the 
novel, including Barthelme’s favorite method of deliberately ‘infecting’ his texts 
with slang, suggesting that high culture may survive only if it opens itself toward 
the sub-cultural influences and the inclusion of what he calls the verbal dreck or 
blague. Characters are often shown wrestling with language or thinking about the 
limits of language, e.g. the dwarfs give attention to “those aspects of language that 
may be seen as a model of the trash phenomenon” (Barthelme 1996: 104), while 
Snow White laments: “OH I wish there were some words in the world that were 
not the words I always hear!” (Barthelme 1996: 12). The poor functioning of lan-
guage as a communication device is repeatedly challenged throughout the novel in 
numerous passages in which the author feels compelled to additionally explain the 
meaning of certain words or phrases.

4. JOHN BARTH’S  “DUNYAZADIAD”

If Barthelme was keenly aware of the inadequacy of the old literary forms 
for the depiction of the late 20th-century complexities, John Barth addressed this 
issue in both his fiction and non-fiction. “The Literature of Exhaustion,” Barth’s 
famous essay on the exhaustion or used-upness of traditional literary forms, came 
out in the same year 1967 as Barthelme’s Snow White. Barth suggested a new, 
metafictional, approach (following Borges) by writing “remarkable and original 
work of literature, the implicit theme of which is the difficulty, perhaps the un-
necessity, of writing original works of literature” (Barth 1984: 69). In the novella 
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“Dunyazadiad” from his triptych Chimera (1972), Barth set about to revisit the 
old collection of Oriental fairy-tales of Thousand and One Nights, demonstrat-
ing that postmodern revision of tradition can be a playful and lucid metafictional 
commentary on the relation between the literary past and present and a demonstra-
tion of how originality can be achieved by acknowledging, paradoxically, that it 
is both unnecessary and impossible to be original. Unlike Barthelme, who altered 
the plot and content of the fairy-tale that serves as its intertext, Barth established 
parallels between past and present while, on the structural level, he did not revisit 
the individual tales told by Scheherazade, but focused on the frame-story and on 
the position of Scheherazade as a storyteller. In “Getting Oriented: The Stories 
Thus Far” Barth returns to his lifelong fascination with the frame-story of The 
Thousand and One Nights and Scheherazade’s position, explicitly stating that  he 
“came to regard the story as a kind of metaphor for the condition of narrative 
artists in general” (Barth 1984: 135). In “Muse, Spare Me”, he sees Scheherazade 
“yarning tirelessly through the dark hours to save her neck” (Barth 1984: 59) as his 
alter ego, and states  that “The whole frame of those thousand nights and a night 
speaks to my heart, directly and intimately--and in many ways at once, personal 
and technical” (Barth 1984: 56). This issue constitutes the central metafictional 
aspect of “Dunyazadiad,” a brilliant postmodern demonstration of the possibilities 
of the ancient device of the framing story that Barth claims was used particularly 
impressively in The Thousand and One Nights. 

Barth constructed “Dunyazadiad” by focusing on the frame-story in which 
the storyteller is not Scheherazade, but her younger sister Dunyazade, who appears 
in the traditional version as a minor character. Barth’s story begins at the point 
when Scheherazade, after thousand nights, has run out of the stories and, unable to 
continue, must face death by King Shahryar’s hand, while Dunyazade is to be de-
flowered and murdered by his brother Shah Zaman. Dunyazade recounts to Zaman 
the story of how Scheherazade had understood her storytelling as a potentially sui-
cidal attempt to cure Shahryar of his misogyny and stop his killing of virgins in the 
kingdom by beguiling him with her stories. Appropriating the jargon of the 1960s 
liberals and feminists, she says her older sister was “so appalled at the state of the 
nation that she dropped out of school in her last semester to do full-time research 
on a way to stop Shahryar from killing all our sisters and wrecking the country ” 
(Barth 2001: 5-6).

However, in Barth’s version Scheherazade has forgotten all of the old stories 
she used to know and has to rely on the help of a Genie (Barth’s alias) coming to 
her from the future to supply her with the stories. The Genie in turn gets the stories 
from the volumes of The Thousand and One Nights in his private library. On the 
metafictional level, this is a playful working out of Barth’s ideas, explained in “The 
Literature of Replenishment” (Barth 1980), about creative revisiting of premod-
ernist, traditional literary forms and texts that enabled the postmodern literature to 
renew itself. Just as the Genie (postmodern writer) helps Scheherazade (tradition) 
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survive by providing her with her own, forgotten stories, conversations with Sche-
herazade help him overcome his writer’s block and finally reach a “treasure-house 
of new fiction” (Barth 2001: 11). Genie’s/Barth’s completion of “Dunyazadiad” 
confirms that he has found a successful formula and created a work which rep-
resents an invigorating appropriation of tradition. The fact that the Genie reminds 
Scheherazade of her own tradition goes to show that the process of replenishment 
functions in both directions and that tradition would most likely have been forgot-
ten if it had not been for its (post) modern revisions.

Nevertheless, as much as the Genie/Barth hurries to help Scheherazade 
across the limits of time and space, the hero of the story is the little sister Dunyaza-
de. After thousand nights of storytelling and lovemaking to Shahryar, Scheheraza-
de cannot continue because the Genie announces that he has no more stories for 
her and that she will have to stop relying on the recorded tradition. Scheherazade, 
however, in all her greatness, is incapable of inventing and improvizing: “I don’t 
invent. [...] I only recount” (Barth 2001: 29). The survival, Barth suggests, depends 
on the courage to improvize and that is precisely where Dunyazade steps in. She 
is the master of improvisation and a prototype of a postmodern writer in that she 
survives and saves both herself and her sister (tradition) by recurring to the same 
strategy as the Genie and Barth, namely by admitting her own cluelessness and 
confusion. 

Once the sisters are informed by the Genie that they have to rely on new 
strategies, Scheherazade has no other solution in the thousand and the first night 
but to beg the King mercy to spare her life, which, to her astonishment, is not 
only granted but the King announces he is going to marry her, the woman who 
taught him to appreciate women. There is also to be a double wedding because 
he announces that his brother Shah Zaman, another reformed misogynist, is to 
marry Dunyazade. Scheherazade’s further plan for her and her sister is to castrate 
and kill their respective husbands on their wedding night as a revenge for various 
humiliations she and her little sister have suffered, and bids Dunyazade farewell 
“in a world that knows nothing of he and she!” (Barth 2001: 38).  The first part 
of the story, told by Dunyazade, ends with the scene in which Dunyazade has tied 
Shah Zaman to bed, preparing to castrate and then murder him with a dagger she 
has smuggled into the chamber. Yet, contrary to Scheherazade’s instructions, she 
decides she might as well tell him the whole story before she kills him and is killed 
herself by his guards, having little to lose. Dunyazade thus comes to represent the 
postmodern writer who tells stories at the critical moment when all faith in the 
restoring power of storytelling seems to be lost and who is unexpectedly rewarded 
with a happy ending at the moment of utter hopelessness. Only now do the words 
spoken by the Genie during their last meeting acquire full meaning: the Genie 
revealed, to Dunyazade’s surprise, that the story would be titled after her, that she 
was going to be its main character, and that the circumstances of her wedding-
night-to-come will be “arresting for taletellers of his particular place and time” 
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(Barth 2001: 32). So, it is Dunyazade’s courage fueled by hopelessness of her situ-
ation that brings about a happy turn of events. Dunyazade, like Barth, takes a step 
beyond tradition by abandoning Scheherazade’s revengeful plan and allowing the 
story to take an unexpected turn. She is rewarded with a happy ending and Barth 
with completing “Dunyazadiad” so that the narrative collaboration of the old and 
the new has proved beneficial for all.

As for the treatment of gender issues, Barth recognized that the frame story 
of The Thousand and One Night on the surface reflected the patriarchal need to 
subordinate women, yet contained subtle and potentially feminist messages. He 
confirmed that he is well aware of the underlying gender issues informing the old 
story: 

You know the tale: how King Shahryar is driven so mad by sexual jealousy 
that he sleeps
with a virgin every night and has her killed in the morning, lest she deceive 
him; and how
that wonderful young woman Scheherazade, the Vizier’s daughter, beguiles 
him with
narrative strategies until he comes to his senses. For a time, I regarded the 
Nights as an
insightful early work of feminist fiction: Scheherazade is called specifically 
“the Savior
of her Sex”; the king’s private misogyny is shown to be dangerous not only 
to his women
but to his own mental health and, since he’s the king, to the public health as 
well. (Barth 1984: 135)

Barth embraced the opportunity and developed the gender theme, creating 
an impressive postmodern work that successfully intertwines metafictional and 
gender concerns. First, he drew attention to circumstances which turned King 
Shahryar and Shah Zaman into misogynists, namely their having been cuckolded 
by their wives which convinced them that women can not be trusted and must 
be punished, intimidated and controlled. The hurt pride, the wish to control fe-
male sexuality and the consequential sexual as well as emotional insecurity are 
shown to be at the root of King’s brutal virgin-a-night policy. However, Barth 
describes Scheherazade by using the liberal jargon of the 1960s: she is “Home-
coming Queen, valedictorian-elect” with “the highest average in the history of 
the campus” and “every graduate department in the East was after her with fel-
lowships” (Barth 2001: 5). She made it her goal to stop Shahryar’s “gynocide” by 
way of full-time research in political science, psychology and folklore and my-
thology, growing “daily more desperate” because “the body-count of deflowered 
and decapitated Moslem girls was past nine hundred” (Barth 2001: 6) That the 
help comes in the form of the male Genie/Barth is thus an indication of necessary 
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cooperation between men and women, as between past and present. Still, after 
her storytelling comes to an end, Scheherazade is filled with rage and angry with 
herself for having been so foolish to think she might achieve anything substantial 
or “win some victory for our sex by diverting our persecutors with naughty stunts 
and stories!” and concludes by telling Dunyazade they have accomplished noth-
ing with “all that fiction” (Barth 2001: 37). She does not see any real options and 
feels that her position as a storyteller was giving her only temporary power, while 
the real institutional power was on the King’s side, so that her narrative skills are 
unequal retaliation for the systemic injustice. Her bitterness reflects the feminist 
fury over the injustices of patriarchy that inevitably leads to violent confrontation 
where the gender relations are burdened with distrust. Expectedly, Scheherazade 
does not believe in the true, everlasting love between any given woman and man. 
For that reason she is resolved to suicidal attacks in the manner of a “feminist 
terrorist” hoping Allah would grant her reunion with her sister in the other world 
without gender inequality. 

Yet, throughout the story Barth recurrently draws parallels between story-
telling and lovemaking, suggesting that the relationship between the storyteller 
and the listener is “by nature erotic” (Barth 2001: 25), that the position of the 
storyteller is “essentially masculine” and that “regardless of his actual gender” 
(Barth 2001: 25-26), the position of the listener/reader feminine, while the tale is 
the “medium of their intercourse” (Barth 2001: 26). He uses the terms masculine 
and feminine as metaphors for an active and passive relation to a story, without 
favoring one over the other. He promotes the exchange and cooperation between 
the teller and the listener, and man and woman, brought about by permanent re-
negotiation of their positions. The positions of power or powerlessness between 
Scheherazade and the Genie, Scheherazade and the King or Dunyazade and Shah 
Zaman are constantly shifting, and frequently the same person is both empowered 
and robbed of power. 

In the second part, Dunyazade and Zaman’s cooperation results from the 
genuine desire to understand each other and to alter the “wretched state of af-
fairs between man and womankind that made love a will-o’-the wisp, jealousy 
and boredom and resentment the rule” (Barth 2001: 46). This section focuses on 
the constructive reversal of roles between women and men, as both lovers and 
consumers or producers of stories, demonstrating the Genie’s claim that the narra-
tive relation is “a love relation-not a rape: its success depended upon the reader’s 
consent and cooperation, which she could withhold or at any moment withdraw” 
(Barth 2001: 26). Thus, Dunyazade and Zaman symbolize a revision of patriarchy 
as well as a revision of narrative tradition.

Barth shows the position of storyteller does not automatically guarantee 
power and that the position of the listener does not automatically imply inferiority 
or powerlessness. By assigning women in his story the positions of storytellers 
Barth empowers them and sets them on equal footing only to a certain extent, be-
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cause the patriarchal system clearly reserves the real power for men. Yet, Dunyaza-
de brings about a breakthrough in gender relations her elder sister is incapable 
of, just as her sexual and narrative partner Zaman, who turns from her potential 
molester and rapist into her lover and husband, is prepared both to admit gender 
inequality and put an end to it. They represent the new generation that manages 
to put the old gender hostilities behind, but not before they honestly assess the 
situation in their respective stories. Dunyazade, on her part, gives reasons for her 
condemnation of patriarchy, Zaman for his previous half-reluctant accompliceship 
in the upholding of patriarchy: male and brotherly solidarity with Shahryar along 
with social and political pressures to maintain the conservative image for fear of 
ridicule and rebellion. Yet, he reveals to astonished Dunyazade that he consent-
ed to secret financing of the matriarchal state of the Breastless Ones, respecting 
the wish of its founder to create a separate female society. Zaman’s readiness to 
challenge patriarchy is reflected in his readiness to tell his story to Dunyazade to 
explain himself and perhaps be granted life, love and forgiveness. Position of the 
storyteller thus again implies powerlessness just as it invests both Zaman and the 
sisters with various degrees of manipulative power. Yet, Barth shows that renego-
tiation within patriarchal system always finally depends on the man’s readiness to 
give up his domination. For example, although Zaman is tied to bed and Dunyaza-
de can castrate and kill him any moment, the real institutional power is on his side 
in the shape of his guards at the entrance, as he himself recognizes. Yet he also ad-
mits that he is no longer willing to use that power in the awareness that the solution 
lies in the necessary reaching out towards women. The aim towards which both 
women and men have to aspire is to cease othering one another, despite the realiza-
tion that absolute gender equality just as the ideal love between woman and man is 
very likely unattainable, but it is important to live as if it were so. As a conclusion, 
Zaman tells Dunyazade that Shahryar has been reformed in accepting that women 
and men are equally unfaithful, saying that Shahryar chooses “equal promiscuity” 
(Barth 2001: 54). Zaman and Dunyazade choose “equal fidelity” (Barth 2001: 54), 
resolved to live as if ideal love exists despite the awareness of the contrary. 
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ON EXPLORING THE SOURCE AND (UN)
RELIABILITY: EVIDENTIALITY AND EPISTEMIC 

MODALITY IN ENGLISH JOURNALISTIC DISCOURSE

The purpose of the research is to examine instances of evidentiality and epistemic modality 
in English journalistic discourse, which shall provide evidence for determining the degree 
of reliability regarding the print media discourse. The research is based on 14 articles 
excerpted from online editions of eminent British daily quality papers – The Indepen-
dent, The Guardian and The Daily Express. The corpus comprises 14 articles reporting on 
burning political and societal issues which were published over the course of August and 
September, 2013. Due to the fact that English does not have a grammaticalized system for 
marking evidentiality, the research shall cast light on lexical devices used for indicating 
the source of information and/or expressing the speaker’s attitude towards the truth value 
of the proposition, i.e. epistemic modality. This is why the research focuses on examin-
ing modal adjectives and adverbs, non-factual and catenative verbs, modal auxiliaries and 
reported evidentials. In other words, the research aims to provide an insight into how the 
source of information is expressed and how (un)reliable information that we encounter in 
British dailies is. The corpus analysis has revealed a rather high number of evidential and 
epistemic markers which take the middle or bottom position on the scale of reliability, 
thereby undermining the credibility of journalistic discourse. The research is expected to 
show that examining evidentiality and epistemic modality can help us explore journalistic 
discourse and its role in the modern society. Moreover, it should spark interest in exploring 
evidentiality and epistemic modality in terms of determining the level of (un)reliability 
across various discourses.

Key words: epistemic modality, evidentiality, journalistic discourse, source of information

1. INTRODUCTION

Cotter (2003: 423) states that even though the media is such a widespread 
purveyor of talk about our world and our position in it, it is a bit surprising that not 
more linguists attempt to work with it. However, she adds that 

those who have explored media discourse tend to select and utilize data that 
will allow answers to fundamental questions about language, about the na-
ture of the news and the media, and about more abstract issues of language, 
action, thought, and society. (Cotter 2003: 423)



196

IRENA ALEKSIĆ

Since then, the situation has changed and only eight years later McKay 
(2011: 396) states that it should not be surprising that, given the pervasiveness of 
the mass media and their potential ability to influence social and cultural under-
standings, a range of approaches employing differing research agendas has en-
gaged with the study of media language.

Also, McKay (2011: 405) believes that, from the perspective employed by 
discourse analysts, the news is considered to take on a more social role by pro-
viding a frame through which the social world is not only understood, but also 
constructed. This is to say that not only do news reports inform us about current 
state of affairs, but they also create and affect the way we perceive the reality. 
Consequently, we cannot help but wonder: “How can we trust them?” Therefore, 
the main questions this research is endeavouring to answer are:

● To what extent is information presented in English quality papers trust-
worthy?

● Which linguistic features do interlocutors and authors apply when trying 
to distance themselves from their utterances?

With a view to providing answers to the questions and determining how (un)
reliable news reports are, we shall focus on evidentiality and epistemic modality 
and the ways the two are expressed in English daily newspapers.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Evidentiality and epistemic modality appear to be highly significant in terms 
of determining to what extent journalistic discourse is reliable. Hence, in this sec-
tion we shall provide brief explanations and perceptions of the two notions in order 
to provide evidence supporting this belief.

According to Aikhenvald, evidentiality is a linguistic category whose pri-
mary meaning is source of information (2004: 3). Likewise, Portner (2009: 329) 
argues that evidentiality may be defined in functional terms as the speaker’s as-
sessment of her grounds for saying what she does, and an evidential as a gram-
matical form which expresses evidentiality; whereas Timberlake (2007: 329) con-
siders evidentiality to refer to speaker’s indicating incompleteness of authority 
over knowledge. Furthermore, Nuyts (2001: 26) states that evidentiality refers to 
relating a state of affairs to types of informational source domains.

With regard to epistemic modality, one of the most accepted definitions is 
the one provided by Coates (1983: 18, cited in Flowerdew 2002: 182) who sees 
it as being concerned with the speaker’s [writer’s] assumptions or assessment of 
possibilities; and in most cases, indicating confidence (or lack of confidence) in the 
truth of the proposition expressed.

 However, the relation between evidentiality and epistemic modality has 
evidently become a major issue among linguists dealing with evidentiality. Port-
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ner (2009: 264), just like Aikhenvald (2004), believes that evidentiality should be 
distinguished from epistemic modality because the two categories relate to quite 
different types of meaning. As opposed to this, some authors (Bybee et al. 1994, 
Palmer 2001) include evidentials in the category of epistemic modality.

When it comes to the source of information, Aikhenvald (2004: 1) argues 
that marking one’s information source indicates how one learnt something. The 
source of information is vital for maintaining a paper’s credibility and trustworthi-
ness and this is why this research is devoted to providing explanations and devices 
used for indicating the source of information. 

Nonetheless, Chafe (1986: 262) points out that he is using the term eviden-
tiality in its broadest sense, not restricting it to the expression of evidence per se. 
In order to understand what evidentiality in the broad sense involves, it is useful to 
think in terms of several notions:

One notion can be labeled knowledGe: the basic information whose status 
is qualified in one way or another by markers of evidentiality. Knowledge 
may be regarded by a speaker (or writer) as more or less reliaBle (or valid), 
with the suggestion of a continuum from the most reliable knowledge, at 
the top, to the least reliable, at the bottom (see Chafe 1986: 263, Figure 1). 
Also relevant are various modeS of knowinG: various ways in which knowl-
edge is acquired. The modes of knowing are Belief, induction, heaRsay1 and 
deduction. Each of them is based on a different Source, which for belief 
is problematic, for induction is evidence, for hearsay is lanGuaGe, and for 
deduction is a hyPotheSiS. (The placement of these four modes of knowing 
does not imply that belief is more reliable, or deduction less reliable than the 
others. Each mode of knowing can move up and down the scale of reliabil-
ity.) (Chafe 1986: 262-3) 

Lyons (1977: 122, cited in Portner 2009: 122) differentiates between two 
types of epistemic modality. Namely, objective epistemic modality expresses an 
objectively measurable chance that the state of affairs under consideration is true 
or not, whereas subjective epistemic modality involves a purely subjective guess 
regarding its truth. 

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research is corpus-based with the corpus being comprised of 14 arti-
cles (totalling 12,007 words) excerpted from online editions of eminent British 
daily quality papers: The Independent, The Guardian and The Daily Express. The 

1  Some languages use morphological devices to express hearsay evidence. English, however, uses 
a number of expressions which serve this purpose: people say, they say, I’ve been told etc (Chafe 
1986: 268).
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articles were published during August and September, 2013 as part of the News 
section and were selected so as to explore the newspapers’ trustworthiness while 
reporting on burning political and societal issues. The research is primarily qualita-
tive and the approach applied is called summative content analysis2. This is to say 
that quantitative data containing the frequency of epistemic and evidential markers 
are provided in order to set the ground for a more meticulous qualitative analysis. 
Assuming that certain features, used as epistemic and/or evidential markers, can 
help us investigate the credibility of journalistic discourse, the analysis is to offer 
an insight into their frequency, as well as explanations concerning their usage. 
Thus, the prevailing task will be examining a miscellany of features including 
modal adjectives and adverbs, non-factual and catenative verbs, modal auxilia-
ries and reported evidentials, i.e. the categories identified by authors dealing with 
evidentiality and epistemic modality (Nuyts 2001; Aikhenvald, 2004; Trbojević 
2004). The research is expected to show that examining evidentiality and epistem-
ic modality can help us explore journalistic discourse and its role in the modern 
society. It should also spark interest in exploring evidentiality and epistemic mo-
dality in terms of determining the level of (un)reliability across various discourses.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Due to the fact that many European languages, including English, do not 
have a grammaticalized system for marking evidentiality, as opposed to many 
non-European languages which can be praised for having fully grammaticalized 
inflectional systems functioning as evidential markers (Aikhenvald 2004: 355), 
the central part of this paper is devoted to illustrating and elaborating the most 
prominent lexical devices functioning as evidentials in English quality papers. As 
Aikhenvald (2004: 7-8) believes that evidentiality cannot be regarded as a kind of 
modality, certain lexical devices shall be presented in terms of the position they 
take on the epistemic scale, with the aim of contrasting the two notions. 

Prior to exploring the usage of these devices, we shall provide the frequency 
of occurrences of epistemic and evidential markers in the corpus (Figure 1).

Even though each of the categories is to be analyzed separately, we should 
point out that Figure 1 illustrates that journalists opt for reported evidentials when 
indicating the source of information, whereas modal auxiliaries are rarely used 
when it comes to expressing a lower level of confidence towards the truth of a 
proposition. The proclivity to use reported evidentials implies that journalists tend 
to indicate the source of information while being reluctant to assume responsibility 
regarding the truthfulness of information provided.

2  See Hsieh, H. F. and Shannon, S. E.. 2005: 1283-1285
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Figure 1: The frequency of epistemic and evidential markers in the corpus

4.1. Adverbs and Adjectives

As Nuyts (2001: 55-6) argues, classes of modal adverbs and adjectives do 
overlap but they are not identical. In order to support this statement he adds that the 
class of adverbs is larger than the class of adjectives, which has to do with the fact 
that adverbs are more frequently used. This has been proved by investigating our 
corpus, since very few instances of predicative epistemic modal adjectives (it is 
probable/ possible that...) have been found in the selection of newspaper articles. 

According to Trbojević (2004: 168-170), English has a limited number of 
modal adverbs indicating various degrees of epistemic modality. Notably, some of 
these are:  hardly, maybe/ possibly, probably, surely. The following examples have 
been chosen to illustrate the usage of modal adjectives and adverbs in the discourse 
of journalism:

1) The G20 statement is clear that developing countries must benefi t from 
any new tax arrangements. The Independent (6th September, 2013)

2) The full US Congress is likely to vote on his request next week. The In-
dependent (5th September, 2013)

3) It’s probably the largest private bus-transport network on earth. The In-
dependent (28th August, 2013)

4) In a Coalition trade-off, the Lib Dems have given the go-ahead for the 
Conservatives to announce a long-awaited tax break for married couples, 
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possibly at their conference in two weeks. The Independent (18th Septem-
ber, 2013)

Following Nuyts’ perspective, the predicative epistemic modal adjective 
clear would be positioned towards the top of the epistemic scale. This is to say that 
the example (1) indicates a rather high level of reliability. Likely and probably are 
in the middle of the positive side of the scale, whereas possibly is near its neutral 
point, as Nuyts (2001: 55) suggests. In other words, the examples (2) and (3) exude 
a high level of reliability but are still less certain than example (1); yet, they are 
more certain than the example (4). The latter one illustrates the author’s reluctance 
to commit to the truth of their own words.

However, apart from modal adverbs and adjectives which serve the purpose 
of indicating epistemic modality, i.e. the speaker’s attitude towards the truth value 
of the proposition, other adverbs and adjectives serve the purpose of indicating 
source of information, i.e. evidentiality. For instance, the adjective alleged (5), 
which implies hearsay evidence, along with its derivatives allegedly (6) and alle-
gation (7), is used in order to imply quite a moderate level of reliability:

5) World’s two most powerful men set to face-off over military action in Syr-
ia as US President attempts to depersonalise his ‘red-line’ remarks regard-
ing the alleged use of chemical weapons in the conflict. The Independent 
(5th September, 2013)

6) On one occasion, he is said to have threatened to make his wife “disap-
pear” and allegedly bragged to his in-laws that he had killed women and 
children. The Daily Express (5th September, 2013)

7) Allegations that the SAS was involved in the deaths were passed to the 
Yard in July. The Daily Express (14th September, 2013)

It goes without saying that the proposition (6) is to be perceived as highly 
unreliable. Not only does it contain allegedly indicating a vague source of informa-
tion but it also contains say in the passive form followed by perfective infinitive. 
This is how the author has avoided stating the source of information blatantly.

Nuyts (2001: 56) believes that the borderline between epistemic modality 
and evidentiality is not that sharp but he agrees that some adverbs and/or adjec-
tives such as seemingly, apparently, clearly are considered evidential rather than 
epistemic:

8) Soldier N apparently claimed Diana and Dodi’s driver Henri Paul were 
blinded by an intense flash of light moments before he lost control of their 
Mercedes. The Daily Express (5th September, 2013)
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9) But he seemingly became angry when asked about the navy, saying he had 
not received benefits he was owed. The Independent (5th September, 2013)

Both apparently (8) and seemingly (9) are lexical devices which refer to the 
source of information, rather than to the veracity of the propositions.

4.2. Non-factual and Catenative Verbs

According to Trbojević (2004: 88), English has yet another way of express-
ing epistemic distance – via non-factual verbs. This is to say that the speaker’s 
attitude towards the truth value of the proposition becomes evident by using verbs 
such as believe, think, wonder. These verbs are also referred to as mental state 
predicates or propositional attitude predicatives by Nuyts (2000: 107). 

Non-factual verbs with the highest frequency in the corpus are think (66 oc-
currences) and believe (24 occurrences). Obviously, authors of newspaper articles 
tend to opt for non-factual verbs when indicating the source of information and/or 
the interlocutor’s attitude towards the proposition. 

10) Precocious inventor Alex Schey thinks he can make buses cleaner and 
cheaper. (epistemic value) The Independent (28th August, 2013)

11) Mr. Easton, who worked on the Yard’s original inquiry into Diana’s death, 
is believed to have quizzed Soldier N’s estranged wife very closely. (evi-
dential marker) The Daily Express (5th September, 2013)

The example (10) is a typical representation of how non-factual verbs are 
exploited in the discourse of journalism. As Nuyts (2000: 128) argues, the use 
of the mental state predicates leaves no doubt about who is responsible for the 
epistemic evaluation. Hence, we should highlight that, in this case, the epistemic 
distance is expressed by the interlocutor, whereas the journalist is only providing 
the source of information by stating the interlocutor’s name. So, we could as well 
say that journalists resort to using non-factual verbs in order to point to their source 
of information and altogether it could be perceived as evidentiality. Yet again the 
verb believe, which is used in its passive form (11) and followed by the perfect 
infinitive, implies hearsay evidence. 

With regard to catenative verbs, Quirk (1985: 164) states that the term cate-
native alludes to the ability of these verbs to be concatenated in sequences of non 
finite constructions”, but these often serve the purpose of expressing epistemic 
distance and-or as evidential markers. Trbojević (2004: 93-95) highlights catena-
tive verbs seem and appear in terms of their epistemic modality and evidentiality. 
Even though visually obtained data are the most reliable ones (e.g. look), they still 
contain an epistemic component (Trbojević 2004: 93). This also applies to data ob-
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tained through hearing as well. The epistemic component does not prevent sensory 
evidentials from indicating evidentiality, as in (12):

12) Francisco Jose Garzon is heard telling a colleague he had been driving at 
190 km/h instead of 80 km/h after becoming distracted. The Independent 
(6th September, 2013)

Appear and seem do not change their epistemic status when followed by 
present or perfective infinitive (Trbojević 2004: 95), which is supported by (13) 
and (14): 

13) The claim appears to support testimony from an ex-spy at the inquest into 
Diana and Dodi’s death. The Daily Express (5th September, 2013)

14) A game of diplomatic musical chairs seemed to have spared red faces at 
last night’s formal dinner, where guests were seated in alphabetical order. 
The Independent (6th September, 2013)

4.3. Modal auxiliaries

Taking into account that modal auxiliaries represent a rather vast class, 
whose usage and modal meanings are highly prolific, this section shall provide 
insights into modal verbs as evidential and/or epistemic markers in the discourse 
of journalism.

Coates’ (1983, cited in Nuyts 2000: 173-4) attitude says that she classifies 
must and should, and to some extent also ought, as expressing epistemic inference 
(only secondarily though: they are primarily deontic). Nuyts adds that inference 
belongs in the category of evidential meanings. So used, these modals indicate that 
the speaker is led to postulate the state of affairs because of evidence available to 
him/her: for must (rather) strong evidence, for should and ought weaker evidence. 
We have already mentioned that some authors consider evidentiality to be a notion 
belonging to epistemic modality, whereas others believe it is a separate category 
(see Section 1). Nowhere is this more evident than in the dissent over modal aux-
iliaries. Aikhenvald (2004: 7-8) does not hesitate to criticize previous attitudes 
towards this issue: “The proponents of such views (Bybee (1985), Palmer (1987), 
van der Auwera and Plungian (1998), and Willett (1988) ) hardly ever provide any 
justification for their treatment of evidentials, simply assuming that evidentials are 
modals.” She goes on to state: “Scholars tend to assume that evidentials are modals 
largely because of their absence in most major European languages, thus trying to 
explain an unusual category in terms of some other, more conventional, notion.” 
She elaborates her attitude and says that evidentials may have semantic extensions 
related to probability and speaker’s evaluation of the trustworthiness of informa-
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tion but that does not make evidentiality a kind of modality. Indeed, modals are 
often used in order to indicate the source of information (Aikhenvald 2004: 10). 

Modal verbs offer innumerable opportunities for research. To name but a 
few of their peculiarities, the same word (e.g. must) can be epistemic in one case 
and deontic3 in another (Portner 2009: 2). The corpus has shown that out of 6 oc-
currences of must, only 1 expresses epistemic value, whereas its deontic meaning 
has been conveyed 5 times.

15) There must be many injured. The train has turned over. The Independent 
(6th September, 2013)

The example (15), however, is not a mere illustration of epistemic modality. 
This is an illustration of how evidentiality and epistemic modality interweave. The 
epistemic utterance containing must is a consequence of sensory evidence (visual) 
leading to a mode of knowing referred to as induction by Chafe. Simultaneously, 
it represents an epistemic marker expressing the speaker’s strongest commitment 
to the proposition.

Will and would are modals with the highest frequency in the corpus; 41 and 
30 occurrences, respectively. As Trbojević (2004: 85-6) states, would expresses 
stronger epistemic distance than will, and the two, just like shall (no occurrences) 
and should, can be used to express epistemic value due to their predictive sense. 
However, there has been no records of shall/should being used either as epistemic 
or evidential markers in the corpus.

16) Teachers will strike on 1 October in all local authorities in the east of En-
gland, East and West Midlands, and Yorkshire and Humberside, the NUT 
and NASUWT unions said. The Guardian (5th September, 2013)

Evidentiality and epistemic modality overlap once again (16). Not only does 
will express epistemic value but the source of information is known, as well. How-
ever, the evidence has not been obtained by a sense. It is an example of reportative 
evidentiality (see Section 4.4.), which is of prevailing significance for journalistic 
discourse. 

Can and could, may and might express moderate epistemic probability but 
are not interchangeable at all circumstances (Trbojević 2004: 77).  These are often 
used in dailies in order to express a distance between the author and their own 
words:

3  “Deontic modality has to do with right and wrong according to some system of rules.” (Portner 
2009: 2)
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18) But the flywheel’s use on buses could lead to cleaner air and lower fuel 
bills. The Independent (28th August, 2013)

19) A pledge to extend it to all primary children may be included in the Lib 
Dems manifesto at the 2015 election. The Independent (18th September, 
2013)

4.4. Reported Evidentials and Epistemic Modality Interaction

An overwhelming majority of newspaper articles involve the interviewee’s 
or interlocutor’s words. Due to the fact that English does not apply inflection to 
express the source of information, in this section we will briefly explore in what 
way the source of information is indicated in English discourse of journalism.

Aikhenvald (2004: 176-7) states that reported evidentials cover informa-
tion acquired through somebody else’s report, without any claim about the exact 
authorship or the speaker’s commitment to the truth of the statement but it can 
have epistemic overtones. Thereby, she provides a distinction between reported 
and quotative evidentials. Reported evidentials refer to stating what someone else 
has said without specifying the exact authorship, whereas quotative evidentials 
involve introducing the exact author of the quoted report. Based on our corpus, we 
could say that quotative evidentials are more common in the discourse of journal-
ism, since authors want to convince us in what they are saying by providing an-
other source’s words. They most commonly perform this by using reported speech 
which seems to be one of the principal means of hearsay evidence. Nuyts (2001: 
72) argues that employing reported speech, either direct or indirect, implies no 
speaker commitment to the epistemic qualification. He adds that by using report-
ed speech the speaker is supposed to neutrally represent the position of another 
speaker. This is how the present speaker re-performs the epistemic qualification 
for the other speaker (2000: 72), providing that it is present in their statement as in 
the examples (20):

20) “Personally I think that after the Cross rail station at Tottenham Court 
Road is finished, Oxford Street, Regent Street, Piccadilly and Park Lane 
could become a circular trolley- bus route – using converted Boris Buses,” 
says Hilton Holloway, the associate editor of the motoring magazine Au-
tocar. The Independent (28th August, 2013)

The example (20) illustrates quotative evidentials since, thanks to the evi-
dential potential of the verb say, readers are informed who the interlocutor is. The 
corpus abounds with reporting verbs indicating the source of information. Howev-
er, with 93 occurrences in the corpus, the verb say has a leading role in determining 
the source of information.
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Conclusion

This paper has tried to explain how evidentiality and epistemic modality 
interweave and correlate in English discourse of journalism. It has also provided 
a qualitative analysis of the most prominent devices which are used either as evi-
dential markers or as markers of epistemic value, as well as quantitative data when 
relevant. Based on this analysis we could say that:

● the fact that the corpus contains a plethora of evidential and epistemic 
markers which take the middle or bottom position on the scale of reliabil-
ity undermines the credibility of journalistic discourse;

● evidential markers and markers of epistemic value often overlap in the 
discourse of journalism, since the principal aim of journalists is to provide 
reliable news providing the source of information but still casting reason-
able doubt in order to avoid any responsibility for their statements;

Therefore, this paper should contribute not only to exploring authors’ strat-
egies for avoiding liability but also to exploring a rather fuzzy boundary between 
evidentiality and epistemic modality.
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ialeksic@unionnikolatesla.edu.rs

REFERENCES

Aikhenvald, Alexandra Y. 2004. Evidentiality, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Bybee, Joan et al. 1994. The evolution of grammar: Tense, aspect, and modality in the 

languages of the world. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Coates, Jennifer. 1983. The Semantics of Modal Auxiliaries. London and Canberra: Croom 

Helm
Flowerdew, John. 2002. Academic discourse. Harlow: Longman.
Hsieh, Hsiu-Fang, and Shannon, Sarah E.. 2005. Three approaches to qualitative content 

analysis. Qualitative health research 15/9: 1277-1288.
Lyons, John. 1977. Semantics. Cambridge University Press 
McKay, Susan. 2011. Language and the Media. In The Cambridge handbook of sociolin-

guistics, ed. Mesthrie, Rajend, 396-412. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Nuyts, Jan. 2000. Epistemic Modality, Language, and Conceptualization: A Cognitive 

Pragmatic Perspective, Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing 
Company 

Nuyts, Jan. 2001. Subjectivity as an evidential dimension in epistemic modal expressions. 
Journal of Pragmatics 33/3: 383–400. 

Palmer, Frank R. 2001. Mood and Modality. Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press



206

IRENA ALEKSIĆ

Plungian, V. A. (2001). The place of evidentiality within the universal grammatical space. 
Journal of pragmatics 33/3: 349-357.

Papafragou, Anna. 2006. Epistemic modality and truth conditions. Lingua 116/10, 1688-
1702.

Portner, Paul. 2009. Modality, Oxford: Oxford University Press
Quirk, Randolph et al. 1985. A comprehensive grammar of the English language. New 

York: Longman
Timberlake, Alan. 2007. Aspect, Tense, Mood. In Language Typology and Syntactic De-

scription, Vol. 3, ed. Shopen, Timothy, 280-333. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  

Trbojević, Ivana. 2004. Modalnost, sud, iskaz: Epistemička modalnost u engleskom i srps-
kom jeziku. Beograd: Filološki fakultet

Verstraete, Jean-Cristophe. 2001. Subjective and objective modality: Interpersonal and ide-
ational functions in the English modal auxiliary system. Journal of Pragmatics 33: 
1505-1528

Chafe, Wallace, and Nichols, Johanna. (Eds.) 1986. Evidentiality: The linguistic coding of 
epistemology. Norwood, New Jersey: Ablex Publishing Corporation.



207

milevica Bojović

BELIEFS ABOUT LANGUAGE LEARNING AND 
CLASSROOM SPEAKING ACTIVITIES IN ENGLISH AS 

A FOREIGN LANGUAGE 

The study examines university students’ beliefs about foreign language learning and poten-
tial relationships between their language beliefs and perception of foreign language class-
room speaking activities. Beliefs about language learning consider the general assumptions 
that students hold about themselves as learners, about factors influencing foreign language 
learning and about the nature of foreign language learning. The concept of students’ beliefs 
about language learning is focused on the difficulty of language learning, foreign language 
aptitude, nature of foreign language learning, learning and communication strategies, and 
students’ motivation and expectations about foreign language. Speaking activities in the 
English language classroom are evaluated.  The participants are undergraduate engineering 
students, learning English as a foreign language at the Faculty of Agronomy in Čačak, Uni-
versity of Kragujevac, Serbia. Two instruments are used for measuring the previously men-
tioned variables – the Beliefs about language learning inventory and Students’ classroom 
speaking activities evaluation scale. The obtained results indicate that students’ beliefs 
about language learning are significantly related to their evaluation of classroom speaking 
activities. The results showed that learners’ beliefs about language learning were relevant 
for students’ perception and evaluation of foreign language classroom speaking activities.

Keywords: beliefs, classroom context, foreign language learning, speaking

1. INTRODUCTION

Since the 1980s the concept of individual learning beliefs has become an issue 
in language learning experiences. The researchers in the field of foreign language 
learning have increasingly focused on students’ beliefs about language learning, 
being aware of the fact that students, besides the knowledge of grammar and vo-
cabulary and language skills (reading and listening, writing and speaking skills), 
bring their experiences, expectations, learning strategies, and  beliefs about language 
learning into the classroom (Sakui and Gaies 1999). Studying learners’ beliefs is 
important from the aspect of discovering individual differences among the learners 
and potential pedagogical implications. Moreover, attitudes toward foreign language 
learning represent one of the most important factors influencing the students’ success 
and failure in learning the language (Gardner and Lambert 1972). The term belief 
refers to the feeling of being certain that something exists or is true (Cambridge 
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Dictionaries Online), a state or habit of mind in which confidence is placed in some 
person, statement or phenomenon (Merriam-Webster Dictionary Online). Beliefs are 
defined as “psychologically held understandings, premises, or propositions about 
the world that are held to be true” (Richardson 1996: 103, cited in Wong 2010: 123). 

Speaking is the productive skill in the oral mode and refers to the act of 
making vocal sounds, the utterance of words, or discourse of a person who speaks 
(Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary). The ability to speak in a foreign language 
is the product of language learning; speaking is also a crucial part of the language 
learning process.

2. RESEARCH REVIEW AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The term learner belief appears to be interchangeably used with the term 
metacognitive knowledge. As a subset of metacognitive knowledge (Flavell 1979), 
learner beliefs may also be appropriately described in terms of the characteris-
tics that identify metacognitive knowledge. Metacognitive knowledge presents 
one of the three aspects of human knowledge; the other two aspects are domain 
knowledge and social knowledge. Metacognitive knowledge considers informa-
tion learners acquire about their learning (Wenden 1999) and, according to Flavell 
(1979), presents one’s stored knowledge or beliefs about oneself and others as 
cognitive agents, about tasks, about actions or strategies, and about how all these 
interact to affect the outcomes of any sort of intellectual enterprise. 

Metacognitive knowledge has an important role in many cognitive activities 
related to language use such as in oral communication, oral comprehension, read-
ing comprehension, writing, language acquisition, and various types of self-in-
struction (Flavell 1979). If applied to language learning, metacognitive knowl-
edge or language learning beliefs consider the students’ general assumptions about 
themselves as learners, about factors influencing foreign language learning and 
about the nature of foreign language learning and teaching (Victori and Lockhart 
1995: 224). The way the learners perceive and experience language learning may 
affect learning behavior (Corno 1986; Cotterall 1995) and learning outcomes (Ber-
nat 2008; Weinert and Kluwe 1987, cited in Victori and Lockhart 1995: 225). Fur-
thermore, some authors note that successful learners develop insights into beliefs 
about the language learning processes, their own abilities, and the use of effective 
learning strategies (Anstey 1988; Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons 1986).

Since the 1980s, metacognitive knowledge has become important for the re-
searches in the field of foreign language. The first studies on beliefs about language 
learning started with Papalia (1978). Metacognitive approach was adopted in a 
number of studies (Goh 1997; Wenden 1986a, 1986b, 1998, 1999; White 1999) 
describing beliefs as stable, statable, although sometimes incorrect knowledge that 
learners acquired about language, learning and the language learning process.
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Serious research into beliefs was initiated by Horwitz (1985, 1988) who ad-
opted a normative approach characterized by the use of Likert-scale questionnaires 
in the investigation of learner beliefs. She created the most widely used instrument 
Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) for measuring the language 
learning beliefs of students, teachers, and prospective teachers. In the 1990s, a 
number of researches on language learner beliefs were carried out (Cotterall 1995, 
1999; Sakui and Gaies 1999) developing their own instruments; however, in most 
studies on this phenomenon BALLI scale was used (Ariogul et al. 2009; Bernat 
2006; Ghavamnia et al. 2011; Kern 1995; Khodadady 2009; Mokhtari 2007; Pea-
cock 1999; Rad 2010; Tercanlioglu 2005; Yang 1999).

The construct of beliefs about foreign language learning consists of five 
segments of foreign language learning (Horwitz, 1985, 1988):

● beliefs about the difficulty of language learning refer to the general diffi-
culty of learning a foreign language, the specific difficulty of the students’ 
particular target language, the assessment of relative difficulty of different 
language skills (speaking and listening, writing and reading), the estimates 
of the amount of time required to learn a foreign language; 

● foreign language aptitude concerns the general existence of specialized 
abilities for language learning, beliefs about the characteristics of success-
ful and unsuccessful language learners; it also refers to the issue of indi-
vidual potential for achievement in language learning;

● the nature of language learning is concerned with the roles of cultural 
contacts and language immersion in language achievement; it is also relat-
ed to students’ ideas what it means to learn a language and how to go about 
it – how and to what extent language learning differs from other types 
of learning, whether, for example, vocabulary learning, grammar learning 
and/or translation are primary in language learning;

● learning and communication strategies include a) learning strategies con-
sidering students’ attitudes toward the importance of correct pronunciation 
or accent in a foreign language, toward guessing the meaning of unfamil-
iar words, and using a foreign language with foreigners, and b) communi-
cation strategies considering the attitudes toward the importance of repe-
tition and practice in foreign language learning and toward the importance 
of using audio materials for practicing a foreign language; and 

● motivations and expectations are related to the desires and opportunities 
the students associate with the learning of foreign language, job expecta-
tions, perceived importance of specific foreign language, motivation to 
learn a foreign language well.

Speaking in a foreign language is considered a highly demanding language 
skill, not involving just correct pronunciation, some micro-skills such as using the 
correct word forms and word order, appropriate vocabulary, register or language 
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variety, but also including learners’ personality, emotions, beliefs and experiences 
(Flavell 1979), self-perception of their foreign language speaking ability (Gkonou 
2014), and evaluation of the learning/teaching process, specifically students’ eval-
uation of speaking activities in the foreign language classroom context  (Bojović 
2014). Bojović (2014) points out the importance of students’ perception of the 
factors including how often they have the opportunity to practice speaking in a 
foreign language at different education levels, the potential impact of speaking ac-
tivities in the classroom context on their communication in a foreign language, the 
level of their own self-confidence in performing foreign language speaking tasks 
in an instructional context, and how difficult these tasks are.

3. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The study is focused on the beliefs about foreign language learning of the 
biotechnology university students learning English as a foreign language (EFL), 
their perception of foreign language (FL) classroom speaking activities, and po-
tential relationships between them. The aim of the study is to determine the rela-
tionships between students’ beliefs about language learning and their evaluation of 
speaking activities in EFL classroom context. The assumption is that the students’ 
beliefs about language learning and their evaluation of speaking activities in FL 
classroom are related categories. 

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1. Participants

The participants were 60 undergraduate students (47 females, 13 males) of 
the Faculty of Agronomy in Čačak, University of Kragujevac, Serbia, prospective 
engineers in the field of biotechnology, learning EFL, particularly learning English 
for Specific Purposes (ESP) – English language in biotechnical sciences.  

4.2. Variables

The variables used in this study are as follows:
● students’ beliefs about language learning including its categories: the dif-

ficulty of language learning, foreign language aptitude, the nature of lan-
guage learning, learning and communication strategies, and motivations 
and expectations; and

● students’ evaluation of classroom speaking activities involving the factors 
such as the frequency of speaking activities in FL classroom at different 
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education levels (high education and primary/secondary education), the 
impact of FL classroom speaking activities on FL communication, the dif-
ficulty of FL speaking tasks, the frequency of FL speaking practice, and 
students’ self-confidence in successful speaking performance.

4.3. Instruments

The instruments applied in the research are the Beliefs about Language 
Learning Inventory (BALLI) (Horwitz 1985, 1988) and Students’ classroom 
speaking activities evaluation scale (Bojović 2012).

The instrument Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) (Hor-
witz 1985, 1988) was designed to assess students’ beliefs in relation to foreign/
second language learning. The scale measures students’ beliefs about five language 
learning areas: the difficulty of learning language, foreign language aptitude, the 
nature of language learning, learning and communication strategies, and motiva-
tions and expectations. This self-report scale consists of 34 items and is Likert-
type, with choices ranging from “strongly agree” (1) to “strongly disagree” (5) for 
32 items. Thus, the high end of the scale indicates a low degree of agreement while 
the low end indicates a high degree of agreement with the statement. In order to 
make the results obtained by the analysis of this instrument easier to compare with 
other variables, the statements were reverse scored, the choices now ranging form 
“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5) for these 32 items. In other words, 
the high end of the scale indicates a high degree of agreement while the low end in-
dicates a low degree of agreement with the statement. The response option for the 
item regarding the difficulty of the English language ranges from “very difficult” 
(1) to “very easy” (5). Another item which is an exception is the item regarding 
the time needed to learn a foreign language; the answer options include “less than 
1 year” (1), “1-2 years” (2), “2-5years” (3), “5-10 years” (4), and “you can’t learn 
a language in 1 hour a day” (5) . The scale is adapted so that the items consider 
learning EFL.

The Students’ classroom speaking activities evaluation scale (Bojović 2012) 
measures the frequency of speaking activities in the FL classroom in the academ-
ic context and past experience (at primary and secondary education levels), the 
effects of FL classroom speaking practice on FL communication, the difficulty of 
FL speaking exercises, and students’ self-confidence when they speak in a foreign 
language. It is also a five-point Likert-type scale, the item values ranging from 
1-5 – the low end indicating a low frequency of speaking activities in the FL class-
room, the negative effects of FL speaking practice on FL communication skills, 
the high level of difficulty of FL speaking exercises, and the low level of students’ 
self-confidence, and vice versa.
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4.4. Procedures

The instruments were used to collect the data in the study. They were admin-
istered to the participants by their English language teacher during their first week/
class of the respective course. The lectures involved regular classroom activities 
based on the communicative approach, content-based approach, and process-ori-
ented language learning. The teaching process reflects the contents, methods, as 
well as tasks, activities and procedures typical for biotechnical sciences, including 
development of speaking skills through various classroom tasks (e.g., descriptions, 
presentations, discussions, simulations, negotiations, conflict resolution, role-
plays, etc.).

The measures of descriptive statistics (frequency analysis, mean values and 
standard deviation) and correlation statistics were used for data processing. Con-
sidering the frequency analysis, it is important to emphasize that, for the ease of 
interpreting results, the BALLI item ratings were collapsed into three categories, 
representing agree (for strongly agree and agree), neutral and disagree (for dis-
agree and strongly disagree) as well as difficult (for very difficult and difficult), 
neutral and easy (for easy and very easy). The obtained data were analyzed using 
SPSS 13.0 Package for Windows.

5. RESULTS

In this study the index of internal consistency and reliability, Cronbach’s 
alpha, obtained for the BALLI scale, was 0.63. The result is within the scope of 
values found in other researches dealing with students’ language beliefs, mostly 
ranging from 0.53 to 0.85 (Ghavamnia et al. 2011; Hong 2006; Khodadady 2009; 
Mokhtari 2007; Rad 2010; Yang 1999). Most researches report Cronbach’s alphas 
of medium range, which can be explained by the nature of the instrument; the 
BALLI scale does not give a composite score. Bearing in mind that the instrument 
consists of the items investigating a broad range of students’ individual attitudes 
and beliefs, the obtained value of Cronbach’s alpha in this study can be considered 
acceptable (George and Mallery 2003; Landau and Everitt 2004). 

Validity studies indicate the existence of independent and interpretable di-
mensions of learners’ beliefs about language learning (Horwitz 1988; Nikitina and 
Furuoka 2006). Furthermore, there are also the studies reporting the relationships 
between learners’ language beliefs and language learning strategies (Ghavamnia et 
al. 2011; Hong 2006; Mokhtari 2007; Yang 1999), learners’ autonomy (Cotterall 
1995), personality features (Bernat 2006), and foreign language proficiency (Man-
tle-Bromely 1995; Peacock 1999). 

The index of internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha, obtained for the instru-
ment Students’ classroom speaking activities evaluation scale in this study was 
0.52. This result is within the scope of the values obtained for the instruments not 
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measuring composite scores (such as previously mentioned BALLI scale). The re-
sult can be explained by the nature of the instrument measuring different concepts 
such as learners’ estimations of frequency and difficulty of certain activities or 
their self-confidence and by the small sample size. It is wise to assume that larger 
sample would yield more significant estimates, which is to be confirmed in the 
future researches. In addition, there are few studies reporting the relationships be-
tween learners’ evaluation of FL speaking activities and their anxiety in FL learn-
ing (Bojović 2014), and use of FL speaking strategies (Bojović 2015).

5.1. Students’ beliefs about language learning and perception of speaking 
activities

The descriptive analysis indicates that the students generally have positive 
attitudes and strong beliefs about learning EFL (mean value is M=3.63) and, that 
their most positive and strongest beliefs refer to their motivation for and expecta-
tions from foreign language learning (M=4.29), the ranking of the students’ beliefs 
being illustrated in Table 5.1. To make the results more understandable, the follow-
ing key can help to interpret the means: mean values from 1.00 to 1.99 represent 
weak beliefs, from 2.00 to 2.99 indicate neutral beliefs, from 3.00 to 3.99 show 
strong beliefs, and from 4.00 to 5.00 illustrate very strong beliefs. 

Table 5.1. Students’ beliefs about FL and evaluation of FL classroom speaking 
activities

Beliefs about FL learning - categories Ranking (M) Levels of students’ 
beliefs

Motivations and expectations 1 (4.29) very strong
Nature of learning FL 2 (3.67) strong
Learning and communication strategies 3 (3.65) strong
Foreign language aptitude 4 (3.35) strong
Difficulty of FL learning 5 (3.19) strong
N = 60

FL - foreign language, M – mean value, SD – standard deviation, N- number of 
participants

The results of the descriptive analysis of individual BALLI items indicate 
that all students’ beliefs within the motivations and expectation language area 
range from strong to very strong since mean values are from the lowest M=3.73 to 
the highest M=4.80. The responses for the items in this language area are analyzed 
for the frequencies and the results are illustrated in Table 5.2. The results of the fre-
quency analysis show that an overwhelming majority of respondents agreed with 
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the statements and very few disagreed. The lowest positive response was obtained 
for the belief about the ability to learn to speak English well (63.3%).

Table 5.2. Students’ individual beliefs about motivation and expectations

Items – motivations and expectations
Frequency (%)

A N D
I believe I will learn to speak English very well. 63.3 28.3 8.4
People in my country feel that it is important to speak English. 65 23.3 11.7
I want to learn English well so that I can get to know English 
speakers better. 85 15 -

If I get to speak English very well, I will have better job 
opportunities. 90 3.4 6.6

I want to learn to speak English very well. 98.3 1.7 -
N = 60

A = collapsed scores for Strongly agree and Agree; N = Neutral; D = collapsed 
scores for Disagree and Strongly disagree

However, the responses to several other items of the BALLI scale show 
cause for concern. Regarding student beliefs about the difficulty of language 
learning, the frequency analysis showed that almost half of the students believed 
(46.7%) that one could become fluent in a foreign language in 2 years’ time or 
less. The following beliefs belonging to beliefs about foreign language aptitude 
may indicate future problems for students. A total of 96.6% of the students be-
lieved that some people are born with a special language aptitude whereas only 
25% believed that they personally had that ability. Additionally, a majority of 65% 
of the students believed that those who spoke more than one language well were 
very intelligent. The students also had misconceptions related to how is a foreign 
language is learnt. A surprising 58.3% of the students did not believe that cultur-
al understanding was necessary for language acquisition (21.7% agreed with the 
statement and 20% of the students were neutral). The students’ responses demon-
strated other misconceptions about language learning as well: the overwhelming 
majority of students (90%) believed that language learning was mostly learning 
new vocabulary, and 61.7% believed that language learning was mostly a matter of 
translation from English (16.6% disagreed, 21.7% were neutral). One belief from 
the category beliefs about language and communication strategies in particular 
could cause unproductive inhibition in the foreign language classroom - a total of 
70% of the participants indicated that one should not speak the language until one 
can speak correctly.

Descriptive analysis of the students’ evaluation of FL classroom speaking 
activities and its factors carried out in a recent research (Bojović 2014) indicated 
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that students had positive perception of FL classroom speaking activities (M=3.67). 
Additional frequency analysis carried out for this study shows that a vast majority 
of respondents (71.7%) estimate the speaking exercises in FL classroom at univer-
sity education level as frequent, while 28.3% of them think that speaking activi-
ties are sometimes practiced in the EFL classroom. On the other hand, only one 
fifth of the participants (20%) practiced speaking exercises always or very often 
in primary and secondary school classroom contexts; majority of the respondents 
(56.7%) practiced speaking exercises sometimes, while almost a quarter of them 
(23.3%) never practiced speaking exercise in the classroom context at primary and 
secondary education levels. As for the estimated effects of FL classroom speak-
ing activities on FL communication, an overwhelming majority of the participants 
(93.3%) perceived the speaking exercises in the classroom context as highly ef-
fective on FL communication, while the rest of the respondents (6.7%) think that 
practicing speaking in the EFL classroom context can be effective just sometimes 
on EFL communication. Almost a quarter of the participants (23.4%) estimated 
the speaking exercises in EFL classroom at university education level as easy and 
very easy; the vast majority of the respondents (73.3%) perceived the speaking 
exercises as moderately difficult (neither difficult nor easy), while only 3.3% of the 
participants thought the speaking exercises were very difficult. Frequency analysis 
also shows that more than half of the participants (51.6%) felt always or generally 
self-confident when they speak in EFL in the classroom context; almost half of the 
respondents (46.7%) felt they were sometimes self-confident, while only 1.7% of 
them were not self-confident. 

5.2. Relationships between students’ beliefs and evaluation of speaking 
activities in the classroom context

The correlation analysis was carried out in order to determine the potential 
relations between beliefs’ about language learning and students’ perception of EFL 
classroom speaking activities. The results are presented in Table 5.3.

The correlation coefficient between students’ beliefs about language learn-
ing and their evaluation of FL classroom speaking activities was calculated with 
a Pearson product-moment correlation. It is necessary to emphasize that positive 
correlations mean that higher scores of BALLI categories mean higher scores of 
students’ evaluation of FL classroom speaking activities and vice versa.

The overall students’ beliefs about language learning show a very weak 
correlation with overall students’ evaluation of FL classroom speaking activities 
(r=0.16, p>0.05, p=0.211). However, the correlations among the categories of 
these two variables are stronger and statistically significant.
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Table 5.3 Relationships – students’ language beliefs and evaluation of FL class-
room speaking activities

Beliefs about language learning

FL classroom speaking 
activities

Difficulty 
of LL

FL 
aptitude

Nature 
of LL

LL/com-
municat. 
strategies

Motivation 
for LL

Beliefs
Overall

Frequency of speaking 
in 
FL classroom

.00 .20 .38** .39** .11 .36**

Effects of FL speaking 
on 
FL communication

.06 .21 .29* .20 .16 .30*

Difficulty of FL 
speaking exercises -.35** -.02 .11 -.18 .12 -.08

Frequency of speaking – 
past experience .30* .05 -.28* -.01 .02 -.01

Students’ self-confidence 
in FL speaking -.09 -.09 .04 -.12 -.03 -.09

Overall FL classroom 
speaking activities .04 .13 .11 .09 .13 .16

N= 60, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05

FL – foreign language, LL – language learning, N – number of participants, p – 
statistical significance

The overall students’ language beliefs show a significant positive correlation 
with students’ evaluation of the frequency of speaking in FL classroom (r=0.36, 
p<0.01, p=0.004), and a mild positive correlation with students’ perception of 
the effectiveness of FL classroom speaking exercises are for FL communication 
(r=0.30, p<0.05, p=0.021).

The students’ beliefs about difficulty of language learning show a significant 
negative correlation with students’ opinion about the difficulty of foreign language 
speaking exercises (r=-0.035, p<0.01, p=0.007) and a mild positive correlation 
with students’ perception of the frequency of foreign language speaking practice at 
the primary and the secondary education levels (r=0.30, p<0.05, p=0.021).

Furthermore, the nature of foreign language learning shows a significant 
positive correlation with students’ evaluation of the frequency of speaking practice 
in the classroom (r=0.38, p<0.01, p=0.003), a mild positive correlation with the 
evaluated effects of classroom speaking activities on communication in English 
as a foreign language (r=0.29, p< 0.05, p=0.023), and a mild negative correlation 
with the frequency of language speaking practice at primary and secondary edu-
cation levels (r=-0.28, p<0.05, p=0.028). In addition, students’ beliefs about learn-
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ing and communication strategies produce a significant positive correlation with 
the students’ perception of the frequency of classroom speaking practice (r=0.39, 
p<0.01, p=0.002).

6. DISCUSSION

The findings revealed that students, future engineers of biotechnology, have 
the strongest beliefs about their motivations and expectations, followed by their 
perceptions about the nature of language learning, then their learning and com-
munication strategies, their aptitude, and finally, difficulty of language learning. 
The same (Tercanlioglu 2005) or similar findings (Bernat and Lloyd 2007; Sioson 
2011) considering the ranking of the beliefs categories and their mean values were 
recorded emphasizing students’ most positive beliefs about FL learning and par-
ticularly their beliefs about motivations. Students’ motivations and expectations 
represent a highly significant factor in foreign language learning: motivated stu-
dents are more active in their classes; motivation is an important facilitative fac-
tor in vocabulary learning in particular (Gardner and McIntyre 1991). Moreover, 
motivation remarkably contributes to students’ success in FL learning in terms of 
students’ achievement (Gardner 1985).

The results also revealed that students often had misconceptions and unre-
alistic beliefs about learning a foreign language. Students who believe that they 
will learn to speak the language well in 2 years or less may become frustrated with 
the class (they can feel the class is letting them down) or with themselves (they 
can believe that they do not have the ability to do this). This cognitive dissonance, 
which is created when one becomes aware that an attitude or belief is not support-
ed by data (Mantle-Bromley 1995: 377), may cause students’ attitudes to become 
less positive; also, students may apply themselves with less intensity or they may 
even discontinue their language study (Mantle-Bromley 1995: 381). Furthermore, 
many students believe they are not meant for languages and they may also attri-
bute part of their difficulty to learn a foreign language to lack of intelligence. It 
is obvious that many of these students have mistaken beliefs about the skills and 
knowledge necessary for them to succeed in learning a foreign language. The dif-
ference between the nature of language activities in language class and students’ 
beliefs, and the lack of students’ success as the result of these beliefs may increase 
students’ frustration. Other misconceptions, as the obtained results indicate, refer 
to the reluctance to speak before the mastery – such beliefs could be the origin of 
language–related anxieties.

The results of the frequency analysis showed that the students perceive FL 
speaking activities in the educational context as highly influential on their own FL 
communication skills and also see themselves as self-confident when they speak in 
EFL classes. In addition, the speaking activities in EFL are seen as more frequent 



218

MILEVICA BOJOVIĆ

in academic learning context than in primary or secondary education context. An 
earlier study (Bojović 2014) suggested that students’ evaluation of FL classroom 
speaking activities is related to their levels of foreign language anxiety; lower lev-
els of foreign language anxiety, particularly lower levels of communication appre-
hension and fear of negative evaluation, indicate students’ affirmative evaluation 
of FL classroom oral practice in terms of the frequency of speaking exercises and 
their lower difficulty, and higher levels of students’ self-confidence.

The findings also revealed that the students’ beliefs about language learning 
are correlated with their evaluation of FL classroom speaking activities. Frequent 
speaking activities in the FL classroom context imply the students’ positive at-
titudes toward language learning, particularly toward the nature of FL learning 
and learning/communication strategies. Moreover, the students’ positive language 
learning beliefs imply their perception of FL classroom speaking activities as par-
ticularly influential on FL communication. The correlation data also indicate that 
the students who perceive learning EFL as difficult, also perceive speaking exer-
cises in EFL classroom academic context as easy, and vice versa. One possible 
explanation is the probable facilitating effect of the learners’ motivation to invest 
extra effort to overcome the difficulties the specific speaking activities may cause; 
once the speaking tasks are realized in a satisfactory manner, they are perceived 
by the learners as easy. On the other hand, the students who perceive learning EFL 
as too easy may have unrealistic beliefs about the difficulty of language learning; 
also, they may overestimate their knowledge and skills necessary to realize spe-
cific language tasks. The lack of students’ success as the result of such mistaken 
beliefs can make them feel less confident and capable; this may be the reason why 
they perceive the classroom speaking tasks as difficult. Finally, more frequent op-
portunities to practice speaking skills in primary and secondary education indicate 
that learning EFL is less difficult.

The correlation data obtained in this study also indicate that students’ mo-
tivation and language aptitude are the language beliefs variables that are not cor-
related with any factor of students’ evaluation of speaking activities in FL academ-
ic classroom context. This could be an interesting issue for further research.

Other correlation studies suggest both negative (Sioson 2011) and positive 
relationships (Hong 2006) between students’ language beliefs and their use of 
strategies in FL learning. In Sioson’s study (2011) the findings indicate that the 
more the students used language learning strategies, the less positive belief about 
language learning the students held; when students think that language learning is 
difficult, they tend to use specific strategies that enable them to cope with or meet 
the perceived difficulty or demand of learning a language and thus, they may have 
exerted more conscious efforts or employed specific or varied strategies in dealing 
with the language. On the other hand, the latter study (Hong 2006) indicates strong 
correlations between monolingual students’ beliefs about motivation for and the 
nature of learning English and their use of compensation strategies. Moreover, 
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Lan (2010) suggests the existence of significant correlations between student’s 
language beliefs and language anxiety. Another study suggests the existence of the 
relationships between belief of the difficulty of learning English language and neu-
roticism as a personality trait (Bernat et al. 2009) – the higher a participant scored 
on the Neuroticism scale, the more difficult they perceived the English language 
to be.

Exploring the potential relationships between EFL students’ beliefs about 
language learning and their proficiency, Peacock (1999) found out that the stu-
dents who believed that learning a foreign language is a matter of learning a lot of 
grammar rules were significantly less proficient than learners who had a different 
view of the nature of language learning; possibly their lower proficiency is a result 
of this belief. It is possible that students who hold this belief focus on memorizing 
grammar rules and could become very dissatisfied with a teacher who does not em-
phasize grammar in tasks in the education context. Moreover, the students who un-
derestimated the difficulty of learning a foreign language were less proficient than 
those with a more realistic view. This finding is important because it is possible 
that students who fail to become fluent within the expected time become frustrated 
with themselves or with their teacher (Mantle-Bromley 1995: 382). Furthermore, 
the students who thought that being allowed to make mistakes in the beginning 
meant they would find it hard to get rid of them later on were significantly less pro-
ficient than learners who thought otherwise. Also, learners who were reluctant to 
say anything in the foreign language until they could say it correctly were signifi-
cantly less proficient than learners who were not. The last two findings (Peacock 
1999) give some indication of a causal link between the use of language learning 
strategies and proficiency. 

7. CONCLUSION

This study sought to explore beliefs about foreign language learning of un-
dergraduate biotechnology engineering students and the relationships between 
their language beliefs and evaluation of FL classroom speaking practice.

Beliefs about learning foreign language (English language) of students, 
future engineers of biotechnical sciences, are generally very positive. The stu-
dents are highly motivated to learn English as a foreign language and have great 
expectations from learning it (e.g., better opportunities to find a job). Also, they 
have positive perceptions about speaking activities in their EFL classes; they are 
self-confident in successful speaking performance in the EFL instructional con-
text, and speaking activities in the FL classroom at university-level education were 
perceived as remarkably more frequent than at primary and secondary education 
levels.
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The more positive students’ beliefs about language learning are, the more 
positive their attitudes are towards FL classroom speaking activities. The more fre-
quent speaking activities in academic classroom context, the more frequent foreign 
language learning strategies and communication strategies are applied in the FL 
classroom and the less difficult EFL learning is perceived. Moreover, the students 
who differ in the evaluation of the difficulty of speaking exercises in FL classroom 
also differ in the estimation of the difficulty of learning a foreign language.

The teacher awareness of students’ language beliefs is particularly import-
ant for better understanding of the way students approach the tasks required in 
the language classroom and building up students’ more efficient language learn-
ing strategies. Also, the language teaching programs, not only at the level of 
higher education but also in the context of primary and secondary education, 
should direct the attention to the students’ language beliefs including motivation 
and metacognitive factors. Facilitating certain students’ language beliefs can af-
fect students’ efficient use of language learning strategies, including strategies 
of speaking.

Future research could further investigate the role of instructional factors in 
learner beliefs across different populations, contexts, and age groups. Also, re-
search in the areas such as the stability of beliefs about language learning would be 
a remarkable contribution to deeper understanding of the phenomenon of language 
learning beliefs.

Milevica Bojović
Faculty of Agronomy, University of Kragujevac

milevicabojovic@gmail.com
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF SENSES OF THE ENGLISH 
VISUAL PERCEPTION VERBS SEE AND LOOK:  

A COGNITIVE LINGUISTIC VIEW1

The scope of this paper is a comparative analysis of the semantics of the visual perception verbs 
‘see’ and ‘look’. The approach used in the research is both synchronic and diachronic, since 
a purely synchronic method cannot offer us all the indicators of a change. The corpus for the 
analysis are the sememes of the verbs ‘look’ and ‘see’ as listed by Oxford English Dictionary 
(2010). In addition to the semantic approach, the verbs are analysed syntactically - their argu-
ment structure can show us the objects of perception and the receiver of the visual information, 
which can give us further insight in the semantics of the two perception verbs and their met-
aphorisation. The analysis begins with the verb ‘see’ in its literal meaning of physical visual 
perception, splitting it into its semantic components. The analysis continues with the transferred 
meaning of the verb with the aim of showing that the semantic components are not only present 
in the metaphorical meanings of the verb, but also a condition for establishing the metaphors. 
The analysis continues with verb ‘look’ in the same manner, with establishing the semantic 
components of the literal meaning of the verb, and the addition of a comparative analysis with 
‘see’. The aim of this research is to answer the questions of how and why new senses occurred 
in the verbs ‘see’ and ‘look’, contrast their mechanisms of lexical semantic change, and explain 
why there are much more metaphors of ‘see’ with the target domain of cognition. 

Keywords: visual perception, see, look, semantic components, semantic change

1. INTRODUCTION

The ability of a lexeme to manifest itself with more than one meaning is pol-
ysemy (Gortan-Premk, 2004: 39). According to Prćić (2008: 31) polysemy simul-
taneously displays both language economy and semantic creativity – the economy 
manifesting through the multiple use of the existing units of the lexicon, and the 
creativity being the skilful way of establishing relations between meanings.

Addressing the question of why do new meanings occur, Blank emphasizes 
the cognitive side of the semantic change process and concludes that „language 
change is a consequence of inherent characteristics of man’s mind and human so-
cial interaction”, Blank (1999: 63).
1 The paper was written within the Doctoral Studies Curriculum of Language and Literature at the 
Faculty of Philosophy, Novi Sad, as a part of the course called Historical Semantics and Lexicology, 
mentored by Prof. Dr. Jasmina Grković-Mejdžor.
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Blank further analyses the typology of motivations for semantic lexical 
change proposed by Ullmann (1957; 1962) and empirically develops a new typol-
ogy, based on six main categories: 

● new concept;
● abstract concept, distant, and usually invisible referents;
● sociocultural change;
● close conceptual or factual relation;
● complexity and irregularity in a lexicon;
● emotionally marked concepts.

The second type of motivations is the most significant for semantic change 
with visual perception verbs, which will be shown in this paper through the com-
bination of synchrony and diachrony. 

Equally important is the question of how new meanings occur. According to 
what principles, for example, does verb see also denote the inner, mental percep-
tion, besides the usual physical perception by the organ of sight, or why can it be 
also used as a cognitive verb with the sense of understand?

The answer to the questions cannot be found by separating synchrony and dia-
chrony. The research of the present state exclusively cannot offer all the indicators 
of a change. Furthermore, in some cases even the mechanisms of change cannot 
be synchronically noticed. Sweetser says that no historical shift of meaning can 
take place without an intervening stage of polysemy…the historical order in which 
senses are added to polysemous words tell us something about the directional re-
lationships between senses (1990:9).  

To account how literal meanings of words change in their use one must turn to the 
study of lexical pragmatics. Wilson defines lexical pragmatics as a ... branch of linguistics 
that investigates the processes by which linguistically-specified (‘literal’) word meanings 
are modified in use (2003: 273). Blutner identifies metaphorical extension as one of three 
basic phenomena of lexical pragmatics, defining it as a type of broadening that extends 
the space of possible interpretation much more radically than approximation, and indicat-
ing perception verbs as a good example of the phenomena (2009: 488–489). 

2. VISUAL PERCEPTION VERBS IN ENGLISH

This section briefly covers the lexical semantics and pragmatics of visual 
perception verbs in English, highlighting the verb see as a semantic primitive.

2.1. Language and vision

Croft and Cruse state that the organization and retrieval of linguistic knowl-
edge is not significantly different from the organization and retrieval of other 
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knowledge in the mind, and the cognitive abilities that we apply to speaking and 
understanding language are not significantly different from those applied to other 
cognitive tasks, such as visual perception, reasoning or motor activity (2004: 2).

Talmy identifies three main parallels between language and vision: 1) be-
tween the functioning of visual perception and the classificatory function of lin-
guistic structure across a language’s conceptual inventory; 2) between the linguis-
tic coherence within a referent scene and the visual coherence within a perceptual 
scene, 3) between the coherence through time in linguistic discourse and that in 
visual perception (2006: 99–100). 

2.2. Metaphorisation of visual perception verbs

Semantic development of visual perception verbs, according to Grkov-
ić-Mejdžor (2006), confirms the growth principle – words for mental processes are 
based on physical activities or states, and the abstract meanings are the result of the 
metaphorisation of the literal (cf. Buck 1949: VII).

In her analysis of the metaphorisation of perception verbs, Sweetser used 
the semantic link which she named Body-as-Mind Metaphor (Sweetser 1990: 28). 
She mentions Kurath (1921) whose research shows that the Indo-European words 
for the emotions are frequently derived from words referring to physical actions or 
sensations the relevant emotions, or to the bodily organs affected by those physical 
reactions. Following Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Sweetser concludes that the con-
temporary English perception verbs developed according to one of the following 
factors:

1. The physical nature of sight (light, the eyes, facial movement)
2. Metaphors of Vision

a. Vision ⇐ physical touching, manipulation
b. Visual monitoring ⇔ control

3. Basic Indo-European vision roots

The basic target domains of visual perception are mental activities. There-
fore, according to one metaphor, the physical nature of perception becomes men-
tal perception, and according to another, visual perceptions is equal to knowing/
thinking: to see is to know. Sweetser believes that the Body-as-Mind Metaphor is 
motivated by correspondences between our external experience and our internal 
emotional and cognitive states, yet she states that the metaphorisation is unidirec-
tional (Sweetser, 1990: 30), i.e. the physical perception is the source domain for 
metaphorising psychological states, but not vice versa. 

Blutner claims that the information that see may have an epistemic meaning 
but smell and taste do not, no longer needs to be stipulated semantically. Instead, 
this information is pragmatic in nature, having to do with the utterance of words 
within a conceptual setting (2009: 489).
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2.3. See as a semantic primitive

As many linguists observe, such as Fillmore (1977), Jackendoff (1975), 
and Wierzbicka (1996), there is some universal set of basic atoms of meaning, 
known as semantic primitives, which are combined in different way in different 
languages (Aitchison 1987: 76-77).  They are sufficient for describing every word 
meaning, because they are innate to human organism and the perception apparatus 
(Dragićević 2007: 48). One of such primitives is the verb see, and it refers to re-
ception of light impression and gathering information by sight, its receiver being 
passive (Grković-Mejdžor 2006). As Grković-Mejdžor also notes, see appears as a 
semantic component of semantically complex verbs, e.g. those involving directed 
attention, i.e. the conscious mental activity (to look (at), to watch).

2.4. Perceiving as receiving information

Information on the world around us is available through senses. The dom-
inant sense as a source of direct information is sight. Information can be also re-
ceived indirectly, through other people’s statements, but it can be said that we are 
most certain in reliability of information when we see something for ourselves.

The source of information can be morphologically marked in languages 
with evidentiality – a linguistic category with the primary role of marking the 
source of information (Aikhenvald 2004: 3). Based on the manner of receiving 
information, one and the same verb situation can have different morphological 
markers. The information received directly through senses (firsthand evidentials) 
can be opposed to information received through inference based on some physical 
evidence and/or personal experience (inferred evidentials), or information based 
on our personal mental image of the world (assumed evidentials). The English 
language is not morphologically marked for evidentiality, but with some English 
perception verbs one can identify the source of information based on a context. 
These are evidentiality strategies, i.e. the non-morphological way of indicating the 
source of information.

Since the subject of a perception verb receives information, it cannot be 
agentive. Evans and Green claim that there is no sense in which such subjects act 
with volition or transfer energy in the direction of the object (2008: 664).

3. SEMANTIC DEVELOPMENT OF THE VERB SEE

This section offers a comprehensive overview of the development of senses 
with see, from the literal meaning to the meanings it developed via metaphor.
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3.1. Literal meaning

The verb see in its literal meaning refers to an unintentional use of eyes. 
Within this definition we can notice some distinctions of sense: a) the very ability 
of using eyes; b) the perception of an entity/situation with eyes.

The first sememe does not exclusively refer to ability/inability of perception 
because of internal factors (the physical condition of the organ, the physiological/
psychological state leading to reduced functionality of the organ), but because of 
external factors, such as darkness, fog, etc.

The second sememe appears dictionaries with a cognitive element. For ex-
ample, Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (OALD) gives the following defi-
nition: to become aware of somebody/something by using your eyes. To simplify, 
instead of the opposition someone/something, the word entity shall be used hence-
forth, as a common name for the arguments representing a part of the physical 
world, either animate or inanimate.  

In addition to entity perception, see is used for situation perception. Where-
as the internal argument of the verb is a noun phase with entity perception, the verb 
has different types of arguments with situation perception. Regardless of the type, 
the meaning is specific: using eyes leads to perceiving a verb situation.

See – ‘use eyes’ (OALD)
A) The ability of 
Visual Perception

B) Singling out a percept
1) Entity perception 2) Situation perception

I turned on the 
light to see  → 
SEE: Ø
He was blind and 
couldn’t see  → 
SEE: Ø

I saw you → SEE: 
YOU
I saw a box → SEE: 
A BOX

I saw that she was crying → SEE: 
SHE IS CRYING
I saw what happened → SEE: X 
HAPPENS 
I saw her cross the street → SEE: 
SHE CROSSES THE STREET 
(stressing the result of the process)
I saw her crossing the street → SEE: 
SHE IS CROSSING THE STREET 
(stressing the process itself)
I saw her in tears → SEE: SHE IS IN 
TEARS
I saw her sad → SEE: SHE IS SAD

Table 1. to see – different sememes under the definition of use eyes

Table 1 shows the sememes of see under the literal meaning of the physical 
visual perception. Following Gisborne (2010), the internal argument of the percep-
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tion verb, i.e. the object of perception, will be referred to as the percept2. The per-
cept of the verb is given right after the examples in the table. In the column A, the 
percept is marked as Ø, which implies that no percept is singled out. Concerning a 
percept (B), it can be an entity (a noun phrase), or a situation (a clause).

Some dictionaries, such as Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 
list the ability of visual perception as a separate sememe, while some others merge 
it with singling out a percept. The two sememes should be made separate for the 
following reasons: besides the semantic differences, there are also differences in 
syntax – the presence or the lack of the verb’s internal argument. According to the 
OED corpus, the use of the verb with the meaning of perception ability dates back 
from the mid-13th century, while the sources from the other meaning date back 
three centuries earlier:

● Eode scealc monig swiðhicgende to sele þam hean searowundor seon.3 

The verb is used with a direct object searowundor, being the percept. It is 
possible that the sense of the general ability of visual perception developed from 
the sense of the use of eyes which singles out a percept by argument ellipsis. 

With this distinction, it follows that entity perception and situation percep-
tion should be made separate sememes as well. Syntactically speaking, the verb 
has internal arguments in both cases, but the arguments are of different type, es-
pecially with situation perception (see Table 1). Semantically speaking, situation 
perception differs from entity perception in the type of verb situation, particularly 
the feature +duration.4 

Jackendoff (1983: 150-151) shows that the prototypical meaning of physi-
cal perception of the verb see is composed of different parts, being polysemic as 
well. The basic meaning of the verb can be split into two components: gazing and 
image-forming. More recently, Gisborn (2010: 133-150) indicates the presence of 
the two components with the metaphorical meanings of the verb. This paper will 
show that not only the two components are present in the metaphorical meanings, 
but also that they condition metaphorisation.

Achard claims that that-complements pertain to knowledge and the intellec-
tual apprehension of a given entity. He illustrates this through the pair of sentenc-
es: I saw him coming/I saw that he had come (2007: 789). The presence of -ing 
indicates that the main and subordinate processes are simultaneous and that the 
process of coming was directly perceived. The presence of a that-clause, according 

2  Langacker (2002) uses the term stimulus.
3  The line is from Beowulf (917b-920a): Many a strong-minded retainer went to the high hall to 
see the curious wonder. 
4  Following Vendler’s (1967) distinction of four types of verb situation as activities, states, 
accomplishments and achievements, Brinton (1988) offers basic distinctive features for the types: 
+/- stativity, +/- duration, +/- telicity (cf. Novakov 2005: 26-31).
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to Achard, indicates a more mental act that did not necessarily result from direct 
perception.

3.2 Transferred meanings

In the definition of the verb see OED gives the following note: as the sense 
of sight affords far more complete and definite information respecting external 
objects than any other of the senses, mental perceptions are in many (perh. in all) 
languages referred to in visual terms, and often with little or no consciousness of 
metaphor.

1. Mental perception of entities/situations
Based on the physical input from the outside world, eye activity leads to im-

age forming in one’s mind. However, based on previous experience of visual per-
ception, the human mind can project the same or similar precepts subsequently 
through visions, dreams, etc. without involving eyes. In that case, see is metaphor-
ically used for mental perception as well.

● He saw himself in the mirror.
● He saw himself, in his mind’s eye, put meekly into a hackney coach.

The given metaphor is a result of the mutual component of image-forming. The 
component is distinguished as the principal segment of visual perception, so any 
image-forming in the mind is identified with visual perception. The same analogy 
establishes the inner/mental eye as a metaphorical organ leading to image-forming 
in the mind, in the absence of the physical element of perception.

Concerning percepts, one can mentally perceive both entities and situations:
● I my dream, I saw a man (entity perception).
● I my dream, I saw a man running. (situation perception).

2. Target domains of cognition and intellect
There are several senses of see developed metaphorically with the target do-

main of cognition/intellect. The following section covers the senses found in the 
contemporary English.

a. Seeing is thinking/knowing
See is metaphorically used for cognitive activities, such as thinking, know-

ing, understanding and realizing. The example below from Cambridge Advanced 
Learner’s Dictionary (CALD) shows that the object of see is an anaphoric pro-
noun, whose antecedent is the object clause being the argument of think. 

● The chairwoman thought the new scheme was a great improvement, but I 
couldn’t see it myself. 
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Since see and think in their literal meanings belong to different domains (vi-
sual perception and cognition, respectively), but the example shows them used 
as synonyms, it follows that this is a case of metaphorisation of the former verb. 
Based on the example, we can notice the metaphorisation of the type SEEING 
is THINKING, or, more generally, VISUAL PERCEPTION is COGNITION. In 
that way, see can metaphorically be a synonym of different cognitive verbs (e.g. 
understand, realise).

● They didn’t see the need to notify their members of the changes in writing.
● I can see both sides of the argument.

The semantic link Body-as-Mind follows the pattern of metaphorising abstract 
domains based on the physical, Therefore, the vocabulary related to physical ex-
perience develops the meaning of mental experience, i.e. cognitive, conative and 
emotional states. In the particular case of see, it should be mentioned that its sub-
ject is an unintentional perceiver, lacking agentivity and matching the subjects of 
cognitive verbs with the experiencer role. The lack of intentionality is the reason 
for this successful metaphorisation of see.

 
b) Perceiving abstract referents
 The object of perception may not have a referent from the physical world, as 

in the example:
● Lucy saw sadness in them. (British National Corpus)

In the previous case the object was a mentally visualised physical referent, 
and the image was formed without using eyes, based on input from the physical 
world. In this case, however, the object of perception is abstract, i.e. its referent 
cannot be physically perceived. However, eyesight and previous experience are 
also vital for such perception. Based on information on an abstract referent and its 
components of meaning, and on physical perception of entities/situations which 
involve those components, the perceiver can conclude the presence of the referent. 
For instance, using the word sadness from the example, if we are previously aware 
of sadness, we are familiar with its features (e.g. the right facial expressions and 
actions, tears, etc.); if we physically perceive those features, particularly the cen-
tral, we can conclude it is sadness that we perceive. This shows that we can met-
aphorically perceive something abstract by physically perceiving its features and 
combining it with previous experience → VISUAL PERCEPTION is CONCLU-
SION. The physical perception of the features is not exclusively visual (e.g. with 
sadness we can hear someone crying), but the metaphor is with a visual perception 
verb because of the dominance of the sense of sight. This metaphor is an example 
of evidentiality strategies, more particularly, the non-morphological presence of 
inferred evidentials in English, where the information is obtained via inference 
based on physical evidence. 
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The metaphor SEEING is UNDERSTANDING is used colloquially with 
object clause ellipsis (I see. (= I understand); Do you see? (= Do you understand); 
You see, we must find the treasure. (I want you to understand that...)).

Mental perception does not have to based on directly available evidence. 
For example, we can access information visually by reading it:

● I saw her death in the newspapers. (OALD)

The physical element is still present as a means of receiving information. 
The difference is that the object of perception is a physical representation of a 
message, which is decoded upon perception and leads to image-forming. In this 
sense, see matches the literal meaning of read. Reading is cognition enabled by vi-
sual perception, and both physical and cognitive aspects are related to the verb see. 

The next step the use of see for metaphorical reading as well: 
● See, read (music). ‘He doesn’t see too well’ refers to a performer who 

reads music slowly.  

The verb read is here metaphorically used for interpreting music notations, 
based on similarities between written words and notes in terms of codification. The 
metaphor SEEING is READING also applies for this sememe of read, although no 
mental image is formed, but rather a mental sound.

The motivation for metaphorising see based on the component of im-
age-forming is shown in Image 1. The literal meaning is given under 1), while 
the other meanings are metaphorical: 2) cognitive meaning based on physical ev-
idence, and 3) mental perception independent of eyesight. Namely, when gazing 
we perceive objects that can be either primary or secondary. Entities/situations 
of the physical world perceived by eyesight and represented syntactically are the 
primary objects of perception (percepts). Entities/situations of the physical world 
perceived by eyesight, but not represented syntactically are the secondary objects 
of perception (evidence). Coded messages (written text, music notations, etc.) are 
special types of visual evidence; they have to be decoded first in order to form 
some image. Previous experience is also important for metaphoric perception. It 
represents an individual’s mental database, including previous perception experi-
ence and contributes to image-forming as either the only source (3) or one of the 
sources (2).



234

TOMISLAV BUKATAREVIĆ

Image 1 – Image forming - the common resulting mental activity motivating the 
metaphor

c) Ascertainment based on examining:
Another metaphor within this target domain is SEEING is ASCERTAIN-

ING, which is based on examining/exploring/considering as in the following ex-
amples:

● Cut away, old chap, and see who it is.
● I’ll see what I can do.

The meaning can be based on mere physical perception (the first example), 
or cognition with or without perception (the second). Ascertainment is made by 
examining physical evidence (by gaze), or by considering the old information and 
possibly combining it with physical evidence. This metaphor is similar to SEE-
ING is KNOWING, yet the differences are the following: while the former met-
aphor shows the goal of perception (knowledge), this metaphor shows the means 
of reaching the goal. There are two subtypes of this metaphor: gaining knowledge 
based on physical perception (SEEING is ASCERTAINING), and gaining knowl-
edge based on mental perception (SEEING is KNOWING is ASCERTAINING [some-
thing new]), where the metaphor depends on another metaphor of the similar type. 
The internal argument of the verb in this sense is always clausal, yet it does not 
always have to be overt, as in the latter sentence in the following example:

● We shall see what we can do. / We shall see.

d) Distinction by gaze

The verb see can have the sense of physical perception, as literally, but this 
perception is only the basis of making distinction, as in the example below:

● I can’t see one sort from another; we must have candles. 
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By gazing and forming the image A (one sort), we can conclude whether it 
is different from the formed image B (another), and how. Cognition is the target 
domain for this metaphor as well: SEEING is DIFFERENTIATING. The link can 
be seen in the following example where the verb see is coordinated with the verb 
know in a causal-consequential relationship:

● [...] in a fayre cheste […], whiche was lefte opyn, þat men myht see & 
know his persone from alle othir men.

e) Seeing is making sure

Among the early metaphors of the verb see, there is also the sense of making 
sure that something happens. 

● Now, Hodge, see thou take heede And do as I thee byd.

In this example, see is used in the imperative, and the addressee is not or-
dered to perceive anything, but rather to make sure he does what he is bid.  Howev-
er, this sense is also related to the physical perception through the image-forming 
component. The perceiver wants an event X to take place. If someone makes sure 
that it does take place, the perceiver will eventually perceive that situation visually 
as well. Unlike the literal meaning, this sense is used for situation perception only. 
Prior to an image formed by visual perception, there is an image formed by mental 
perception; the intention of the perceiver is for the two images to match. However, 
it is not necessary for the subject of the verb to perceive the situation personally, 
but only that the situation can be perceived at all. In that sense, the utterance I’ll 
see that you receive the money can be explained as: I will arrange for you to get 
the money (I may/may not be present when you do).

3. Following by gaze is following physically
Some visual perception verbs are historically results of metaphors them-

selves, with the most frequent target domains of physical touch/manipulation, 
light, following (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). As a potential etymological source of 
the verb see is the root of the Latin verb sequi, which means to follow. In this way, 
focusing gaze on an entity/situation is also following – FOLLOWING is SEEING. 
In contemporary English, the link of the verb and its Latin root and meaning is 
almost opaque – the metaphor can hardly be noticed. However, the link between 
the two concepts had remained, and eventually there was a need for a metaphor in 
the opposite direction: SEEING is FOLLOWING. The earliest examples of it date 
back from the early 17th c:

● Go see him out at Gates...
● When he had seen her safe into her chair, he went home. 
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The examples above show that the object of see refers to someone who is to 
be followed to a certain place, syntactically present as a prepositional phrase (at 
Gates, into her chair).

4. Intentionality in perception
The subject of see in its literal meaning is not the agent, but the experiencer 

because of its lack of intentionality in perception. However, there are cases of 
intentional perception where the subject can still be considered the experiencer, 
as in:

● Two gentlemen Oft times resort to see and to be seene Walking the streete 
fast by thy fathers dore. 

● Let’s to the Sea-side as well to see the Vessell that’s come in, as to throw-
out our eyes for braue Othello.

● We have trotted about, been into Canada, and seen the sights.

OED defines the sememe as: to direct the sight (literal or metaphorical) 
intentionally to; to look at, contemplate, examine, inspect, or scrutinize; to visit (a 
place); to attend (a play, etc.). 

Based on the examples above it can be concluded that the focus of percep-
tion is not on gaze directing, but rather on image-forming, i.e. having a visual 
experience. In the first, the perceiver is walking the street in order to notice and be 
noticed, in the second the perceiver intends to observe the features of vessel; in the 
third, the perceiver visits the sights in order to observe them. These examples lack 
the semantic component of gaze-directing expressed syntactically, yet it can be re-
constructed from the context, e.g. I saw the town centre = I went to the town centre, 
I directed my look all over it, and saw its features; I saw that film = I directed my 
look to the screen in order to visually follow the film.

What distinguishes this sense from the literal is that the component of the 
intentional gaze directing is integrated within the context, which makes the act of 
perception intentional. Yet, the subject is again the experiencer, that is, the basic 
meaning is that of having a visual experience, not directing one’s gaze. This meta-
phor is an example of metaphorisation with the target domain of cognition in spite 
of intentionality. 

5. Metonymy – the instrument of perception is the experiencer
The meaning of perception verbs developed with technology. The instru-

ments for reading and recording video material become the receivers of perception 
by metonymy. Therefore, a camera can see, radar can notice, etc. The early exam-
ples show the verb under quotation marks, marking the use as non-standard. Later 
on, the metonymy becomes integrated in the language and the quotation marks are 
lost.
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● The photo-tube camera […] ‘sees’ the object image on the screen which is 
‘seen’ by the photographic…

● The earth satellite Vanguard II […] can see more of the earth than the 
camera...

4. SEMANTIC DEVELOPMENT OF THE VERB LOOK

This section offers a comprehensive overview of the development of senses 
with look, from the literal meaning to the meanings it developed via metaphor.

4.1. Literal meaning

The verb look has the literal meaning of an intentional use of the organ of 
sight, that is, the activity of visual perception whose subject is an agent who in-
tentionally focuses his or her gaze with the goal of image-forming. Dictionaries 
usually define this verb as:

look verb - [I] to direct your eyes in order to see (CALD)

Unlike see, whose components of meaning are gazing and (the resulting) 
image-forming, look has the components of gazing and gaze-directing. The latter 
is marked by intentionality, which implies that the perceivers focus their gaze of 
their own volition. With see, however, the gaze is not intentionally focused, but 
rather represents the physical feature of the sight organ to perceive what is within 
its eyesight. The difference between the two verbs could be represented as in the 
following image:

Image 2 – look vs. see – the difference in components 

However, gaze directing does directly result in image-forming. The focus-
ing of the gaze leads to gazing, which can then result in image-forming. For ex-
ample, in the case of intentional perception, if we direct our gaze on X, our gaze 
goes in X’s direction, possibly reaches X, and we form an image of X in our mind; 
on the other hand, in the case of unintentional perception, our gaze goes without 
any directing, it reaches X,  so we form an image of X in our minds again. In other 
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words, the meaning of look is in continuity with the meaning of see – seeing is a 
possible outcome of looking.

Image 3 – The continuity of meaning with the verbs see and look.

The outcome of perception is not always certain (as shown in the previous 
image with the symbol ‘→’ in brackets). It is possible to look at something, or look 
for something, but without actually seeing it. The domain of image-forming, there-
fore, does not belong to look. If the image-forming is uncertain, i.e. there is no vi-
sual perception of entities/events, can look be considered a perception verb at all?

The answer can be found in the assumption that it is more likely that we per-
ceive something upon gaze directing than we do not. For example, in the sentence I 
looked at the picture, we assume the successfulness of the perception act (I saw the 
picture), but the very verb that indicates it is not syntactically present. In other words, 
looking at X most often leads to seeing X, so the verb look is considered a perception 
verb by means of a true perception verb that is not present on the surface level.

It is the very lack of the image-forming component with look, i.e. the lack of 
the mental processing of the physical input that is the cause of the verb not having 
metaphorical extensions of meaning with the target domain of cognition. Such 
extensions are primarily available to see, which includes image-forming.

● I see a picture. 
● I look at the picture.
● I see what you mean. 
● *I look at what you mean.

In the first two examples, the verbs are with their literal meaning; see has a 
noun phrase object, and the same phrase is used within the prepositional phrase, 
being the internal argument of look. In the last two examples, the object clause is 
sufficient to determine the cognitive meaning of the verb, however, only the exam-
ple with see is correct.

It is important to mention that the semantic difference between the two verbs 
is shown on the level of syntax: see used transitively has a percept argument, i.e. an 
entity/situation of which the image is formed; look is intransitive, and its percept 
can be present only in the form of a prepositional phrase with at (to look at some-
thing). In the first case, the percept is manifested syntactically; in the second, it is 
the direction of the gaze that is manifested, with a possible percept:

● I saw the rabbit.
● I looked at the rabbit.
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The distinction between seemingly identical arguments of the two verbs is 
the following:  the rabbit the first example above is the primary object of percep-
tion that the perceiver was not aware of prior to perception; the second example it 
is assumed that the perceiver was previously aware of the rabbit entity, so he or she 
intentionally directs the gaze towards the entity. In the second case, the entity does 
not have to be the primary object of perception, which means that the perceiver 
does not intend to perceive it, but rather something about it. Consider the example:

● I looked at the rabbit in order to see how big his ears were.
It can be explained in the following way: there is a goal of perception – per-

ceiving an entity X (the primary object – the size of the rabbit’s ears) with is part 
of an entity Y (the secondary object – the rabbit). The gaze is directed towards the 
entity Y previously perceived in order to perceive a new entity X.

The use of look at implies previous perception, which means that in or-
der to direct our gaze towards something, we need to know its location, and that 
knowledge is based on previous perception (not necessarily directly), or on some 
information we already have.

4.2. Transferred meanings

The metaphors of look developed based on direction (with the component of 
gaze directing), as the source domain. The target domains usually include location 
and orientation, both physical and abstract.

a) Physical direction
In metaphors, both animate and inanimate entities can be subjects of the verb 

look. Just as people can set their gaze in a certain direction to face and perceive some-
thing, inanimate entities can also ‘look’ in a certain direction, i.e. their front side is 
turned towards something. The anthropocentrism of the metaphor is easy to notice 
– the eyes are on the front side of the human body, which leads to the conclusion that 
inanimate entities can have their metaphorical eyes on their front side. However, there 
is a limit with potential subjects for the verb with this meaning. OED distinguishes two 
senses, the first referring to locations and their parts (house, room, window, gate, etc.), 
and the second referring to body parts, shown in the following examples respectively:

● I do see a seethinge pot, looking from out of the north hitherwarde.
● Their nostrils have a narrow partition, and look downwards.

With entities which clearly have their front and back side, the metaphor 
depends on orientation (gate, building). Otherwise, with entities such as a room, 
the metaphor depends on the view from the window. For example, the dining room 
looks onto the road can be explained as through the window of the dining room one 
can see the road.
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b) Abstract direction
Look can also have the metaphorical meaning of abstract direction, i.e. some 

tendency. The examples of this metaphor are somewhat more recent than those 
of the previous, which shows that the first stage in metaphorisation was physi-
cal-physical, and then physical-abstract. In other words, directing a gaze towards 
some entity metaphorically transferred to spatial relations based on the physi-
cal-spatial element of visual perception, where a physical entity (a metaphorical 
perceiver) faces some other entity/event (the object of metaphorical perception). 
The next step was distancing from the physical element, where abstract entities/
events are metaphorically oriented towards some others, as in:

● The context looketh wholly that way. 
● He thinks it looks towards epilepsy.

In the examples, the direction of the abstract subjects is towards some out-
come/result that is concluded based on someone else’s perception of those subjects 
based on evidentials. 

c) Making sure
The meaning of making sure that something happens was mentioned with 

the verb see. The verb look here has a clausal argument representing the situation 
that one desires to happen. In that case to look is actually to take care, and the basic 
way of taking care of something is visually following it. However, this use became 
obsolescent because of the more frequent use of see with the same meaning. The 
following example shows this use of look:

● The State must look their proceedings be just.

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

 The verb see in its literal meaning of physical visual perception can be 
divided into two semantic components – gazing (reception of light stimuli) and 
image-forming (mental data processing). The latter component, also present with 
cognitive verbs, is a condition for a successful metaphorisation of the verb with 
a cognitive meaning. In other words, image-forming results both from physical 
perception and certain cognitive processes. In that manner, one can metaphorically 
perceive imagined entities/events (their mental images), and perceive abstract ref-
erents; seeing metaphorically matches thinking, concluding, understanding; seeing 
becomes reading and reading music; seeing is differentiating, ascertaining, and 
making sure. Furthermore, seeing is also following, which is diachronically a re-
verse metaphorisation, given that the verb see metaphorically developed from the 
Latin verb sequor (to follow).  Metaphorisation of see in English shows some uni-
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versal tendencies, but also some language-specific (e.g. see music, see somebody 
out, see that somebody gets paid).

The verb look in its literal meaning of gaze-directing with the goal of per-
ception can be divided into the components of gaze-directing and gazing. The first 
is a condition for metaphorisation with the meaning of orientation/direction, both 
physical and abstract, e.g. The room looks onto the path; The facts look the other 
way. The second component is shared with the verb see, which makes the two 
verbs closely related.

Image 4 – Senses of see and look

The image above represents a visual summary the development of senses of 
see and look. Although there are numerous metaphors of see with target domains 
of cognition and intellect, there are almost none with look, making it impossible to 
use look in the same context with see. A simple test to determine this impossible 
metaphorisation of look is coordinating two clauses with see and look, the internal 
argument of look being an anaphoric pronoun whose antecedent is in the internal 
argument of see. Such coordination is possible with the literal meaning:

● I saw a cat and I kept looking at it.

However, if this test is applied with the cognitive meanings of see, the ut-
terance is invalid:

● *I saw a vision and I kept looking at it.
● *I saw the both sides of the argument and I kept looking at them.
● *I saw sadness in her eyes and I kept looking at it.
● *I saw a hero in Peter and I kept looking at him.



242

TOMISLAV BUKATAREVIĆ

● *I see that I need to help you and I keep looking at it.
● *I saw her death in the newspapers and I kept looking at it.
● *In this book you shall see what courage is and you will keep looking at it.
● *He saw the music with no difficulty and he kept looking at it.
● *I’ll see what I can do, and I will keep looking at it.

A possible explanation is the verbs’ intentionality – see is unintentional, and 
so it matches cognitive verbs; look is intentional and cannot match the verbs, so 
cognitive metaphors fail. Another explanation is in the components of the literal 
meaning of the verbs: unlike look, see contains image-forming, which is a link to 
cognitive processes and a condition to successful metaphorisation. 

It is the lack of image-forming with look that excludes the possibility of 
completed perception, but the perception is considered successful because the verb 
‘borrowed’ image-forming from see, that is, it is assumed that a situation expressed 
by look always leads to a situation expressed by see. However, that may not nec-
essarily be the case (e.g. I’m looking, but I can’t see a thing), and so it can be said 
that look is not a true perception verb, but rather a pre-perception verb.

Tomislav Bukatarević 
PhD student, Faculty of Philosophy, Novi Sad

tbukatarevic@gmail.com
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ALIGNING ASSESSMENT CRITERIA FOR STUDENT 
TRANSLATIONS WITH LEARNING OUTCOMES 

 
A CASE IN POINT: A BEGINNER LEVEL COURSE ON 

THE TRANSLATION OF FICTION 

The main orientation in current approaches to the assessment of student translations is to 
evaluate them in positive rather than negative terms. One way of achieving this positive 
stance is to focus on what a student can do, by looking for indications of achievement re-
lated to the expected learning outcomes. So in evaluating a student translation of a literary 
text within the context of a beginner level course on translating fiction, instead of focusing 
on the achievement of a high level of stylistic, associative and artistic value, the focus can 
be on indicators of targeted translation subcompetences.
More positive feedback can also be gleaned through combining assessment instruments 
which focus both on the product and on the process of translation. Indicators of the targeted 
strategic, instrumental and theoretical subcompetences can be elicited by obtaining a writ-
ten commentary of the translation problems and the strategies applied to solve them from 
the students. This can show which sources of information were used, which aspects were 
found problematic and why and how well students can justify their solutions.
This paper presents an example of an assessment grid for marking student translations 
and presents this grid alongside additional examination instruments. The marking scheme 
shown in the grid is based on criterion-referenced evaluation and a combination of holistic 
and error-based methods. It takes into account an overall impression of the coherence of 
the target text and the indicators of attainment for specific pre-set learning outcomes at an 
early stage of training. The proposed marking scheme also leaves space for the assessor 
to adapt the criteria to take account of the examined group’s performance on particular 
aspects of the text assigned for translation. 
The instruments and the marking schemes presented have been devised for the beginner 
level course on the translation of fiction at the English Department, University of Novi Sad. 

Keywords: English to Serbian translation, formative assessment, summative assessment, 
translation of fiction, learning outcomes

1. INTRODUCTION

Learner- and learning-centred methodologies in translator training (Kuss-
maul 1995, Kiraly 2000, Bastin 2000, Gonzalez-Davies 2004, Nord 2005, Kelly 
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2005) stress the need for students to construct their own knowledge, while coop-
erating and collaborating with peers and their instructor, through working on the 
assignments that are as realistic as possible. As learner levels, types of translation 
course, desired learning outcomes and institutional constraints (i.e. preferred or 
obligatory examination format) vary in different educational contexts, it has be-
come clear that that there can be no standard measures for evaluating student trans-
lations, but that the numerous formats and models described in the literature need 
to be adapted to specific educational contexts. 

Given that translation competence is comprised of a set of diverse subcom-
petences and of both declarative and procedural knowledge (cf. PACTE 2003), it 
is clearly apparent that the traditional parameters of grammar, spelling, semantics 
and stylistics, which have been the usual aspects of translation evaluation, are not 
reflective of the learning process, let alone complementary to it. It is also self-evi-
dent that by working on realistic assignments students can gain valuable informa-
tion about the profession, but this cannot mean that the evaluation criteria should 
be akin to professional standards and not make allowances for the students’ level 
of translation competence. As a complex set of diverse skills and both declarative 
and procedural knowledge, near-professional translation competence is generally 
considered as a realistic target to be achieved only toward the end of an MA study 
programme, as specific subcompetences develop over a number of complementary 
courses on translation. When marking is aligned with specific learning outcomes 
of a particular translation course, and often stated in positive terms, the learners 
can become aware of the complexity of the task, without losing faith in their own 
ability to resolve the problems and successfully perform a translation assignment. 
It follows that assessment cannot be based on a single instrument, i.e. the transla-
tion of a text (cf. Bastin 2000:236, Kiraly 2000:161), because translation is a com-
plex activity and is the result of many competences working together. Additionally, 
as many authors, including Nord (2005:177), have already noted, it may not be 
clear which element may have caused a particular translation error.

Following a recapitulation of approaches to assessment and evaluation root-
ed within the equivalence, communicative and functionalist paradigms, we will 
present how general guidelines and principles of assessment can be applied in a 
beginner level course on the translation of fiction.

2. APPROACHES TO ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION 

2.1. Definition of basic terms: assessment, evaluation and marking

In discussing assessment, evaluation and marking we follow Azwell’s (1992) 
differentiation of the terms, with assessment as ‘the process of gathering infor-
mation about the quality of students’ emerging competence’, evaluation as the 
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‘attributing of meaning to the information gathered’ and marking as ‘sorting their 
performance along a scale’ (cited in Kiraly 2005:140).

2.2. Pedagogical implications of theoretical paradigms: equivalence, 
communication or function? 

Different approaches to translation training reflect the changing paradigms 
within the field of translation studies, particularly in terms of assessment and eval-
uation. 

One typical approach, usually called the ‘foreign language teacher’s view’ 
(Kussmaul 1995:128, Nord 2005: 186) is based on a view of translation as a solely 
linguistic operation. The quality of a translation is judged on the basis of a unit-
by-unit (however this unit may be defined) comparison with the source text, where 
the closest semantic, stylistic, grammatical etc. equivalents are sought and expect-
ed. In pedagogical translation literature this is called a foreign language teach-
er’s view because it centres on the cause of the error, on students’ knowledge of 
words, idioms and phrases. This view is also reflected in the writings by tenets of 
the equivalence paradigm (Nida 1964, Koller 1979, Newmark 1995, House 1981, 
1997, 2001, 2015)1, which has been criticized for disregarding the possibility that 
the audience of the translated text may not be equivalent to the audience of the 
source text, and that the ‘equivalent effect’ of the selected translation unit may be 
non-existent, indefinable or highly subjective.

On the other hand, communicative translation quality evaluation (Snell-Horn-
by 1988, Kussmaul 1995) is target text oriented. Kussmaul holds that this is a pro-
fessional translator’s view of translation quality. It is focused on the function of 
the word, phrase or sentence in a text and the extent to which the unit impedes the 
target reader’s understanding of the text (cf. Kussmaul 1995:14). An error in sub-
ject-verb agreement, for example, is not serious if it does not affect the meaning 
of the textual segment – if the reader can recognize it as a slip and still understand 
the message, and is serious if it does disrupt the meaning.  The unit of analysis 
is considerably larger than in the equivalence based approach – it is the function 
of a word/phrase in a textual segment. However, marking on this basis is still too 
comprehensive for pedagogical purposes in a beginner-level course, because the 
marker needs to look at everything, from punctuation marks upwards, and cannot 
focus on the type or level of competence that is targeted during a particular course.

From a functionalist standpoint, the extent to which a source text is taken as 
a yardstick for the quality of the translation depends on the purpose of the trans-
lation. In this vein, Nord states that a ‘translation error is a failure to carry out any 
one of the translating instructions’ (Nord 2005: 187) contained in the translation 
brief. This is also a professional approach, as research on professional translation 

1  For a short overview of the controversy surrounding the equivalence paradigm in relation to as-
sessment, see Gerzymisch-Arbogast 2001:228.
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practice has confirmed that translations are commissioned for various purposes – 
for general information for a small group of people, to be printed for an unknown 
audience or for distribution to a particular, well-defined audience. What makes a 
functionalist approach to evaluating the quality of a translation particularly useful 
in BA translation courses is this focus on the purpose of the translation, because 
depending on the expected outcomes of a particular learning context, the transla-
tion brief can be adapted to the students’ level of translation competence.

2.3. Marking systems: holistic vs. error-based 

What is usually understood by the ‘holistic’ approach is marking based on 
an overall impression of the quality of translation. Error-based analytical models 
inspect lower level units where each of these is awarded a certain number of points, 
which are deducted from the maximal number of points if rendered incorrectly.

 A commonly held belief is that numerical, i.e. analytical marking systems 
are well suited to educational purposes, whereas holistic ones are more useful in 
professional contexts. Some examples of both systems are presented in Gonza-
lez-Davies (2004:34), Nord (2005:187,188), Eyckmans (2009:92), and Turner et 
al. (2010:14) among others.  

Some reservations about error-based methods of evaluation have been ex-
pressed by Williams (2001) and Turner et al. (2010). Williams (2001:328) notes 
that borderline cases pose a problem within this model: it is possible that a trans-
lation with a larger number of points deducted may be equally good or even better 
than another with a lesser number of deductions, because marking grids generally 
do not differentiate between the levels of seriousness of errors. Turner et al. list 
two important consequences of applying an error-deduction method: 1) the mark-
ers tend to become “too fixated on classifying errors and deducting points ... to the 
extent that it impairs their ability to arrive at a holistic appreciation of the transla-
tion they are assessing” and 2) a common situation following a test in translation 
is that students too tend to concentrate on the negative points that are deducted and 
not consider the overall quality of their translation, which means that the feedback 
reaching them is generally negative (Turner et al. 2010:16).

In his empirical research on assessment practices, Waddington (2001) con-
ducted a survey of European and Canadian universities and found that out of the 
52 teachers who replied to his questionnaire, 36.5% used a method based on error 
analysis, 38.5%  used a holistic method and 23% combined error analysis with a 
holistic appreciation (Waddington 2001:16). He then proceeded to test the inter-
nal consistency and inter-rater reliability and validity of the holistic method and 
the methods based on error analysis and found that they were equally valid, but 
that those based on error analysis were superior to the holistic ones in terms of 
internal consistency and reliability. This conclusion was confirmed in the study by 
Eyckmans et al. (2009). Waddington also found that the holistic methods were dis-
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criminatory enough with bad translations but not discriminatory enough for good 
ones, as opposed to the error-based methods. This last finding is highly relevant for 
pedagogical contexts where students are awarded numerical/alphabetical marks 
and where differentiation also needs to be made between those students who per-
form well. Waddington therefore proposes a combination of holistic and analytical 
marking systems to compensate for the deficiencies of each. 

2.4 Norm referenced vs. criterion referenced evaluation

The choice between norm-referenced versus criterion referenced evaluation 
has also been debated in the literature on translator training (cf. Eyckmans et al. 
2009). Kelly (2005:140-141) holds that criterion-referenced evaluation is compat-
ible with learner centred pedagogies because the criteria can be aligned with the 
targeted learning outcomes. The fault she finds with norm-referenced evaluation 
is that it reflects competitiveness and presupposes that some students will have to 
fare badly instead of focusing on what each student has learned (cf. also Kiraly 
2000:156-157). 

It is certainly useful to have pre-set criteria aligned with the learning out-
comes. However, a well known problem encountered by any teacher of transla-
tion searching for a text for examination purposes is that no two texts are equal 
in terms of their subjective or objective difficulty, i.e. each text poses a different 
set of translation problems. So, even if criteria are well defined and aligned with 
the outcomes, idiomaticity, coherence and style can be more easily achieved in 
some texts, and be very difficult in others. It is then useful to have a norm-ref-
erenced outlook regarding what counts as the best translation or translations in a 
particular group of students. Nord proposes that this problem can be mitigated by 
the choice of texts, whose difficulty should be adjusted to the students’ level of 
linguistic competence. However, research conducted by Orozco and Hurtado Albir 
(2002:385) has shown that it is impossible to determine whether the texts selected 
for examination purposes are equally difficult. 

2.5. Beyond the dichotomies

One way to avoid the drawbacks of the listed approaches might be to com-
bine them for the benefit of the learner: evaluation of student translations should 
be analytical to an extent that does not preclude a holistic view of quality; in edu-
cational contexts, marking is by necessity summative, but it is possible to ensure 
that continuous formative procedures also influence the final mark. While it is 
necessary to base evaluation on well-defined criteria that stem from pre-defined 
learning outcomes, the marker should also be aware of norm-referenced indica-
tors. As concerns the difficulty of replicating equally demanding texts for trans-
lation examinations, Nord’s proposal (Nord 2005:178) is to omit from evaluation 
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those textual segments which demonstrably surpass students’ competence – and 
one clear indicator that this has occurred is when all the students make a mistake 
in translating the same textual segment. 

3. THE CASE IN POINT: CONTEXT AND THE SUBJECTS 

In order to show how the assessment model we propose relates to the edu-
cational context for which it is devised, in the following section we describe the 
general objectives of the course on the translation of fiction and its expected learn-
ing outcomes within the BA program in English Language and Literature at the 
Faculty of Philosophy, University of Novi Sad. 

3.1. The educational context

The course on the translation of fiction is one of the obligatory courses for 
all students in their third year of studies on the English Language and Literature 
BA program. It is a one-semester course with four contact hours per week. It is 
also the first and only obligatory translation course in a series of practical English 
to Serbian and Serbian to English translation courses. After this course, students 
choose electives which are specialized translation courses (scientific and technical, 
legal, and translation for mass media), teacher-training or theoretical linguistics 
courses.

3.2. Educational goals and intended learning outcomes 

The translation of fiction (E-˃S) course is an introductory, practice-oriented 
course whose main goal is to familiarize students with text analysis for transla-
tional purposes (following Nord 2005), create an opportunity for them to translate 
fiction written in general literary language variety and to understand and discuss 
basic theoretical concepts: translation competence, translation problem, transla-
tion strategy and translation techniques. The intended learning outcomes are the 
following:

Students are expected to be able to 
1) Analyse and recognise the textual features of narrative, dialogic and de-

scriptive texts in English and Serbian, particularly
a. the means of achieving coherence and cohesion in the selected text 

types, 
b. the distribution of tenses in these text types, 
c. the markers of social registers in the original fictional works,

2) understand the limitations of bilingual and monolingual dictionaries as 
sole sources of information,
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3) use parallel texts for self-educating purposes,
4) recognise the difference between a linguistic and a translation problem,
5) discuss a viable general translation strategy in a work of fiction, 
6) choose a translation technique to solve a translation problem and be able 

to explain the motivation behind the choice.

It is clear that the complex concept of translation competence as defined by 
PACTE (2003) and understood by Kelly (2005:33) cannot be developed within a 
single course or even a single BA or MA programme. Rather, individual courses 
can focus on procedural knowledge and insist on the view of competence as a 
lifelong learning project. 

Throughout the course, aspects of the following translation subcompetences 
(PACTE 2003:60) are targeted: 

1) bilingual subcompetence: 
a. pragmatic aspect (forms of address in English and Serbian: you vs. ti 

and Vi, motivation for the application of addition and omission),
b. textual aspect (tense and aspect as cohesive elements in narrative, 

descriptive and dialogic texts, cohesive networks in the target text), 
c. grammatical knowledge (word order, sequence of tenses in English 

and Serbian, functions of passives and participles in English and Ser-
bian), 

d. lexical knowledge (false friends, idioms, fixed expressions, proverbs),
e. sociolinguistic aspect (colloquial and standard language varieties),

2) extralinguistic subcompetence (cultural translation problems in a text), 
3) strategic subcompetence (argumentation of translation problems and solu-

tions, choice of resources as a means of building lacked subcompetences), 
4) instrumental subcompetence (knowledge about types of resources, their 

advantages and drawbacks, Microsoft Word tools for editing and revis-
ing), 

5) psycho-physiological component (motivation, creativity, logical thinking, 
precision, concentration, etc.), 

6) knowledge about translation theory (translation competence; translation 
problem/strategies/techniques),

7) interpersonal subcompetence (in line with Kelly 2005:33, and as explained 
in Eraković 2013: 74-79; giving and receiving criticism in an acceptable 
way, negotiating meaning, team work). 

4. INSTRUMENTS OF ASSESSMENT

In describing a possible application of constructivist philosophy to translator 
training, Kiraly devotes special attention to assessment, which he understands as ‛sit-
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ting with’ the students and closely following their progress. Assessment as an integral 
part of learning and teaching about translation means that both the student and the 
teacher should be able to learn from it what they should focus on in the future (Kiraly 
2000:140, 157). This formative type of assessment can be achieved using a variety 
of instruments whose general applicability has been discussed in the literature (Adab 
2000, Robinson 2003: 270, Gile 2004, Hansen 2006, Alvarez 2007 and Eraković 2010). 
In what follows, we describe a selection of instruments and the corresponding marking 
criteria obtained through their application to the pedagogical context described above. 

5. CRITERIA

In the CEFR, it is argued that when applying an analytic approach, the as-
sessor can assign separate results to any number of aspects of performance (CEFR: 
190). With the intention to make the final grade reflective of most aspects of the 
course and reduce the impact of the translation assignment at this level, the final 
grade (100%) is weighted in the following way:

1) continuous, formative, criterion-based assessment instruments (30%):
a. assignments submitted during the course (15%),
b. participation in class discussions (15%),

2) summative assessment instruments at the end of the course (70%):
a. a translation problems report (15%),
b. a 24-hour translation assignment with all resources available (25%),
c. a pen and paper translation of a text in examination conditions (30%).

This kind of weighting is presented to the students as a suggestion, which 
is then discussed and analysed. The University of Novi Sad regulations state that 
the final exam cannot carry less than 30/100 points, but the distribution of the 
remaining 70/100 points depends on the teacher. However, in the process of nego-
tiating learning goals and outcomes, the teacher and the students can come to an 
understanding about the role each segment of the course plays in the process of 
acquiring translation competence and should therefore be accordingly represented 
in the final grade. To this extent, the weighting presented here is arbitrary, but also 
a result of agreement between the interested parties: the teacher and the students. 

5.1 Assignments submitted during the course 

These assignments reflect the level of student engagement during the course. 
For every translation they submit during the course, students are asked to write an 
informal report about the difficulties they encountered, the sources they used to 
resolve these difficulties and how their solution was reached. These assignments 
show the type of problems students are able to recognize and how detailed their 
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analysis of the source text is. Their translations also reflect the problems they are 
not yet aware of, which creates the necessary conditions for both teaching and 
learning to intertwine within the students’ zone of proximal development. In terms 
of translation competence, the assignments reflect the development of strategic, 
theoretical and instrumental subcompetences and a psycho-physiological compo-
nent. The assignments contain indicators of all of the targeted leaning outcomes, 
and the teacher can follow students’ progress and give individual feedback in the 
form of comments. These comments usually contain information about the type 
of error (if the students are capable of revising it on their own), or more detailed 
information which also includes the source that needs to be consulted, and perhaps 
an example of a better solution reached by a peer.

The total number of points received for these assignments is 15/100, and a 
student’s score depends solely on the number of translations and reports submitted 
during the course. The number of points received does not reflect the quality of 
these submissions, as it does not seem reasonable to evaluate students’ work before 
the end of the instruction. This is one way of giving positive feedback that supports 
learning, even if the task is not completed successfully. The written comments stu-
dents receive in response to their reports and the class discussions that follow their 
submissions enable learning to take place as a consequence of assessment. 

5.2 Participation in the discussions in class

Students are expected to work individually on their home translation as-
signments, but the version they submit to the teacher for comments is the result of 
their small group discussions. Some aspects of interpersonal subcompetence are 
expected to develop during a constant exposure to situations in which they need to 
offer arguments for their solutions: they learn how to use sources to explain their 
choices and justify their solutions by referring to motivations they have learned for 
the use of particular translation techniques. From the outset, impressionistic qual-
ifications are discouraged in class discussions pertaining to different translation 
versions; this behaviour is in the beginning modelled by the teacher, and then, with 
time, is adopted by the students themselves. 

The total number of points received for this element is 15/100, and again, as 
in the previous case, the number of points students receive for being involved in 
small-group and class-discussions does not reflect any kind of ‘quality’, but the fact 
that they have actively engaged in collaborative learning for a certain period of time.   

5.3 Translation problem report 

The translation problem report is a type of assignment practiced throughout 
the course, both in written and oral form. As a summative assessment instrument, 
it is a part of the 24hour translation assignment which students complete with all 
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paper, electronic and human resources available, including consultations with their 
peers. The assignment is set to reflect a realistic environment in which all these 
resources are available. Students are asked to describe five translation problems 
within the translation text, cite the sources they used to resolve these and explain 
why they think the solution they have chosen solved the problem. They can also 
state their dissatisfaction with the final solution, providing they state the reasons 
for this. The total number of points they receive for this assignment is 15/100: as 
students are required to list 5 problems, one 1 point given for each description of 
the problems, sources and explanations of the solutions. As this is their first trans-
lation course in the Language and Linguistics programme, it is an achievement in 
itself if the students learn to recognize and explain translation problems and not 
confuse them with purely linguistic problems, i.e. not knowing unfamiliar words 
or phrases. This assignment tests elements of strategic, theoretical and instrumen-
tal subcompetences. 

5.4 Translation assignments

There are two 300-word translation assignments: for the first assignment, 
students have a 24hour deadline, for the second, 90 minutes in examination con-
ditions. Both assignments reflect situations in which translators may find them-
selves: to have all possible resources available and adequate time, and to have 
limited resources and a severely limited amount of time. 

At the end of the course students can choose the type of text they want to 
translate in these conditions, and to date they have always chosen descriptive seg-
ments for the 24-hour translation assignment and a narrative or a dialogic excerpt 
for the formal examination conditions.  

Although in both assignments students translate an excerpt, for the 24-hour 
translation they are expected to find a larger section of the book available on the 
internet, and obtain by themselves the relevant extratextual information (general 
characteristics of the author, a short thematical description of the novel, the date of 
publication, etc.). For the translation undertaken in exam conditions, students are 
given basic information about the author and a description of the novel from which 
the extract is taken. 

The criteria used for marking the translation assignments are presented in Ta-
ble 1. They are based on Nord’s model of textual analysis. The focus is on the tex-
tual unit, and the greatest number of points is allocated for textual level categories, 
coherence and cohesion. Errors influencing these two categories happen at the word 
level, but by grouping them into more global categories of cohesion and coherence 
the student is invited to consider the text as a whole, and not concentrate on individ-
ual words. In terms of intertextual coherence, translations are analysed for errors in 
the transfer of meaning at all levels. With respect to the coherence of the target text, 
what is evaluated is the extent to which the learner manages to avoid transference of 
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the source text word order and parts of speech that result in meaningless sentences 
in the translation. Regarding lexical and grammatical cohesion, the focus is on the 
idiomaticity of collocations and the distribution of tense and aspect in the target text. 
Considering the type of course, an awareness of an author’s most obvious stylistic 
markers is also expected. Those appearing in the text would be limited to lexical 
and syntactical repetitions, marked sentence structures and focus, and the length of 
sentences. Finally, students are awarded points for successful idiomatic solutions 
indicative of good intuition and a general talent for translation. These can sometimes 
outweigh the errors and diminish their role in the overall assessment. 

For formal reasons and due to existing academic regulations, the timed 
translation assignment is awarded 30 points in total. The 24-hour assignment is 
awarded 25 points. The greatest number of points is assigned for coherence and 
cohesion in the target text, but the exact distribution of points between these and 
other categories depends on particular features of the translated text: some may 
involve considerable shifts in the use of tense and aspect or the word order and 
these are then assigned more points. 

Table 1 shows the maximum number of points assigned to each of the five 
categories tested (intertextual coherence, target text coherence, target text cohe-
sion, style and language norms): even if the number of errors surpasses the allo-
cated number of points, these are not deducted from the overall number. For ex-
ample, if there are more than 6 errors affecting intertextual coherence, the number 
of points deducted is 6, not 7 or 8 or 9. If there are more errors than points, the 
category in question has the value of 0. If the student makes no or few errors in 
other categories, this is also evident. This is a way of informing the student (and 
the teacher) about the area that requires more attention, especially early in training, 
while also indicating what is done well.

Table 1: Marking criteria for translation assignments
24 h translation 
assignment
 (all available 
resources)

max. 25 points

Examination 
(pen and paper)

max. 30 points
+1 point for exceptionally successful idiomatic 
solutions
intertextual coherence 
-1 point per word/structure 

6 7

Target text coherence:
1 incoherent sentence in the TT -3 points. 
2 incoherent sentences in the TT -4 points.
3 and more incoherent sentences in the TT -5 points. 

5 6
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 grammatical and lexical cohesion in the TT:
distribution of tense and aspect –1 point per verb form
interference at the level of collocation -1 point per 
collocation

10 12

overall preservation of the markers of style of the 
source text
(sentence length, marked sentence structure, marked 
focus, lexical repetitions, parallel structures) 
-1 point per structure

3 4

Target language norm 
- 0.5 points per word/expression for grammatical 
errors
- 0.2 points per orthographic error 

1 1

Report on Translation Problems max  15 -
explanation of the problem 5 -
sources 5 -
explanation of the solution 5 -

6. CONCLUSION

We share Kiraly’s belief (2000:140) that “assessment […] is […] an integral 
part of the teaching/learning dialogue, the aim of which is to produce feedback 
for the facilitation of new learning.” If a student is to complete a course believing 
that translation skill is not an inborn capacity, but knowledge that can be acquired 
by, for example, learning about translation procedures, studying characteristics of 
different genres, assimilating norms, etc. then they need positive feedback about 
what they can accomplish. 

Presenting a variety of assessment instruments and methods which are fo-
cused on particular aspects of translation competence and reflect an attainable lev-
el of expertise can have a positive effect, precisely because within these systems, 
even beginners can gain positive marks. 

A reference framework for the assessment of translation skill for the evalua-
tion of student translations, akin to the existing framework for evaluating language 
competence (CEFR) seems an untenable ideal considering the present literature on 
the evaluation of translation for pedagogical purposes.  However, it is not certain 
that such a framework is needed at all. If, in accordance with the constructivist ap-
proach, learning goals are set together with the learners, there is no reason why the 
assessment methods and criteria should not also be agreed upon at the beginning 
of each course. Setting the general learning outcomes helps structure a course, but 
these need to be checked in terms of  how realistic they are, depending on the skills 
and knowledge each cohort of students brings to the class. 
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A NEW APPROACH TO LEXICOGRAPHIC 
DEFINITION OF POLYSEMOUS WORDS IN ENGLISH 

AND SERBIAN1 

This paper sets forth one of the most challenging lexicographers’ tasks – the formulation 
of brief, clear, reliable and coherent definitions of senses within a polysemous structure. In 
order to achieve this, the lexicographic definitional practice needs a solid foundation in the 
contemporary lexicological theory with the cognitive semantic orientation which provides 
an insight into the structured nature of polysemy. Actually, a polysemous category is per-
ceived as a radial set of senses clustered around the prototypical sense that even indirectly 
lies at the core of other senses in the given structure, which clearly shows that all senses 
in a hierarchically organized polysemous structure do not have the same structural weight, 
and that they are all mutually related since they are all, directly or indirectly, derived from 
the same basic or prototypical sense. A firm theoretical foundation of a dictionary defini-
tion, thus, requires that this motivated sense derivation is reflected in the lexicographic de-
scription of senses. This paper examines the extent to which this requirement is fulfilled in 
the existing models of sense definitions in the selected monolingual dictionaries of English 
and Serbian as the representatives of the two lexicographic practices. Such an examination 
provides an insight into the advantages and disadvantages of the existing definitional prac-
tices, which is expected to form the basis for creating a new model of sense definitions that 
will provide motivated description of senses. 

Keywords: cognitive semantics, prototype theory, polysemy, lexicography, sense defini-
tions, English, Serbian.

1. INTRODUCTION

Cognitive Semantics has offered a conception of polysemy and semantic 
structure that is more realistic than what various other semantic theories have pro-
vided so far (Geeraerts 2001: 18). Namely, the concept offered by Cognitive Se-
mantics emphasizes the existence of relational links among senses in a polysemous 
structure and according to it one sense represents an extension of another. Hence, 
the derivation of each sense in a structure is motivated. Such a conception of a 
poly semous structure offers a new theoretical perspective for lexicographic prac-

1  This paper is the result of the research conducted within the project Languages and Cultures 
in Time and Space (178002) funded by the Ministry of education, science and technological 
development of the Republic of Serbia. 
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tice. If the mentioned practice is inclined to a reliable and precise representation 
of a polysemous structure and all its senses within a dictionary entry, it is required 
from it to employ, in addition to organisational, efficient sense defining strategies 
the use of which will result in the motivated description of senses, which essential-
ly means that relational links among senses within the same polysemous structure 
are made transparent in their dictionary definitions.

This paper examines the extent to which the motivated description of senses 
based on the principles of the theoretical perspective offered by Cognitive Seman-
tics is present in the sense defining practice of English and Serbian. It is expected 
that the results of this analysis will clearly point out the aspects of the current 
definitional practice that need to be aligned with the achievements of Cognitive 
Semantics. The analysis set forth in this paper starts from the assumption that the 
interaction of the contemporary lexicological theory and lexicography is a neces-
sary prerequisite for further development of lexicographic practice in the direction 
of more efficient fulfilment of users’ needs. Intending to contribute to the men-
tioned necessary interaction, this paper will offer a proposal of a new model of 
sense definitions based on the motivated description of senses. 

2. SENSE DEFINITIONS: THEORETICAL ASPECTS

As Atkins and Rundell claim (2008: 405), explaining what words mean is 
the central function of a monolingual dictionary. The explanation of a word sense 
is given in the form of a definition within a dictionary entry for the given word. 
The system of definitions within a dictionary entry reflects the semantic structure 
of a lexeme.

Two basic parameters of sense definitions are their content and form. The 
content refers to the information a definition contains (Atkins & Rundell 2008: 
407) while the form is understood as the way in which the information is conveyed 
including vocabulary used for the formulation of a definition, the length of defini-
tions, the use of glosses as a complement to the text of a definition etc. This paper 
is, however, exclusively focused upon the content of definitions.  

Atkins and Rundell (2008: 411) emphasize the importance of the user as the 
central figure when judging the effectiveness of a definition. The main purpose of 
a dictionary definition, as Šipka (2006: 168) claims, is to enable dictionary users to 
associate the form of a lexeme to its senses putting minimal effort into this mental 
activity. Describing the meaning of a word is a highly demanding task especially 
taking into account the fact that it is expected from dictionary definitions to pro-
vide the information that fulfils both the decoding and encoding function, i.e. it is 
expected from them to enable users to understand the meaning of a word in context 
as well as to use a word productively. Basically, it is required from a dictionary 
definition to provide enough information for a user to understand a particular word 
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in the given context, but also to use it correctly in a new context (Atkins & Rundell 
2008: 413). 

Hence, it is of key importance for a lexicographer to choose the most effec-
tive model of sense definitions depending on the type of the dictionary and needs 
of its users. 

One of the most challenging aspects of sense definitions that lexicographers 
are faced with is the explanation of senses of polysemous words. Van der Meer 
(2004: 807) admits that one of the hardest problems torturing lexicographers has 
always been the question of how to describe the meaning of polysemous words. 
Namely, all senses of a polysemous word are mutually related forming a unified 
semantic structure that needs to be presented within a single dictionary entry. This 
mutual relatedness of senses is the key feature of polysemy that distinguishes it 
from homonymy. If lexicographers intend to provide dictionary users with a reli-
able and precise representation of the semantic structure of a polysemous word, the 
mentioned relatedness of senses needs to be reflected in sense definitions within 
the entry for the word in question (Halas 2014a: 263). Hence, senses should not be 
defined as independent uses (Halas 2014b: 87). A sense definition should show the 
way in which the given sense is related to the other senses in the same polysemous 
structure but also point out its specific, unique features that differentiate it from the 
other related senses.  

2.1. Sense definitions in the light of the Prototype Theory 

Cognitive Semantics, or more precisely the Prototype Theory, has offered a 
theoretical perspective on the polysemous structure that emphasizes the previously 
mentioned mutual relatedness among senses of a word thus underlining the need 
for the improvement of the existing definitional practice in dictionaries.    

According to the principles of the Prototype Theory, the semantic structure 
of a lexeme is a conceptual category in which a range of concepts, i.e. various 
senses are organized relative to the central or prototypical concept – the basic 
sense (Evans & Green 2006: 331). Geeraerts (2001: 8) points out the structured na-
ture of polysemy explaining that all senses in a polysemous structure do not have 
the same structural weight referring to the example of the word fruit whose every-
day reading related to the edible parts of a plant more readily springs to mind when 
speaking of the category of fruit than, for instance, the reading ‘offspring’. More-
over, the same author (ibid.) adds that one can understand other readings of this 
word, such as the one in the expression ‘fruit of the womb’ if they already know 
the mentioned ‘edible part’ meaning suggesting that the understanding of the basic 
meaning enables the understanding of the other meanings in the structure, which 
implies that the basic sense can be regarded as the centre of the semantic cohesion 
in the given structure holding all the senses together since they are all related to it. 
The basic sense is the prototype within the given polysemous structure occupying 
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the central position in it and functioning as the base from which all other senses 
in the structure are derived directly or, even, indirectly (as subsenses of senses 
directly derived from the basic one). Depending on how closely they are related to 
the prototype, these senses are positioned closer or further away from it, towards 
the periphery of the structure, so that different positions of senses in the structure 
reflect their different structural weight. For example, taking into account that the 
prototypical sense of the verb drop is ‘fall’, it is clear that the sense ‘let something 
fall’ is more closely related to the prototype and has a more central position in the 
structure than the sense ‘leave somebody or something out’.     

Geeraerts (2001: 14) builds awareness about the use of ‘the prototype-ori-
ented definitional technique’, as he defines it, which boils down to the use of words 
such as ‘especially’, ‘typically’, ‘usually’, or ‘often’ in definitions to indicate typ-
ical characteristics or instances of the category being described, as in the example 
cited by the mentioned author (ibid.), the definition for the word cup in the New 
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (1997): ‘an ornamented vessel, typically of 
silver and comprising a bowl with a stem and base, that is offered as a prize in a 
competitive event’.  

Being understood as a prototypical structure, a polysemous structure is 
based on family resemblance, which means that all its senses are mutually related, 
i.e. connected by relational links showing that one sense is derived from another 
as it has already been explained. According to Brugman and Lakoff, the central 
member provides a cognitive model that motivates all other noncentral senses, 
which are clustered around the center of the category and related to it through var-
ious mechanisms, such as metaphor, metonymy, generalization, specialization, etc 
(cited in Lewandowska-Tomszczyk 2007: 148). For example, in the polysemous 
structure of the verb gledati, the prototypical sense is ‘primati svetlosne utiske’ 
and several senses have been derived from it, such as ‘upravljati pogled u nekom 
pravcu’ derived through specialization (by adding the component of volition) or 
‘ne podnositi’ derived through metaphor (according to the pattern PodnoSiti neko-
Ga/nešto je moći Gledati tu oSoBu/to). Thus, all noncentral members bear family 
resemblance to one another since they have developed from the same prototype.

Van der Meer (2004: 808) claims that if such relations among senses in a 
polysemous structure are assumed, they should be made visible in sense defini-
tions, which would result in a ‘motivated’ description of senses and a polysemous 
structure as a whole. This author believes (2004: 808-809) that in this way a dic-
tionary entry becomes maximally motivated and coherent making relations among 
various senses clear. His proposal (2004: 810) is to define the basic sense first by 
removing all its specific semantic elements and then to define other senses in the 
structure that are derived from the basic one directly or indirectly. He (2000) es-
pecially emphasizes the need for reflecting motivational links between the basic 
sense and metaphorical senses derived from it.
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The question that arises here is why it is so significant and useful to make 
mutual relations among senses in a polysemous structure transparent in sense 
definitions. Van der Meer (2004: 808) claims that listing of apparently unrelated 
senses of polysemous words creates ‘arbitrary knowledge’ rather than ‘motivated’ 
semantic knowledge but also reminds us of the fact that motivated data is easier 
to learn than isolated data. Csábi (2002: 250) sets forth the same view saying that 
the knowledge and awareness of motivational links among senses help learners to 
learn them more easily. Thus, she suggests that lexicographers should use the mo-
tivational analysis of senses of polysemous words and make motivational links ex-
plicit whenever it is possible. In this way, as the same author explains (2002: 254), 
a systematic approach to the treatment of polysemous words is adopted, which 
supports the author’s attitude that cognitive linguistic research results should be 
applied to lexicography since they can improve traditional methods of dictionary 
making. 

In this paper, it is stated that such an approach to defining of senses is useful 
not only for language learners but for all dictionary users since it can be justifiably 
assumed that a ‘motivated’ description of meaning allows the easier and quicker 
detection of a sense within an entry, easier understanding of a sense explanation as 
well as its memorisation. 

The questions examined in this paper are: is such motivated description of 
senses achieved in definitions in the contemporary lexicographic practice of En-
glish and Serbian and do definitions in the two analysed practices have a solid 
scientific foundation that leads to reliability and coherence resulting in practical 
effectiveness.   

3. THE ANALYSIS OF SENSE DEFINITIONS IN THE SELECTED 
DICTIONARIES OF ENGLISH AND SERBIAN

The sample for this analysis focusing on defining of senses in English and 
Serbian lexicographic practice includes entries from representative dictionaries of 
both practices. The selected representatives of English lexicographic practice in 
this paper are: The Oxford Dictionary of English the second edition (ODE 2) be-
ing the representative of British practice and Encarta World English Dictionary 
(EWED) being the representative of American practice. Hence, dictionaries of 
both varieties are included in the analysis. Moreover, such a choice of dictionaries 
for the given analysis is additionally justified by the fact that ODE 2 is the first 
English monolingual dictionary whose practice is based on the achievements of 
cognitive linguistics and the prototype theory so that there is justifiably expected a 
new, improved, updated approach to defining of senses based on the contemporary 
lexicological theory. On the other hand, EWED is one of the youngest dictionaries 
of American English. Therefore, a new, modernized approach to defining of senses 
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can be expected in such a dictionary. As for Serbian lexicographic practice, it is 
considerably less productive in comparison to the English one with a significant-
ly smaller number of compiled monolingual dictionaries. Accordingly, only one 
dictionary, the latest one (Rečnik srpskog jezika Matice srpske, RMS I), has been 
chosen as its representative since, taking into account its date of publishing, a new 
approach to defining of senses different from traditional ones is expected to have 
been adopted.  

The sample includes the entry for the verb drop in ODE 2 and EWED and 
the entry for the verb gledati in RMS I. These verbs have a complex polysemous 
structure consisting of a considerable number of senses and including a variety of 
mechanisms through which these senses have been derived, thus forming a suitable 
sample for the given analysis since a dictionary entry representing such a semantic 
structure offers an insight into strategies for defining of senses derived through dif-
ferent mechanisms. However, only parts of these complex polysemous structures are 
presented in this paper due to the limited length of the paper but, in the case of both 
structures, the selected part includes the basic, prototypical sense and several senses 
derived from it directly or indirectly being the examples of derivation through two 
very frequent mechanisms in polysemous structures: specialization and metaphor, 
which will be explained in the following section of the paper. 

The analysed part of the polysemous structure of the verb drop includes 
the prototypical sense ‘fall’ and two senses directly derived from it, ‘let some-
thing fall’ and the figurative sense ‘become weaker, less’. Senses directly derived 
from the prototype will be referred to as primary senses. The first primary sense 
functions as the base from which three new senses have been derived directly: ‘let 
something fall from an aircraft’, ‘hit a ball’ and ‘stop doing something’. Senses di-
rectly derived from primary senses as their subsenses and only indirectly from the 
prototype will be referred to as secondary senses. The analysed part of the given 
structure is shown on the diagram below: 
  

Diagram 3.1: A part of the polysemous structure of the verb drop 
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As for the analysed part of the polysemous structure of the verb gledati, it 
also comprises the prototypical sense ‘primati svetlosne utiske’ and a primary sense 
directly derived from the prototype ‘usmeravati pogled u nekom pravcu’ which is 
further extended into two secondary senses ‘posmatrati’ and ‘imati određeni stav 
prema nekome/nečemu’ as shown in the following diagram: 

Diagram 3.2: A part of the polysemous structure of the verb gledati

The analysis includes the description of the derivational path for each ana-
lysed sense, the examination of the dictionary definitions of the given sense with 
regard to the degree to which the derivational path is made visible in the definition, 
i.e. whether a motivated description of the sense is achieved. A derivational path 
extends from the sense acting as the derivational base to the derived sense show-
ing the mechanism through which the given derivation has occurred. In the case 
in which the derivational path is not transparent in the definition, a proposal for a 
motivated description is offered based on the new model that will be outlined in 
this paper. 

3.1. Defining of senses derived through specialization 

In this section, the focus is placed upon senses derived by means of special-
ization and their definitions in the examined dictionaries of English and Serbian.

According to Cruse (2004: 108), specialization as a mechanism of polysemy 
is activated if one sense in a polysemous structure is more basic than the other, i.e. if 
A is more basic than B, and B is more specialized than A, then B is a specialization of 
A. Basically, when this mechanism is at work, a more general sense representing the 
derivational base is narrowed by adding, for instance, a particular sense component 
to it or by specifying a referent so that a new, more specific sense is created.   

One of the secondary senses of the verb drop, ‘let something fall by para-
chute’, has been derived from the primary sense ‘let something fall’ by means of 
specialization realized through the addition of a new sense component referring 
to ‘the way in which a particular action is done’, which is, in this particular case, 
‘using a parachute’ to the basic component ‘let something fall’. In this way, a new 
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sense is derived representing a more specified variation of the given basic sense. 
Hence, it is clear that the sense derivation in question is motivated and the family 
resemblance relation between the two senses is obvious as well as the fact that one 
sense is an extension of the other. Such an analysis of the given derivational path 
establishes a solid base for providing a motivated description of this sense in a 
dictionary definition.      

In the analysed dictionaries of English, this sense is defined in the following 
way:

ODE 2:
▪ deliver (supplies or troops) by parachute: the airlift dropped food 

into the camp. 

Illustration 3.1.1: The definition of a sense derived through special-
ization in ODE 2

EWED:
deliver something by parachute: to deliver somebody or something 
by parachute from an aircraft, for example, soldiers or supplies 

Illustration 3.1.2: The definition of a sense derived through special-
ization in EWED

The way in which the definitions in both dictionaries are formulated does 
not reveal the previously explained relation between the defined secondary sense 
and the primary sense which it has been derived from. Actually, the derivational 
path is not made transparent and visible in the sense definitions in the two dic-
tionaries because the dominant, basic component shared by the given secondary 
sense and the primary sense - ‘let something fall’ is not explicit in the definitions. 
Thus, the two senses are treated as two separate, unrelated uses of the verb drop so 
that dictionary users are not made aware of the existing relation between the senses 
and they are not provided with the motivated description of this sense. 

Another example of the lack of motivated description of senses includes the 
definitions for the secondary sense ‘hit a ball’ in the two analysed English dictio-
naries:

ODE 2: 
▪ Rugby score (a goal) by a drop kick: [as adj. dropped] Botha re-

sponded with a superb dropped goal. 

Illustration 3.1.3: The definition of a sense derived through special-
ization in ODE 2
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EWED: 
hit a ball into the target hole: to make the ball go into a target, for 
example, a hole or net, or go into a target hole or net

Illustration 3.1.4: The definition of a sense derived through special-
ization in EWED

This sense has also been derived by means of specialization, but this time it 
is realized through the addition of the specific referent (a ball), which narrowed the 
scope of the general use ‘let something fall’ and a more specific use has been de-
rived. However, this derivational path is not reflected in the definitions of the two 
dictionaries. The common basic component through which the secondary sense is 
related to the mentioned primary one is not explicitly rendered in the two defini-
tions. Again, the link between the two senses is not made visible. 

The same practice of sense defining has been adopted in the analysed Serbi-
an dictionary as well. ‘Usmeravati pogled u nekom pravcu’ is one of the primary 
senses in the polysemous structure of the verb gledati directly derived from the 
prototypical sense. It is defined in the following way:

RMS I:
b. upravljati pogled (oči) u nekom pravcu; obuhvatati pogledom, 
posmatrati; motriti: ~ k nebu, ~ nekome u oči, ~ preda se, ~ film, ~ 
utakmicu, ~ nekoga popreko, ~ gledati šta neko radi. 

Illustration 3.1.5: The definition of a sense derived through special-
ization in RMS I

However, there is no clue in the definition that would reveal that this sense 
is an extension of the prototypical one and derived by means of specialization, 
i.e. by introducing the component of ‘volition’ and adding it to the semantic base 
‘primati svetlosne utiske čulom vida’. Obviously, this dictionary of the Serbian 
language does not provide its users with a motivated description of the sense and, 
consequently, the path and mechanism activated in its derivation are not revealed.

RMS I groups all closely related senses within the same paragraph marked 
by a letter in an entry. That is why the previously described primary sense and the 
secondary sense ’posmatrati’ are grouped within the same paragraph being separated 
by a semicolon as it can be seen in the previous illustration. However, the definition 
of this sense is another example in which the derivational link between a secondary 
sense and its base stays completely intransparent. The path along which it has been 
derived involves the employment of specialization realized through the addition of 
the component of manner in which someone is looking at somebody or something. 

 According to the new model of sense defining proposed in this paper, the 
motivated description of senses is achieved by using the same formulation for the 
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dominant, basic sense component (bolded in the examples below) shared by the 
base and a sense derived from it in the definitions of both senses so that the senses 
from the examined English and Serbian dictionaries illustrated above should be 
defined as follows:

drop

1. fall 
2. let something fall 

▪ let something fall from an aircraft using a parachute
▪ let a ball fall into a target hole or net

gledati

1. primati svetlosne utiske
2. primati svetlosne utiske svesno i voljno usmeravajući pogled u 

određenom pravcu
▪ usmeravati pogled u određenom pravcu prateći njime neko-

ga ili nešto, posmatrati

Illustration 3.1.6: The motivated descriptions of the analysed senses 
derived through specialization 

On the basis of sense definitions formulated following the proposed model, 
dictionary users effortlessly obtain a clear insight into the fact that these senses are 
extensions of another sense in the given polysemous structure and, consequently, 
an insight into the family resemblance relation between them. Furthermore, they 
are provided with a motivated description of individual senses so that senses are 
not treated as independent, unrelated uses but as mutually related uses forming a 
unified semantic structure. In this way, it is obvious that the two secondary senses 
of the verb drop are direct extensions of the primary sense ‘let something fall’ shar-
ing with it the basic component to which their specific components have been add-
ed. Furthermore, the illustration clearly shows that the sense 2. of the verb gledati 
has been directly derived from the prototypical sense ‘primati svetlosne utiske’ 
but also directly extended into a new secondary sense on the basis of the compo-
nent ‘usmeravati pogled u određenom pravcu’. Due to their motivated description, 
senses can be more easily understood and memorised by dictionary users. 

3.2. Defining of senses derived through metaphor 

As Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 5) claim, metaphor refers to understanding 
and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another. Actually, they write about 
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the existence of metaphorical patterns based on our experience according to which 
the structure of the source domain is mapped onto the structure of the target do-
main on the basis of some noted similarity between them. This mapping most often 
follows the direction from a more concrete to a more abstract notion, which means 
that we understand abstract notions through concrete ones, experientially closer 
to us. Writing about the cognitive linguistic view of metaphor which involves un-
derstanding one conceptual domain in terms of another, Kövesces (2002: 4) offers 
examples of the activation of this cognitive mechanism that can be found in situ-
ations when we think and talk about life in terms of journeys, arguments in terms 
of war, ideas in terms of food, etc. all of which can be encompassed by the general 
pattern: concePtual domain (a) iS concePtual domain (B). 

This mechanism of conceptual metaphor lies at the core of derivation of 
figurative senses. An example of such derivation is the secondary sense of the verb 
drop ‘stop doing something’ derived from the primary sense ‘let something fall’ 
according to the metaphoric pattern: diScontinuinG SomethinG iS lettinG it fall. 
The motivated description of senses requires that the metaphorical pattern on the 
basis of which a figurative sense is derived from a literal sense is made transpar-
ent in the dictionary definition. However, this is not achieved in either ODE 2 or 
EWED, as it can be seen in the following illustrations: 

ODE 2: 
4 abandon or discontinue (a course of action or study): the charges 
against him were dropped last year.  
 

Illustration 3.2.1: The definition of a sense derived through meta-
phor in ODE 2

EWED: 
stop doing or planning something: to abandon a plan or course of 
action • We’ve dropped our plans to remodel the kitchen. 

Illustration 3.2.2: The definition of a sense derived through meta-
phor in EWED

The formulation of the two definitions does not reveal the derivational path 
of the metaphoric sense. Consequently, users cannot relate it to the literal sense 
from which it has been derived.

The same strategy for defining metaphorical senses is used in the case of an-
other figurative sense ‘make or become lower, weaker, less’ directly derived from 
the prototypical sense ‘fall’:
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ODE 2:
3 make or become lower, weaker, less

Illustration 3.2.3: The definition of a sense derived through metaphor 
in ODE 2

EWED:
lessen: to decrease, or reduce something, to a lower level, rate, or 
number • The temperature dropped sharply overnight.  

Illustration 3.2.4: The definition of a sense derived through metaphor 
in EWED

The pattern on the basis of which this sense has been derived is decreaSinG 
iS fallinG to the Ground, but it is not visible in the two definitions given above. 

The description of metaphorical senses is not motivated in RMS I either, 
which can be easily noticed taking into account another secondary sense ‘imati 
stav prema nekome/nečemu’ derived from the primary sense ‘usmeravati pogled 
u nekom pravcu’. The metaphorical pattern underlying the derivation of the men-
tioned secondary sense as a motivating and generating force linking the source 
domain of looking at someone/something and the target domain of having a par-
ticular attitude towards somebody/something is imati Stav Prema nekome/nečemu 
je uSmeravati PoGled Prema toj oSoBi/tome. However, this motivated derivational 
path is not at all visible in the definition of the given sense in RMS I:

RMS I: 
4.a. odnositi se na određen način prema nekome, nečemu, ima-
ti određen stav, gledište (prema nečemu), ceniti, ocenjivati, suditi; 
shvatati, smatrati, držati: ~ realno na događaje, ~ različito (na) stvari; 
~ optimistički, zavisno od toga kako se gleda, ~ (nekoga) kao lirskog 
pesnika.  

Illustration 3.2.5: The definition of a sense derived through meta-
phor in RMS I

In order to achieve a motivated description of a sense, it is necessary to 
embed its derivational pattern into its dictionary definition, as it is done in the 
following examples: 

drop 
3. make or become lower, weaker, or less (which is like falling to the 

ground)
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4. stop a course of action (which is like letting an object fall to the 
ground)

gledati 

4. imati određen stav prema nekome ili nečemu, odnositi se prema 
nekome ili nečemu na određeni način (što je kao da doslovno us-
meravamo pogled u pravcu date osobe, objekta ili situacije, gle-
damo ih na dati način) 

Illustration 3.2.6: The motivated descriptions of the analysed senses 
derived through metaphor

In the definitions formulated according to the proposed model, the meta-
phorical patterns on the basis of which the given senses have been derived are 
explicitly given while the common sense component of the metaphoric sense and 
the corresponding literal sense is made prominent so that users can easily recog-
nize the relation between the two senses and understand the motivation behind this 
sense derivation. Hence, such definitions can be regarded as motivated descrip-
tions of senses. 

Overall, the main shortcoming of the existing models of sense definitions 
in the analysed dictionaries is the lack of transparency of the derivational link 
between the derivational base and the derived sense due to which all senses in a 
polysemous structure are presented as independent uses. Consequently, dictionary 
users are not provided with a reliable description of the given polysemous struc-
ture. On the basis of such a description of individual senses, they cannot grasp the 
fact that a polysemous structure is a unified whole whose main characteristic is 
mutual relatedness of senses based on family resemblance as well as motivated 
sense derivation. However, the transparency of this motivational link and mutual 
relatedness of senses would help users to understand and learn senses of words 
more easily and quickly for the reasons already explained within the theoretical 
framework of the paper. As opposed to the existing models, the proposed model is 
based on the motivated description of senses due to which it becomes obvious for 
users that there is a relational link between senses. Also, they can gain an insight 
into the nature of this relation, which is helpful not only for users who are linguis-
tic researchers but also for learners of the given language as a foreign one.  

4. CONCLUSION

Defining of senses in the analysed dictionaries of English and Serbian is 
not based on the motivated description of senses, which means that definitions do 
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not reflect derivational paths of senses (regardless of the mechanism employed 
in sense derivation). Consequently, mutual relatedness of senses based on family 
resemblance is not transparent. Moreover, the whole entry is not tailored as a co-
herent representation of the given polysemous structure. 

This observation points to the fact that the lexicographic practice of both 
English and Serbian is not systematic and consistent since it lacks a solid scientif-
ic foundation provided by achievements of the contemporary lexicological theo-
ry. Therefore, there has arisen a strong need for a new, modernised, scientifically 
based model of sense definitions.

The advantages of the proposed model in relation to the already existing 
models in English and Serbian lexicographic practice are the following: 

a) It has a solid theoretical foundation. 
b) Defining of senses is systematic and consistent. 
c) The arbitrariness in defining of senses is reduced. 
d) The derivational link between two senses is made transparent due to the use 

of the identical formulation of their common, dominant sense component in 
both definitions so that there is a formal indication of such a relational link. 

e) All the derivational paths within a polysemous structure become transpar-
ent. 

f) Motivated description of senses is provided.
g) A polysemous structure is represented as a unified whole.   
h) Users can easily grasp a relational link between senses. 
i) Due to their motivated description, senses can be understood and memo-

rised more easily. 
j) Thus, this model successfully meets the needs of various types of dictio-

nary-users including native speakers of the given language, learners of the 
given language as a foreign one and linguistic researchers. 

In conclusion, the proposed model is based on the assumption that the solid 
scientific foundation of lexicographic practice can considerably contribute to the 
user-friendliness of a dictionary compiled by employing such a practice.  

Ana Halas
University of Novi Sad 
Faculty of Philosophy 

Department of English
ana.halas@ff.uns.ac.rs
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Bojana jakovljević

TRANSFER IN THE PRODUCTION OF THE ENGLISH 
AFFRICATE /tʃ/ BY SERBIAN NATIVE SPEAKERS1

The goal of the paper is to analyze the level of achievement of Serbian native speakers in 
acquiring the articulation of the English affricate /tʃ/. The research is based on a production 
experiment whose subjects were 10 second year students of English language and literature 
at the Faculty of Philosophy in Novi Sad, who were recorded pronouncing Serbian and En-
glish words containing the affricate /tʃ/ in initial and intervocalic position. The recordings 
were analyzed using the Praat software with the focus on the most significant differences 
between the affricate /tʃ/ in Serbian and English: (a) durational properties, (b) rise time, 
(c) the movement and frequency range of F2 transition towards a high front vowel, and 
(d) energy distribution. The results of the research point to 3 levels of achievement in the 
acquisition of the English affricate /tʃ/ by Serbian subjects. Only 2 subjects fully modify 
all the parameters, pointing to the absence of transfer, 5 subjects modify only durational 
properties and rise time, which corresponds to partial transfer, whereas 3 subjects do not 
significantly change any of the parameters, which suggests the presence of complete trans-
fer. The analysis also points to the hierarchy of the acoustic features in the acquisition pro-
cess. Regarding that a change in the F2 locus frequency results in the changes in durational 
properties and rise time, the feature in question can be considered as dominant, whereas 
energy distribution results from the interaction of durational properties, rise time and the 
behavior of F2 transition.
Keywords: language transfer, affricate, rise time, formant transition, energy distribution

1. INTRODUCTION

The phonemic inventories of Serbian (L1) and English (L2) contain the af-
fricates /tʃ/ and /dʒ/, which are labeled as voiceless and voiced respectively. How-
ever, their production in the languages in question involves significant differences 
concerning both point of articulation and part of the tongue involved in the articu-
lation. These differences are rather consistently reflected in their acoustic images. 
Accordingly, the paper provides the acoustic analysis of the production of the En-
glish affricate /tʃ/ by Serbian native speakers with the ultimate goal to determine 
which adjustments they make in order to master the articulation of English /tʃ/ 

1  The present research was conducted as part of the project Development of Dialogue Systems for 
Serbian and other South Slavic Languages (TR32035), funded by the Ministry of Education, Science 
and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia.
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successfully as well as to examine which features they find most difficult to change 
in L2 direction.

1.1. Articulatory description of Serbian and English /tʃ/

In the production of the Serbian affricate /tʃ/ (spelled as ʻčʼ), the closure is 
made between the tip of the tongue and the front (or less often the middle part) of 
the alveolar ridge (see the palatograms provided by Miletić 1933: 97). Another sig-
nificant property is the presence of lip protrusion (Miletić 1933: 97, Miletić 1960: 
40, Petrović and Gudurić 2010: 267, Subotić 2012: 47, Miller-Ockhuizen and Zec 
2003). Accordingly, the Serbian affricate /tʃ/ can be described as alveolar, apical 
and labialized consonant. 

As previously mentioned, English and Serbian /tʃ/ exhibit rather significant 
differences concerning the point of articulation and the part of the tongue involved 
in the articulation. In the production of the English affricate /tʃ/, the closure is 
formed between a rather large area of the tongue and the rear of the alveolar ridge 
and the front part of the hard palate (Collins and Mees 2005: 80), which is the 
reason why it is commonly described as either postalveolar (Ladefoged 2001: 102) 
or palato-alveolar sound (Roach 1998: 52, Collins and Mees 2005: 80, Gimson 
and Cruttenden 2008: 185-186). Regarding the articulator, English /tʃ/ is produced 
with the tip, blade and the front part of the tongue, resulting in apico-corono-fron-
tal articulation (Collins and Mees 2005: 80). Lastly, a significant property of the 
English affricate is a rather strong labialization (Roach 1998: 52, Collins and Mees 
2005: 80), which is the crucial similarity to the corresponding Serbian consonant. 
The degree of lip protrusion heavily depends on the lip position in the articulation 
of the following vowel, i.e. lip protrusion is more significant in front of rounded 
vowels (Gimson and Cruttenden 2008: 186).

As in the production of affricate consonants in general, the closure is re-
leased slowly, which creates a passage where aperiodic energy is generated. 

1.2. Acoustic description of Serbian and English /tʃ/

The articulatory differences between Serbian and English /tʃ/ are rather con-
sistently reflected in their acoustic properties. According to the pilot study by Ja-
kovljević (2014), the most significant acoustic differences between the affricates 
in question include: (a) duration ratio between the intervals of friction and closure, 
(b) rise time, (c) the movement of F2 transition towards the steady state of the 
following high front vowel, and (d) energy distribution. They are summarized as 
follows (Jakovljević 2014: 204):
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(a) the intervals of closure and friction of Serbian /tʃ/ have almost identical 
duration, whereas in the production of the corresponding English affricate, 
the friction interval is consistently longer than the interval of closure;

(b) the maximum intensity of Serbian /tʃ/ tends to be reached before the mid-
dle of the friction interval (most often in the first 30% of the interval), 
while the maximum intensity of English /tʃ/ is reached approximately in 
the middle of the friction interval, which results in longer rise time;

(c) the F2 locus frequency of Serbian /tʃ/ tends to be lower than the steady 
state F2 frequency of the following high front vowel, resulting in a rising 
F2 transition, whereas the F2 locus of English /tʃ/ tends to be rather simi-
lar to the steady state of F2 in almost identical phonological environment, 
resulting in a rather flat F2 movement;2

(d) the aperiodic energy of Serbian /tʃ/ starts to be generated at lower frequen-
cies in comparison to the corresponding English affricate.

1.3. The relation between articulatory and acoustic features of Serbian and 
English /tʃ/

Comparing the production of Serbian and English /tʃ/, it is possible to explain 
how their articulatory differences (see Subsection 1.1) are acoustically reflected 
(see Subsection 1.2). Friction/closure duration ratio and rise time are primarily 
related to the part of the tongue which is involved in the articulation. According 
to Miller-Ockhuizen and Zec (2003), low duration ratio between the intervals of 
friction and closure and a relatively short rise time tend to be related to apical pro-
duction. As previously mentioned, this is the articulatory property of the Serbian 
affricate /tʃ/, but not of the corresponding English consonant. In order to show how 
the part of the tongue influences the features in question, Miller-Ockhuizen and 
Zec (2003) provide the waveforms and spectrograms of the Serbian apical affricate 
/tʃ/ and laminal affricate /tŝ/ (spelled as ʻćʼ), which illustrate the point (Figure 1).3 
Thus, it can be concluded that if the production of an affricate involves larger part 
of the tongue, the articulators which form the narrowing need more time to come 
apart and the maximum intensity of friction tends to be reached later, resulting in 
longer friction interval and longer rise time respectively.4

2  The high front vowels which were examined in this study include Serbian /i/ under long accent 
and English /i:/.
3  The inventory of affricates in Serbian is more complex than in English. In addition to apical 
alveolar affricates /tʃ, ʤ/, Serbian also contains palato-alveolar affricates /tŝ, dẑ/ as well as non-apical 
alveolar affricate /ts/, which is the only one without its voiced counterpart.
4  A rather similar tendency concerning the duration of aperiodic energy is observed in the production 
of stop consonants. Cross-linguistically, stops whose production involves more extended area of 
contact tend to have longer bursts (Cho and Ladefoged 1999). 
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Figure 1: The waveforms and spectrograms for the Serbian words: (a) vičan 
[vitʃan] and (b) sićan [sitŝan] 

(Miller-Ockhuizen and Zec 2003)
(a) (b)

The most informative acoustic cue for the place of articulation is the be-
havior of F2 transition (Fry 1979). In relation to this matter, Hayward (2000: 175) 
points out that “a consonantal constriction does not just happenˮ. The articulatory 
organs first move into their target position and then they move away to reach the 
target position for the following vowel whose formant frequencies reflect these 
movements. Moreover, the differences in the movement of F2 transition under the 
influence of different consonants in the same or similar vocalic environment are 
caused by the tendency of the F2 locus to become higher as the place of constric-
tion moves back in the oral cavity (Wilde 1993). Due to the fact that the Serbian 
affricate /tʃ/ has more front point of articulation in comparison to English /tʃ/, its 
F2 locus is generated at lower frequencies, which results in a rising F2 movement 
towards the steady state of the following high front vowel. On the other hand, the 
F2 locus under the influence of English /tʃ/ is generated higher and, consequent-
ly, the movement of F2 transition in almost identical phonological environments 
tends to be rather flat. 

Lastly, as opposed to the English affricate /tʃ/, the production of the cor-
responding Serbian consonant involves the formation of a rather large resonator, 
which includes the area both below and above the tongue. Considering that the 
frequency of aperiodic energy is inversely proportional to the size of the resonator, 
the aperiodic energy characterizing the affricate /tʃ/ in Serbian starts to be generat-
ed at lower frequencies than in English.

2. GOALS AND METHODOLOGY

The aims of the paper are twofold: firstly, to determine which adjustments 
Serbian native speakers make in order to master the production of the English af-
fricate /tʃ/ successfully by examining and comparing the relevant acoustic param-
eters; and secondly, to analyze if there is a hierarchy of the acoustic parameters in 
the acquisition process.

The research is based on a production experiment whose subjects were 10 
second year students of English language and literature at the Faculty of Philoso-
phy in Novi Sad (all females). They were recorded pronouncing Serbian and En-
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glish words which contained word-initial and medial intervocalic realizations of 
the affricate /tʃ/. The total number of tokens per language was 20, 10 with the 
target sound in initial position and 10 with the target sound in medial intervocal-
ic position. All the words were pronounced in isolation and the recordings were 
digitalized at the 44.1 kHz sampling frequency. The recordings were analyzed us-
ing the Praat software (Boersma and Weenink 2011) with the focus on the most 
significant acoustic differences between Serbian and English /tʃ/: (a) durational 
properties, (b) rise time, (c) the movement and frequency range of F2 transition to-
wards a high front vowel, and (d) energy distribution. Durational properties, which 
involved measuring the intervals of closure and friction and calculating friction/
closure duration ratio, were examined medially in front of an unstressed vowel 
because they tend to be most prominent in this position (Miller-Ockhuizen and Zec 
2003). Other features were examined word-initially in front of a high front vowel, 
i.e. Serbian /i/ under long accent and English /i:/, which are acoustically rather 
similar in the languages in question (Marković 2012: 77-81).5 Since it was not 
possible to find a sufficient number of Serbian words with initial /tʃ/ followed by 
/i/ under long accent, it was necessary to repeat already existing words, which was 
done in random order. The measurements of rise time are presented with respect to 
the portion of friction interval where the maximum intensity is reached. The range 
of F2 transition was calculated by subtracting the average F2 locus frequency from 
the steady state F2 frequency of the following vowel. Lastly, in the analysis of 
energy distribution, we focus on the frequency at which friction starts to be visible 
on a spectrogram. 

Due to the fact that the number of the recorded tokens was relatively small, 
it is important to point out that the results of the measurements should not be con-
sidered as definitive, but rather suggestive and indicative. Therefore, the main goal 
of the research is to identify general tendencies which are consistently observed in 
the acquisition of the English affricate /tʃ/ by Serbian native speakers.

3. RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH

The results of the research are presented separately for each of the analyzed 
acoustic parameters. In Subsection 3.1, we examine friction/closure duration ratio 
characterizing the production of Serbian and English /tʃ/ by 10 Serbian subjects. 
In Subsection 3.2, we focus on the differences in rise time. Lastly, the analysis of 

5  The acoustic differences between Serbian /i/ under long accent and English /i:/ are primarily 
reflected in slightly lower frequency values of F1 and F3 in the production of the English vowel 
(Marković 2012: 77-78). Considering that these differences are not very significant, which 
commonly results in the presence of complete transfer in the articulation of English /i:/ by Serbian 
native speakers (Marković 2012: 78-79), the choice of the vowels in question can be considered as 
appropriate for the analysis.
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F2 transition towards a high front vowel and energy distribution are provided in 
Subsection 3.3 and Subsection 3.4 respectively.

3.1. Friction/closure duration ratio

The results of the research show that most Serbian subjects tend to change 
friction/closure duration ratio in L2 direction (Table 1). In the articulation of the 
Serbian affricate /tʃ/, the interval of friction is up to 10% longer than the interval 
of closure. On the other hand, in the production of the English affricate by the 
same subjects, the friction interval tends to be approximately 30-50% longer than 
the closure. To be more precise, this situation was observed in the production of 
7 subjects (S2, S3, S4, S5, S8, S9 and S10), which indicates that the majority of 
Serbian native speakers avoid apical articulation, which is typical of Serbian /tʃ/ 
(Figure 2). Almost complete absence of change in L2 direction was observed in the 
production of only 3 subjects (S1, S6 and S7), who do not signifi cantly modify the 
production of the Serbian affricate with respect to the part of the tongue involved 
in the articulation. The analysis of the words they produced shows that friction/
closure duration ratio tends to be almost identical in the production of the affricate 
/tʃ/ in both languages.

Table 1: Friction/closure duration ratio in the production of Serbian and English 
/tʃ/ by 10 Serbian subjects

S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10
Serbian /tʃ/ 1.03 1.08 1.07 1.06 1.08 1.00 1.03 1.07 1.06 1.06
English /tʃ/ 1.07 1.43 1.41 1.30 1.44 1.04 1.04 1.46 1.42 1.37

Figure 2: The waveforms and spectrograms for medial /tʃ/ in the words: (a) čičak 
[tʃitʃak] and (b) ketchup [ketʃʌp], produced by S3

(a) (b)

3.2. Rise time

According to the measurements, the majority of Serbian subjects also change 
the feature of rise time in L2 direction (Table 2). In the articulation of Serbian 
/tʃ/, the maximum intensity of friction tends to be reached in the fi rst 30% of the 
interval. However, in the articulation of the English affricate by the same subjects, 
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the maximum intensity is most often reached approximately in the middle of the 
friction interval (Figure 3). This situation was observed in the production of 7 
subjects (S2, S3, S4, S5, S8, S9 and S10). By contrast, almost identical rise time in 
the production of Serbian and English /tʃ/ was identifi ed in the production of only 
3 subjects (S1, S6 and S7). 

The conducted measurements support the observation that most Serbian 
subjects tend to avoid apical articulation when they pronounce the English affri-
cate. Equally importantly, the fact that the modifi cations of rise time were identi-
fi ed in the production of the same subjects who modifi ed friction/closure duration 
ratio corroborates the observation that these two acoustic features refl ect the same 
articulatory property, i.e. the part of the tongue involved in the articulation.

Table 2: The portion of the friction interval where the maximum intensity is 
reached in the production of Serbian and English /tʃ/ by 10 Serbian subjects

S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10
Serbian /tʃ/ 0.18 0.25 0.24 0.23 0.26 0.18 0.21 0.26 0.24 0.25
English /tʃ/ 0.21 0.47 0.48 0.44 0.47 0.20 0.21 0.47 0.46 0.46

Figure 3: The waveforms and spectrograms for initial /tʃ/ in the words: (a) čika 
[tʃika] and (b) cheating [tʃi:tɪŋ], produced by S3

(a) (b)

3.3. F2 transition

In contrast to duration ratio and rise time, the analysis shows that the chang-
es in the movement and frequency range of F2 transition in L2 direction are rather 
rare in the production of Serbian subjects (Table 3). In the articulation of Serbian 
/tʃ/, there is a rising F2 movement and the range of F2 transition is approximately 
300 Hz. The rising movement of F2 was consistently observed in the production 
of all the subjects. Regarding the articulation of the English affricate, the analysis 
of the production of 8 subjects (S1, S3, S4, S6, S7, S8, S9 and S10) reveals almost 
identical results, whereas a fl at movement and a rather small range of F2, typical 
of English /tʃ/, were identifi ed in the production of only 2 subjects (S2 and S5). 
Although it was occasionally possible to observe slight differences between the 
steady state F2 frequency of Serbian /i/ under long accent and English /i:/, the 
reduction of the range of F2 transition and the change in F2 movement character-
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izing the production of S2 and S5 were most often caused by the increase in the F2 
locus frequency in the articulation of the English affricate.

Since only 2 subjects change the F2 locus in L2 direction, which results in 
the change of the movement of F2 transition from rising to fl at (Figure 4), it can 
be concluded that Serbian native speakers have not suffi ciently acquired the point 
of articulation of the English affricate. However, it should be pointed out that the 
subjects who change the movement and range of F2 transition in the articulation 
of English /tʃ/ also change friction/closure duration ratio and rise time (cf. Table 1, 
Table 2 and Table 3). For this reason, the increase in the F2 locus frequency can be 
understood as a dominant acoustic feature which triggers the changes in durational 
properties and rise time. From an articulatory point of view, changing the point of 
articulation causes the change in the part of the tongue involved in the articulation. 
On the other hand, if the F2 locus is not signifi cantly changed, it is possible to ob-
serve two different situations. Friction/closure duration ratio and rise time can be 
changed, indicating that apical production is avoided but the point of articulation is 
still rather front. The other possibility is the absence of any change in the acoustic 
parameters given above, which implies both alveolar and apical production of the 
English affricate by Serbian subjects.

Table 3: The range of F2 transition towards a high front vowel (Hz) and the di-
rection of F2 movement in the production of Serbian and English /tʃ/ by 10 Serbi-

an subjects
S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10

Serbian /tʃ/ 238 310 251 300 304 339 292 234 305 289
F2 movement rise rise rise rise rise rise rise rise rise rise
English /tʃ/ 216 60 216 246 32 331 288 215 273 244
F2 movement rise fl at rise rise fl at rise rise rise rise rise

Figure 4: F2 transition under the infl uence of initial /tʃ/ in the words: (a) čika 
[tʃika] and (b) cheek [tʃi:k], produced by S26

(a) (b)

6  F2 is highlighted in order to make F2 transitions more clearly visible.
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3.4. Energy distribution7

The measurements of energy distribution characterizing Serbian and En-
glish /tʃ/ produced by Serbian native speakers (Table 4) reveal 3 levels of achieve-
ment in the acquisition process. A signifi cant increase in the frequency at which 
friction starts to be visible was observed in the production of 2 subjects (S2 and 
S5), who also modify all the features previously discussed. In the production of 
these subjects, the aperiodic energy in the production of the English affricate tends 
to be generated at approximately 400 Hz higher frequency than in Serbian (Figure 
5). The increase of approximately 100 Hz was observed in the production of 5 
subjects (S3, S4, S8, S9 and S10). The subjects in question modify friction/closure 
ratio and rise time, but the increase in the F2 locus frequency is not observed. 
Finally, the subjects who do not change any of the features (S1, S6 and S7) have 
almost identical energy distribution in the production of the affricate /tʃ/ in both 
languages. Summarizing the results, it can be concluded that the changes in energy 
distribution depend on the changes in the entire set of the analyzed features: fric-
tion/closure duration ratio, rise time and the movement of F2 transition.

Table 4: Lower limit of aperiodic energy in the production of Serbian and English 
/tʃ/ by 10 Serbian subjects (Hz)

S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10
Serbian /tʃ/ 1,840 1,832 1,814 1,865 1,880 1,741 1,800 1,749 1,824 1,822
English /tʃ/ 1,871 2,207 1,917 1,956 2,287 1,753 1,811 1,851 1,927 1,933
Difference 31 375 103 91 407 12 11 102 103 111

Figure 5: The waveforms and spectrograms for initial /tʃ/ in the words: (a) čike 
[tʃike] and (b) cheat [tʃi:t], produced by S5

(a) (b)

7  The analysis of energy distribution often causes problems considering that a variation of only one 
millimeter in the target position in the vocal tract can result in different frequency values, causing 
inconsistencies in the production of the same subject (Ladefoged and Maddieson 1996: 137). For this 
reason, we excluded the outliers and considered only the values which are most frequently observed 
in the articulation of each subject.
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4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER 
RESEARCH

The results of the research point to 3 degrees of transfer in the acquisition 
of the English affricate /tʃ/ by Serbian native speakers. Partial transfer, which in-
volves only the changes in friction/closure duration ratio and rise time, was ob-
served in the production of 5 out of 10 subjects. Therefore, it can be concluded that 
half of the Serbian subjects tend to avoid apical articulation, which is typical of 
Serbian /tʃ/. However, due to the fact that the same subjects did not increase the F2 
locus frequency, which results in a rising F2 movement, it can also be concluded 
that the point of articulation of the English affricate remains alveolar instead of 
being palato-alveolar and, accordingly, that it is not well acquired. On the other 
hand, complete transfer from Serbian was observed in the articulation of 3 subjects 
who do not change any of the analyzed acoustic parameters, whereas the absence 
of transfer was identified in the production of only 2 subjects whose production 
exhibits the change of all the parameters in L2 direction. In other words, only 2 out 
of 10 Serbian subjects acquired the production of the English affricate with respect 
to both point of articulation and part of the tongue involved in the articulation.

The results of the research also point to the hierarchy of the analyzed fea-
tures in the acquisition process (Chart 1). Since the subjects who modify the move-
ment and range of F2 transition also modify friction/closure ratio and rise time 
(S2 and S5), the increase in the F2 locus can be understood as a dominant feature 
which triggers the changes in durational properties and rise time. If the F2 locus 
is not significantly changed, it is possible to observe two different situations. Fric-
tion/closure ratio and rise time can be modified, indicating that apical production 
is avoided but the point of articulation remains rather front (S3, S4, S8, S9 and 
S10). The other possibility is almost complete transfer from Serbian. The complete 
transfer involves retaining both alveolar and apical production and it is reflected in 
almost identical measurement results for the affricate /tʃ/ in both languages (S1, S6 
and S7). The changes in energy distribution are the result of the changes in other 
features acting together: durational properties, rise time and the movement of F2 
transition. If all of them are sufficiently changed in L2 direction, the increase in 
energy distribution in the production of the English affricate is rather significant 
in comparison to Serbian (S2 and S5). A moderate increase is observed in the pro-
duction of the subjects who modify only durational properties and rise time (S3, 
S4, S8, S9 and S10). Lastly, the absence of any change causes almost identical 
energy distribution in the production of both Serbian and English affricate (S1, S6 
and S7).
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Chart 1: The change of the analyzed acoustic features in L2 direction in the pro-
duction of 10 Serbian subjects (%)duction of 10 Serbian subjects (%)

Regarding the recommendations for further research, we suggest an acoustic 
analysis which will be conducted on a larger sample, i.e. a larger number of sub-
jects and a larger number of words produced by each subject, in order to test the 
results of this study as well as to gain more precise and, accordingly, more reliable 
measurement results. Furthermore, the parameter which has to be examined in 
more detail is energy distribution. In relation to this matter, we suggest the analysis 
of the spectra of friction of Serbian and English /tʃ/ produced by Serbian subjects 
in order to identify which frequency components have the highest intensity. Also, 
future studies should include the perceptual evaluation of the 3 degrees of transfer 
observed in the production of the English affricate /tʃ/ by Serbian native speakers. 
In other words, we would like to analyze whether the levels of achievement in 
the acquisition of the English affricate will be proportional to the results of the 
perceptual analysis and, accordingly, to gain a deeper insight into the perceptual 
relevance of the features which characterize affricate consonants. 

Bojana Jakovljević
University of Novi Sad 
Faculty of Philosophy 

Department of English
bojana.jakovljevic@ff.uns.ac.rs
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NOMINAL DIMINUTIVES IN INFORMAL SERBIAN 
AND ENGLISH

This paper presents a contrastive analysis of Serbian and English nominal diminutives in 
the informal use of language, whose dynamic and ever-changing nature provides good ma-
terial for linguistic exploration of the latest tendencies in the development of novel vocab-
ulary. The corpus consists of a selection of 130 Serbian and English nominal diminutives 
(e.g. kompić, nesić, faksić in Serbian, and granny, journo, veggie in English), collected 
from print and online slang dictionaries as well as theoretical studies of slang. The con-
trastive analysis will focus on establishing the main properties of nominal diminutives at 
the levels of form and content, and the systematic similarities and differences between the 
two languages. The results are expected to provide an insight into the following: (1) at the 
morphological level, a tendency of nominal diminutives to be the products of the processes 
of clipping, suffixation and univerbation, (2) at the semantic level, a range of meanings 
derived metaphorically and metonymically from the basic meaning of smallness, and (3) 
at the pragmatic level, a number of various communicative effects that can be achieved 
through the use of diminutives.

Keywords: nominal diminutives, informal use of language, Serbian, English

1. INTRODUCTION

When comparing morphosyntactic systems of Serbian and English, a certain 
similarity can be noticed in terms of their formation, as some words are formed 
by combining two word-formation processes – clipping and suffixation. So, in 
both Serbian and English there is a significant number of words created in the 
same way – a word first becomes truncated by means of clipping and then a suffix 
is added to the reduced stem. Words created in this way are called embellished 
clippings and they, in both languages, appear to belong mostly to the informal use 
of language and slang. Therefore, the initial idea for the topic of this paper was 
to analyze morphological characteristics of embellished clippings in Serbian and 
English, based on a corpus collected from several Serbian and English dictionaries 
of slang. However, after a detailed observation of the collected corpus, it became 
obvious that almost all embellished clippings in the corpus, both in Serbian and in 
English, actually represent nominal diminutives. This is why the paper will cover a 
wider topic and deal with the analysis of morphological and semantico-pragmatic 
characteristics of nominal diminutives.



288

ALEKSANDRA KARDOŠ

The corpus was collected from Serbian and English slang dictionaries, as 
well as theoretical studies of slang. Serbian examples were compiled from two 
books – Žargon: lingvistička studija and Sarmagedon u Mesopotamaniji, writ-
ten by Ranko Bugarski, and one dictionary – Dvosmerni rečnik srpskog žargona 
i žargonu srodnih reči, edited by Dragoslav Andrić. For English examples, two 
dictionaries were used – Oxford Dictionary of Slang, edited by John Ayto, and 
Dictionary of American Slang, edited by Barbara Ann Kipfer and Robert L. Chap-
man. The examples in these sources were provided mainly as context-free units. 
However, as context plays an important role in the analysis, especially when deal-
ing with semantico-pragmatic characteristics, additional contexts for all the words 
were obtained from the internet. What proved to be helpful is WebCorp: The Web 
as corpus (available at http://www.webcorp.org.uk/), used as a dedicated search 
engine providing a large electronic textual corpus, as well as Google (http://www.
google.com), which, in the function of a general search engine, led us to many 
forums, websites and electronic editions of magazines that contained the relevant 
examples.

As Bugarski (2006: 12) explains, slang represents a variety of a language, 
usually a spoken one, that serves for mutual understanding and communication be-
tween members of a certain group. What connects members within that group can 
be a common interest, the same profession, the same age, their geographical prox-
imity, etc. As marked by specific linguistic properties, slang is rarely completely 
understandable to other speakers of that language and is often negatively evaluated 
when compared to the standardized form.

At this point, it seems necessary to critically observe the source of the Ser-
bian examples, which were mainly theoretical studies written by Ranko Bugarski. 
The material for his studies was collected during a long period of time, starting 
from Andrić’s early studies on slang (1976) and ending with questionnaires con-
ducted among the students of general linguistics at the University of Belgrade in 
2003. Thus, many words represent old examples of Serbian and Serbo-Croatian 
slang, that are not as known today and that are possibly closer to the speakers of 
other regions of Serbia or Croatia. Another observation to be made pertains to the 
problem of trying to draw a clear line between slang and the informal use of lan-
guage, which is why it cannot be claimed that some words collected from the cor-
pus contained in Bugarski (2006, 2013) belong to slang, but are instead informally 
marked. Therefore, with all due respect to Ranko Bugarski as the leading linguist 
in the field, in order to circumvent the potential issue of classifying into slang the 
words that may only have the marker of informality, the range of analysis in this 
paper was redefined from slang to the informal use of language.
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Diminutives are commonly known as words denoting something small. Still, 
much more lies behind the term of diminutives, and thus, in order to understand the 
complexity of the concept, diminutives must be observed from both morphological 
and semantico-pragmatic perspectives. As nominal diminutives are the only type 
of diminutives relevant for the analysis, only an overview of their characteristics 
will be provided. 

2.1. Evaluative morphology

Among many definitions of diminutives, given by different linguists dealing 
with the concept in different languages, one of the most important ones is a defini-
tion provided by Schneider (2013: 138) – diminutives represent a morphological 
category belonging to ‘evaluative morphology’. What falls within the scope of 
evaluative morphology are the so-called evaluative categories – diminutives, aug-
mentatives (words indicating large size), hypocoristics (words expressing endear-
ment) and pejoratives (words denoting a derogatory meaning). These categories 
express an evaluation (‘as to value’, not ‘as to fact’), and are therefore interpreted 
in affective rather than in purely objective terms. Significant studies on evaluative 
categories, especially diminutives, have been performed by Dressler and Barbaresi 
(1994, 2001), who, in order to explain them, introduced the term ‘morphopragmat-
ics’, denoting the area of general pragmatic meanings of morphological rules. In 
other words, they observe diminutives as morphological categories with necessary 
pragmatic meanings, thus giving pragmatic priority over the semantic basis of the 
meaning of diminutives.

Due to the special nature of evaluative morphology, its status within the 
field of morphology has been a matter of debate for a long time. Opinions are 
divided – some linguists consider it an independent type of morphology separated 
from both word formation and inflectional morphology (e.g. Scalise 1984), where-
as others study it as a subtype of inflection or word formation (e.g. Stump 1993). 
It is necessary to point out that some linguists deal with evaluative morphology 
within the scope of one language while others within a wider range of languages, 
thus adopting a contrastive approach. Therefore, a variety of different opinions on 
its status can be expected. Still, the best approach seems to be the one provided by 
Körtvélyessy (2014) – the status of evaluative morphology is language specific, 
because morphological operations that serve for evaluative marking are “in some 
languages closer to the derivation side, and in some others closer to the inflection 
side of the derivation-inflection continuum” (2014: 300).
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2.2. Morphological aspect of nominal diminutives

Both in Serbian and in English the process of forming diminutives is the 
same – an evaluative suffix is added to a base. However, while Serbian has a large 
inventory of diminutive suffixes, English contains a smaller number of diminutive 
suffixes, as many more English diminutives are created analytically (e.g. by adding 
little).

An overview of Serbian diminutive suffixes is given by Đurić (2004: 150-
152) and Klajn (2003) – -ić (konjić, cvetić), -ica (kućića, ptičica), -ka (baka, sna-
jka), -ce (ogledalce, pitanjce), -če (majmunče, tanjirče), -ca (braca, maca), -ac 
(bratac, krevetac), -ak (cvetak, devojčurak). These suffixes show different levels 
of productivity, where -ić, -ica and -ka are most productive, -če and -ca moderately 
productive, and -ce, -ak and -ac least productive. Apart from the diminutive func-
tion which is the main function for most of them, they are used for other purposes 
as well. For example, they often express the meaning of offspring (e.g. lavić, pače) 
or hypocoristic meaning (e.g. baka, momče, maca), as well as create masculine 
or feminine forms of corresponding words of the opposite gender (e.g. učenica, 
mačak).

English diminutive suffixes are concisely presented in Huddleston and Pul-
lum (2002: 1677-1678) – -ie/y (granny, nightie), -ette (kitchenette, statuette), -ling 
(duckling, gosling), -let (booklet), -o (arvo), -a (Gazza), -er (rugger), -s (Pops) and 
-een (velveteen), -en (maiden), -e(rel) (cockerel), -et (baronet), -(i)kin (lambkin). 
The most productive suffix is -ie/y, typically used in Australia, Scotland and New 
Zealand. It participates in forming many embellished clippings and frequently car-
ries hypocoristic (e.g. Jimmy) or pejorative meaning (e.g. groupie). The group of 
suffixes -o, -a, -er, -s is also productive, especially in creating embellished clip-
pings in Australian English. However, the rest of the mentioned diminutive suf-
fixes have a rather limited productivity and a small number of examples denoting 
diminutive meaning.

2.3. Semantico-pragmatic aspect of nominal diminutives

Although the basic meaning of diminutives is the meaning of smallness (ko-
lačić, krevetac, suknjica; booklet, kitchenette, hanky), they are characterized by poly-
semy, so they can carry a variety of different meanings in specific contexts. Elaborate 
overviews of diminutive meanings are provided by Taylor (1995: 144-149), who 
deals with English diminutives, and Đurić (2004), who contrastively analyzes Ser-
bian and English diminutives. Based on their studies, it can be seen that diminutives 
share similar characteristics in English and Serbian. Apart from the basic meaning of 
smallness, they mention a range of derived diminutive meanings and how they are 
expressed. In Serbian, all meanings are expressed by means of suffixation, whereas 
in English, both suffixation and periphrastic constructions are used.
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Firstly, when diminutivized words refer to a person or an animal, dimin-
utives can express the meaning of offspring (e.g. ptičica, lavić; piglet, duckling, 
little girl, young boy). Furthermore, as something small is often experienced with 
affection, hypocoristic meaning represents the most frequent derived diminutive 
meaning (e.g. mužić, bepče, anđelak; daddy, sweet little wife). However, small-
ness can be also associated with reduced quality, which is why diminutives can 
carry pejorative meaning as well (e.g. nastavničić, platica; groupie, druggy, petty 
shopkeeper). What needs to be pointed out is the importance of context – derived 
diminutive meanings can be used for both positive and negative evaluation, but 
whether a diminutive expresses hypocoristic or pejorative meaning becomes clear 
only in a certain context. Lastly, some diminutive forms can undergo such seman-
tico-pragmatic changes that they become lexicalizations (e.g. papučica, jagodica, 
kartica; kitten, bullet), which are defined as transformations of a lexical element or 
a group of lexical elements into a compact linguistic element which functions as an 
independent word (Peco and Stanojčić 1972, cited in Janić 2013: 369). 

3. ANALYSIS OF THE CORPUS

The corpus consists of 130 nominal diminutives in Serbian and 130 nominal 
diminutives in English. What is included in the corpus are all the words found in 
the mentioned sources that are created by a combination of clipping and suffixation 
and have a diminutive meaning. The analysis is divided into two parts – the first 
deals with morphological characteristics of diminutives, the second examines their 
semantico-pragmatic characteristics. In both parts, the results related to Serbian 
diminutives will be presented first, which will be followed by the results related to 
English diminutives. In the end, a comparison of the two will be performed.

Within morphological analysis, what will be examined are types of clipping 
and suffixes that take part in the formation of diminutives. Diminutives will be 
classified into groups based on the suffixes forming them. Within semantico-prag-
matic analysis, an overview of diminutive meanings present in the corpus will be 
given, along with the examples within specific contexts. What has to be pointed 
out is that no corrections will be made in the examples taken from the internet.

3.1. Morphological analysis of the corpus

In the formation of diminutives as embellished clippings, the first thing that 
occurs is a shortening of the word by removing arbitrary phonological segments, 
which is known as the process of clipping. Depending on the position of the removed 
segment, as Prćić (1998: 71) explains, there are four types of clipping – dextral (with 
the dextral segment removed, e.g. hippo < hippo(potamus)), sinistral (with the sinis-
tral segment removed, e.g. phone < (tele)phone), sinistro-dextral (with both sinistral 
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and dextral segments removed, e.g. flu < (in)flu(enza)) and central (with the central 
segment removed, e.g. pants < pant(aloon)s). After one of these types of clipping is 
performed, a diminutive suffix is added to the clipped form.

3.1.1. Morphological analysis of Serbian diminutives
Two types of clipping are found in the corpus. There is one only example of 

sinistral clipping:
soška < (pa)soš,
while all the other examples represent cases of dextral clipping, e.g.:
blejka < blej(anje)
homić < hom(oseksualac)
doca < do(ktor)
matiš < mat(ematika).

Furthermore, there are 20 examples of univerbation, where clipping takes 
place at the level of two-word lexemes which consequently turn into one-word 
lexemes, e.g.:
vizitka < vizit (karta)
pornić < porn(ografski film)
sentiška < sent(imentalna muzika / pesma).

When it comes to suffixes that are added to these clipped forms, 6 diminutive 
suffixes are found in the corpus: -ić, -ka, -ca, -ša, -iš and -iška.

Suffix -ić
The largest number of examples in the corpus (40) are diminutives ending with 

-ić, among which are:
kompić < komp(juter)
folksić < folks(vagen)
nesić < nes (kafa).

As Bugarski (2006: 85-86) points out, diminutive and hypocoristic seman-
tics of this suffix represents a good basis for affective coloring in slang, especial-
ly typical of new words used by young people. Thus, our corpus contains many 
words belonging to the everyday vocabulary of young people, denoting objects, 
places or interests (e.g. brusić, Mekić, popić), as well as words in the lexical field 
of substance abuse (e.g. narkić, bensić) and emotionally colored words for people 
(e.g. nimfić, alkić, Cigić).

Suffix -ka
Another productive suffix in the corpus is -ka, which includes 27 examples 

of diminutives, such as:
butka < but(ina)
gurka < gur(anje)
idealka < ideal(na stvar).
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With some examples, it was difficult to draw a clear line between those 
where the suffix functions as a gender marker and those where it expresses dimin-
utive meaning. However, taking into account the polyfunctional nature of this suf-
fix, all the examples are observed as carriers of both functions.

This group of diminutives is widely used for denoting events and happen-
ings relevant to young people (Bugarski 2006: 81-82), which would, in the stan-
dard register, be used with the suffix -nje (blejka < blej(anje), šutka < šut(iranje)). 
Also, there are many words denoting objects, people and groups of people that 
are of interest to young speakers (telka < tel(evizija), murka < mur(ija), starka < 
star(ija žena)).

Suffix -ca
The corpus contains 13 diminutives ending with -ca, for example:

doca < do(ktor)
švaca < šva(ler)
šveca < šve(sterka).

The analysis confirms the theoretical claim made by Bugarski (2006: 123), 
who explains that suffix -ca is mostly used for affective coloring (e.g. fraca < fra(-
jer)), involving both positive and negative evaluation.

Suffix -ša
There are 14 examples of diminutives with -ša, such as:

diša < di(rektor)
giša < gi(nekolog)
jaša < ja(kna).

According to Bugarski (2006: 122), this suffix is more frequently used in slang 
than in the standard register, primarily due to its function as a familiarity marker. It 
can denote objects and people, with both positive and negative affective coloring.

Suffix -iš
The corpus includes 20 examples of diminutives with -iš, among which are:

matiš < mat(ematika)
fakiš < fak(ultet)
teliš < tel(evizor).

Diminutives within this group usually denote objects and institutions rel-
evant to young people (e.g. kompiš < komp(juter), fakiš < fak(ultet)), as well as 
school subjects (e.g. matiš < mat(ematika)). However, diminutives with -iš were 
mostly popular among students several decades ago (Bugarski 2006: 129), while 
today they are not that common.
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Suffix -iška
The last Serbian diminutive suffix present in the corpus, suffix -iška, in-

volves 16 examples, such as:
čokiška < čok(olada)
teliška < tel(evizor).

Both -iš and -iška are typical for slang, where -iška is formed by combining 
suffixes -iš and -ka (Bugarski 2006: 132). It is mostly used to denote objects (e.g. 
pantiške < pant(alone)), as well as place names (e.g. samiška < sam(oposluga), 
Kopiška < Kop(aonik)).

3.1.2.  Morphological analysis of English diminutives
Starting from the analysis of clipping, there are three types of clipping pres-

ent in the corpus. The most productive one is dextral clipping with 119 examples, 
such as:
cardy < card(igan)
jollo < joll(ification)
fresher < fresh(man).

The rest of the examples are cases of sinistro-dextral clipping (8), among 
which are:
tummy < (s)tom(ach)
jammies < (pa)jama(s),
as well as cases of sinistral clipping – only 3 of them:
tweeny < (be)tween
hunky < (bo)hunk
noggy < (nig)-nog.

Also, there are 27 examples of univerbation, such as:
techie < tech(nical expert)
bathers < bath(ing suit).

The corpus contains 4 English diminutive suffixes added to the clipped 
forms: -ie/y, -o, -er and -ers. What is interesting is that many diminutives involve 
graphological changes of the base. These include doubled letters, such as:
lippy < lip(stick)
obbo < ob(servation)
midder < mid(wifery)
spaggers < spag(hetti),
as well as graphological changes based on the pronunciation, for example:
alkie < alc(oholic)
nasho < nat(ional).

Suffix -ie/y
The largest number of English diminutives in the corpus are the ones ending 

in -ie/y (96), for example:
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barbie < barb(ecue)
schoolie < school(teacher)
hackie < hack(ney carriage driver).

The examples are mostly used in Australia, but some of them are typical of 
the USA and Britain. They belong to different lexical fields, including objects (e.g. 
cardy < cardigan), places and institutions (e.g. kindy < kindergarten) and people 
(e.g. granny < grandmother, lesbie < lesbian) with a range of evaluative mean-
ings, from hypocoristic to pejorative.

Suffix -o
The corpus contains 13 diminutives ending with -o, such as:

aggro < aggr(avation)
journo < journ(alist)
bizzo < bus(iness).

Most of them belong to the Australian variety of English, denoting objects 
and people, but with an added expression of emotional attitude – jocular, hypoco-
ristic or derogatory.

Suffix -er
Diminutives ending with -er exhibit a rather limited productivity in the cor-

pus, as they involve only 7 examples, among which are:
Roller < Roll(s-roys)
hummer < hum(dinger)
brekker < break(fast).

Typical of the Australian and British varieties of English, they usually have 
jocular meaning.

Suffix -ers
The least productive diminutive suffix in the corpus is -ers, as it involves 

only 4 diminutives:
champers < champ(agne)
spaggers < spag(hetti)
pinkers < pink (gin)
bathers < bath(ing suit).

Similarly to the previous suffix, suffix -ers is also mostly used in Australia 
and Britain, frequently with jocular meaning.

3.1.3. Comparison of morphological characteristics of Serbian and English 
diminutives
It was clear from the beginning that the morphological status of Serbian and 

English diminutives is the same – all of them are embellished clippings. When it 
comes to the formation of diminutives, clipping and suffixation show several ten-
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dencies. First of all, dextral clipping is predominant in both languages. Sinistral 
clipping is present in a small number of examples in both Serbian and English, 
whereas sinistro-dextral is present only in English, but in rare cases. Univerbation 
can be found in both languages, showing the principles of language economy in 
practice. As was expected, Serbian contains a larger number of diminutive suffixes 
when compared to English, which reflects a wider state of things in the two lan-
guages – there is a larger number of suffixes in Serbian than in English.

Another thing to be considered is the presence of graphological changes of 
the base in some English examples, which is not the case with Serbian examples. 
Thus, Serbian does not include any graphological changes occuring as a conse-
quence of previous morphological changes, whereas English is much more flexible 
in this sense and allows some variations.

3.2. Semantico-pragmatic analysis of the corpus

In order to properly observe diminutives from a semantico-pragmatic perspec-
tive, diminutives have to be analyzed within specific contexts. The analysis will 
provide an overview of diminutive meanings, with only the most representative 
examples of diminutives included within each group of meanings. Due to the in-
formal use of language, all the examples in the corpus share the same characteristic 
– the associative marker of informality.

3.2.1. Semantico-pragmatic analysis of Serbian diminutives
Starting from the core of diminutive semantics – the meaning of smallness – 

the analysis shows that it can not be found in the corpus, as not a single diminutive 
denotes something small. What seems to be predominant in the corpus is a range 
of affectively colored diminutive meanings. 

Affective coloring firstly involves positive evaluation – the corpus contains 
diminutives that at the same time represent hypocoristics. Diminutives used as 
terms of endearment are usually words denoting some objects speakers feel at-
tached to:

Ja sam kao vozač početnik vozio ladu pre nego što sam seo u fiat uno. Tako 
da mi je lajka bila prva ljubav.

A točkovi klize, fordić kao lađa :)))
Vidi što sam uzeo novu jašu.
Moj biciš. Mislim da niko na svetu više nema takav. I neće nikad imati.
However, although it would seem that many diminutives in the corpus have 

hypocoristic meaning (due to the hypocoristic suffix in their structure), they do not 
express real endearment, but are rather examples of how diminutivization serves 
to express familiarization, which is one of the main characteristics of the informal 
use of language. In other words, for an object both the speaker and the listeners 
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feel close to, the speaker can use a diminutive form as a linguistic means to achieve 
informality and casualness in conversation:

Uh, obožavam nesić, a ovaj tvoj extra izgleda :))
Preporuka za wireless sluše sa mikrofonom.
Vruće je napolju. Mislim da ću malo gledati teliš.
Kefalo mu štrika kao kompiška.
An exceeding tendency to familiarize things has in many cases lead to the 

creation of a new meaning – a depreciative one. As Wierzbicka (1992: 384-388) 
explains, the Australian variety of English contains nouns which she calles ʻde-
preciativesʼ - words adding a depreciative meaning to the concepts they denote. 
They are used when speakers want to imply that something is “not a big thing“, 
followed by good-natured humor and jocular cynicism. Serbian diminutives used 
as depreciatives, as the corpus shows, mostly denote people:

U jbt što ti dobra šveca.
I onda mi giša kaže pošto su mi ginekološki nalazi OK da idem kod ovog 

mozgadžije da mi on da mišljenje za komisiju.
Rudnik gori, a diša se ženi!
Depreciation with relatively jocular meaning is also found in words related 

to certain topics that are still considered to be taboo – sexuality, narcotics and 
issues regarding politics and nationality. In that way, the problematic words are 
approached from a different angle, which, by means of humor, cynicism and joke, 
helps reduce their negative meanings:

Ona kad vidi čokoladu - totalni narkić
Ponašaš se ko obična droca!!! Jadno za tvoje godine.
Nakon što je gotovo zaboravljen i tretiran sa podsmehom dobri stari triša se 

vraća u novom i opasnijem ruhu.
As there is a thin line between depreciative and derogatory meanings, some 

diminutives can be described as belonging somewhere between these two mean-
ings and even incline towards derogatory meaning. Thus, the corpus also contains 
examples of the opposite direction of affective coloring, where diminutives are 
actually pejoratives, frequently denoting nationalities or religions:

Ali sa Ješama je drugačija stvar. Jevreji teško da vrše ulične zločine.
Momak ima mota. Ima stav. Prirodno je inteligentan. Opaža situaciju. Emo-

tivac. Emancipirani «Cigić».
Činjenica je kako je bio nekoliko puta rezriješen dužnosti i vračan ponovno, 

ali ne zbog svojih političkih uvjerenja. To nikako!!! Znaju gunjanci a i njegovi 
muslići tko je efendija.

3.2.2. Semantico-pragmatic analysis of English diminutives
Similarly as in Serbian, English examples also do not include the basic 

diminutive meaning of smallness, but instead show a variety of affectively colored 
meanings.
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Positive evaluation in the form of hypocoristics is present in a rather small 
number of diminutives. True terms of endearment are rare and are usually words 
denoting people and objects speakers feel close to or words that were originally 
used in addressing children:

Home made chips like my granny used to make
Helpful New Cookbook for Preggies … and a Giveaway!
If you have a premature baby, understand the challenges your preemie 

might face – and remember the importance of meeting your own special needs.
Aww...look at the cute little tummy!!!
The largest number of examples are actually diminutives that look like hy-

pocoristics, but instead of expressing endearment, they are used to achieve famil-
iarization and informalization, which in English, and especially the Australian reg-
ister of English, can involve depreciative meaning (Wierzbicka 1992: 384-388). 
The corpus contains many such diminutives denoting objects and people, whose 
value is undermined in order to achieve a casual and humorous conversation:

These flaming mozzies are sucking me blood dry bazza.
Man i can’t take my Juvie no where all because she is 15 and im 18, her 

parents won’t let me.
Good luck finding the sunnies.
I had to buy the missus a prezzie.
Mind your own bizzo.
The bathers they wore looked sort of the same as now, but their hair was 

really different.
Depreciative meaning is also found in words denoting taboo topics – sexuality, 

narcotics and issues related to politics and nationality. Thus, jocular and good-na-
tured depreciation serves to reduce the negative meaning of these taboo words:

I’m not an alkie, I don’t need to go to AA!
Amanda you are a lessie 2$ whore ! come here i wanna knock the lez outta ya, 

bitch!
Jim, check out those lesbies making out!
The man downtown was a filthy druggie.
However, depreciation sometimes crosses the line and turns into derogatory 

meaning, where diminutives become pejoratives and denote negative evaluation. 
Diminutives expressing pejorative meaning in the corpus are the ones denoting 
nationalities:

Besides which during WW II there was considerable “racism” regarding Ital-
ians--wops, Eyeties, etc.

When I was little my dad would say we were “dumb Hunkeys” and we would 
cry “No, mom we want to be like you” “Not dad” As my mom was Scotish-Irish. 
My dad’s family was from Austria-Hungary area.

Let’s see. Argies make an insupportable claim to British territory. Response? 
Contempt.
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3.2.3. Comparison of semantico-pragmatic characteristics of Serbian and 
English diminutives
When comparing semantico-pragmatic characteristics of diminutives in 

Serbian and English, it seems that what they have in common is the development 
of affectively colored meanings in the informal use of language. Therefore, apart 
from the stylistic feature of informality which is present in all the examples in both 
languages, Serbian and English diminutives also seem to share similar descriptive 
features.

Firstly, there are no Serbian nor English examples of diminutives with the 
basic meaning of smallness. Secondly, hypocoristic meaning can be found in both 
languages, but in a restricted number of examples, as the largest number of dimin-
utives only seem to be terms of endearment due to the presence of hypocoristic 
suffix in their formation, but actually express depreciative meaning. These dimin-
utives represent linguistic means of achieving informalization and familiarization 
– by employing depreciatives, the speaker reduces the psychological distance from 
the listener and creates an adequate atmosphere for a casual and jocular conver-
sation about everyday things. Furthermore, diminutives expressing ironic depre-
ciation are, in both languages, used to denote concepts within taboo topics, thus 
reducing their negative meanings. Lastly, as depreciative meaning sometimes turns 
into derogatory meaning, the corpus also contains Serbian and English diminutives 
as pejoratives.

It is necessary to point out that there are no clear lines between meanings 
on the scale of affective coloring – there is a continuum with only small nuances 
separating hypocoristic, depreciative and pejorative meanings. This is where the 
context plays a crucial role in determining whether a diminutive is used to express 
endearment, depreciation or pejoration. As the corpus shows, depreciative mean-
ing of diminutives is the most prominent one both in Serbian and in English. 

4. CONCLUSION

Finally, what can be remarked is that topics like this can allow us to better 
understand both the nature of diminutives and the features of the informal use 
of language. Informal Serbian and English share the same characteristics – they 
are familiar, casual, jocular and employ good-natured humor and irony (Bugarski 
1995: 165, Wierzbicka 1992). As the corpus reveals, diminutives in the form of 
embellished clippings function as means of achieving familiarity as the main fea-
ture of informal Serbian and English. Diminutives manage to achieve that by both 
morphological and semantico-pragmatic means. At the level of morphology, all 
diminutives are shorter, clipped words embellished with added evaluative suffixes, 
which goes in favour of language economy that is significant in every linguistic 
context. At the level of semantico-pragmatics, diminutives have developed affec-
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tively colored meanings, particularly the meaning of depreciation, which seems to 
be a common way of establishing casual communication with other people, thus 
serving as a mechanism for familiarization and informalization. After the analysis 
of diminutive characteristics in the informal use of language, it would be interest-
ing to observe them in a corpus collected from other sources. In that way, some 
new findings regarding the category of diminutives could be possibly made in the 
future, regarding both their form and meaning.
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SERBIAN TRANSLATIONS OF CULTURE TERMS IN 
BILL BRYSON’S MADE IN AMERICA: A CASE STUDY 
INTO TRANSFERENCE PROCEDURES OF CULTURE 

TERMS1

Culture terms represent one of the central practical and theoretical issues in translation 
and are traditionally transferred to the target language using one of the four transference 
procedures: functional equivalence, formal equivalence, transcription (or borrowing) and 
description. This study employs corpus methodology on a parallel corpus consisting of the 
English version of Bill Bryson’s Made in America and its Serbian translation to determine 
what transference procedures were used in Serbian renditions of different lexical fields 
of culture-specific terms. The aim was to determine if specific lexical fields favor partic-
ular transference procedures, which is a valid contribution to translation studies, cultural 
studies, translation pedagogy and translation quality-assessment. Specifically, the research 
used statistical methods of terminology extraction built into the program SDL MultiTerm 
Extract to determine culture-specific terms from the list of term candidates in three chap-
ters of the English version of the book. The identified culture-specific terms were tagged 
for their general semantic field (concept, event, object, institution and people) in English 
and then also in the Serbian part of the corpus where tags for one of the four aforemen-
tioned transference procedures were also inserted. These two sets of tags made it possible 
to determine the preferential transference procedures for each of the five general lexical 
fields. The findings suggest that different lexical fields of culture-terms favor different 
transference procedures, ranging from borrowing, which is predominantly used for people, 
structural equivalence for institutions and events, to description and functional equiva-
lence, which are used for concepts and objects.

Keywords: culture terms, parallel corpora, transference procedures, English, Serbian

1. INTRODUCTION

This is a pilot research study in the domain of translation studies which uses 
corpus-based approach and its main focus are culture terms, or, more specifically, 
transference procedures thereof. As a pilot research study, it is primarily focused 
on developing suitable theoretical and methodological frameworks and on testing 

1  This study is part of the research on Project No. 178002, Languages and Cultures across Time 
and Space, which is financially supported by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological 
Development of the Republic of Serbia.
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if they provide valid and insightful findings. In that respect, the actual findings 
related to culture terms in the given corpus represent, to a great extent, a byprod-
uct of this ‘fine-tuning’ of theoretical and methodological apparatuses. This also 
explains why the theoretical and methodological section of the paper is relatively 
imbalanced, lengthwise, in comparison with the research findings. However, be-
fore the aim, theoretical framework, methodology and findings of the research are 
presented, it is of crucial importance to clearly define the meaning of the term ‘cul-
ture term’ as it is used here. Namely, culture terms may be said to be notoriously 
difficult to define, but their ‘notoriety’ extends even further: to the very term which 
is used to designate them.

1.1. Culture terms

Instead of the term ‘culture terms’ which is used in this research, some au-
thors use the terms such as ‘culture specific concepts’, ‘cultural words’, ‘realia’, 
‘culture-bound phenomena and terms’, ‘culture-specific items’ or ‘culture-specific 
words’. The most representative of the group of authors using the first of the afore-
mentioned terms is Mona Baker who considers culture specific concepts to be “one 
of the eleven types of translation problems” and states that a culture specific term 
may be “abstract or concrete; it may relate to a religious belief, a social custom, or 
even a type of food” (Baker 1992, 21). On the other hand, using a fundamentally 
identical definition in different wording, Newmark uses the designation ‘cultural 
word’ to refer to the same concepts (Newmark 1988, 94). In a more practically ori-
ented book on how to become a translator, Robinson refers to these same concepts 
as ‘realia’ (Robinson 1997, 222), while Schäffner and Wiesemann use the terms 
‘culture-bound phenomena and terms‘ and ‘culture-specific items’ (Schäffner and 
Wiesemann 2001), which are also used by some other sources (e.g. Kalėdaitė and 
Asijavičiūtė 2005).

In this research, the term ‘culture terms’ is used primarily because of its 
brevity and because it emphasizes the cultural aspect of the term, whereas other 
terms with the addition of modifiers such as ‘specific’ emphasize their uniqueness. 
Given that Baker’s definition is more of a list than a definition, this paper uses 
the definition put forward by Florin, who was focused on culture terms within the 
context of translation as social action, and who defined culture terms (‘realia’ in his 
terminology) as “words and combinations of words denoting objects and concepts 
characteristic of the way of life, the culture, the social and historical development 
of one nation and alien to another. […] they have no exact equivalents in other 
languages.” (Florin 1993, 123). This definition, given its framework of translation 
as social action, is well suited to this pilot research study, because the underly-
ing theoretical hypothesis of the paper is indeed that transference of culture terms 
represents a form of social action, be it rational, affective or instrumental, where 
‘social action’ is used in its Weberian sense: 
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…action is social in so far as by virtue of the subjective meaning attached 
to it by acting individual it takes account of the behavior of others and is 
thereby oriented in its course. It includes all human behavior when and in 
so far as the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning to it. (Weber et 
al. 1978, 7–8). 

In other words, in this paper it is assumed that translation of culture terms 
is social action in the sense that the translator attaches their subjective meaning to 
the transferred forms of culture terms. Hence, an analysis of transference proce-
dures of culture terms represents a theoretically astute direction of research. Fur-
thermore, culture terms are chosen as they represent one of the biggest translation 
problems, in the sense that their translation is rarely straightforward, meaning that 
they provide an indirect observation point for analyzing the underlying logic and 
workings of the translation process as a whole.

1.2. Aim of the research

In the light of what a ‘culture term’ is understood to be and what its trans-
ference to a target language is assumed to imply, the main aim of this research 
was to develop a theoretical and methodological framework which allows one to 
analyze what transference procedures are used in renditions of different lexical 
fields of culture-specific terms. The research uses an English-Serbian translation 
as its corpus, but the assumption is that the frameworks developed in the research 
can be applied for analyzing any other translation, from any source language to 
any target language. The reason why transference of culture terms represents the 
focus of the research is a working hypothesis that analyzing transference proce-
dures against different lexical fields may reveal underlying mechanism which are 
used by translators, as social actors, to make peculiarities of the source-language 
culture understandable to the members of the target-language culture. In the sim-
plest terms, the aim of the research was to determine if it is possible to analyze if 
a specific lexical field of culture terms favors a particular transference procedure, 
which may be considered to provide an insight into underlying principles of how 
cultural and social concepts are remapped between different social groups and cul-
tures. Given the aim of the research, a suitable methodology had to be devised and 
the relevant theoretical decisions had to be made, both of which are explained in 
the following section of the paper which outlines the reasoning behind all relevant 
theoretical decisions and their implementation in the methodological procedures.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND ITS METHODOLOGICAL 
IMPLEMENTATION

In order to properly analyze the underlying mechanisms involved in trans-
ferring culture terms from the source language and culture to the target language 
and culture, it was necessary to choose or devise a suitable theoretical framework. 
Moreover, the chosen theoretical framework was to allow a relatively straight-
forward implementation within the corpus-linguistic methodological apparatus, 
which was chosen as the only apparatus which allows direct quantification of re-
search findings.

In line with the aims of the research, as formulated in the previous section, 
the theoretical framework for conducting research had to include a classification 
of culture terms across semantic fields and a classification of transference proce-
dures. The methodological apparatus, on the other hand, had to be designed so as 
to allow the encoding of the chosen theoretical classification into a parallel corpus 
by means of tags. The process of devising both is elaborated in details in the two 
subsequent sections.

2.1. Theoretical framework for conducting research

The theoretical framework of the research has implications on two separate 
levels of analysis: the level of semantic classification of culture term and the level 
of transference procedures of culture term. The way the theoretical frameworks 
were chosen, adapted or devised for these levels of analysis was based on finding a 
balance between two requirements: for them to be scientifically valid and insight-
ful, on the one hand, and for them to be easy to apply in a corpus study, on the other 
hand. While the first requirement is self-explanatory in a scientific paper, the other 
one stemmed from the pilot nature of the research study. 

2.1.1. Classification of culture terms
As far as translation of culture terms is concerned, the number of studies 

dealing with the topic is relatively small, although far from non-existent. Some of 
the studies are focused on culture terms in the general framework of translation 
studies (e.g. Hatim 1997), while there is also a number of studies dealing with cul-
ture terms in the domain of audio-visual translation (e.g. Nedergaard-Larsen 1993; 
Orrevall 2004; Pedersen 2005). 

Despite a relatively small number of previous studies, there are studies which 
provide a classification of culture terms and the two which do so provide rather 
different classifications. According to Newmark there are five semantic groups of 
cultural terms with a number of sub-groups (Newmark 1988, 78). The five classes 
are identified as (1) ecology, (2) material culture, (3) social culture, (4) organiza-
tions, customs, ideas and (5) gestures and habits, while the sub-classes include des-
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ignations such as flora, fauna, meteorological phenomena, artefacts, food, clothes, 
houses, towns, transport, work, leisure, political, social, legal, religious and artistic 
organizations, customs and ideas, etc. (ibid.) It is worth noting that this classifica-
tion, although nominally having five main classes, actually contains eight classes, 
as gestures and habits are combined into one, as are organization, customs and 
ideas. Unlike Newmark’s classification, Pedersen’s classification identifies only 
two groups of culture terms: (1) intralinguistic culture terms such as idioms, prov-
erbs, slang and dialects, on the one hand, and (2) extralinguistic culture terms 
which are not part of the language system, which are further divided into several 
sub-groups (Pedersen 2005, 1–2). 

The two classifications elaborated above, although thought out quite well, 
are quite fragmentary and as such are not compatible with small-scale corpus-based 
studies, as a great number of sub-classes requires a large corpus for trends to be-
come obvious. As this research was conceived as a pilot research study based on 
a small, ad-hoc corpus, it was necessary to devise a classification which is more 
‘corpus friendly’. At the same time, it was necessary to somehow integrate the 
two existing classification into this new, more streamlined classification which can 
be applied to a small, ad-hoc corpus. The solution for this problem was found by 
looking at the position of each name of each culture term sub-class in WordNet 
(Miller 1995) and trying to find four or five cover terms, i.e. four or five that can 
cover sub-classes from both classifications. Using this method, the two existing 
classifications were merged into a single classification which comprises five large 
groups: (1) concepts, (2) events, (3) objects, (4) institutions and (5) people, the la-
bels of which are hopefully self-explanatory. The merging is seen primarily in the 
fact that the class of concepts refers to abstract, non-material and non-performative 
culture terms such as ideas, idioms, slang, etc., while the remaining three groups 
are material or performative.

2.1.2. Classification of transference procedures
In contrast with a relatively modest number of reference works on translat-

ing culture terms, the list of sources on translation procedures is quite long and 
exhaustive and fundamentally consists of reference works dealing with translation, 
which is also noted by authors of some previous studies on culture terms (e.g. 
Pedersen 2005, 3). It is worth noting that in this paper the term ‘transference proce-
dure’ is used instead of ‘translation procedure’, as some of the procedures used to 
render culture terms into the target language are not really translation procedures, 
such as borrowing the term in its raw form, or paraphrasing and/or explaining the 
term in a footnote.

Given so wide a choice of possible theoretical frameworks for classifying 
transference procedures, the focus was placed on theoretical frameworks which were 
used in the context of analyzing transference of culture terms. Some sources of this 
kind state that culture terms are traditionally transferred to the target language using 
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one of the four transference procedures: functional equivalence, formal equivalence, 
transcription (or borrowing) and description (Harvey 2000, 359–363). Some other 
authors suggest that there are nine possible transference procedures: (1) retention, 
(2) specification, (3) explicitation, (4) addition, (5) direct translation, (6) generali-
zation, (7) (cultural) substitution, (8) paraphrase and (9) omission (Pedersen 2005, 
3–4). Yet, some other authors claim that transference procedures are: (1) accepted 
standard translation, (2) transference or naturalization, (3) loan translation or calque 
(i.e. Newmark’s couplet, triplet or quadruplet translation), (4) neutralization, (5) par-
aphrase, (6) explanation as a footnote, (7) classifier (Newmark’s term), (8) (cultural) 
substitution or (9) communicative translation (Kalėdaitė and Asijavičiūtė 2005, 32–
36). As it can be seen from these previous studies, there is no real consensus as far as 
the classification of transference procedures of culture terms is concerned, although 
there is some overlapping among the classifications.

In light of this apparent lack of consensus in regard to transference proce-
dures, just as was the case with classification of culture terms, it was necessary to 
devise a theoretical framework that can be relatively easily implemented into a 
corpus-based pilot study. It was, therefore, decided that Harvey’s (2000) classifi-
cation represents the best match for a small-scale research, but the classification 
was slightly modified in accordance with the theoretical framework of translation 
proposed by Prćić (2005, 178–180), which is very influential in the domain of 
English-Serbian translation. Consequently, the classification of transference pro-
cedures of culture terms used in this research distinguishes four individual proce-
dures: (1) functional equivalence, (2) formal equivalence, (3) transcription and (4) 
description. Functional equivalence is understood to be synonymous with (cultur-
al) substitution, in the sense that it denotes using a referent in the target language 
culture whose function is similar to that of the source language referent. Formal 
equivalence, on the other hand, is synonymous with calque and direct translation, 
given that it refers to instances of word-for-word translation. Transcription may as 
well be labeled borrowing, as it refers to taking the original culture term and using 
it in the target language in its raw form, which cannot be considered a translation 
procedure, but is a procedure which guarantees referential unambiguity. Finally, 
description refers to all transference procedures which boil down to using generic, 
rather than culture-bound terms to convey the meaning, which may include neu-
tralization, paraphrase, footnote translation, a translator’s comment, etc.

With the relevant theoretical frameworks formulated, it was possible to 
proceed with the research by devising suitable methodological procedures, as ex-
plained in the following subsection. 

2.2. Methodological procedures

As it has been explained earlier, the basic methodological premise of this 
pilot research study was to create a parallel corpus containing an English text, 
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rich in culture terms, and its translation into Serbian, whereby the English part of 
the corpus was to be then annotated with tags denoting types of culture terms and 
the Serbian part of the corpus was to be annotated with tags denoting transference 
procedures of the terms tagged in the English part of the corpus. Both stages of 
the methodological process – corpus compilation and corpus annotation – are ex-
plained in the next two subsections.

2.2.1. Corpus compilation
As far as corpus compilation is concerned, given the envisaged pilot nature 

of the research, it was considered that a sample of 150.000 words per language 
would be enough. In that sense, the biggest problem was to find an English text 
representative of culture terms, but one which has also been translated into Serbian 
and which fits into the planned size of the corpus. After some careful consideration 
and after conducting a number of searches on COBISS.SR (Co-operative Online 
Bibliographic System and Services), a suitable match was found: Bill Bryson’s 
Made in America (Bryson 1998) and its Serbian translation, Made in America, 
published by Laguna in 2010 (Bryson and Skrobonja 2010). 

The biggest problem in corpus compilation was the process of making it ma-
chine readable. The English original is available in the electronic format and can be 
purchased through Amazon and other online bookstores, although conversion from 
ePub to plain text format requires a great deal of technical expertise. On the other 
hand, the Serbian translation is only available in paperback version. Initially, it was 
thought that the Serbian translation can be easily converted into a machine readable 
form by scanning it and running the scans through an optical character recognition 
(OCR) software suite. However, after the first scans were made it became obvi-
ous that the transparent nature of the paper on which the book was printed made 
scans rather corrupted due to artefacts from the page opposite to the one which was 
scanned. The OCR programs produced quite inaccurate results with one or several 
errors appearing in each line of the recognized text. Consequently, given the pilot na-
ture of the research, it was decided that the only course of action was to use a hybrid 
parallel corpus, i.e. a parallel corpus in which the English version of text is machine 
readable, while the Serbian version would be available only as a hardcopy. This was 
far from the optimal solution, but no other solution was possible lest the research be 
abandoned. The size of the English part of the corpus is 185,013 words, while the 
size of the Serbian part, given its paper nature, cannot be accurately determined.

2.2.2. Corpus annotation and term extraction
The hybrid nature of the corpus determined the methodology of the research, 

i.e. the way in which the corpus was analyzed and annotated. However, despite the 
hybrid nature of the corpus, the general concept of analysis did not change and 
proceeded as initially planned. First, the English part of the corpus was analyzed 
terminologically in order to find culture terms. Second, the English culture terms 
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which had been found in the first step of the process were annotated with tags 
indicating their lexical field (concepts, events, objects, institutions and people), as 
determined by the theoretical framework of culture terms. Third, the transferred 
forms of the English terms were found in the Serbian part of the corpus. Fourth, 
the transferred forms in the Serbian part of the corpus were annotated for one of the 
transference procedures (functional equivalence, formal equivalence, transcription 
and description), as determined by the theoretical framework of transference pro-
cedures of culture terms. Fifth, the preferences of each lexical field of culture terms 
for a particular transference procedure was analyzed by comparing the tags in the 
English and the Serbian part of the corpus. 

As the corpus used in the research was a hybrid corpus which was not fully 
machine readable, annotation of the Serbian part of the corpus was rather chal-
lenging. Namely, the Serbian part of the corpus was annotated by cutting Post-It 
notes into small pieces, measuring approximately 3 by 1 centimeters, gluing them 
above relevant words in the book (which had to be manually found) and labelling 
them in accordance with the annotation scheme. Given that this form of annotation 
was extremely time consuming and given the pilot nature of the research, it was 
decided to analyze only a part of the corpus, i.e. three out of twenty-one chapters 
of Made in America were analyzed: (4) Making a Nation, (5) By the Dawn’s Early 
Light: Forging a National Identity and (6) We’re in the Money: The Age of Inven-
tion. These three chapter have a total of 23,855 words in the English section of 
the corpus. Having in mind that the primary aim of this research was to develop a 
theoretical framework and a methodological apparatus for analyzing transference 
procedures of culture terms – not necessarily to analyze the whole corpus – this 
small sample can be considered sufficient for the purpose. 

As it is probably obvious from the description of the workflow given at the 
beginning of this section, the foundation of the research was the process of extract-
ing culture terms. The issue of annotation is explained before it, in a non-chrono-
logical order, as it was necessary to explain the reasons for reducing the size of the 
corpus. In a similar fashion as in some previous studies conducted by the author, 
it was necessary to find an objective criterion for identifying a word or a phrase as 
a term. Therefore, it was decided that the terms should be identified by means of 
the program SDL MultiTerm Extract, which is normally used by translation service 
providers to automatically compile monolingual and multilingual glossaries and 
dictionaries from parallel texts. SDL Multiterm Extract uses advanced statistical 
methods based on word frequency calculations to determine possible terms in the 
source text and their possible translations in the target language (Mahad et al. 
2009). In this sense, the statistical methods used by MultiTerm Extract provide an 
objective, mathematical basis for term identification. Since this was a pilot study, 
MultiTerm Extract was set up to limit its search in the English part of the paral-
lel corpus to a maximum of 1,000 term candidates ranging in size from single 
words to four-word phrases. The 1,000 term candidates identified by MultiTerm 
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Extract were narrowed to 126 actual culture terms, after almost 900 generic and 
non-culture term candidates had been discarded from the list (e.g. nation, migra-
tion, citizens, USA, railway, invention, national, etc.). The terms were annotated 
for their respective lexical fi elds and their transferred counterparts for transference 
procedures, as explained earlier.

A more detailed overview of the results of the research is given in the fol-
lowing section, as is their interpretation within the chosen frameworks and against 
the aims of the research.

3. RESEARCH FINDINGS

The application of the devised methodological procedures, as well as of 
their underlying theoretical frameworks, has produced a total of 126 culture terms 
in the three-chapters of the book which were subject to analysis (the English part 
of the parallel corpus): 0 concepts, 8 events, 61 objects, 49 institutions and 8 peo-
ple. In the Serbian part of the parallel corpus, the analysis of the 126 transferred 
forms yielded 6 instances of functional equivalence, 72 instances of formal equiv-
alence, 45 instances of transcription and 3 instances of description as transference 
procedures. In this respect, the research can be said to have achieved its goal: the 
devised combination of theoretical and methodological frameworks can indeed re-
veal patterns of transferring culture terms. The general distribution of transference 
procedures observed in the corpus is visually represented in Chart 1.

Chart 1: Distribution of transference procedures used to transfer English culture 
terms into Serbian, as encoded in the corpus
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Testing the validity of the chosen research framework should not, however, 
stop at this rather general fi nding. The real insights of the framework can be gained 
when lexical fi elds of culture terms are cross-tabulated with transference procedures, 
as this allows one to see the preferences in relation to how particular lexical fi elds of 
culture terms are transferred from one culture to another, i.e. from one language to 
another. A visual representation of cross-tabulation is presented in Chart 2. 

It is exactly this kind of cross-tabular analysis which allows one to get a 
glimpse of the underlying principles which drive the translation process. As it can 
be seen from Chart 2, although formal equivalence is the most frequent form of the 
transference procedure (see Chart 1) in the corpus, it is predominantly used in the 
lexical fi eld of institutions and it is the only transference procedure used to render 
events into the target language. On the other hand, transcription is primarily used 
to transfer people and objects. Functional equivalence, on the other hand, is barely 
represented in the corpus, while description is virtually non-existent, meaning that 
these transference procedures can be considered to be marginal and rarely used. 
If conducted on a bigger corpus, this sort of analysis could be used in translation 
pedagogy and translation quality assessment, as it seems to show a preference for 
culture objects, events and institution to be rendered relatively semantically trans-
parent, as opposed to people, where the preference seems to be for the original 
form to be retained.

Chart 2: Distribution of transference procedures across different lexical fi elds, as 
encoded in the corpus

At this point it is worth noting that during the process of tagging transfer-
ence procedures some compromises had to be made, as sometimes there was an 
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overlap of transference procedures, meaning that some of the occurrences of par-
ticular procedures which were observed were not necessarily encoded/recorded in 
the form of tags. The best example represents the way the term ‘shinplasters’ was 
transferred into Serbian, as shown in (1).

(1)
En: Such bills were often of such dubious value that they were referred to 
as shinplasters.

Sr: Novčanice su često bile toliko sumnjive vrednosti da su se nazivale sa-
latom*.
Given in the footnote: *: Izraz u originalu za koji nemamo odgovarajući na 
srpskom jeste shinplasters; smisao je isti kao kada kažemo da para „ima ko 
salate“ (Prim. prev.)

The transference procedure given in (1) is classified as an example of func-
tional equivalence because “shinplasters” was translated in a creative way that 
carries the meaning of the original, i.e. it uses the associative potential of the re-
sources of the target language to evoke the same effect (worthless green leaves). 
Nonetheless, this example is also accompanied by a footnote: a translator’s com-
ment in which he explains that there is no direct equivalent of the word in Serbian 
and further elaborates the original meaning. In that sense, this example could be 
also treated as an instance of description as a transference procedure. However, it 
was annotated as functional equivalence because that is the procedure which was 
used in the integral text. Another problem in annotation and, therefore, also in the 
analysis represented borderline examples where it was hard to determine if the 
examples constitute a wrong translation or an instance of functional equivalence. 
A representative example is given in (2). 

(2)
En: Financial hardship was a common problem for Virginia planters.

Sr: Finansijske poteškoće su bile uobičajene za virdžinijske zemljoradnike.

The culture term “planters” can mean two things: the owner or manager of 
a plantation, or an early settler or a colonist. Given the historical context of the 
text, it is more likely that the meaning was the one which refers to early settlers. 
If that is the case, the transferred form ‘zemljoradnike’ (farmers) may well be a 
mistranslation, or an instance of functional equivalence with a great deal of poetic/
translational license applied. The example given in (2) was labeled as functional 
equivalence on the basis of the author’s assumption that the translator wanted to 
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convey the fact that the early settlers were primarily involved in farming, which 
may be treated as an example of functional equivalence. 

The previous examples outlined some of the issues in the analysis of the 
corpus. It is important to stress that the problematic examples occurred primarily 
in the rare instances of functional equivalence. There were no problematic or bor-
der-line examples either in the instances of transcription or in instances of formal 
equivalence.

Transcription as a transference procedure was exclusively used for top-
onyms, which were labeled as object, as per requirements of the classification 
devised for this pilot research. This explains the prevalence of transcription as a 
transference procedure in the semantic field of objects. Had toponyms been made a 
separate semantic field of culture terms, the semantic field of objects would be pre-
dominantly characterized by formal equivalence, while toponyms would be almost 
exclusively examples of transcription. This is a valuable insight for fine-tuning the 
level of analysis in future research undertakings within this domain. Three typical 
examples of transcription of culture terms are given in (3).

(3)
En: Such was the delirium of joy that greeted his triumph over the British 
that he could have had any tribute he cared to ask for - a kingship, a lavish 
life pension, his own Blenheim Palace on the Potomac. He asked only to be 
allowed to return to a quiet life at Mount Vernon.

Sr: Njegov trijumf nad Britancima dočekan je s takvom histerijom da je 
mogao prigrabiti svaku počast koju bi poželeo - kraljevsku titulu, veliku 
doživotnu penziju, ličnu palatu Blenhajm na reci Potomak. Ali on je tražio 
samo da mu dozvole da se vrati mirnom životu u Maunt Vernonu.

As far as formal equivalence is concerned, the examples were straightfor-
ward, such as “Continental Congress” and “Kontinentalnog kongres”, “National 
Road” and “Nacionalni put”, “the Great Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company” and 
“Velika atlantska i pacifička kompanija za čaj”, “Dictionary of American English 
on Historical Principles” and “Rečnik američkog engleskog po istorijskim princip-
ima”, “Virginia Saline Bank” and “Slana Virdžinijska banka”, etc. The examples 
of formal equivalence also include some very creative solutions such as “Linija 
Trbotres” as a transferred form of “Shake Gut Line”. At this point, it is very im-
portant to highlight that many of these examples could have been transferred into 
Serbian by transcription (i.e. borrowing), which would have made the text much 
more difficult to read but easier to translate. Nonetheless, the translator obviously 
wanted to make the culture terms as semantically transparent as possible to the 
native speakers of the target language/culture, although it probably made his job 
much more difficult. It is exactly this kind of observation which highlights the 
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insightfulness of the research apparatus devised for this study, as it seems to be 
capable of revealing the underlying principles of transference of culture terms and, 
maybe, of translation in general. 

4. FINAL REMARKS

In light of the pilot nature of this research study which was primarily focused 
on developing a suitable methodological framework for analyzing transference pro-
cedures of culture terms, it can be claimed that the devised framework has been suc-
cessfully tested and that it seems to provide valid and insightful findings. Although the 
actual finding related to culture terms in the given corpus were initially conceived as 
a byproduct of the process of designing the methodological apparatus, the findings, if 
confirmed on a bigger corpus, have a potential to be relevant for translation studies and 
translation pedagogy. Namely, the research seems to indicate, albeit on a very small 
hybrid corpus, that the primary principle in transferring culture terms to the target lan-
guage and culture may as well be formal equivalence, which may mean that the under-
lying principle driving the translation process in this case is semantic transparency and 
not fidelity to the original (if the dominant procedure had been transcription). 

Despite these results which may be said to be valid and insightful, the pro-
posed research apparatus also requires some fine tunings. Firstly, it seems that the 
process of streamlining semantic classification of culture terms was slightly too 
extreme, as it appears that toponyms require a semantic field of its own, which is 
definitely something which will be done in future, full-scale studies of this kind. 
Secondly, the findings of this research have to be taken with a pinch of salt, not 
only because of methodological compromises which had to be made due to the hy-
brid nature of the corpus, but also because the corpus was very small and contained 
a single translation by a single translator: it is quite possible that the research find-
ings reveal the preferred transference procedures of this individual translator and 
not of the translation of culture terms in general. This problem can be easily solved 
in a future research study, which is already in the author’s pipeline, by creating a 
fully machine readable corpus compiled from various representative sources. 

All things considered, it is probably safe to say that this kind of research has 
a potential to provide valid insights into the underlying principles of the translation 
process and that it therefore both deserves and requires to be further pursued with-
in the domain of translation and/or culture studies. 
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CASE SUFFIXES AS THETA ROLE SIGNALS1 

The goal of this paper is to account for the set of central grammatical differences between 
Serbian and English, namely, word order freedom, presence vs absence of articles (DP) 
and presence vs absence of case suffixes. It is argued that this difference is a linguistic 
phenomenon that differentiates between a wide variety of languages and not just English 
and Serbian. The presence of case suffixes in Serbian is argued to be the main feature that 
enables free word order and makes articles, as a way of introducing arguments syntactical-
ly unnecessary (Longobardi 1994). It is also argued that this difference is not parametric in 
nature but that DP insertion is a universally present operation which is triggered whenever 
nominals need to be introduced as arguments syntactically. In Serbian, this is the case in-
side the nominal domain where one case form is used for all types of arguments Therefore, 
the arguments of the paper uphold the basic picture of invariant syntax with variations 
limited to the lexicon and PF externalization (Boeckx 2011).  

Keywords: case suffixes, theta roles, DP, free word order, linguistic variation

1. INTRODUCTION

When discussing morphosyntactic differences between English and Serbian, 
arguably the three most important areas of difference are articles, the case system 
and word order freedom (cf. Bošković 2005 inter alia). The presence or absence of 
articles seems to be a binary option in any language so a language either has arti-
cles or does not. In this sense, Serbian would be classified as a language without 
articles, while in English articles are present with most noun phrases. Case system 
does not present such a clear cut alternative. There are languages where we find at 
least a residual of a case system. In English, this is the case with pronouns. There 
are also languages with several case forms like Serbian where we find seven cases, 
and finally, there are languages like Hungarian which have a very rich case system 
with many different case forms (the exact number and status of case forms remains 
a point of debate). In this sense, Serbian would be categorized as a language with 
a developed case system, while the residues of case in English pronouns can be 
considered marginal. Finally, word order freedom is again a scalable variable but 
English is taken to be a language with a rather fixed word order while Serbian 

1  The ideas presented in this paper originated as a part of the Master’s Thesis that I defended in 
2014 at the University of Novi Sad, Faculty of Philosophy under the supervision of Professor Sabina 
Halupka-Rešetar (Kovačević 2014).
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allows a much greater degree of word order freedom. These generalizations are 
summarized in Table 1. 

English Serbian
articles YES NO
Case inflections NO YES
Word order freedom NO YES

Table 1: Differences between Serbian and English

What we observe from this table is that the presence of case inflections is 
positively correlated with the presence of word order freedom while articles are 
negatively correlated with both. This observation does not hold only for the con-
trast between English and Serbian but seems to apply much more generally across 
different languages. Simply to illustrate this claim, for the purposes of present dis-
cussion, I conducted an ad hoc quantitative study of the relationship between arti-
cles, word order freedom and cases across 50 languages from all major language 
families2. The relationship between articles and case is given in Table 2 in the form 
of probability distribution. The entries in the table signal the probabilities that a 
language inside the sample will contain given characteristics. These probabilities 
are informative about natural languages in general to the extent that this random 
sample is representative of the total number of languages that exist. 

articles total
NO YES

case
NO 0.04 0.26 0.3
YES 0.52 0.18 0.7
total 0.56 0.44 1

Table 2: Case and Articles

2  I collected the data by using numerous grammars, internet sources, Encyclopedia Britannica and 
personal communication with native speakers. The complete list of data will be given in Appendix 
1. It should be noted that the sample contains some convenience bias in favor of the Indo-European 
langauge family simply because it is more difficult to obtain information about languages from other 
familes. Therefore, conclusions presented here should not be taken as fully representative of human 
languages generally. As I mentioned, the decisions about whether a language has cases and whether 
it has free word order are not simple binary choices. Yet, for the purpose of this analysis, I coded 
those variables as binary as well so I am aware that the data that I have used might be contested on 
those grounds. While coding the data, I coded a language as having a developed case system if it had 
at least the nominative and accusative (or ergative and absolutive) and these cases are productive 
throughout the nominal system. With regard to the question of word order freedom, I classified a 
language as having free word order only if it behaved like Serbian (it could produce all the possible 
combinations of S, V and O).
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The probability that a language will have both cases and articles is calculat-
ed to be low (p=0.18), while the probability that a language will have case suffixes 
but not articles is the highest in this probability distribution (p=0.52). Additionally, 
the probability that a language will not have cases but that it will have articles is 
significant (p = 0.26) Therefore, our generalization holds for 78% of the sample 
and statistical significance was confirmed by the chi-squared test (p=0.000).

Next, as Table 3 suggests, the probability that a language will have free word 
order and articles is very low (p=0.12). At the same time, the probability that a lan-
guage will not have articles but that it will have free word order is high (p=0.56). 
Conversely, the probability that a language will have articles and fixed word order 
is significant (p=0.32).  In this case, our generalization appears to be true for 88% 
of the sample and the chi-squared test confirmed statistical significance (p=0.000).

articles
NO YES

Word order 
freedom

NO 0 0.32 0.32
YES 0.56 0.12 0.68

0.56 0.44 1

Table 3: Word order freedom and articles

Finally, our generalization states that the majority of languages with free 
word order have case inflections. As is shown in Table 4, the generalization holds 
for 86% of the sample. Languages that do have case but no word order freedom, 
amount to only 8% of the sample (Table 4). Again, chi-squared confirmed statisti-
cal significance (p=0.000).

Word order freedom
NO YES

case
NO 0.24 0.06 0.3
YES 0.08 0.62 0.7

0.32 0.68 1

Table 4: Word order freedom and case

In sum, the correlations between case, word order freedom and articles do 
not hold only for English and Serbian but represent a much more general crosslin-
guistic picture. The purpose of this paper ill then be to give an account of why this 
crosslinguistic pattern exists. The task will not be an easy one because it will aim at 
establishing causal relationships between these phenomena while at the same time 
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leaving room for exceptions that could, in principle, be captured and explained by 
the theory itself. 

If we wanted to postulate a causal relationship between these three vari-
ables, we would be faced with the following options. As free word order and case 
inflections are positively correlated (correlation coefficient = 0.67), we might pos-
tulate either that free word order causes the appearance of case suffixes or that the 
existence of case suffixes causes free word order. Alternatively, since the existence 
of articles is negatively correlated with the presence of case suffixes and word or-
der freedom (correlation coefficient = - 0.77), we could claim that the absence of 
articles causes free word order and the appearance of case suffixes. In this paper, 
I am going to assume that the entire pattern hinges on the presence or absence of 
case suffixes and develop an account explaining why that is the case. The thrust of 
the argument will lie in the claim that case suffixes are in fact signals of theta roles 
that enable more flexible word order.

2. THETA ROLES

As it has been said, the account will depend crucially on the identity be-
tween case and theta roles. However, to give an account of that identity relation-
ship, we first have to have a workable theory of theta roles and an understanding of 
what case is. With regard to case, I will assume that case is simply a phonologically 
realized morpheme on nouns3. Languages that do not have such morphemes will 
be assumed to lack the category of case. 

Developing a theory of theta roles is a much more complicated task, and I 
would devote some space to discussing that issue here. Loosely understood, theta 
roles denote thematic relationships that objects referred to by the nouns take in 
a situation referred to by the verb. However, such a definition tells us nothing 
about how such linguistic relationships between nouns and verbs are established 
nor does it tells us anything about the exact number of theta roles that we can have. 
Wittgenstein (1961) proposed the so-called “picture theory of meaning”, which 
held that the structure of the linguistic expression is such that it embodies the log-
ical structure of the extralinguistic situation to which it refers. In his later work, he 
came to abandon this view under the influence of  another important thinker Piero 
Sraffa, who compelled him to ask the question what would be the logical structure 
of the extralinguistic situation to which an expression was to refer  (see Wittgen-
stein 2010: viii for an account of how Wittgenstein came to reject the view he pre-
viously held). Nonetheless, under the influence of Chomsky’s (1970) nativism, we 
might say that the logical structure of a linguistic expression does not embody in 

3  Of course, the lack of a morpheme in a particular case form like in the case of nominative masculine 
nouns is also understood to be a contrastive feature within a fully developed morphologically realized 
case system.



321

CASE SUFFIXES AS THETA ROLE SIGNALS

any way the true logical structure of the event but that it simply is the way in which 
we think about an event given the nature of our biological capacity for language.

This idea that thematic relationships between nouns and verbs (i.e. theta 
roles) are actually part of our linguistic capacity has a long history within the gen-
erative tradition. Particularly influential was Chomsky (1986) introduction of the 
so-called “Theta Criterion” inspired by Grimshaw’s (1979) notion of categorial 
selection. According to the Theta Criterion verbs have lexical requirements to be 
merged with elements of a certain type. They have specific theta roles to “assign” 
and the introduction of noun phrases proceeds in the deep structure driven by the 
necessity of the verb to assign those theta roles. Moreover, the verb has to assign 
all of its theta roles and one element can carry only one theta role. This requirement 
appeared to be purely syntactic and the account left little room for the semantic 
relationships to enter the picture. In other words, it was not clear why (1) would be 
grammatical but (2) would not.

(1) John murdered Kate.
(2) *The book murdered Kate. 

In both cases, the verb is merged with two nouns as syntax would require but 
the outcome in (2) is ungrammatical. The problem was also how to account for the 
fact that some verbs can take complements of different categories (3).

(3) a. The committee discussed [CP whether or not to accept the proposal].
      b. The committee discussed [DP the proposal].

This led some linguist to abandon the notion of categorial selection and rele-
gate the entire problem to the domain of semantics (cf. Pesetsky 1991). Jackendoff 
(1987) adopted the purely semantic approach to theta roles. His attempt was to 
come up with an exhaustive list of theta roles based on the sophisticated distinc-
tions between the functions that an entity can have in an event. What was lacking 
in his approach was a clearly defined set of criteria according to which one could 
differentiate between different theta roles so the entire pursuit became a matter of 
subjective nuances between two roles that one could or could not perceive. That 
this approach was not going to be successful had been recognized almost two de-
cades earlier by Fillmore (1968: 32) who wrote, “it seems unlikely that … the no-
tions agent and patient are in any sense satisfactory semantic primitives” (Fillmore 
1968: 32). Given that Fillmore made this claim about agent and patient which are 
almost uncontroversially assumed to be discernable theta roles, it is clear that pure-
ly semantic accounts of theta roles would not solve the problem.

If we take another approach to theta roles, one that is less focused on seman-
tics and assumes the primacy of syntax, then we are drawn to the assumption that 
theta roles should be the basic primitives of UG. Work in this domain was inspired 
by Pinker (1984), who adopted Chomskyan nativism and argued that theta roles 
must be part of our genetic endowment for language. This is in line with the idea 
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proposed above that despite the fact that our linguistic expressions might not em-
body the logical structure of the events they are referring to, they must represent 
the way in which we think about the interactions between objects in the extralin-
guistic world. This view parallels that of Kant, who in his Critique of Pure Reason, 
argues that the notion of causality is one of the central a priori notions of our minds 
(brains) and that because of that feature of the mind we tend to think causally even 
when no real causality exists in the world (Kant 1998: 222-223).

This Kantian view can be said to underpin the entire generative tradition and 
in particular its view of theta roles. Dowty (1991) is concerned with developing 
an account of theta roles that would be in line with the basic tenets of genera-
tive tradition. He argues that all previous accounts of theta roles were very vague 
and were not embedded in a general theory of language which is why no one has 
produced a definitive list of theta roles (Dowty 1991: 548). He then proceeds to 
discuss the way in which an account of theta roles could be created that would 
flow from the syntactic slots devoted to arguments of verbs. Drawing on the list 
of theta roles that has been produced in the literature, he distinguishes between 
those that are invariably present (at least with some verbs) and those that appear 
optionally as adjuncts. Agent, patient, experiencer, theme, source and goal would 
fall into the category of those theta roles which are invariably present as arguments 
of verbs (i.e. some verbs take an agent and a patient, others take an experiencer and 
a theme, etc.). Theta roles that Dowty labels instrumental and locative appear usu-
ally as adjuncts (Dowty 1991: 563). However, bearing in mind his overriding goal, 
which is to square the number of theta roles with the number of potential slots for 
arguments in the structure of the verb phrase, he insists that agent, possessor and 
experiencer could be collapsed into one category that he calls “proto-agent” and 
patient and theme could be collapsed into a category called “proto-patient”. Given 
that there are some verbs that take three arguments, he discusses the possibility of 
introducing the third category called “indirect object of ditransitivies” that would 
contain the traditional theta role of goal. However, he claims that it is very difficult 
semantically to determine whether goal is a separate category or belongs to the 
category of proto-patient. 

As Dowty’s (1991) account is hinged upon the syntactic structure of the verb 
phrase, it is of crucial importance to know exactly how many slots for arguments 
there are in the structure of VP. Here, it is important to mention a very influential 
proposal by Baker (1988). Baker (1988) proposes the so-called Uniform Theta 
Assignment Hypothesis (UTAH) according to which arguments of different types 
are always merged in different positions inside the verb phrase, and each theta role 
has a special syntactic slot devoted to it. He claims that agents are typically merged 
into the specifier position of the verb phrase while patients are introduced as com-
plements of the verb. Moreover, Larson (1988) is concerned with the problem of 
squaring the hypothesis about binary branching of phrases with the existence of 
three-place predicates (i.e. verbs that take three arguments). Larson (1988) pro-
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poses the existence of the so-called “vP shell” on top of the verb phrase (VP) that 
hosts the verbal semantics of CAUSE and the external argument. The traditional 
VP hosts the lexical semantics of the verb in question and the theme argument in 
its complement position while the goal argument is located in the specifier of VP. 
His main evidence comes from binding theory and the fact that the indirect object 
of ditransitives  can bind a reflexive in the theme/patient position while the reverse 
is not true (4).

(4) a. I showed Mary herself. 
      b. *I showed herself Mary.

Therefore, it seems that, looking from the syntactic side, we have three avail-
able slots for three different types of arguments. So, even though Dowty (1991) 
fails to provide a definitive answer as to whether or not the indirect object of di-
transitives is a theta role in its own right, if we assume the primacy of syntax, it 
seems that it would have to be one. What is also remarkable is that Larson’s (1988) 
account incorporates the Kantian notion of cause as one of the a priori concepts 
of the mind into the inborn structure of the verb phrase suggesting that linguistic 
expressions always operate using this concept of causality, which is very much in 
line with Kant’s argument that causal thinking is an inseparable part of our mind. 

In sum, then, it seems that assuming the primacy of syntax, we could argue 
that there are three basic theta roles, and we could call them “proto-agent”, “pro-
to-patient” and “indirect object of ditransitives” using Dowty’s (1991) terminolo-
gy.

3. CASE SYSTEM AND THETA ROLES

With this account of theta roles at hand, we could proceed further to explain 
how case suffixes can be seen as signals of theta roles. The connection between 
cases and theta roles has been made in Fillmore’s (1968) seminal paper. Indeed, 
he builds the argument that just because there are no case suffixes on English 
nominals, we cannot conclude that these nominals do not have cases. He relies on 
the assumption about the existence of phonologically null categories which was 
standardly invoked in the generative tradition from its very beginnings. He writes, 

the case notions comprise a set of universal, presumably innate, concepts 
which identify certain types of judgments human beings are capable of mak-
ing about the events that are going on around them, judgments about such 
matters as who did it, who it happened to, and what got changed. (Fillmore 
1968: 45-46) 

In other words, he is simply equating the notion of case with what later came 
to be called theta roles. In that paper, he proposes the notion of case frames which 
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refer to the defined sets of thematic roles of nominal phrases in the event denoted 
by the verb (Fillmore 1968: 49). Nouns that enter into a case frame are immedi-
ately assigned a particular role. In this sense, the case frame is remarkably similar 
to the later notion of Theta Criterion. However, Fillmore (1968: 49) assumes that 
case frames are established even before the verb is merged into the sentence be-
cause that allows him to explain why, for instance, the verb “open” can find itself 
surrounded by different kinds of theta roles in different sentences (5-8). 

(5) The door opened.
(6) John opened the door
(7) The wind opened the door.
(8) John opened the door with a chisel. (Fillmore 1968: 49)

Therefore, in his account, verbs do not have selectional features of any sort 
and there is no lexical specification on the verb regarding the kinds of arguments 
that it can take. Even though there is a desirable feature of this account which is 
that one does not need to suppose that there are different lexical entries with differ-
ent argument structures in the lexicon, it seems that his proposal overgenerates in 
the sense that it does not impose a prohibition on the number of case frames into 
which a verb can be inserted. For example, the verb open cannot take an experi-
encer argument or be part of a ditransitive construction. However, the important 
insight that one can take from Fillmore (1968) is the central intuition about the 
identity between case and theta roles. 

The central problem here, however, is to explain how case suffixes could be 
identified with theta roles especially if we rely on a theory of theta roles that ties 
them to the number of available syntactic slots within the extended VP domain, 
which essentially means that there are only three basic theta roles (proto-agent, 
proto-patient and the indirect object of ditransitives). I will show, on the example 
of Serbian, that this can be done by looking more deeply into the case system of 
that language. The fact that there are seven cases in Serbian is an immediate prob-
lem for an account that aspires to argue for the identity of case and theta roles while 
assuming that there are only three theta roles. Nonetheless, one of the cases that 
we find in Serbian is vocative. This case is standardly assumed to be independent, 
which means that it is never a part of the argument structure of a verb. Longobardi 
(1994) argues specifically that vocative is a typical non-argument case. Moreover, 
Serbian also has cases that are called instrumental and locative. One might recall 
that Dowty (1991) argues that theta roles with precisely these names, “instrumen-
tal” and “locative”, are what he called “adjunctive theta roles”, meaning that they 
are typically realized as adjuncts and do not enter into the argument structure of 
a verb. Locative in Serbian is the equivalent of the so-called prepositional case in 
Russian (предложный падеж), whose name rightly suggests that it is always part 
of prepositional phrases and nouns carrying this case cannot stand on their own. 
Instrumental, in Serbian, is sometimes a part of a prepositional phrase and some-
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times stands on its own. In normative grammars, it is often stated that a preposition 
is used when instrumental has the meaning of company while no preposition is 
used when it has the meaning of instrument or means (9) and (10).

(9) Otvorio sam vrata ključem.
  (I) opened am    door      key-INSTR
  “I opened the door with a key“
(10) Proveo sam veče    s     prijateljima.
     (I) spent am   night with    friends-INSTR
           “I spent the night friends”

However, this rule does not apply to the significant portion of native speak-
ers, and it is mostly obeyed by the educated speakers perhaps as a consequence of 
deliberate overtraining. Indeed, Schmalstieg (1966) noticed a tendency towards 
the introduction of a proposition in all uses of instrumental in virtually all Slavic 
languages almost half a century ago. Moreover, as Tanja Milićev (p.c.) points out, 
Serbian pronouns do not have clitic forms for instrumental, vocative and locative 
while for dative, accusative (and arguably genitive) clitic forms are available.

Having explained why I do not consider vocative, instrumental and locative 
to be appropriate for my consideration of the identity between case and theta roles, 
there are still four remaining cases (nominative, genitive, dative, and accusative) 
while the account of theta roles that I assumed only has room for three theta roles. 
At this point, we should consider the primary uses of cases in Serbian and the way 
in which they interact with theta roles. With regard to nominative, it most com-
monly takes on the role of proto-patient (11). Dative is reserved primarily for the 
indirect object of ditransitives (12). Accusative is most commonly associated with 
proto-patients (13).

(11)  Milan           je ušao      u sobu.
       Milan-NOM is entered in room
       “Milan entered the room.“
(12)  Petar je dao Milanu           jabuku.
        Peter is gave Milan-DAT  apple
        “Peter gave Milan an apple.“
(13)  Petar je video Milana.
         Peter is  saw  Milan-ACC
       “Peter saw Milan.“

Finally, the primary use of genitive is reserved for nouns that function as 
arguments of other nouns. However, crucially, there are no two separate cases that 
would distinguish between the proto-agent and proto-patient (14). Whereas, in the 
clausal domain, primary uses of each case are closely tied with particular theta 
roles (nominative /proto-agent; dative/indirect object of ditransitives; accusative/
proto-patient), in the nominal domain no such differentiation applies.
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(14)  Knjiga pesama      istaknutog         književnika
           book poems-GEN prominent-GEN author-GEN
       “A prominent author’s book of poems”

It should be noted that traditional grammars assume the existence of the 
genitive clitics (as it has already been hinted). For an account that assumes that 
the thematic function of genitive belongs entirely to the nominal domain, this fact 
might seem problematic. However, supposed genitive clitics are formally equiva-
lent to accusative and their use and interpretation does not correspond fully to the 
other uses of genitive in the clausal domain. Rather, they are much like those of 
accusative. Therefore, one is not completely certain that these are actually genitive 
clitics. Nonetheless, the point deserves far more discussion, which would go be-
yond the scope of this paper. 

4. SIMILARITIES BETWEEN THE SERBIAN NOUN PHRASE 
AND ENGLISH

If, as we have assumed, case suffixes are theta role signals, then we have 
one obvious prediction which is that the nominal domain of Serbian will exhibit 
the same features as the languages were there are no case suffixes that differentiate 
between different theta roles. As we know, this is the case in English. So, we can 
compare the Serbian noun phrase with the clausal domain of English in order to 
see whether this hypothesis is borne out. When we do that, we find that the nominal 
domain of Serbian indeed shares many of the features of caseless languages.

First, in the introduction, it has been argued that caseless languages most 
often do not have the same degree of word order freedom as languages that do 
have cases. So, in English (15) and (16) are impossible under the same reading. In 
Serbian, however, owing to the existence of case suffixes these word order changes 
do not matter very much (17 and 18).

(15)  John kissed Mary.
(16)  *Mary kissed John.
(17)  Jovan          je poljubio Mariju.
       John-NOM is kissed      Mary-ACC
       “John kissed Mary.”
(18)  Mariju      je poljubio Jovan
      Mary-ACC is kissed     John-NOM
      “John kissed Mary.”

In the nominal domain of Serbian the possibilities of word order freedom 
reflect the situation that we find in English rather than the one that we find in the 
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Serbian clausal domain. Namely, (19) and (20) are not possible under the same 
reading.

(19) Portret   njujorške        dame       američkog      umetnika. 
    portrait New York-GEN lady-GEN American-GEN artist-GEN 
    “An American artist’s portrait of a New York lady” 
(20) *Portret   američkog      umetnika  njujorške        dame.       
      portrait American-GEN artist-GEN New York-GEN lady-GEN 
      “An American artist’s portrait of a New York lady” 

In sum, we conclude that with regard to word order freedom, the lack of 
different case suffixes within the Serbian nominal domain produces the same situ-
ation as the one we find in English.

Next, in the introduction, a prediction has been made that the presence of 
case suffixes correlates negatively with the presence of articles or Determiner 
Phrase (DP). Even in this regard, we find a close similarity between the general 
situation in English, and other DP languages, and the Serbian nominal domain. 
Longobardi (1994) argued that the overt DP layer must be present at least with sin-
gular, referentially used noun phrases. This is exactly what we find in the case of 
Serbian nominal domain. For example, if we tried to use a bare noun instead of the 
agent “američkog umetnika” in (19) we would get (21) which is ungrammatical. 

(21)  *Portret   njujorške        dame      umetnika. 
         portrait New York-GEN lady-GEN artist-GEN 
          “An artist’s portrait of a New York lady” 

Therefore, agent nominals when used as arguments of other nouns have to 
contain some kind of prenominal modification which is not the case in the clausal 
domain. It would then be reasonable to suppose that the adjective with the agent 
noun in (19) acts as a filler of the obligatorily present DP layer in the absence of 
articles as a grammatical category in Serbian.

5. IMPLICATIONS

There are several rather important implications of the claims that I have 
made in this article and I will devote some space to spelling them out in some 
detail here. First, it can be observed that I limited my discussion mostly to giving 
a descriptive account of the case system of Serbian and the situation regarding the 
relationships between free word order, case suffixes and theta roles crosslinguisti-
cally. I did not provide a theoretical account regarding the way in which case suf-
fixes actually render the presence of DP unnecessary and enable free word order. 
This decision was made largely for the purposes of space. A much more detailed 
theoretical discussion of these relationships is found in Kovačević (2014). What 



328

PREDRAG KOVAČEVIĆ

I will state here is that this account goes against the Principles and Parameters 
approach in which differences between languages are determined by parameters 
that the child sets one way or another during the course of language acquisition 
(Chomsky and Lasnik 1993). The presence versus absence of DP has been viewed 
as a parameter of this kind and a number of other phenomena like free word order 
have been argued to depend on the way in which this parameter is set (Bošković 
2008). However, in light of the claims presented here, it seems that the postulation 
of NP/DP parameter is too rigid to account for Serbian data. Instead, what is need-
ed is a view that goes beyond Principles and Parameters and reduces variation to 
either PF externalizaion or the lexicon (see Boeckx 2011). I argue that tying the 
variation in terms of word order and presence/absence of articles to the lexical 
availability of case suffixes is a promising step in that direction. 

Second, with regard to the relationship of case suffixes and theta roles 
viewed from a crosslinguistic standpoint, one objection to the account presented 
here would be that it only considers Serbian data and makes a rather bold statement 
about the category of case, which is found in a large number of languages. This 
objection is in place and it would require a lot of work to show that the basic pat-
tern presented here for Serbian holds crosslinguisitcally. I will, however, point out 
that the same view of case could be maintained for all Slavic languages that have 
case systems that are very similar to that of Serbian. Concerning Slavic languages, 
like Bulgarian and Macedonian, that do not have cases, an interesting observa-
tion is that they have articles instead and word order is much more rigid, which 
is precisely what it predicted by this account. Moreover, some Southern dialects 
of Serbian that are slowly beginning to lose case are losing exactly those cases 
that are considered to be adjunctive under this account. Even more interestingly, 
portions of these dialects that have gone the furthest in this process (for example, 
dialects spoken around the town of Pirot in South-Eastern Serbia) have also begun 
to develop articles. Also, Latin had a case system similar to that of Serbian the only 
difference being that the two adjunctive cases, instrumental and locative, in Serbi-
an were merged into ablative in Latin. As a general statement, it could be said that 
if a language has cases, we can be quite certain that these cases will be precisely 
those that are identified as crucial for theta role determination (nominative, dative, 
accusative and genitive).  

Third, there is also a lot to be said about languages like German that are “in 
the middle” of the pattern that I have identified here. It is a language with relatively 
free word order (although not to the degree which is found in Serbian), which also 
possess articles and case. As a quick remark, I would just say that the advantage 
of the account presented here is precisely in the fact that it does not make a rigid 
claim like “if a language has free word order, it cannot have articles”. Indeed, as I 
have shown on the example of Serbian, DP might occasionally be present even in 
languages with free word order and case suffixes if theta role assignment cannot 
be carried out by means of case suffixes as theta role signals. Perhaps the same 
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constraint might hold for German in a wider variety of cases or there is some sim-
ilar constraint that would have to be identified in order to account for the German 
data as well. However, all of that goes beyond the scope of the present discussion.

6. CONCLUSION

In this article, I have made the observation that the differences between 
English and Serbian in terms of word order freedom, presence/absence of case 
suffixes and presence absence of articles can be explained systematically by as-
suming that case suffixes are theta role signals. If they are present in a language, 
that language will have the basic precondition for word order freedom. On the 
other hand, if there are no case suffixes in a language, the thematic relationships 
between nominals and the verb will have to be established through a more rigid 
word order in which articles play a crucial role as they are a way of introduc-
ing argument nominals (Longobardi 1994). In a broader sense, I have provided 
a framework of thinking about the correlations between these three phenomena, 
that are undoubtedly attested cross linguistically, which is not too rigid (like in the 
case of Principles and Parameters approach) but allows the existence of the same 
syntactic operations to be present in all languages and reduces variation to lexical 
differences and PF externalization (see Boeckx 2011). Whether this framework 
will receive a broader empirical validation remains to be seen in further research 
on a larger variety of languages with a particular focus on those languages that 
seem to present the exceptions to the correlations discussed here.

Predrag Kovačević, PhD student
University of Novi Sad
Faculty of Philosophy

pedjakovacevic90@gmail.com
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APPENDIX 1

language cases articles word order freedom
Manchu + - +
Turkish + + +
Mongolian + - +
Luiseño + - +
Latin + - +
Hittite + - +
Etruscan + - +
proto-indo European + - +
Latin + - +
Italian - + -
Romanian + + -
French - + -
Spanish - + -
Old English + - +
Macedonian - + -
Bulgarian - + -
Serbian + - +
Croatian + - +
Slovene + - +
Russian + - +
Ukrainian + - +
Belarus + - +
Czech + - +
Slovak + - +
Polish + - +
Japanese + - +
Chinese - - +
Portuguese - + -
Mingrelian + - +
Georgian + - +
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Laz + - +
Svan + - +
Yiddish + + -
Hungarian + + +
Finnish + - +
German + + -
Swedish - + -
Norwegian - + -
Thai - + -
Korean + - +
Persian - + -
Sanskrit + - +
Old Greek + + +
Modern Greek + + +
Irish + + -
Swahili - - +
Urdu + + +
Hebrew - + +
Arabic - + -
Middle English - + -
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PROSODIC PHRASING OF CONTRASTIVE TOPICS IN 
ENGLISH AND SERBIAN

This paper shows that there is phonological evidence to distinguish two types of con-
trastive topics. We argue that one type of contrastive topic (CT1) is prosodically realized 
as a Major Phrase, while the other type (CT2) is prosodically realized as an Intonational 
Phrase, which is in line with what Selkirk (1995, 2005) has suggested for English. While 
the boundary signals in English are not always clear-cut, in Serbian the two types are 
clearly distinguished by the difference in clitic placement. We further show that there are 
interpretational differences between CT1 and CT2, which boil down to the type of referent 
and type of focus in the rest of the clause. 

Key words: contrastive topic, prosodic phrasing, Intonational Phrase, second-position and 
delayed clitics.

1. INTRODUCTION

The aim of this paper is to investigate the way contrastive topics are prosod-
ically realized, or prosodically phrased in English and in Serbian. Contrastive topic 
is commonly assumed to be associated with an intonational contour (tune), which 
makes it different from other information structural categories, such as non-con-
trastive (‘plain’ or ‘ordinary’) topics or focus (cf. Jackendoff 1972; Büring 1997, 
2003, a. o.).  We will claim that there is evidence that there are in fact two types 
of contrastive topics. The evidence is both phonological and information structur-
al. Namely, we will show that contrastive topics in English, and even more con-
vincingly in Serbian, can have dual prosodic phrasing. The difference in prosodic 
phrasing also comes with the difference in interpretation of contrastive topics. 

In Section 2, we present an overview of properties of contrastive topics, 
mostly based on English data. Section 3 focuses on the phonological properties 
of contrastive topics and presents major issues regarding the specific contrastive 
topic ‘tune’. In Section 4 we present evidence from Serbian that the difference in 
clitic placement correlates with the difference in the contrastive topic status of the 
clitic host, and provide interpretational differences between the two. Section 5 is 
dedicated to the comparison of the contrastive topics properties in English and 
Serbian, to reach the conclusion that the evidence for distinguishing contrastive 
topics in the two languages is not the same. Section 6 concludes the paper with 
speculations about the possible reasons for the discrepancy between the interpre-
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tational difference of the same prosodic element and offers suggestions for further 
research which will hopefully shed more light on this issue.

2. PROPERTIES OF CONTRASTIVE TOPIC (CT) 

Contrastive topic (CT), illustrated by the classical example (1) from Jack-
endoff (1972), is a rather complex information structural (IS) notion. What makes 
CTs ‘special’ is the fact that it involves a mixture of properties shared by topics, 
on the one hand, and focus on the other.  CT usually serves a discourse role of an 
‘aboutness’ topic, or what the sentence/discourse is about. In (1), the CT Fred has 
been established as a topic in B’s question. 

(1)     A: John ate the spinach.
B: What about Fred? What did he eat?

A: FREDCT ate the BEANSFOC 

CT, as its name indicates, also involves contrast, in the sense that it evokes alter-
natives (Büring 1997, 2003; Krifka 2008). Furthermore, CT can also be used as an 
answer to a (multiple) wh-question (2), and it again resembles focused elements 
(Büring 2003; van Hook 2003;   Wagner 2010, a.o.).

(2) A:  Who ate what?
         B:  FREDCT ate the BEANSFOC and MARYCT ate the SPINACHFOC.

As a topic, CT is often assumed to be subject to givenness/familiarity conditions. 
Namely, the CT referent needs to be given in the preceding discourse. The topi-
calized PP on fifty-ninth street in (3B) is given in as part of the question in (3A). 
It also evokes an alternative proposition that on an alternative location (58th street, 
for example) something else was also bought. 

(3)  A: What did you buy on 59th street?
B: On fiftyNINTH streetCT I bought SHOESFOC. (On 58th street I 

bought gloves)  

      (Büring 1997)

Krifka (1991), however, points out that the referent can also be a subset of a larger 
set given in the discourse. One such use of CT is given in (4), where the CT Bill’s 
youngest sister contained in B’s answer is a subset of a larger set of Bill’s sisters 
introduced in A’s question.



335

PROSODIC PHRASING OF CONTRASTIVE TOPICS IN ENGLISH AND SERBIAN

(4)  A:What did Bill’s sisters do?
B: Bill’s YOUNGEST sisterCT kissed JohnF    

    (Krifka 1991)

Krifka (2008) further shows that the set need not be explicitly given in the dis-
course at all. In fact, the speaker can use a CT to impose or add the notion of a 
subset to the ‘common ground’ of conversation. In (5), speaker A establishes your 
sister as the aboutness topic, but speaker B can successfully use the CT my brother 
to change the topic of conversation.  By this move, speaker B imposes a larger set 
of ‘(my) siblings’ as the topic, of which my brother is a subset.  
 
(5)  A: Does your sister speak Portuguese?

B: My brotherCT  does.       
 (Krifka 2008)

2.1. Contrast or focus-like properties of CT

Büring (1997, 2002) argues that CT is similar to focus because it regularly 
evokes alternatives (cf. Rooth’s (1992) alternatives theory of sentential focus), or 
set of additional propositions. When a CT answers a question, in addition it evokes 
a set of additional questions. For the example (2), for instance, the set of additional 
questions would be What did X/Y/Z… eat that are part of a super-question salient 
in the context (typically, a multiple wh-question; Who ate what?).

Krifka (2008) captures the focus properties of CTs by proposing that CT 
contains an embedded focus operator. So, in statements such as (6B), there are two 
‘focused’ elements, one being embedded in the topic part of the sentence, while the 
other is part of the comment.

(6)  A: Does your sister speak Portuguese?
B: [My [BROther]FOCUS]TOPIC [[DOES]Focus]Comment

Neeleman et al. (2009) take a slightly different view, and claim that CTs are ordi-
nary aboutness topic, and what makes them different is the feature [+contrastive]. 
This feature can accompany both topic and focus elements. Thus they avoid mixing 
two opposing notions of topic and focus in the characterization of one IS category. 

2.2. Contrastive topic (CT) vs. Contrastive focus (CF) 

While contrastive topic and contrastive focus (CF) undoubtedly share some 
characteristics, there is a way to tease them apart. Lee (2003) proposes that CT and 
CF are best distinguished on the basis of the type of question (whether implicit or 
explicit) which they constitute an answer to. Namely, CT is preceded by a conjunc-
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tive question, whereas CF is preceded by an alternative disjunctive question. For 
instance, in (4), the respondent in (4B) presupposes a conjunctive question, ‘What 
did Bill’s youngest sister and the rest do?’. Even though (4B) seems to answer only 
the first conjunct question, the special intonational contour on youngest sister also 
comes with the conveyed meaning ‘but Bill’s other sisters didn’t kiss John’, or 
epistemically ‘but I don’t know what Bill’s other sisters did’. 

2.3. ‘Complement’ of CT & conveyed denial 

One of the questions that has not been yet settled in the literature regards the 
nature of the complement of CT, or the type/interpretation of the element follow-
ing CTs in the sentence. Most authors agree that CT is licensed by focus (FOC) in 
the rest of the clause. Lee (2003), however, points outthat there are cases where 
CT does not require an overt focused element when found in answers to non-wh 
questions, for instance 

(7) A: ne  ton   iss   ni ?   (Korean)
you  money have  Q
‘Do you have money?’
B: na  tongceon-un   iss-e
I   coinsCT     have 
‘I have coinsCT , (but not bills).’  

In (7B) none of the elements is focused. But contrastive focus is present in 
the implicature (on the verb ‘not have’ and ‘bills’, as opposed to ‘coins’).

Authors, however, differ with respect to whether this focus is necessarily 
contrastive or not. 

One other point of debate concerns the nature of the conveyed denial that 
accompanies CTs. The presence of the conveyed denial with CTs is indisputable, 
but authors disagree whether this denial is a conversational implicature or a con-
ventional one. Rooth (1996) and Büring (2003) argue that this conveyed denial is 
actually a conversational implicature. Lee (2003), however, disagrees, and claims 
that it is conventional implicature. His main argument for the conventional nature 
of the implicature is that it is triggered by linguistic devices, such as intonation 
and/or special morphological markers (such as –un in 7B). 

3. PROSODIC PROPERTIES OF CONTRASTIVE TOPICS

One of the hallmark features of CTs is their distinctive prosody. Namely, 
they have a specific intonational contour, the so-called background or ‘B-accent’ 
(Jackendoff 1972). Büring (1997, 2002) specifies that this contour consists of a 
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complex fall-rise pitch accent with a dual boundary tone. Importantly, this dis-
tinctive pitch accent or tune is different from the one associated with focus (or 
‘A-accent’). The representation of the CT tune in ToBI notation is given in (8a) 
(cf. Büring 2002, following Pierrehumbert 1980), the ‘A-accent’, associated with 
focus is given in (8b), while the realization of both tunes is illustrated in (9). 

(8) a. CT: (L+)H* pitch accent (followed by a L- H% boundary) 
b. FOC: H* pitch accents (followed by a L- L% if in the clause final po-
sition)

(9)  A: John ate the spinach.
B: What about Fred? What did he eat?
A: Fred     ate the beans 
     LH* L- H%    H*L-L%

The matter of the specific CT prosody, however, is not entirely settled in the 
literature. The first issue is whether the dual fall-rise pitch accent (L+H*) is a gener-
al topic/theme accent (Gundel & Fretheim 2004; Steedman 2000, Hedberg & Sosa 
2007). Hedberg and Sosa (2007) show that L+H* accent, which is usually taken to 
be associated with contrast (Pierrehumbert & Hirschberg 1990), is not exclusively 
found with contrastive topics. Even though in the corpus they studied, in most cases, 
the accent is associated with contrastive topics (31%), Hedberg and Sosa also find it 
on non-contrastive topics (‘ratified topics’ in their terminology), as illustrated in (10). 

(10)  Ms. Clift: A good working-class guy may well be what Jesus was. And in 
fact, this is discussed in a documentary that was produced in England. And 
there they can talk about
these kinds of things. I think in this country we’re still a little nervous about 
suggesting that Jesus may not fit the Westernized, romanticized ideal. In Brit-
ain, in fact, the

archbishop of Canterbury there has called Britain a nation of atheists. 
In a country of 

L+H* L+H* L* HH%
60 million people, only a million people go to church.

What is more, their corpus also provides examples of noncontrastive, plain 
foci marked by L+H*, as those in (11) and (12).

(11)  Mr. McLaughlin: Well, what is – do you think that NASA has egg on its 
face? 

         
      L+H*!H* HL%
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(12)  Mr. Kudlow: I have a different view, with all respect. I think it turns this 
guy into a 

celebrity, and I think that actually encourages more of these heinous 
actions. 

L+H*LL%

Furthermore, they also show that the entire tune associated with contrastive 
topics ( L+H* LH%)  is more often found on contrastive focus than contrastive 
topic elements in their corpus. An example is given in (13).1

(13)  Ms. Clift: Well, I think definitions of beauty or handsomeness change 
over the years, and I, frankly, think this guy is pretty attractive. I don’t 
find him unattractive.

  L+H* LH%

The general conclusion that Hedberg and Sosa draw is that there is no pro-
sodic category as distinctive as a ‘topic accent’ as opposed to a ‘focus accent’ in 
English. However, their analysis by large disregards any other discourse factors 
which may also mediate in stress placement and stress type in wider contexts. 
Thus they somewhat boldly overgeneralize to discard the rather straight-forward 
relationships between information structure and prosody.

The second issue is whether the prosodic realization of CT requires an entire 
fall-rise tune, i.e. is the dual boundary tone obligatory or not. Selkirk (2006) agrees 
with Büring (1997, 2003) that most CTs have a dual boundary tone, and project 
the highest prosodic constituent, Intonational Phrase (14 & 15). However,  she also 
points out that there are CTs in English, such as the ‘the alpacas’ in (16), which are 
realized by a single tone at their right boundary, and correspond to a lower level 
prosodic constituent, Major Phrase (MaP).

(14) A: Where did you go with your various visiting relatives?
      B: [The restaurant on GreeH*ne St.CT L-H%]IP #[we took my moH*therFOC 
to t L-L%]IP
        [The bar on Gramercy PaH*rkCT

L-H%]IP # [we went to t  with 
my siH*sterFOC L-L%]IP

(15) A: [What about Fred ? What did he eat?]
   B:  [ FredCT H*L-H%]IP # ( t ate the beansFOC  

H*L-L%)IP

1  Hedberg and  Sosa note that 4 out 5 instances of L+H* LH% on contrastively focused elements 
involve contradictions. In fn 3 they allow for an alternative analysis where the element is actually in-
terpreted as (contrastive)  topic, as the context in (20) certainly resembles those commonly associated 
with contrastive topics (givenness, being under discussion, etc.). 
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(16) IP[[The alpaH*casL-]MaP [she got!H* t from a guy!H* in New Hamp!H*shireL—L%]
MaP]IP

The condition for IP status for CT, according to Selkirk, is that the contras-
tive topic is accompanied by an additional contrastive focus in the body of the 
sentence. This typically occurs when the contrastive topic appears in an answer to 
a multiple wh-question, as in essentially the case in (14 & 15). (16), on the other 
hand, has no FOC in the rest of the sentence, and CT is realized as MaP, with a 
single boundary tone.

4. TWO TYPES OF CT IN SERBIAN

Based on the of phonological properties of CT, we have argued that there 
are two types of CT in Serbian (Marković & Milićev 2014). The main criterion 
for distinguishing two types of CT is the absence or presence of the so-called 
clitic delay. The first type of CT (CT1) comes with second position (2P) clitics, 
i.e. clitics immediately follow the CT as the first constituent to which clitics, be-
ing phonologically deficient attach. This is illustrated in (17), the example taken 
from Halupka-Rešetar (to appear).  Marija, the contrastive topic, is immediately 
followed by the dative and the auxiliary clitics (mi and je, respectively). The sec-
ond type (CT2), causes clitic delay, i.e. clitics cannot immediately follow the first 
constituent, but rather occupy the third position in the clause. CT2 is illustrated in 
(18), where the auxiliary clitic does not attach to the CT subject Mubarak, but the 
next constituent, the participle predao.

(17) A: Šta  su    ti      
 deca    poklonila  za  rođendan?

what AUX.CL  you.DAT.CL children  given    for  
birthday

‘What did the childre give you for your birthday?’
B: MARIJACT  mi      je   

 poklonila  MINĐUŠEFOC
   Marija    me.DAT.CL AUX.CL  given  
  earrings
   ‘Marija has given me earrings’   

(18) MUBARAK  predao  je     vlast   
 (Gadafi   je     rešio   da  
je sačuva)

Mubarak   given   auX.cl  power      
Gaddafi  auX  decided  to  it  keep 
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‘Mubarak stepped down from power.  (Gaddafi decided to keep it)’ 
(Marković & Milićev 2012)

We assume that the differences in clitic placement with CTs are directly 
related to different prosodic realization of CT constituents. Furthermore, different 
prosodic realization corresponds to different interpretation of CT. 

4.1. Clitics as a diagnostic tool for prosodic constituents: clitic-delay in 
Serbian

Clitics in Serbian are well known for their second-position (2P) effect. This 
effect yields to the condition that clitics must occupy the position after the first 
element in the clause, where the first element is either a phrase or a word. The only 
exception to this condition is whenthe first element is ‘heavy’, or more precisely, 
projects (or contains) an intonational phrase (IP) of its own, separate from the IP 
projected by the clause where the clitic is found (cf. Bošković 2001, 2004, Browne 
1975, Franks 1998, Radanović-Kocić 1996. a.o). This phonological restriction 
accounts for the cases of clitic-delay with appositives, parentheticals and heavy 
constituents. These are all illustrated in (14). As appositives (19a), parentheticals 
(19b), and heavy constituents (19c) form IPs of their own, clitics cannot attach to 
them.

(19)  a. Marija, [profesorica latinskog]IP, [objasnila nam je ablativ]IP. 
      Marija professor of-Latin explained us,DAT,CL 
AUX.CL ablative
    ‘Marija, a professor of Latin, explained ablative 
to us’      
       b. Slavna balerina, [kako izveštava “Politika”]IP, predstaviće 
nam se u petak]IP
      famous ballerina as reports Politika will-intro-
duce us SE on Friday

‘The famous ballerina, as Politika reports, will introduce herself to us on 
Friday’

    c. [U Karakasu, koji nismo planirali da posetimo]IP, 
[ostali smo tri nedelje]IP. 
      in Caracas which not-AUX.CL planned to visit 
stayed AUX.CL three weeks
      ‘In Caracas, which we didn’t plan to visit, we 
stayed three weeks’

However, the problem is that non-heavy fronted/topicalized constituents op-
tionally delay clitics. In (20a) we see that the PP u Karakasu ‘in Caracas’ can both 
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allow 2P clitics and clitic delay. In other words, it can optionally project an IP of 
its own. 

(20)  a.  U Karakasu smo ostali tri nedelje/U Karakasu, ostali 
smo tri nedelje
     in Caracas AUX.CL stayed three weeks/
In Caracas stayed AUX.CL three weeks
     ‘In Caracas we stayed three weeks’

    b [U Karakasu smo ostali tri nedelje]IP
     c. [U Karakasu]IP, [ostali smo tri nedelje]IP

In Marković & Milićev 2012, we argue that light sentence initial elements/
topicalized elements can delay clitics when they are used as contrastive topics.2 
Thus, the difference between (20b) and (20c) is that the fronted PP is a ‘regular’ 
topic in (20a), and a contrastive topic in (20c). 

Recall, however, that there are cases where there are topicalized elements 
which match the interpretation of contrastive topics that do not obligatorily trigger 
clitic-delay (17). Therefore, we have to assume that we must admit the existence 
of two types of contrastive topics, which have different prosodic/phonological re-
alization. 

In the next section we look more closely into the properties of these two 
types of topics; CT1, which is phonologically realized as non-IP, and CT2, which 
is phonologically realized as IP.

4.2. Contrastive topic 1 (CT 1)  

The properties of contrastive topics in Serbian, especially their syntactic 
behaviour, are discussed in full detail in Halupka-Rešetar (to appear). Crucially for 
our discussion, all the cases she discusses involve CT1 and clitic-second orders, so 
the insights presented there will serve as defining properties of CT1. 

First, she demonstrates that CT in Serbian, just like in English, is an ‘about-
ness’ topic. The referent of (or the set it belongs to) needs to be familiar both to the 
speaker and the hearer. The next property is, of course, contrast. In the example 
(17), repeated here as (21), Marija contrasts with other members of the set ‘chil-

2  It is important to further clarify what counts as a light or a heavy consistuent. Namely, we 
should distinguish phonologically branching from phonologically non-branching elements. Only 
phonologically non-branching elements (containing one phonological word) are light. This includes 
cases where a constituent is syntactically branching, as PPs, but due the phonological deficiency 
or clitic status of prepositions, P+N combinations also count as one phonological word (cf. Zec & 
Inkelas 1990: 374-375).
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dren’, introduced earlier in the discourse, with the implicature that other children 
too gave something else to the speaker B.3

(21)   A: Šta su ti deca poklonila za rođendan?
what AUX.CL you.DAT.CL given for birthday
‘What did the childre give you for your birthday?’

B:  MarijaCT mi je poklonila MINĐUŠEFOC.
      Marija me.DAT.CL AUX.CL 
given earrings
      ‘Marija has given me earrings’

As indicated by subscripts in (21B), CT is followed by new information 
focus (“FOC”) in the rest of the clause. However, following Neeleman and Titov 
(2009), Halupka-Rešetar (to appear) also points out to the cases where CT in Ser-
bian can also show up with contrastive focus (CF).4

(22)  Moja deca nikada ne igraju igre. Zapravo, to i nije sasvim tačno. Petar CT 
ponekad igra šahCF.

My children never play games  Actually that is not quite true. Peter some-
times plays chess

4.3 Contrastive topic 2 (CT2)  

The properties of CT2 we will present here are largely based on Marković 
& Milićev 2012 and  especially Milićev & Marković 2014. Recall, CT2 is pro-
sodically an IP, and its status is tested by clitic placement. Therefore, all relevant 
examples involve clitic-delay or clitic-third orders. 

3  CT as a topic changing device is the context Halupka-Rešetar uses in most of her examples.
4  As it has been shown for other languages (Wagner 2012, a.o), Halupka-Rešetar provides evidence 
that in Serbian too, CT must precede focus (both new information focus and contrastive focus). In 
fact, Halupka-Rešetar shows that CT must precede all other topics/discourse given elements (i). The 
only elements that need to precede CT1 are wh-words (ii) and complementizers (iii).
 (i) A: Šta je sa Petrom? A šta je njemu juče poslala Marija brzom poštom?
#B: Juče je Jovanu CT (Marija) brzom poštom (Marija) poslala pismo.
  (ii) A: Šta je sa Petrom? Šta je njemu poslala Marija?
B: Ne znam za Petra. A da li znaš nešto o Jovanu? …
a. *Jovanu CT je šta Marija poslala?
b. *Jovanu CT je Marija poslala šta?
c. Šta je Jovanu CT Marija poslala?
(iii)  Moja deca nikada ne igraju igre. Zapravo, to i nije sasvim tačno.

a. Mislim/Znam da Petar CT ponekad igra šah.
b. *Mislim/*Znam Petar CT da ponekad igra šah.
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Firstly, unlike CT1, CT2 does not seem to be felicitous if the referent has 
already been introduced in the discourse. In (18) ‘in Rio’ is introduced in B’s ques-
tion, and the speaker in A cannot use it as a CT2.

(23)  A:  U Karakasu smo ostali pet dana. 
   In Caracas AUX.CL stayed five days
   ‘In Caracas we stayed five days’

B:  A u Riju? Koliko ostali u Riju?
   And in Rio? How long did you stay in Rio? 

A:  #U Riju, ostali smo dve nedelje. 
   In Rio stayed AUX.CL two weeks

Furthermore, the referent of CT2 cannot be a subset of the set introduced 
by the topic earlier. CT2 is impossible (24) in the context shown for CT1 in (17).

(24)  A:  Šta su ti deca poklonila za rođendan   
What did your children give for your birthday? 

  B:   #Marija, poklonila  mi je minđuše. Petar, poklonio mi je 
sat.          
   ‘Marija gave me earrings. Peter gave me a watch’

Also, unlike CT1, CT2 cannot be used to change topics. (25) shows that the 
speaker B cannot use ‘in Rio’ in his answer to change the topic  ‘in Caracas’ estab-
lished by the speaker A’s question. 

(25)   A:  Koliko ste potrošili para u Karakasu?
  How much money did you spend in Caracas?

B: #Ne sećam se (za Karakas). U Riju, potrošili smo 500 dolara.
 I don’t remember for Caracas. In Rio we spent 500 dollars.

Unlike CT1, where the rest of the clause can contain both new information 
and contrastive focus, CT2 requires contrastive focus. Even though in (26) the 
second PP in B’s answer, ‘in Caracas’, is contrastively related to the PP ‘in Rio’, 
without a contrastively focused element in the rest of the clause, it cannot be used 
as CT2, and clitic-third orders in those cases are infelicitous. 

(26) A:    Šta ste gde radili (tokom vašeg putovanja po Južnoj Americi)?
   ‘What did you do where (on your trip to South America)?

B:  U Riju, bili smo  na karnevalu.  #U Karakasu,  sreli  smo  
neke  prijatelje.
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    in Rio  stayed  auX two weeks     in Ca-
racas   met  auX some friends
    ‘In Rio we stayed for two weeks. In Caracas we 
met some friends’

Compare with (27), where VPs are parallel in terms of locations visited.

(27) U Riju, bili smo na karnevalu.  U Karakasu, obišli smo muzej 
savremene umetnosti. 
  ‘In Rio, we were at a carnival  In Caracas, we visited 
the museum of contemporary art’

That the alternative proposition needs to be overtly expressed is also sug-
gested by the infelicity of epistemic conveyed meaning, as (28) shows. It is impos-
sible to use ‘in Rio’ as CT2, and imply lack of focus for other alternative places.

(28) A:   Koliko ste gde potrošili (tokom vašeg putovanja po Južnoj Americi)?
        ‘How much did you spend where (on your trip to South America)?

B: #U Riju, potrošili smo 500 dolara. (Za ostala mesta/odredišta se ne 
sećam/ne znam)

 ‘In Rio we spend 500 dollars. (I don’t remember/know about other plac-
es/destinations’

Finally, experimental studies (Marković & Milićev 2012) confirm that 
clitic-delaying topics do have all the relevant prosodic properties of intonational 
phrases. Apart from a clear IP boundary tone (LH%), they are commonly followed 
by significant pauses, sharper rise in the following segment (known as pitch reset), 
preboundary lengthening of the final segments (vowel or the whole syllable) and a 
later peak in the rising tone than in non-topicalized items. 

(29)  A: Nekim lingvistima jezik je cilj
    to-some linguists language is goal
    ‘To some linguistis language is a goal’
  B: Sapiru CT2,   jezik   je   instru-
ment.
   L+H*L-H%      
   H*L- L% 
   to-Sapir    language AUX.CL in-
strument
   ‘To Sapir, language is an instrument’



345

PROSODIC PHRASING OF CONTRASTIVE TOPICS IN ENGLISH AND SERBIAN

CT1, on the other hand, is realized as MaP, or ‘intermediate phrase’. Thus in 
(17), repeated here as (30), the contrastive topic Marija is realized as a LH* pitch 
accent without a distinctive IP boundary rise. Instead, IP boundary tone occurs 
later in the sentence and coincides with the focus minđuše (HL% boundary tone).

(30) A: Šta  su    ti      
 deca    poklonila  za  rođendan?

what AUX.CL  you.DAT.CL children  given    for  
birthday

‘What did the childre give you for your birthday?’
B: MARIJACT  mi      je   

 poklonila  MINĐUŠEFOC
    LH*       
          
  H*L%
   Marija    me.DAT.CL AUX.CL  given  
  earrings
   ‘Marija has given me earrings’ 

Let us summarize the relevant properties of the two types of contrastive 
topics in Serbian. CT1 is prosodically realized as MaP/’intermediate phrase’, and 
this explains why it allows clitic-second word orders. The referent of CT1 is al-
ways subject to familiarity/givenness condition. CT2, on the other hand, is prosod-
ically realized as IP, which consequently triggers clitic-delay. CT2 can introduce 
new referents in the discourse. Also, there is stronger implication or even need for 
a parallel contrasting structure. Finally, the focus part in the sentence with CT2 
needs to be contrastive, rather than new information focus. CT2 does not allow for 
the possibility of ‘epistemic’: but I don’t know about others.

4. ENGLISH CTS AND SERBIAN  CTS

This preliminary investigation shows that both English and Serbian distin-
guish two types of contrastive topic elements, which is reflected in their prosodic 
phrasing.

Evidence for Engish from Selkirk (2005) are repeated in (31) and (32). 

(31) A: [What about Fred ? What did he eat?]
   B:  [ FredCT H*L-H%]IP # ( t ate the beansFOC  

H*L-L%)IP

(32) IP[[The alpaH*casL-]MaP [she got!H* t from a guy!H* in New Hamp!H*shireL—L%]
MaP]IP
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The conditions licensing one or the other type of CT are not entirely the 
same.  What can be observed, based on Selkirk’s claims, is that CTs which are re-
alized as IPsneed the focused part to be contrastive. However, contrastive focus in 
the rest of the clause will not guarantee the IP prosody of CT in Serbian (remember 
example (17), where we have a clear case of contrastive focus with CT1). 

Also, according to the judgments of native speakers, consulted in this re-
search, phonological properties of English CTs are somewhat ambiguous.  The 
presence of a pause (significantly observable at the right edge of IPs) is felt to be 
optional with most ‘classical’ cases of CT in English.

(33)  A: John ate the spinach.
B What about Fred ? What did he eat?

    A:  Fred (#) ate the beans

Thus (33B) has two realizations – either as two IPs or as a single IP. If it is 
realized as two IPs, with the topicalized constituent Fred clearly delimitated by a 
HL% boundary tone and a pause, the sentence seems to require contrastive focus 
as the complement of the contrastive topic. If, on the other hand, it is uttered as 
MaP, with a typical LH* pitch tone and a lack of pause, the focus does not need 
to be contrastive. If this insight is confirmed by future experimental research, it 
would reveal a strong parallel with the Serbian data, and further contribute to the 
assumption that contrastive topics are indeed of two types. 

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this paper we have shown that while Serbian provides clear evidence for 
the existence of two types of contrastive topic, in English this is not so straight-
forward. As English lacks syntactic tests for determining prosodic constituents (as 
Serbian 2P clitics), it is much more difficult to establish the existence of specific 
phonological properties associated with one type of prosodic constituent or the 
other.  In order to come up with more arguments for our claims, we need to conduct 
further research, where both phonological and semantic conditions are carefully 
controlled for.
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THE STATUS OF THE GENITIVE OF  
THE DEADJECTIVAL NOMINALS IN ENGLISH

The aim of the paper is to determine the distributional status of the genitive of the dead-
jectival nominals in English. The premise for this analysis is the statement that adjectives 
as noun-phrase heads do not inflect for the genitive marker –’s in English. However, the 
thorough, corpus-based, investigation of the current use of the genitive case shows that 
the frequency of both, synthetic and analytic genitive of deadjectival nominals, gradually 
increases in contemporary English. The main goal of this research is to analyze the token 
frequency of the synthetic and analytic genitives of deadjectival nominals in contemporary 
English and their use in various registers. The principal questions of this research are the 
frequency of the genitive of deadjectival nominals in today’s texts, the frequency of this 
type of genitive in various registers as well as the question of its use and distribution in the 
contemporary English language. The answers to these questions would enable us to deter-
mine the status of the genitive of deadjectival nominals in contemporary English. 

Key words: genitive marker –’s, preposition of, the synthetic genitive of deadjectival nom-
inals, the analytic genitive of deadjectival nominals, token frequency.

1. INTRODUCTION

The category of deadjectival nominals is widely described in the linguistic 
literature. The shift from adjective to noun is the most common type of the so-
called partial conversion (Balteiro 2007: 79). These generic phrases do not have a 
noun head, instead, an adjective functions as the head. The fused-head construc-
tions of this type display nominal features in regard to syntax whereas they display 
adjectival features in regard to morphology. If we take the poor as an example, we 
can see that that the adjective poor is partially converted to noun, it takes the syn-
tactic position of the head of noun phrase. Syntactically speaking, it functions as a 
noun. However, its inability to inflect for number and to be used with the indefinite 
article, as well as its typical adjectival characteristics, such as modification by ad-
verbs and gradation, show that it is not fully converted and continues to behave like 
an adjective. Because of this half-way situation and the difficulty to determine this 
phenomenon these structures have various names such as de-adjectival class nouns 
(Strang 1968: 113), substantivized adjectives or adjectives as principals, (Jespers-
en, 234), adjectives partially converted into nouns (Poutsma 1914: 44), absolute 
or elliptical use of adjectives (Balteiro 2007: 79), adjective used as noun, adjective 
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as head of NP (Quirk et al. 1985: 421, Biber et al. 2002: 202), nominal adjective 
in fused-head constructions (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 417). To conclude, the 
word-class status of these adjectives is intermediate; they are ’between adjective 
and noun, displaying nominal as well as adjectival features.’ (Kunze 2009: 39) The 
author decides to use the term ‘deadjectival nominals’ in this paper because of its 
conciseness and appropriateness.

There are three types of deadjectival nominals. Type 1 involves the adjec-
tives which can be noun-phrase heads with plural and generic reference denoting 
classes, categories, or types of people, such as the poor, the rich, the innocent, the 
young. Type 2 involves a very specific group of adjectives denoting nationalities. 
This group of adjectives is restricted to those ending in –ish, -sh, - ese, and –ch. 
They are normally with generic plural reference like the following examples the 
British, the Danish, the Japanese, the French. Type 3 involves some adjectives 
which function as noun-heads with abstract reference, such as the mystical, the 
supernatural, the exotic. This type is restricted to certain fixed expressions.    

As far as the genitive of deadjectival nominals is concerned, the analytic 
genitive i.e. ’the prepositional construction is practically the only one with adjec-
tives partially converted into nouns’ (Poutsma 1914: 44). However, it has been 
noticed that the synthetic genitive of deadjectival nominals is becoming more and 
more frequent form in contemporary English texts. Even though many linguists 
(Quirk et al. 1985, 421, Poutsma 1914, 44, Strang 1968, 113, Đorđević 1997, 71) 
eliminate the possibility of the existence of this genitive, one quick search on the 
Internet shows that the forms such as the poor’s, the rich’s, the blind’s, the ac-
cused’s, the living’s, the Siamese’s are quite common in all kinds of texts written 
in English.

In a nominal possessive construction of this type, two nominal phrases, 
possessor and possessum are linked by a relational marker (Rosenbach 2002, 7). 
Structurally, it is possible to distinguish two types of the genitive of deadjectival 
nominals: the synthetic genitive of deadjectival nominals, and the analytic genitive 
of deadjectival nominals. These two types of the genitive of deadjectival nominal 
differ in respective relational marker (-’s versus of) and in the linear arrangement 
of possessor and possesum.

The general structure of the phrases containing the synthetic genitive of 
deadjectival nominals is: 

possessor relational marker possessum

deadjectival nominal +  suffix ’s  + head word

A deadjectival nominal functions as a possessor, whereas a head word func-
tions as a possessum. These two entities are related by the genitive suffix –’s. 

The general structure of the phrases containing the analytic genitive of de-
adjectival nominals is:
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possessum relational marker possessor

head word +  preposition of  + deadjectival nominal

A deadjectival nominal functions as a possessor, whereas a head word func-
tions as a possessum. These two entities are related by the preposition of.

The detailed corpus-based investigation showed that adjectives (positives, 
comparatives, superlatives, compound adjectives, adjectives denoting nationalities 
and participial adjectives (past participles and present participles)) functioning as 
deadjectival nominals can be marked by the genitive suffix –’s in English. The syn-
tactic characteristics of the genitive of these nominal adjectives in fused-head con-
structions are the same as those of the genitive of nouns. The semantic character-
istics of the genitive of deadjectival nominals are almost identical to the semantic 
interpretation of the genitive of nouns, excluding so called quantitative genitive, 
whereas the temporal genitive must be taken with certain limitations.

2. THE TOKEN FREQUENCY OF THE GENITIVE OF 
DEADJECTIVAL NOMINALS

The aim of this section is to examine the token frequency of the synthetic 
and analytic genitives of deadjectival nominals in contemporary English and to 
compare the results with the frequency of deadjectival nominal across registers. 
As far as the author is informed, such an analysis has not been done so far. This 
analysis has the following objectives: to define the percentage of their existence 
in various registers; to determine in which register such genitives are the most fre-
quent; to rank all registers in terms of the percentage of the genitives of deadjecti-
val nominals. These data will enable us to determine the distributional status of the 
synthetic and analytic genitives of deadjectival nominals in contemporary English.

2.1. The Frequency of Deadjectival Nominals in Various Registers

For the purpose of comparison between the distribution and frequency of 
deadjectival nominals and their genitive forms across registers, it is necessary to 
establish the distribution of deadjectival nominals in English across various regis-
ters, irrespective to their case. I used the total number of 9,868 examples contain-
ing deadjectival nominals found in Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA corpus). This corpus contains 450 million words, and the examples range 
from 1990 to 2012. In order to find the examples of the genitive of deadjectival 
nominals, I used the search engine of this on-line corpus. Diagram 1 provides the 
percentages of deadjectival nominals in various registers.
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Diagram 1: The Frequency of Deadjectival Nominals in Various Registers

The quantitative analysis of the frequency of deadjectival nominals in var-
ious registers has shown that the highest frequency of deadjectival nominals is in 
academic prose, i.e. 24% (2,384 examples). Magazines follow with 23% (2,227 
examples). The presence of deadjectival nominals in spoken language is signif-
icant – 21% (2,074). Both fi ction and news have relatively lower frequency of 
deadjectival nominals, around 16%. The given percentages imply that deadjectival 
nominals are far more frequent in written language comparing to spoken language, 
since 79% of all deadjectival nominals belong to the written registers (academic 
prose, magazines, fi ction, and news). The results of this investigation lead to the 
conclusion that deadjectival nominals are the feature of the written language. 

The register distribution of synthetic and analytic genitives of deadjectival 
nominals is naturally connected with the overall frequency of deadjectival nomi-
nals. As the frequency of deadjectival nominals is signifi cantly higher in written 
language, the higher frequency of both types of genitives of deadjectival nominals 
is also expected in written language.  
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2.2. The Token Frequency of the Synthetic Genitive of Deadjectival Nominals

For the purpose of the examination of the token frequency of the genitive 
of deadjectival nominals, Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA cor-
pus) was used. I searched for the genitive forms of all nominal adjectives in fused-
head constructions that can be found in the list which includes 172 positive forms, 
7 comparative forms, 8 superlative forms, 43 compound adjectives, 43 adjectives 
denoting nationalities, 109 past participles (95 past participles of regular verbs 
and 14 past participles of irregular verbs), as well as 9 present participles. This list 
includes all the deadjectival nominals whose genitive forms were previously found 
using the search engine on the site http://books.google.com. A great number of the 
deadjectival nominals that could be found by using the search engine on the site 
http://books.google.com do not have their genitive forms in Corpus of Contempo-
rary American English. The examples that were extracted from this corpus were 
put into two categories, the first one contains the genitive of deadjectival nominals, 
whereas the second one contains the forms that have the same graphemic realiza-
tion as the genitive of deadjectival nominals, however they are only the genitives 
of the nouns denoting family surnames, like the Rich’s or the Young’s, or the ex-
amples of so-called group genitive, such as The National Federation of the Blind’s 
mission or the group genitives that contain the name of a ruler, definite article and 
adjective, like in Alexander the Great’s army. The examples from the second group 
were not taken into the consideration in this analysis of the frequency.

Out of 172 positives, from the above mentioned list, only 26 deadjectival 
nominals marked by the genitive suffix –‘s were found in Corpus of Contemporary 
American English (COCA) i.e. 15.11%. I analyzed the total number of 878 exam-
ples that contain these adjectives with the genitive marker. The following table 
provides the list of the deadjectival nominals that can be found with the genitive 
marker in this corpus with the number of the examples for each of them.

deadjectival nominals number of the 
examples

1. the latter 591
2. the former 119
3. the blonde 29
4. the modern 21
5. the poor 21
6. the elderly 19
7. the black 19
8. the rich 9
9. the single 9



354

NENAD MILADINOVIĆ

10. the dead 6
11. the good 6
12. the young 4
13. the nude 4
14. the respectable 3
15. the superior 2
16. the unfortunate 2
17. the wealthy 2
18. the white 2
19. the evil 2
20. the mute 2
21. the weak 1
22. the ancient 1
23. the guilty 1
24. the independent 1
25. the mighty 1
26. the powerful 1

total: 878
Table 1. The number of the deadjectival nominals 

marked by the genitive suffix in COCA corpus

According to the data given in Table 1, it can be concluded that the adjective 
latter has the greatest tendency of nominalization since I found 591 examples. 
The adjective former follows (119 examples). Following these two very numer-
ous forms, we can find the adjectives with significantly lower frequency, like the 
adjectives blonde (29 examples), modern (21 examples) and poor (21 examples).

In COCA corpus it was not possible to find examples for the genitive of 
deadjectival nominals that have a compound adjective as a head word. Only three 
examples with the comparative forms and one example with the superlative form 
marked by the genitive suffix were found in the corpus, out of seven comparatives 
and eight superlatives given in the list mentioned above.

comparative/superlative 
functioning as a 
deadjectival nominal

the number of the 
examples

1. the elder 33
2. the younger 4
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3. the youngest 1
4. the older 1

Table 2: The number of deadjectival nominals that contain comparative or super-
lative forms that can be marked by the genitive suffix in COCA corpus

These data show that deadjectival nominals containing comparatives and 
superlatives marked by the genitive suffix do not have a great frequency in the 
corpus and that the form elder has the highest frequency (33 examples). Besides, I 
found 31 examples of the genitives containing adjectives denoting nationalities, 9 
examples of genitive containing the genitives of present participles, as well as 172 
examples of the genitives containing past participles.

The total number of 1,129 examples (878 positives, 39 comparatives and 
superlatives, 31 adjectives denoting nationalities, 9 present participles and 172 
past participles) of the genitive of deadjectival nominals found in COCA corpus 
was taken into consideration for this nalysis. This number indicates the fact that 
the frequency of the genitive of deadjectival nominals in contemporary English 
language is still very low but noticeable.

The Frequency of the Genitive of Deadjectival Nominals in Various Regis-
ters. The examples from Corpus of Contemporary American English can be cat-
egorized according to the registers to which they belong. Thus, I categorized the 
examples into 5 registers: ACAD – academic prose, FIC – fiction, MAG – maga-
zines, NEWS and SPOK – spoken language. The numbers of the examples from 
the corpus show the actual token frequency of the genitive of deadjectival nomi-
nals in various registers, as given in Table 3:

deadjectival nominals spok acad mag fic news total
positives 8 514 179 85 92 878
comparatives 0 15 5 14 4 38
superlatives 1 0 0 1 0 2
compound adjectives 0 0 0 0 0 0
adjectives denoting 
nationalities 0 4 6 0 21 31
present participles 1 1 1 0 6 9
past participles 3 81 26 40 22 172

total: 13 615 217 140 145 1130
Table 3: The frequency of the genitive of deadjectival nominals in various 

registers
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Diagram 2 provides the percentages of the genitive of deadjectival nominals 
in various registers according to the data taken from the analysis of the examples 
from Corpus of Contemporary American English:

Diagram 2: The frequency of the genitive of deadjectival nominals in various 
registers

The data given in Diagram 2 indicate that the highest frequency of the gen-
itive of deadjectival nominals is in academic prose, i.e. 55%. This fact shows that 
more than a half of all genitives of deadjectival nominals is present in the texts of 
academic writings. Magazines (19%) and news (13%) follow as representatives 
of journalistic jargon. The presence of the genitive of deadjectival nominals in 
fi ction is also signifi cant - 12%. The lowest frequency of the genitive of deadjec-
tival nominals is in spoken language – 1%. According to the given percentages, it 
is possible to conclude that genitives of deadjectival nominals are the feature of 
the written language, and that their highest frequency is in academic writings and 
scientifi c works.  

2.3. The Token Frequency of the Analytic Genitive of Deadjectival Nominals

In order to examine the token frequency of the analytic genitive of deadjecti-
val nominals, Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA corpus) was used 
again. Only the adjectives whose synthetic forms could be found in the corpus were 
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taken into consideration, with the aim to relate and compare the acquired data, as 
well as to answer the questions of what form of the genitive of deadjectival nominals, 
analytic or synthetic, is more frequent and in which register the analytic genitive of 
deadjectival nominals is the most frequent. Table 4 shows the number of analytic and 
synthetic genitives of deadjectival nominals found in COCA corpus:

analytic 
genitive

synthetic 
genitive

1.      the latter 694 591
2.      the former 344 119
3.      the blonde 8 29
4.      the modern 52 21
5.      the poor 1,400 21
6.      the elderly 417 19
7.      the black 44 19
8.      the rich 570 9
9.      the single 1 9
10.    the dead 1,989 6
11.    the good 313 6
12.    the young 317 4
13.    the nude 16 4
14.    the respectable 2 3
15.    the superior 0 2
16.    the unfortunate 10 2
17.    the wealthy 157 2
18.    the white 23 2
19.    the evil 79 2
20.    the mute 2 2
21.    the weak 103 1
22.    the ancient 5 1
23.    the guilty 25 1
24.    the independent 1 1
25.    the mighty 14 1
26.    the powerful 80 1
total: 6,666 878

Table 4: The number of analytic and synthetic genitives of deadjectival nominals 
in COCA corpus
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The given data show that the analytic genitive is 7.59 times more frequent 
comparing to the synthetic form in the examined corpus. Diagram 3 shows the 
presence of the analytic genitives of deadjectival nominals in various registers of 
the examined corpus.

Diagram 3: The Analytic Genitive of Deadjectival Nominals in Various Registers   

The given data show that the token frequency of the analytic genitive of de-
adjectival nominals is highest in academic register, whereas it is lowest in the spo-
ken language, which is in accordance with the frequency of the synthetic genitive 
of deadjectival nominals. More than 1/3 of all analytic genitives of deadjectival 
nominals are present in academic register. Diagram 4 compares the frequency of 
the synthetic and analytic genitives in various registers:
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Diagram 4: The analytic and synthetic genitives of deadjectival nominals 
in various registers – comparative survey

These graphs show that the token frequency of the analytic genitives of de-
adjectival nominals is considerably higher comparing to the frequency of the syn-
thetic counterpart. The high frequency of deadjectival nominals in academic prose 
directly refl ects the high percentage of both types of the genitive of deadjectival 
nominals in this register. However, relatively high frequency of deadjectival nomi-
nals in spoken language (21%) does not refl ect the high frequency of the synthetic 
and analytic genitives of deadjectival nominals.   

The synthetic genitives of nouns in general are outnumbered by the analytic 
counterparts in all registers (Biber et al. 1999, 301). The research presented in this 
paper showed that this is also the case with regard to the register distribution of the 
synthetic and analytic genitives of deadjectival nominals. The far greater frequency 
of the analytic genitive of deadjectival nominals in all registers may be due to a gen-
eral preference for less compact structure, as is the case with of-phrases in general 
(Biber et al. 1999, 302). Postmodifi cation produces a less dense and more transparent 
means of expression. The use of the analytic genitives makes it clearer which words 
go together and opens up more possibilities of qualifying the dependent constituent. 
Academic prose has by far the highest frequency of analytic genitives and surpris-
ingly low frequency of synthetic genitives of nouns (Biber et al. 1999, 301). The 
research presented in this paper has shown that academic prose has the highest fre-
quency of both analytic and synthetic genitives of deadjectival nominals. 

As it can be seen from the obtained results, some deadjectival nominals are 
more resistant to synthetic genitives. The most obvious examples are the poor, the 
dead, the rich, the young, the wealthy. The difference between the frequencies of 
the synthetic and analytic genitives is the greatest within these examples. This is 
due to the fact that all these partially converted adjectives have the semantic fea-
tures [+Human, +Collective, +Plural]. The feature [+Plural] implies the greater 
frequency of analytic genitives, since plural nouns are generally more likely to 
occur in the form of the analytic genitive (Biber et al. 1999, 303, Poutsma 1914: 
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44, Đorđević 1997: 76). However, these corpus findings show that the synthetic 
form of these deadjectival nominals is also possible.

On the other hand, there are deadjectival nominals whose frequency of syn-
thetic genitives is greater than the frequency of analytic genitive, like the blonde, 
the single. These adjectives, being totally converted to nouns, have the following 
semantic features [+ Human, -Collective, -Plural] and thus can have the synthetic 
form of genitive more often.

The forms the latter and the former are greatly anaphoric. In the sample 
containing 500 examples of the genitive of deadjectival nominals the latter and the 
former from COCA corpus, I found that 75% of the antecedents of these two dead-
jectival nominals have the semantic feature [+Individual,+Singular], whereas 25% 
of their antecedents have the feature [+Collective, +Plural]. The fact that two thirds 
of these deadjectival nominals have individual reference supports the formation of 
the synthetic genitive, and this is actually shown by the considerable number of the 
synthetic genitives of these two deadjectival nominals in Table 4. 

3. THE SYNTHETIC GENITIVE OF DEADJECTIVAL NOMINALS 
IN VARIOUS REGISTERS

The synthetic genitives of deadjectival nominals are can be noticed in liter-
ature, journalism and in academic writings including both social and natural sci-
entific fields. The following section of the paper provides the examples of the 
genitives of deadjectival nominals in various registers.

The token frequency of the genitives of deadjectival nominals directly de-
pends on the functional style i.e. the register. The meaning of a deadjectival nomi-
nal influences the presence of its genitive form in a specific domain of the language 
use. Some genitives of deadjectival nominals are characteristic for a particular 
language of a particular profession and represent a part of the terminology of that 
area. For example, it is quite natural to find the genitives of deadjectival nominals 
the rich, the poor in economic jargon, whereas the genitives of deadjectival nomi-
nals such as the accused, the corrupt, the legitimate can be most frequently found 
in the language of law. The medical literature normally contains the genitives of 
the following deadjectival nominals the addicted, the deaf, the blind, the mute, the 
injured, the diseased, the handicapped, the disabled, the mentally ill.

3.1 The Synthetic Genitive of Deadjectival Nominals in Academic Prose. 

The use of the synthetic genitive of deadjectival nominals can be illustrated 
by the examples taken from the academic prose in which the greatest number of 
such genitives has been found. All the examples that follow were taken by the 
search engine on the website http://books.google.com.
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A lot of titles of the academic works contain the genitive of deadjectival 
nominals, like in the following examples:
(1) The Fate of Innocence: Patterns of the Innocent’s Encounter with the 

World in Nineteenth-Century English and American Fiction (DeHaven, 
M.A. 1972)

(2) The effect of illness on the elderly’s consumption and savings (Levin 1989)
(3) A Measure of Desire for the Disabled’s Involvement in Medical Decision 

Making (Holub 1978).
The following example illustrates the use of this type of genitive in business 

and economy:
(4) ... it does not help realize the able’s right to exercise an occupation of their 

choice. (Winfield 1988, 203)

The legal jargon, i.e. the language of law also contains the genitives of de-
adjectival nominals especially those that have the individual meaning and are in 
congruence with the verb in singular, which can be seen in the example (5). Of 
course, there are examples in which the genitives of deadjectival nominals have 
the collective meaning and refer to a group of people.  
(5) … judges should be hesitant to allow evidence of the accused’s bad reputa-

tion, without more, on the issue of predisposition. (Brody et al. 2011, 188)
Social science texts also contain the genitives of deadjectival nominals, as it 

can be seen in the examples:
(6) … and imposing their own perceptions of the homeless’s needs and prefer-

ences. (Goodnight 1991, 36) 
(7) …it also marked the beginning of the mentally ill’s exclusion from the rest 

of society... (Grell et al. 2005, 83)
The genitives of deadjectival nominals can be found in philosophical texts, 

like in the following examples:
(8) …dominant at the end of the book, of the mad’s own experience of their 

madness.  (Racevskis 1999, 25)
(9) All are victims of the corrupt’s unjust spoils, bias, incompetence, inefficien-

cy, insensitivity, unaccountability, and secrecy. (Caiden et al. 2001, 246) 

The domain of political science involves the genitives of deadjectival nom-
inal as shown in the following examples:
(10) … in spite of the homeless’s chronic financial disaster and its structural 

causes... (Mathéy 1992, 386)
(11) The respectable’s claims to modernity were, if not uncontested, grudgingly 

accepted in the same way... (Weinbaum 2008, 364)
Historical writings contain the genitives of the following deadjectival nom-

inals:
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(12) …that it was the well-off’s duty to protect their material advantages... (Ad-
ler 2003, 479)

(13) But the assimilated’s status was also a source of pain. (Mullin 1972, 122)
Religious texts also contain the examples of the genitives of deadjectival 

nominals, as in:
(14) The sick’s soul is believed to be captured by the spirits…  (Hoppál et al. 

1989, 243)
(15) …to continue to change the converted’s way of life there must be a social 

context... (Levi 1982, 96)
The genitives of deadjectival nominals that refer to the social and linguistic 

content can be found in the sociolinguistic literature. For example:
(16) …the descendants of the converted’s generation are absorbed by... (Sedlak 

1974, 34)
(17) The illiterate’s inability to respond in kind is, after all, critical. (Burke et al. 

1987, 183)

Literary criticism contains the examples such as:
(18) ...tempter is interested in numbing the tempted’s capacity for rational re-

sponse so that... (Fishelov 1993, 134)
(19) Her serenade must be the starving’s howls and her canopy, lies. (Duncan 

1969, 195)
The examples of the genitives of deadjectival nominals can be found in the 

text about performing arts, like in: 
(20) …the action is complicated by a trial in which the guilty’s punishment con-

sists of blows... (Blacking et al. 1979, 196)
(21) The available seats for the two principal forms of variety theatre therefore 

outnumbered the legitimate’s capacity by more than five to... (Saddlemyer 
1991, 166)
Science education and pedagogy contain the examples like:

(22) …that are concerned with the deaf’s acquisition of oral language…(Barry 
2002, 194)

(23) It was unhealthy to the young’s physical well-being because it overtaxed... 
(Gold  2002, 117)

The texts dealing with the latest technological, scientific and engineering 
achievements also contain the genitives of deadjectival nominal, for example: 
(24) In tone and substance, Rowland had summed up the educated’s dissatisfac-

tion with this America ... (Kevles 1964, 111)

The examples found in computer science are:
(25) Most significantly among these challenges is the illiterate’s inability to as-

sume the burden for learning the system. (Jacko et al. 2003, 342)
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(26) What remains after the uneducated’s share has been subtracted becomes the 
educated’s share. (Meadows et al. 1985, 213)
The use of the genitives of deadjectival nominals in medicine can be illus-

trated by the following example:
(27) Patient satisfaction and QOL measures are designed to measure the injured’s 

perception of his or her physical, emotional, and social function following 
injury. (Pape et al. 2010, 441)
The texts written in the field of psychology can also contain the genitives of 

deadjectival nominals. In the example (29) the genitive marker –’s is added to the 
coordinated phrase containing two deadjectival nominals: 
(28) The study revealed that the restriction of the mentally ill’s civil rights con-

tinues with an increase… (Arrigo et al. 2005, 219)
(29) … therapists are biased in their diagnoses of the beautiful and the ugly’s 

problems. (Murray et al. 1983, 73)

3.2. The Synthetic Genitive of Deadjectival Nominals in Fiction

The synthetic genitives of deadjectival nominals can be found in literary 
texts as well. Their token frequency is not that high as in academic style of writing, 
however the greater presence of the genitive of deadjectival nominals is noticeable 
in contemporary fiction comparing to classical literature. 

The examples of the genitive of deadjectival nominals found in classical 
literature are the following:
(30) The poor’s most implacable and unwearying enemy is their Father in Heav-

en. The poor’s only real friend is their fellow man. (Twain 1995, 241)
(31) The rich man’s joys increase, the poor’s decay (Goldsmith 1837, 64)

In Anglo-American literature of modern times, it is possible to find a consid-
erably greater number of the genitives of deadjectival nominals, as the following 
examples can illustrate:
(32) Although the two dragons were very different in age, they sat as equals upon 

the ancient’s treasure. (Davis 2010, ) 
(33) I got it a chance I should get in the big’s league. (Witwer 1920, 9)

The titles of the contemporary literary works also contain the genitives of 
deadjectival nominals, as in:
(34) The innocent’s story (Singer 2005)
(35) The Mute’s Song (Stewart 1975)
(36) The beloved’s little while (Fergusson 1867)

The genitives of deadjectival nominals rarely occur in drama as a literary 
genre. However, such genitives can be found as in the following examples:
(37) You, scoundrel, sitting in the scornful’s seat... (Racine 1967, 423)

Psyche’s great secretary, the dumb’s eloquence  (Dodsley 1744, 73)
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The use of the synthetic genitives of deadjectival nominals represents a good 
way of compressing information. This is especially relevant for poetry. The exam-
ples from poetry show that phrases containing the synthetic genitives of deadjec-
tival nominals are a perfect means to support the concise nature of poetry, as in:
(38) then know, that mercy is the mighty’s jewel (Anderson  1795, 531)
(39) The rich man’s joys increase, the poor’s decay (Goldsmith 1824, 101)

3.3. The Synthetic Genitive Of Deadjectival Nominals In Journalistic Jargon

The use of the synthetic genitive of the deadjectival nominals is especially 
characteristic of the journalistic style of writing. This can be noticed in numerous 
titles of newspapers articles as well as in electronic form on numerous Internet 
pages, as in: 
(40) The Poor’s Most Deadly Enemy (Monbiot, 2000)
(41) Tax the rich’s homes, not their income (Ellson 2011)

The genitive of deadjectival nominals can be found in texts of newspapers 
articles, as in the following examples: 
(42) But what makes the rich’s behaviour so galling for many critics is... (http://

www.economist.com/node/13405314)
(43) Perhaps the general welfare would be advanced if government took and 

spent more of the wealthy’s money. (http://www.economist.com/blogs/de-
mocracyinamerica/2012/07/taxes-and-rich)
The genitives of the deadjectival nominals that contain an adjective that de-

notes a nationality, as a specific category of the genitives of deadjectival nominals, 
are especially characteristic for the sports journalism when used to denote team 
sports. This is possible to illustrate by the following examples:
(44) … given that this safeguard against the English’s game debt mountain 

would be the most effective means of making football sustainable. (Craw-
ford 2012)

(45) Middle of second half our forwards dribbled to the French’s ten yard line 
and then... (Mallon et al. 2009, 232)
The diversity of the examples of the synthetic genitives of deadjectival 

nominals presented in this section shows that their use in various scientific fields 
reflects the use of terminology specific for each field. Their ability to compress 
information and their conciseness make them appropriate for the use in academic 
papers, news and poetry. It can be noticed that most of the examples of this type of 
genitive have the features [+Collective, +Plural]. However, the legal jargon con-
tains the significant number of the genitives of deadjectival nominals with individ-
ual meaning. 



365

THE STATUS OF THE GENITIVE OF THE DEADJECTIVAL NOMINALS IN ENGLISH

4. CONCLUSION

The examination of the token frequency of the genitive of deadjectival nom-
inals in English showed that the highest token frequency of the synthetic genitive 
of deadjectival nominals is in the academic style of writing – 55%. The lowest 
token frequency of such genitives is in spoken language. The examination of the 
token frequency of the analytic genitive of deadjectival nominals showed that the 
analytic form is more frequent than the synthetic counterpart, and that the analytic 
genitive of deadjectival nominals is most frequent in academic prose like the syn-
thetic form. This analysis has shown that they are a feature of the written language 
which is in accordance with the fact that deadjectival nominal themselves are the 
most frequent in written language. The synthetic genitives of deadjectival nomi-
nals are more and more frequent in literary works, newspapers articles, as well as 
in scientific publications written in English. 

The overall token frequency of the synthetic genitive of deadjectival nom-
inals in contemporary English language is still very low but noticeable with the 
gradually increasing tendency to become a regular type of synthetic genitive in 
English. 

Nenad Miladinović
Kragujevac, Serbia
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AN ENGLISH-SERBIAN DICTIONARY OF 
SPORTS TERMS AS AN AID TO TEACHING 

STANDARDIZATION OF ENGLISH-BASED SPORTS 
TERMINOLOGY IN SERBIAN

The aim of this paper is to cast new light on the use of an English-Serbian dictionary of 
sports terms in teaching standardization of English-based sports terms in Serbian. Research 
is based on a questionnaire conducted with 69 master students of the Faculty of Sport and 
Physical Education in Novi Sad, enrolled in 2014. The questionnaire consists of 23 multi-
ple-choice questions, each with three answers offering the standard term, its non-standard 
variant and the option of consulting a dictionary. Before filling in the questionnaire, exami-
nees attended a lecture on major theoretical issues of standardization. The findings suggest 
a low level of lecture-based knowledge retention in terms of principles of standardization 
(43%), an extremely low level of dictionary use (15%) and examinees’ automatic choice of 
englishisms rather than anglicisms in Serbian. This could suggest the need for introducing 
other than lecture-based methods of teaching terminological standardization, one of which 
is a dictionary-aided method which is the subject of this paper. 

Keywords: English, Serbian, sports terminology, standardization, teaching.

1. INTRODUCTION

Business-oriented professional and top sport in the internationalized mar-
ketplace assumes a cross-linguistic equivalence of sports concepts. Consequently, 
it is only the names of concepts that tend to be different across different languages. 
However, the fact that English has recently established the sociolinguistic status 
of English as the Nativized Foreign Language1 (cf. Prćić 2011a, Chapter 2; Prćić 
2011b) has resulted in increasingly anglicized sports terminology in non-English 
languages. Focusing on Serbian, sports terms predominantly come from English, 
wherefrom they undergo the process of adaptation through transshaping and trans-
lation. The term ‘transshaping’ describes the creation of a new form, whose inher-
ent content is taken from English, but which is adapted to the orthographic and 
1  According to the term ‘English as the nativized foreign language’ introduced by Prćić (2014: 144), 
“where the definite article is stressed in order to mark the uniqueness of category membership and the 
adjective ‘nativized’ employed to emphasize that English has objectively and subjectively become 
part of many native languages and cultures around the world, to the diminution of some of its foreign 
language properties“.
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semantic standard of Serbian (cf. Prćić 2011a: 124). However, since the adaptation 
of the borrowed sports terms, more often than not, does not comply with the lin-
guistic standard of Serbian, a very significant result of this situation is the need 
to raise awareness of standardization requirements in the field of English-Serbian 
language contacts. This implies not only a corpus-based theoretical analysis of 
sports terms, but also concrete proposals of English-based standard solutions in 
Serbian and their dissemination in the language community. Communication of 
this information to the wider public could be established by means of a bilingual 
dictionary/glossary of standardized terms, preferably in electronic form, since it 
is a widely accessible source for all those dealing with the specialized register of 
sport. However, in order to fulfill the desired goals of standardization, these activ-
ities should be widely disseminated in the language community, preferably in the 
form of language teaching (Serbian and English), through the educational system, 
with an aim of building contact linguistic competence2 to be referred to hence-
forward as CLC. In light of the linguistic approach to terminology (cf. L’Homme 
2005), according to which terms are understood as lexical units with specialized 
meaning, introduction of the concept ‘contact terminological competence’ is un-
necessary even though it may be justified for the sake of standardization. With this 
in mind, the aim of this paper is a questionnaire-based analysis of benefits of using 
such a dictionary in teaching standardization of sports terminology in Serbian. The 
study of sports terminology is part of the author’s previous study (Milić 2004) 
dealing with ball game terms in English and Serbian, the main contribution of 
which was the publication of a dictionary entitled Englesko-srpski rečnik sportskih 
termina (Milić 2006) (Eng. English-Serbian Dictionary of Sports Terms).

The presentation of the work is organized in the following way: after the In-
troduction, Section 2 describes the theoretical framework of the research; Section 
3 deals with the research method and data analysis, based on which a 12-lesson 
dictionary-aided syllabus on standardization of English-based sports terms in Ser-
bian is proposed in Section 4; the last Section 5 summarizes the conclusions.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Research belongs to the field of contact linguistics and teaching methods. 
The former is reflected by the current role of English as a global language (cf. 
Crystal 2003), and its recently established sociolinguistic status of English as the 
nativized foreign language, due to which terminology in non-English language 
communities is increasingly faced with the requirement for linguistic standard-
ization in regard to the adaptation of lexical borrowings from English. Such a 

2  According to the term ‘contact linguistic competence’ introduced by Prćić (2014: 147), which is 
“a type of linguistic knowledge related to the use of elements, i.e. words and names, from English as 
the nativized foreign language in a non-English language that regularly comes into contact with it”.
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situation has generated a need for CLC. In response to this requirement, the first 
dictionary of recent anglicisms in Serbian has been compiled (cf. Vasić et al. 2011, 
originally 2001), as well as the first English-Serbian dictionary of standardized 
sports terms (Milić 2006). 

Theoretical aspects of standardization of English-based sports terms in Ser-
bian (Milić 2015)  were elaborated in a previous study (cf. Milić 2004), which 
has resulted in a proposal of the model which includes six principles arranged in 
a decreasing order of priority. They are: bi-univocity, transparency, systematicity, 
productivity, concision, and frequency. The principles are briefly defined and ex-
emplified in the following text. 

Bi-univocity implies the requirement that the term should represent only one 
concept in a register (cf. Bowman 1997: 156; Felber 1984: 183), e.g. layup > Pola-
Ganje od taBle, but not PolaGanje which used to be the same translation equivalent 
of two English terms, lay-in and layup. Transparency implies the requirement that 
the concept a term designates can be inferred without a definition (cf. ISO 704 2000: 
25) and that it should be motivated etymologically, semantically, or morphologically 
(cf. Bowman 1997: 156), e.g. diving > Bacanje za loPtom, but not Suvanje (archaic), 
which existed before the process of standardization. Systematicity is the requirement 
that a term must be in accordance with the linguistic standard of Serbian on the level 
of: orthography, phonology and morphosyntax, e.g. playoff > Plejof, but not Playoff 
since this is a recently borrowed anglicism in Serbian, which is adapted according to 
the acoustic impression (Vasić et al. 2011). Productivity is the characteristic of the 
language system which enables communicators to encode and decode the maximum 
number of higher-order terminological units (cf. Prćić 1999), e.g. held ball > nošena 
loPta, but not druGi kontakt S loPtom which existed before, since the standard term 
allows several derivations of the modifier nošen (noSiti, noSilac, nošenje), whereas 
the same is not true of the other term. Concision implies that a term should not be 
too long, due to the fact that undue length violates the principle of linguistic econ-
omy (cf. ISO 704 2000: 26), e.g. offending player > Prekršilac, but not iGrač koji 
je naPravio Prekršaj which existed before. Finally, following Bowman (1997: 155), 
“the more frequent term should be preferred over its competitors,” e.g. corner kick > 
koRneR, but not udarac Sa uGla with a lower frequency of use. Pertaining to the fact 
that terminological standardization includes not only proposing rules and principles, 
but also their monitoring and updating (cf. Auger 1986, cited in Cabré 1999: 49), 
the current paper dictionary (Milić 2006), in which the model of standardization is 
applied to five ball game terms in Serbian, has been re-evaluated with hindsight of 
five years after its publication. The findings (see Milić 2011: 268) have indicated 
that the model is applicable to the entire sports register in Serbian, even though the 
current need for fast information gives preference to electronic dictionaries rather 
than printed ones (cf. Antia 2000: 231; Prćić 2013: 55). 

Apart from contact linguistics, this research also belongs to the field of teach-
ing methods, since it proposes a dictionary-aided teaching standardization of sports 
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terminology in Serbian. Given that the use of dictionaries in language teaching has 
been neglected so far (cf. Tüm 2012: 314) due to the predominant teacher-centered 
approach (cf. Müller 2002: 717-8), the proposal put forward here is based on the 
theoretical view of Béjoint (2010: 24) that the dictionary is a didactic book and 
Hartmann’s view (2001: 83) that pedagogical function is one of the perspectives of 
dictionary use. Within the EFL (English as a Foreign Language) teaching context, 
there are a number of studies on positive effects of dictionary use. Hulstijn et al. 
(1996: 336) state that looking up a word in a dictionary yields a higher retention rate 
than reading conditions such as marginal glosses. Similarly, Hayati and Fattahzadeh 
(2006: 129) claim that dictionaries can serve not only as a means for implanting the 
correct meanings in the learner’s memories, but also fostering the process of vocab-
ulary learning. Yamaizumi (2014: 1) also states that dictionaries play an important 
part both in class and in autonomous learning. However, the study of Mármol and 
Sánchez-Lafuente (2013: 99) indicates that the results of dictionary use have not met 
expectations even though students have positive attitudes towards it. Accordingly, 
the authors further stress the role of the teacher in transmitting a positive attitude 
towards the dictionary. This is probably due to the requirement that the learner/user 
had a considerable amount of prior knowledge involving certain rules of English 
dictionary conventions, as commented by Scolfield (1982: 185). Even though all au-
thors advocate a positive attitude towards dictionary-aided foreign language acqui-
sition in terms of learning and memorizing vocabulary, reading comprehension and 
writing skills, concrete methods of dictionary use in language teaching are missing. 
A pioneer proposal of a dictionary-aided EFL syllabus using a bilingual English-Jap-
anese dictionary is offered by Yamaizumi (2014: 8-22). However, no specialized 
dictionary-aided teaching standardization in sports terminology has been found in 
literature, especially in regard to language contacts, for which reason the aim of this 
paper is to cast new light on the use of an English-Serbian dictionary of standardized 
sports terminology in teaching standardization of English-based sports terms, as well 
as to outline a tentative syllabus to be realized and verified subsequently.

3. RESEARCH 

Research is based on a questionnaire conducted with 69 master students 
of the Faculty of Sport and Physical Education in Novi Sad, enrolled in 2014. 
The choice of students at the tertiary educational level is justified by the fact that 
the English course at this level is mainly concerned with contact and contrastive 
aspects of sports terminology in English and Serbian. All students have passed an 
ESP (English for Specific Purposes) examination within the bachelor’s degree pro-
gram in sports. Before filling in the questionnaire, examinees attended a lecture on 
major theoretical issues of the standardization model applied in the English-Ser-
bian dictionary of sports terms (Milić 2006), henceforward referred to as ESDST. 
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3.1. Research method 

The questionnaire consists of 23 multiple choice questions. The first 21 
questions deal with standardized terms that have been included in the ESDST. 
Each question contains three answers offering the standard term, its non-stand-
ard variant and the option of consulting a dictionary. The answers offering stand-
ard and non-standard terms are provided with arguments in order to help students 
make their own choice. On the basis of a previously gained insight into standardi-
zation, as well as argumentation provided for each answer, examinees are expected 
to be able to distinguish standard terms from their non-standard variants common-
ly found in practice, or at least to opt for the solution of consulting a dictionary. 
The 22nd question contains a new English term that has not been included in the 
ESDST, the aim of which is to test students’ attitudes to its adaptation within the 
terminological system of Serbian, whereas the last, 23rd question concerns the stu-
dents’ opinion about dictionary-aided teaching standardization of sports terminol-
ogy. Correct answers are shown in percentages according to the six principles of 
standardization of the model constructed by Milić (2004). The percentages express 
arithmetic means calculated by adding correct answers together and dividing the 
sum by the number of examinees. The percentage scores are first calculated for 
each question, then for a group of questions related to a particular principle of 
standardization and finally for the whole model encompassing six principles.

3.2. Analysis of results

The purpose of the analysis of the questionnaire results is threefold: (1) to 
provide a quantitative assessment of examinees lecture-based knowledge of ter-
minological standardization, with special emphasis on English-Serbian language 
contacts; (2) to provide quantitative assessment of examinees’ habit of consulting a 
dictionary; and (3) to test examinees’ approach to the adaptation of a new English 
term in the terminological system of Serbian.

Students’ correct answers in terms of the standardization principles accord-
ing to the model by Milić (2004; 2006) are presented in percentages, as shown in 
Table 3.1 below.

Bi-univocity Transparency Systematicity Productivity Concision Frequency
32% 34% 26% 35% 65% 67%

Average total score: 43%
Table 3.1. Correct answers according to the proposed principles of standardization

The discussion of the results presented in Table 3.1 follows the priority- 
-ordered sequence of principles. The most important principle of bi-univocity ac-
counts for only 32%, which is also true of the next three principles (transparen-
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cy, systematicity and productivity), whose scores amount to 34%, 26% and 35% 
respectively. Given that bi-univocity and transparency essentially concern the 
technical aspect of standardization, low scores can be explained by a substantial 
disregard of terminological issues at nonlanguage colleges, whereas systematicity 
and productivity, which reflect linguistic competence, might be due to the fact that 
Serbian is learnt incompletely, inadequately and insufficiently in most schools and 
colleges in this country (Prćić 2007: 67). In contrast to low scores of the above four 
higher-order principles of standardization, those of the lower-order ones (concision 
and frequency) account for a significantly higher score of 65% and 67% respec-
tively. This can be explained by the fact that these two principles reflect pragmatic 
aspects of the standardization process, which essentially concern the use of terms, 
without a need for linguistic and technical knowledge. To sum up, the findings in 
terms of the aspects of terminological standardization indicate two extremes. At 
one extreme, there are extremely low scores that account for the linguistic and 
technical aspects of standardization and, on the other, there are extremely high 
scores that account for the pragmatic ones.

The second level of analysis (see Table 3.2) concerns the examinees’ habit 
of consulting a dictionary in terms of the requirements of the six principles of 
standardization, which amounts to 15% on average.

Bi-univocity Transparency Systematicity Productivity Concision Frequency
14% 12% 18% 26% 11% 7%

Average total score: 15%
Table 3.2. Consulting-a-dictionary option according to principles of standardization

These results indicate that most examinees do not have the habit of con-
sulting a dictionary, which is probably due to two reasons. Given that the existing 
English-Serbian sports dictionaries are rather old publications (cf. Janković and 
Janković 1979; Milić 2006; Nemec 1994; Karalejić and Simović 1996), this may 
be the result of limited lexicographic resources in Serbian. But more importantly, 
this is due to long lasting negligence of dictionary use in EFL learning as a con-
sequence of teacher-centered approach, in which the teacher is seen as the only 
source of knowledge. This confirms Müller’s (2002: 717-8) findings of a survey 
with 38 EFL teachers from public schools and private language schools in Brazil, 
conducted in 1997, according to which 15% have answered that the use of a dic-
tionary facilitates their pedagogical task, whereas only 14% teachers organize their 
activities in such a way to give their students a chance of handling a dictionary. 
In order to find out the reasons for the neglected pedagogical role of a dictionary 
in EFL teaching process, the subject of a subsequent study of Müller (2002: 718) 
have been EFL course book contents suitable for encouraging dictionary use. The 
findings have indicated that there are a significant number of activities which are 
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suitable for dictionary use in EFL learning. These results have confirmed the fact 
that leaving out dictionaries from EFL teaching process is due to teachers’ atti-
tudes rather than teaching contents. Focusing on the effects of a dictionary-aided 
EFL leaning, Mármol and Sánchez-Lafuente (2013: 99) prove better vocabulary 
acquisition since dictionary use enables L2 learners to solve some L2 problems 
without resorting to the teacher. On the basis of his own dictionary-aided teaching 
EFL course in Japan, Yamaizumi (2014: 3) even says that teaching proper diction-
ary use constitutes an integral part of university English education, but he also 
concludes that his program of teaching dictionaries is just the first step. A similar 
conclusion is also drawn by El-Sayed and Siddiek (2013: 1753) who claim that 
“dictionaries shall be seen as the first pedagogical aid which the teacher should 
keep company in his teaching routine, as well as that it should be a good resort for 
the learner as an authenticated learning source of linguistic knowledge.”

Given that the Serbian sports terminology is predominantly English-based 
nowadays, and that one of indispensible prerequisites of proper adaptation of Eng-
lish words and names in Serbian is “preparing print and/or electronic reference 
works, specially usage guides and dictionaries” (Prćić 2014: 152), the further ac-
tion to be taken is to intensify lexicographic work and allot more space to descrip-
tive and prescriptive lexicography in syllabus designs and their implementation. 
Such a conclusion is additionally supported by the fact that all 69 examinees gave 
positive answers to the last question whether an English-Serbian dictionary of 
sports terms is an efficient aid in teaching standardization of English-based sports 
terms in Serbian. Or at least, as commented by Müller (2002: 721), the teacher 
should include in class the following activities: developing students’ habit of con-
sulting the preface of a dictionary as a prime informative source, introducing the 
amount of lexicographic information required for effective use of a dictionary, and 
doing comparative analysis of dictionary types with students.  

The third level of analysis explores the manner the examinees cope with a 
new English term that has not been described in Serbian dictionaries so far. All 
offered solutions have been collected from oral communication of sports profes-
sionals. The answers to the question are summarized in Table 3.3 below.

If you find an English term which is not included in an English-Serbian dictionary, 
which offered solution in Serbian would you use?
pick and roll > (1) Pikend-rol, (2) Pick-and-roll, (3) zaklanjanje SaiGrača u naPadu 

i PoStavljanje iza odBramBenoG iGrača radi Prijema loPte.

Due to a lexical gap in 
Serbian, I would choose 
option (1).

Due to a lexical gap in 
Serbian, I would choose 
option (2). 

I would choose option 
(3), as it is the most 
transparent term.

30% 58% 12%
Table 3.3. Adaptation of a new English term in Serbian
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According to the results, the highest score accounts for a lexical borrowing us-
ing English-based spelling in Serbian (58%). Following a decreasing sequence, the next 
score (30%) accounts for a lexical borrowing with English-based pronunciation using 
Serbian script, whereas the lowest score (12%) matches the answer related to definitional 
translation3 in column 3. Even though definitional translation is not recommended in ter-
minology due to the fact that it goes beyond the lexical level, it is indicative that the great 
majority of examinees do not consider the translation equivalent as an option. This con-
firms Prćić’s (2014: 146) conclusion that even though anglicisms in Serbian have neither 
great frequency nor large share in the Serbian lexicon, “when it comes to expressing 
new meanings, particularly technical ones or old meanings in new ways, anglicisms4 and 
englishisms5 represent a normal, if not automatic choice.” The author further labels such 
an attitude as “profession-driven motivation” resulting from the belief of experts that the 
correct technical meaning can only be conveyed by means of English terms. According-
ly, the recently developed need for CLC sets the requirement for allotting more space to 
teaching contact and contrastive aspects of English and Serbian within the framework of 
ESP teaching in sports. Besides, the examinees’ failure to apply the standard procedure 
in adaptation of a new English term in Serbian (option [1] in Table 3.3) also indicates that 
the lecture-based theory of standardization without fostering the process of knowledge 
acquisition through in-class and autonomous learning using reference books, especially 
orthography books and bilingual dictionaries of standardized sports terms, proves insuf-
ficient for building CLC and long-term vocabulary retention. This finding confirms one 
of Béjoint’s conclusions (1989: 211, cited in Yamaizumi 2014: 7-8) that “the education 
of the users should be spread over the whole period of language teaching as much as pos-
sible, rather than concentrated in a few classes and forgotten afterwards”. In accordance 
with the above, the following section outlines a syllabus of a dictionary-aided teaching 
standardization of English-based sports terms in Serbian, within the master studies of 
sport at the Faculty of Sport and Physical Education in Novi Sad.

4. PROPOSAL OF A DICTIONARY-AIDED SYLLABUS 

In light of the fact that sports terms in Serbian are, for the most part, English-based, 
the main learning outcome of a course in terminological standardization is building CLC. 
The CLC structure proposed by Prćić (2014: 151) includes three interrelated methods: 

3  According to Prćić (2008: 418), definitional translation involves a translation in the form of a 
concise definition. 
4  According to Prćić (2014: 145) the term ‘anglicism’ is defined here as a word from English, of 
any origin and morphological structure (i.e. simple, complex, compound or phrasal), or an affix or 
combining form, which has entered Serbian and achieved at least some degree of integration into its 
system by adaptation at the levels of form and/or content.
5  According to Prćić (2014: 145), the term ‘englishism’ is a word or phrase from English, like by 
the way, which is used as an occasional interpolation into Serbian spoken or written texts and which 
has not even started the process of integration into its system.
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language use, language description and prescription, and language teaching. Assuming 
the first two stages of building CLC have been accomplished in the field of sport through a 
corpus-based theoretical analysis of ball game terms (Milić 2004), there remains the third 
stage, part of which has already been completed by compilation of an English-Serbian 
dictionary of sports terms (Milić 2006). Accordingly, the last but not least step is teaching 
and learning standardization. According to Prćić (2014: 149), students of sport belong to 
the Category 2 special language users, which includes non-linguistic professionals, who, 
“by virtue of their profession or vocation, are able to systematically influence, actually or 
potentially, the linguistic habits of the general public, often without being aware of it at 
all”. Given that Prćić (2014: 151) proposes a graded age-adjusted educational approach, 
including five progressively expanding levels, called REAP (Rudimentary, Essential, 
Advanced, Advanced Plus, Professional), sports tertiary education in the field of Eng-
lish-Serbian language contacts, which belongs to Level A plus (advanced plus), builds on 
previously mastered Level R (rudimentary), Level E (essential) and Level A (advanced). 
Accordingly, the key learning outcome is appropriate adaptation of English-based sports 
terminology in Serbian. Having specified the learning outcome, there remains to pro-
pose a syllabus. Judging from the author’s previous experience of EFL courses within 
the framework of master studies of sport at the Faculty of Sport and Physical Education, 
teaching standardization of sports terms requires at least 12 classes divided into 4 blocks 
of 3 lessons each. Details of teaching contents of each block are given below.

Block I - Introduction of the basic tenets of standardization focusing on 
terminology;

- Presentation of different models of terminological standardization;
- Introduction of Milić’s (2004) model of standardization of 

English-based sports terms in Serbian.
Block II - Introduction of types of English-Serbian CLC reference books; 

- Presentation of particular English-Serbian CLC reference books, 
with special emphasis on specialized dictionaries, user’s guides, 
macrostructure and microstructure;

- Presentation of the lexicographic model applied in Milić (2006); 
- Reading comprehension of English texts dealing with ball games 

most of which are disambiguable through the use of the ESDST, 
focusing on translation of specific lexical/terminological units 
from English into Serbian using different sources of lexicographic 
information;

- Critical analysis of solutions found in different lexicographic sources 
from the aspect of standardization model applied in Milić (2006);

- Homework: Additional text reading with compilation of the 
ranking list of students’ own lexicographic resources consulted 
for disambiguation of the homework English text, including pros 
and cons for each.  
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Block III - Critical analysis of lexicographic resources used by students for 
solving their homework assignment; 

- Additional information on reference sources and instructions on 
making full use of a dictionary; 

- Reading comprehension of English texts dealing with ball games 
most of which are disambiguable through the use of the ESDST;

- Encouraging students to propose their own equivalents of terms 
in Serbian, followed by a dictionary-aided error analysis; 

- Homework: Reading comprehension of an English text of a 
sports research paper containing new English terms to be adapted 
according to the linguistic standard of Serbian. 

Block IV - Group discussion of adaptation proposals of new English terms 
in Serbian in the homework text in order to get a single reference-
supported proposal of each group;

- Error analysis of group proposals;
- Presentation of appropriate solutions, from the aspect of contact 

linguistic standard, with special attention paid to making 
judgments using model examples in the ESDST;

- Post-course activities: Encouraging students to compile their 
own English-Serbian glossaries of sports terms, using standard 
reference books.  

In addition to class and non-class activities, students have a chance to foster 
previously gained knowledge through pre-examination assignments. In order to be 
entitled to oral examination, they must prepare an essay (elementary or pre-inter-
mediate level) or a corpus-based seminar paper (intermediate or advanced level) 
on standardization of sports terms, using ESDST as the key reference book. These 
written assignments are emailed to the professor for approval, at least three weeks 
before examination. This will provide students with an extra benefit from error 
analysis feedback from the professor, through email correspondence.

To sum up, the above syllabus is just a proposal to be realized and tested in 
practice, which holds out the prospect of further research into the matter, but, per-
haps more importantly, similar actions should also be taken at the level of graduate 
studies, since building CLC is a continuous process to be interwoven at all levels 
of education. That being the case, an English-Serbian dictionary of sports terms 
should be given the status of a basic ESP course book in teaching standardization 
of English-based sports terms in Serbian. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this paper is to cast new light on the pedagogical use of an Eng-
lish-Serbian dictionary of sports terms in teaching standardization of English-based 
sports terms in Serbian. Research is based on the questionnaire conducted with 69 
master students of the Faculty of Sport and Physical Education in Novi Sad, which 
has been preceded by an introductory lecture on the model applied in Milić (2006). 
The findings suggest a low level of knowledge retention in terms of the six prin-
ciples of standardization (43%), an extremely low level of dictionary use (15%) 
and examinees’ automatic choice of englishisms rather than anglicisms in Serbian 
(58%). From the aspect of English-Serbian language contacts, the findings suggest 
the need for building CLC through a dictionary-aided method of teaching stand-
ardization of English-based sports terms in Serbian. The paper also outlines a ten-
tative 12-lesson syllabus as part of the postgraduate studies of sport and physical 
education, which is expected to contribute to building CLC of student researchers 
whose doings/non-doings leave a lasting imprint on the language system of Ser-
bian. But most importantly, these efforts should be coordinated with appropriate 
modifications of graduate, primary and secondary educational programs, since no 
serious results can be expected without a systematic institutionalized approach at 
all three levels.   

Mira Milić
University of Novi Sad

Faculty of Sport and Physical Education
mmilic@uns.ac.rs.
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LINGUISTIC CREATIVITY AT WORK:  
NICKNAMES OF WOMEN TENNIS PLAYERS1

The paper deals with nicknames of the top 100 women tennis players in the current WTA 
(Women’s Tennis Association) rankings, from the viewpoint of creative language process-
es that were applied in their formation and multiple layers of their associative meanings. 
The list of nicknames was compiled based on a corpus of newspaper articles, blogs, read-
ers’ comments and sports commentators’ broadcasts of tennis matches in 2014 and 2015, in 
both English and Serbian. Preceded by a theoretical discussion of nicknames as a class of 
proper names, the players’ nicknames are described at the morphological, semantic, pho-
nological, orthographic and graphemic levels of linguistic analysis and their overlapping 
sublevels, also taking into account possible extralinguistic factors – cultural, situational, 
psychological and physical – that have contributed to the emergence of a certain nickname 
(e.g. Baby Elephant for Ana Ivanović). From the point of view of word-formation, clip-
ping (Caro for Caroline Wozniacki) and blending (AgieRad for Agnieszka Radwańska) are 
expected to be the most productive processes. The analysis of semantic features primarily 
includes aspects of associative meaning, such as connotation, the focus being on ameliora-
tive labels (Slammin Sammy for Samantha Stosur) and pejorative ones (Screamapova for 
Maria Sharapova). Effects at the phonological level are achieved mostly by means of allit-
eration (Boom Boom Bine for Sabine Lisicki) and rhyming (Pocket Rocket for Dominika 
Cibulková). Finally, language creativity will also be exemplified at the orthographic and 
graphemic levels (JJ for Jelena Janković, Pe3ra for Petra Kvitová). From the method-
ological point of view, the analysis will be qualitative – it will be carried out by means of 
describing and exemplifying various patterns of language creativity at the aforementioned 
levels of linguistic analysis, with the inclusion of the stated non-linguistic factors whenever 
they are deemed relevant. 

Key words: nickname, woman tennis player, linguistic creativity, word formation, amelio-
rative nickname, pejorative nickname

1  This study is part of the research on Project No. 178002, entitled Languages and Cultures across 
Time and Space, which is funded by the Serbian Ministry of Education, Science and Technological 
Development. The results of the study were first presented at The Third Conference on English Lan-
guage and Anglophone Literatures Today (ELALT 3), held at the Faculty of Philosophy in Novi Sad, 
on March 19, 2015. At the same time, this is a complementary work to the article entitled “Leksička 
kreativnost u nadimcima svetskih tenisera” [“Lexical creativity in the nicknames of world tennis 
players”] (Panić Kavgić 2016) and will, thus, in terms of theoretical considerations, largely overlap 
with those brought up in its precursor. In other words, the introductory discussion and the classifica-
tions of male tennis players’ nicknames proposed in Panić Kavgić 2016 will here be adopted to and 
exemplified by nicknames from the world of women’s tennis. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Nicknames and linguistic creativity

Nicknames belong to the group of proper names, which include personal 
(first or given names, middle names, surnames or family names and nicknames), 
geographical and institutional names (Prćić 2005: 229). According to The Oxford 
English Dictionary, a nickname is “a name added to or substituted for the proper 
name of a person, place, etc., as in affection, ridicule, or familiarity”. In addition to 
people, it can be given to a country, state or region (New Zealand – Kiwiland, Italy 
– The Boot, New Jersey – Garden State), a city (Chicago – The Windy City, Par-
is – City of Light, London – The Smoke), a sports club (Manchester United – The 
Red Devils, FC Barcelona – Barça, Arsenal – The Gunners), or a national sports 
team (German national football team – Die Mannschaft, USA – The Yanks, Ivory 
Coast – The Elephants). This kind of name reaches its full potential and produces 
the desired effect only when it becomes a set phrase, an idiom, and, practically, 
an inseparable part of the name, in the sense of triggering a strong and automatic 
associative link with a person or an entity in extralinguistic reality. In other words, 
it reaches a degree of conventionality that enables universal recognisability in a 
wider, often global, context. Such lexical units are the subject matter of onomastics 
or, more precisely, in the case of tennis players’ nicknames, of anthroponomastics 
– the study of the origin, history and use of personal names. The foundations of 
modern sociolinguistic studies of personal names were laid by Allerton (1987).

From the viewpoint of associative meaning – expressive and connotative 
– personal nicknames can generally be divided into positively marked (ameliora-
tive) ones, usually given by family members and friends as a sign of affection and 
acceptance, and those negatively marked (pejorative or derogatory), whose aim 
is to mock or ridicule a person, created by those who hold the individual in low 
regard. According to their etymology and the particular kind of connection with 
the person’s given or family name, nicknames may belong to one of the following 
three categories: 

− those morpho-phonologically similar to the person’s first name (Thomas – 
Tommy, Elizabeth – Liz), 

− labels conventionally attached to a particular name, although morpho-pho-
nologically different (Alexander – Sasha, William – Bill) and 

− nicknames seemingly completely unrelated to the person’s name (Zoran 
Slavnić – Moka, Lleyton Hewitt – Rusty).

Different languages and cultures display different attitudes towards nick-
names – they ascribe varying degrees of importance to them. In certain societies 
they are almost completely disregarded, except in internal use among family mem-
bers and friends, while in others, for instance in Brazil, a nickname virtually re-
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places both the first name and the surname. This paper will look into nicknames of 
the best women tennis players as representatives of different cultures and speakers 
of different languages, but it will, first and foremost, analyse nicknames through 
the prism of the global phenomenon of universal recognizability of a famous 
sportsperson by their nickname, which is most often, though not always, coined in 
English as the global lingua franca. 

Another very important concept in this paper is linguistic creativity, which, 
when it comes to the English language, has most extensively been studied and 
described by Crystal. In this author’s opinion, the more creative the context, the 
greater the probability of encountering linguistic experiments (Crystal 1995: 134). 
Linguistic creativity includes all intelligent and witty uses of language, at various 
levels of analysis (primarily, morphological, semantic, phonological, orthographic 
and graphemic), which serve the purpose of devising appealing and associatively 
charged nicknames as newly coined lexical units. 

Similarly, Beard (1998: 21) defines a name tag as “a form of label which 
identifies well-known people and at the same time constructs a sense of the per-
son’s character or actions”. This author emphasizes that creative nametags were 
given to famous tennis players in the past. Thus, in the 1980s and 1990s, there were 
numerous tags that used to identify famous persons and, simultaneously, make the 
public aware of their personal traits and behaviour. Some of the most famous nick-
names from this period, which have remained the trademarks of the best players of 
an era, include the following: Pistol Pete (Pete Sampras), Boom Boom Boris (Boris 
Becker), Ivan the Terrible (Ivan Lendl), The Sheriff (Andre Agassi), Stefan Iceberg 
(Stefan Edberg), Fräulein Forehand (Steffi Graf), Ice Maiden (Chris Evert), Mar-
vellous Martina (Martina Navratilova) and many others. In this paper, the terms 
‘nickname’ and ‘name tag’ will be used interchangeably to refer to the nicknames 
of the top 100 players in the current WTA (Women’s Tennis Association) rankings. 
The aim of this study is to portray the current linguistic situation in an intriguing 
field that could be observed at several levels of linguistic analysis. 

1.2. Wordlist

The list of lexemes compiled for this research contains 145 nicknames of 
47 women ranked among the top one hundred players in the WTA rankings in the 
period between March 2014 and September 2015. The wordlist was compiled from 
the following sources in English and Serbian: 

1) printed and online newspaper articles and news written by sports journal-
ists;

2) TV broadcasts by sports commentators and analysts; 
3) written comments and reactions by TV viewers and readers of online arti-

cles, news and blogs; 
4) online lists of and articles about tennis players’ nicknames: 
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− “A comprehensive list of tennis nicknames by ESPN’s Brad Gilbert”, 
− “List of nicknames used in tennis”, 
− “Nicknames of some great and not so great tennis players”, 
− “Tennis nicknames: When the Sheriff met the Pistol”, 
− “The Forty Deuce Dictionary”, 
− “What are the various nick names of players you are aware of?” and
− “Women Who Serve”.

Prior to the structural, semantic, phonological, orthographic and graphemic 
analysis of representative examples, the nicknames will be listed following each 
player’s name and surname:

1. Jelena Janković (Serbia, Serbian)2: JJ, Drama Queen, The Court Drama 
Queen, Queen Chaos, Glitter Queen, Je3ena; Jeca3, Kraljica drame

2. Ana Ivanović (Serbia, Serbian): Beauty Queen, Baby Elephant, Baby Ko-
ala, Baby Panda, Aussie Ana, 1vanović; Lepotica, Anči, Švajnči

3. Aleksandra Krunić (Serbia, Serbian): AK-47, Atom Ant; Atom Mrav, 
Mali zmaj, Biberče, Aleks

4. Bojana Jovanovski (Serbia, Serbian): Boka
5. Dominika Cibulková (Slovakia, Slovakian): Domi, Pocket Rocket, Pint-

Sized Dynamo, The Energizer Bunny
6. Daniela Hantuchová (Slovakia, Slovakian): Dani, SuperGirl
7. Maria Sharapova (Russia, Russian): Masha, MaSha, Pova, Shazza, Shaz, 

Sugarpova, Siberian Siren, The Iron Maiden, Russian Steel, Sreamapova, 
Shriekapova, Screechapova, Screaming Cinderella, Moaning Masha, The 
Wailer, The Queen of Screams, I Feel Pretty

8. Anastasia Pavlyuchenkova (Russia, Russian): Nastia, Papillion
9. Victoria Azarenka (Belarus, Belarusian): V, Aza, Vika, Vika the Shrieka, 

The Owl
10. Agniezska Radwańska (Poland, Polish): Aga, Agi, A-Rad, AgiRad, Pi-

casso, The Ninja, The Magician, The Professor
11. Urszula Radwańska (Poland, Polish): Ula
12. Petra Kvitová (The Czech Republic, Czech): P3TRA, Pe3ra, 3Setra, Pe-

tra Threesetova, Special K, Goddess Petra, Shitra, Shitova
13. Simona Halep (Romania, Romanian): Super Simo, Halepeño
14. Sabine Lisicki (Germany, German): Boom Boom Bine, Boom Boom 

Lisicki; Lisica

2  Each player’s name and surname are followed by parentheses containing data about the player’s 
country of origin and their native language or languages – in case the player grew up in a bilingual 
environment or has changed their country of residence and nowadays uses both languages with 
mother-tongue proficiency.
3  Nicknames which were created in Serbian and are mostly used by Serbian speakers are given in 
italics, following name tags in other languages, mostly in English.
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15. Angelique Kerber (Germany, German/Polish): Angie
16. Samantha Stosur (Australia, English): Sam, Sammy, Slammin Sammy, 

Sammy Stones, Hammer, The Hammer of Thor
17. Eugenie Bouchard (Canada, English/French): Genie, Selfiequeen
18. Caroline Wozniacki (Denmark, Danish/Polish): Caro, Woz, Ski Boots, 

The Great Dane, The Comeback Queen, The Golden Retriever, Sunshine
19. Carla Suárez Navarro (Spain, Spanish): CSN, Sheldon
20. Svetlana Kuznetsova (Russia, Russian): Kuz, Kuzzy / Kuzzie, Sveta 
21. Vera Zvonareva (Russia, Russian): Bepa, Casper, Peacemaker
22. Daria Gavrilova (Russia, Russian): Dasha
23. Alisa Kleybanova (Russia, Russian): Kleybs
24. Yaroslava Shvedova (Kazakhstan, Russian): Slava
25. Jarmila Gajdošová/Groth/Wolfe (Australia, Slovakian): Jarka, Grothy
26. Kimiko Date-Krumm (Japan, Japanese): Grandma, Kid Butterfly; Teni-

ska baka
27. Na Li (China, Chinese): Big Sister Na
28. Venus Williams (USA, English): VW, Vee, Queen V 
29. Serena Williams (USA, English): ReRe, Meka, Rena, Big Serena, The 

GOAT, The Tennis Playing Truck, The Mountain that Plays Tennis, The 
Beast of Burden, The King of WTA; Serenica

30. Sloane Stephens (USA, English): Sloane Ranger
31. Colleen CoCo Vandeweghe (USA, English): CoCo
32. Bethanie Mattek-Sands (USA, English): Betsey Johnson
33. Martina Hingis (Switzerland, German/Slovakian): Can’t-Miss-Swiss, 

The Swiss Miss
34. Laura Robson (UK, English): Laura Croft, L-Rob 
35. Heather Watson (UK, English): Elementary Watson
36. Johanna Konta (UK, English/Hungarian): Jo
37. Flavia Pennetta (Italy, Italian): Flav
38. Roberta Vinci (Italy, Italian): Veni Vidi Vinci
39. Belinda Bencic (Switzerland, German/Slovakian): Bel, Beli, Linda
40. Tímea Babos (Hungary, Hungarian): Timi
41. Alizé Cornet (France, French): The Cone, Cornetto; Kornet 
42. Kristina Mladenović (France, French/Serbian): Kiki
43. Caroline Garcia (France, French): Caro
44. Annika Beck (Germany, German): Kleene
45. Andrea Petković (Germany, German/Serbian): Petko, Petkorazzi
46. Tsvetana Pironkova (Bulgaria, Bulgarian): The Wimbledon Darkhorse, 

Bulgarian Woman of Mystery
47. Francesca Schiavone (Italy, Italian): Franny, Frankie, Francie, Schia
48. Serena and Venus Williams (USA, English): The Sisters, The W Sisters, 

Sisters Sledgehammer 
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2. NICKNAMES OF WOMEN TENNIS PLAYERS – ANALYSIS

The above-mentioned examples will be analysed at several linguistic lev-
els and sublevels: structural, semantic, phonological/orthographic and graphemic/
visual. Due to spatial limitations imposed by the scope of this paper, not all nick-
names will be explained in greater detail; representative examples will be classi-
fied into smaller or larger categories and subcategories, depending on the linguistic 
mechanisms employed in their creation. 

2.1. Structural characteristics 

The structure of the analysed nicknames will be observed from two view-
points – that of word-formation (the processes of blending, clipping and acrony-
my), as well as the morphosyntactic structure of nicknames as noun phrases.

2.1.1. Word-formation processes 
The two most common word-formation processes employed in creating 

both male and female tennis players’ nicknames are blending and clipping. The 
former is nowadays regarded as by far the most creative and productive process in 
English. Together with clipping, reduplication and acronymy, blending belongs to 
what Prćić (1998) terms secondary word-formation processes. 

Blending creates new lexemes by means of merging two or more bases 
or their segments. In other words, the additive processes of composition and the 
subtractive process of clipping are combined to create new words (Prćić 1998: 
71). More precisely, Bugarski (2013) defines blends as the result of blending “two 
words or their parts into a new unit, often, albeit not necessarily, motivated by an 
overlap between their formal segments, whereby such a formation may also rep-
resent a combination of its constitutive elements from a semantic point of view” 
(Bugarski 2013: 17–18). The overwhelming reason behind the creation of such 
nicknames, and blends in general, lies in the fact that it belongs to the part of lin-
guistic competence founded on the creativity of each individual, and the ability of 
native speakers to create and understand words, in this case – names that they have 
never encountered before (Vizmuller-Zocco 1985: 305).

When it comes to blending applied in the creation of women tennis players’ 
nicknames, it regularly follows the pattern ‘noun that best describes the player + 
player’s surname/name’ (e.g. Screamapova = Scream + Sharapova). There are also 
other, less frequent patterns, such as ‘name + surname/nickname’, or, alternatively, 
‘surname + name/nickname’, in which both names, nicknames and surnames includ-
ed in the blend do not necessarily refer to the player in question (e.g. Švajnštajger + 
Anči = Švajnči). Some of the representative examples include the following:

• MaSha = Maria + Sharapova
• AgiRad = Agnieszka + Radwańska
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• Shaz(za) = Sharapova + Muz(za) (Andy Murray’s nickname)
• Sugarpova = Sugar + Sharapova
• Sreamapova = Sream + Sharapova
• Shriekapova = Shriek + Sharapova
• Screechapova = Screech + Sharapova
• Shitra = Shit + Petra (Kvitová)
• Shitova = Shit + Kvitová
• 3Setra = 3 sets + Petra
• Threesetova = three sets + Kvitova
• Petkorazzi = Petković + paparazzi
• Švajnči = Švajnštajger + Anči

Clipping is the second most common process in forming nicknames. It con-
sists in abbreviating a more complex name or surname by means of ‘clipping’ or 
cutting off its initial, medial or final part or parts, which results in forming shorter 
names which sound more informal and amicable, and, at the same time, easier to 
pronounce during TV broadcasts. Representative examples include:

• Dani (Daniela)
• Sam (Samantha)
• Caro (Caroline)
• Domi (Dominika)
• Simo (Simona)
• Flav (Flavia)
• Jo (Johanna)
• Bel, Beli (Belinda)
• Vee (Venus)
• Rena (Serena)
• Meka (Jameka)
• Genie (Eugenie)
• Linda (Belinda)

• Slava (Yaroslava)
• Aga (Agnieszka)
• Ula (Urszula)
• Nastia (Anastasia)
• Sveta (Svetlana)
• Aza (Azarenka)
• Woz (Wozniacki)
• Kuz (Kuznetsova)
• Schia, Shiavo (Schiavone)
• Petko (Petković)
• Pova (Sharapova)
• Aleks (Aleksandra)

Acronymy, less frequent than blending and clipping, also belongs to second-
ary word-formation processes. A player’s nickname is created from their name’s 
and surname’s initial letters, and is either pronounced letter by letter (JJ – Jelena 
Janković, VW – Venus Williams, CSN – Carla Suarez Navarro, AK-47 – Alek-
sandra Krunić / Automat Kalashnikov), or is fully lexicalized, as is the case with 
the nickname The GOAT (The Greatest of All Time).

Finally, rare cases of compounding (Selfiequeen, Threesetova, SuperGirl) 
and reduplication (ReRe, CoCo, Boom Boom Bine) have also been recorded in the 
analysed wordlist.
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2.1.2. Morphosyntactic structure of nicknames
When it comes to the morphosyntactic structure of women tennis players’ 

nicknames, several patterns have been found as dominant:
a) a noun phrase realized solely by a common noun as the head of the phrase, 

often premodified by the definite article (NP = (The) +N):

• Hammer
• Grandma
• Peacemaker
• Selfiequeen
• Sunshine
• Papillion
• SuperGirl
• The Magician
• The Professor

• The Ninja
• The Cone
• The Owl
• The Sisters
• The Wailer
• Cornetto
• Kornet
• Lepotica
• Lisica

b) a noun phrase realized as a common noun premodified by an adjective or 
another noun with an adjectival function (NP = (The) + Adj/N + N):

• Baby Elephant / Koala / Panda
• Beauty / Drama / Glitter Queen
• The Comeback Queen
• The Iron Maiden
• The Swiss Miss
• The Energizer Bunny
• The Golden Retriever
• The Wimbledon Darkhorse
• Pocket Rocket

• Kid Butterfly
• Siberian Siren
• Russian Steel
• Screaming Cinderella
• Pint-Sized Dynamo
• Sisters Sledgehammer
• Teniska baka
• Mali zmaj

c) a noun phrase realized as a proper name or an initial premodified by an 
adjective or another noun with an adjectival function (NP = Adj/N + Name/Initial):

• Moaning Masha
• Slammin Sammy
• Elementary Watson
• Goddess Petra
• Super Simo

• Aussie Ana
• Big Serena
• Big Sister Na
• Special K
• Queen V

d) a heavily premodified noun phrase:
• The Tennis Playing Truck
• Can’t-Miss-Swiss
• Boom Boom Bine
• Boom Boom Lisicki
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e) a noun phrase in which the head noun is postmodified by a prepositional 
phrase or, in Serbian, a genitive construction (NP = N + PP/genitive):

• The Queen of Screams
• The King of WTA
• The Beast of Burden
• The Hammer of Thor
• Bulgarian Woman of Mystery
• Kraljica drame

f) a noun phrase in which the head noun is postmodified by another noun 
(NP = N + N):

• Sisters Sledgehammer
• Sammy Stones
• Sloane Ranger
• Queen Chaos

g) a noun phrase in which the head noun is postmodified by a relative clause 
(NP = N + Cl):

• The Mountain that Plays Tennis

h) an independent clause/sentence:
• I Feel Pretty
• Veni Vidi Vinci.

2.3. Semantic properties

The analysis of the semantic properties of the selected nicknames will main-
ly focus on aspects of associative meaning, primarily expressive and connotative 
ones, as they were defined by Prćić (1997). Expressive meaning stems form “a 
whole range of the communicator’s characteristics, as well as their attitudes and 
feelings towards the other communicators or the topic of communication”, while 
connotative meaning arises from “a whole range of different subjective reactions 
to objective reality, conditioned mostly by the previous individual or collective 
experience of the communicator, but also by a gradually developed lasting link 
between a lexeme and certain phenomena and concepts” (Prćić 1997: 24). Hence, 
a positively coloured judgement about a tennis player is mirrored by the use of an 
ameliorative nickname, while that with negative overtones is seen in pejorative la-
bels. In addition to these two most general categories, this section will also discuss 
nicknames linked to the player’s appearance, playing style, behaviour on and off 
the court, names influenced by the player’s resemblance to characters or phenom-
ena from culture and popular culture, on comparison with other famous people, as 
well as name tags founded on the player’s national or regional significance.
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Prior to listing and discussing representative examples from the compiled 
wordlist, it is worth pointing out that a large number of nicknames represent in-
stances of intelligent and creative wordplay. Following the definition of this con-
cept by Panić Kavgić (2014: 401), the term ‘wordplay’, in its narrowest sense, 
refers to, first and foremost, playing with meaning, while it can also point to any 
creative use of language with the aim of forming a successful nickname. When it 
comes to playing with meaning, primarily by means of ambiguity – as a result of 
lexical polysemy or homonymy, the following examples are noteworthy: 

● Slammin Sammy (the modifier ‘slammin’ refers to Stosur’s hitting the ball 
with a lot of force, as well as the fact that she has won a Grand Slam title)

● Genie (the clipped form of Eugenie Bouchard’s name and, at the same 
time, reference to the magical creature from the bottle whose forces are 
matched by Bouchard’s on-court skills; additionally, the label is also relat-
ed to ‘genius’)

● Big Serena (the premodifying adjective ‘big’ refers to both the player’s ex-
traordinary achievements that rank her among the best in tennis history, and 
to her masculine physique, in which case it has pejorative connotations)

● Queen V (V is both Venus Williams’s initial and the iconic symbol of ‘vic-
tory’)

● V (V is both Victoria Azarenka’s initial and the iconic symbol of ‘victory’)
● Veni Vidi Vinci (reference to the Latin phrase Veni, vidi, vici, attributed to 

Julius Caesar, who used the phrase after a quick victory; the third element 
is here changed into Vinci, as an association to Roberta Vinci’s effective 
victory over Serena Williams in their 2015 US Open semi-final encounter)

●	 Lisica (a somewhat changed form of Sabine Lisicki’s family name, depicts 
her foxy cunningness on court)

●	 Vika (a hypocorism for Victoria Azarenka; conveniently reminiscent in 
Serbian of her loud shrieks when hitting the ball, in which case the name 
tag takes on pejorative connotations).

2.3.1. Ameliorative labels
In the selected wordlist, ameliorative nicknames – those which are the result 

of and, in turn, which also create, a more favourable impression of a player – were 
approximately as numerous as pejorative ones. In comparison with the number of 
and the ratio between ameliorative and pejorative nicknames among male tennis 
players (Panić Kavgić 2016), these results indicate that women tennis players are 
more susceptible to unfavourable judgements and impressions based on some of 
their conspicuous physical or psychological characteristics. Clearly ameliorative 
name tags are those which distinctly emphasize the speaker’s positive attitude to-
wards the person:
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Beauty Queen, 1vanović, SuperGirl, Super Simo, Special K, Goddess Petra, 
Sunshine, The Great Dane, Can’t-Miss-Swiss, Queen V, Big Sister Na, Laura 
Croft, Veni Vidi Vinci; Lepotica.

A subgroup of ameliorative nicknames are hypocorisms – shorter or dimin-
utive forms of first names or family names, used as terms of endearment. Similarly 
to the situation with male tennis players’ nicknames (Panić Kavgić 2016), they are 
mostly – although not exclusively – found among players from Slavic countries 
(Serbian, Russian, Belarusian, Polish, Slovakian, etc.):

Jeca (Jelena Janković), Anči	(Ana Ivanović), Boka (Bojana Jovanovski), Ma-
sha (Maria Sharapova), Dasha (Daria Gavrilova), Vika (Victoria Azarenka), 
Kuzzy/Kuzzie (Svetlana Kuznetsova), Kleybs (Alisa Kleybanova), Agi (Ag-
niezska Radwańska), Angie (Angelique Kerber), Kiki (Kristina Mladenović), 
Jarka, Grothy (Jarmila Gajdošová/Groth/Wolfe), Timi (Tímea), Franny, 
Frankie, Francie (Francesca), Sammy (Samantha Stosur), Halepeño (Simona 
Halep).

Diminutive labels should, however, be viewed with caution, as they are not 
necessarily hypocoristic: occasionally, they take on pejorative overtones and may 
indicate the speaker’s ironic attitude, which becomes apparent due to certain lin-
guistic or extralinguistic cues in the relevant context (e.g. Serenica in Serbian, 
referring to the clearly overweight player). 

2.3.2. Pejorative labels
Pejorative nicknames clearly state the speaker’s unfavourable impression 

of and negative attitude towards the player. These labels are often creative and 
picturesque and thus tend to stick more easily than those with a positive connota-
tion. The following pejorative tags mock noticeable flaws in the player’s character, 
appearance or behaviour:

Sreamapova, Shriekapova, Screechapova, Screaming Cinderella, Moaning Ma-
sha, The Wailer, The Queen of Screams, Shitra, Shitova, Vika the Shrieka, The 
Owl, The Tennis Playing Truck, The Mountain that Plays Tennis, The Beast of 
Burden, The King of WTA, Queen Chaos; Lisica, Serenica.

2.3.3. Nicknames based on appearance, style of playing or on-/off- court 
behaviour

In addition to the general classification into ameliorative and pejorative 
nicknames, they can be associatively grounded in the physical and psychological 
characteristics of the player, or in their specific style of playing and behaving on 
and/or off the tennis court.

The associative power of the following labels refers to the player’s physical 
appearance and age:
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● Glitter Queen (Janković – appearance on court dominated by glittering 
make-up and gloss)

● Beauty Queen; Lepotica (Ivanović – considered to be the WTA tour’s 
most attractive player) 

● Sunshine, The Golden Retriever (Wozniacki – attractive, blond, with 
light complexion; smiling, good-tempered, cheerful and friendly)

● Atom Ant; Atom Mrav,	Biberče, Mali zmaj (Krunić – short but energetic 
and fast) 

● Kleene (Beck – a Berlin slang variation of the word ‘Kleine’ (‘small’), 
given by the other German Fed Team players to their youngest member)

● Sammy Stones Hammer, The Hammer of Thor (Stosur – masculine-like 
physique, robust, with strong arm muscles resembling those of the mythical 
Norse god of thunder and the strongest of the ancient gods)

● Big Serena, The Tennis Playing Truck, The Mountain that Plays Tennis 
(Serena Williams – masculine physique, robust, with large and strong muscles)

● The Swiss Miss (Hingis – attractive former singles world number one, now 
a leading doubles player, with a somewhat self-satisfied smile)

● Grandma; Teniska baka (Date-Krumm – veteran Japanese player, by far 
the oldest on the WTA Tour, still actively competing at the age of 46)

● Ski Boots (Wozniacki – known for wearing boot-like footwear)
● Betsey Johnson (Mattek Sands – wears over-the-top whimsical outfit on 

the court, similar to clothes created by the famous American fashion de-
signer Betsey Johnson)

● Papillion (Pavlyuchenkova – remembered for wearing a butterfly-like 
wide orange dress on court, at a tournament in Morocco).

In parallel, or, in certain cases, overlapping with those linked to the player’s 
physical appearance, there are nicknames based on their style of playing, i.e. mov-
ing around the court and hitting the ball:

● Pocket Rocket, Pint-Sized Dynamo (Cibulková – extremely fast and 
powerful-hitting around-the-court player, despite her stocky build)

● Picasso; The Ninja, The Magician, The Professor (Radwańska – known 
for her variety and mobility, out-of-the ordinary style of moving around the 
court and non-standard strokes reminiscent of those of the famous cubist 
painter’s brush; at the same time, characterized by crafty and clever style 
of play, termed ‘silent but deadly’, like the movements of a ninja; capable 
of pulling off with ease the most difficult shots in the game)

● Halepeño (Halep – reminiscent of young talented Brazilian football play-
ers with diminutive nicknames)

● Boom Boom Bine, Boom Boom Lisicki (Lisicki – player with one of the 
strongest and fastest serves in women’s tennis, like those of her compatriot 
and one-time men’s world number one, Boris Becker)
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● Slammin Sammy, Sammy Stones (Stosur – Grand Slam winner, hitting 
the ball with a lot of force, her strokes producing the effect of throwing 
stones at the opponent) 

● The Tennis Playing Truck (Williams – when moving around the court, she 
resembles a huge powerful truck on the road)

● Sisters Sledgehammer (the Williams sisters – in the doubles’ competition 
their playing style is effective and destructive like a blow of a sledgehammer) 

● P3TRA, Pe3ra, 3Setra, Petra Threesetova (Kvitová – known on the 
women’s tour for playing the greatest number of matches in three sets and 
winning most of them) 

● Je3ena (Janković – also taking most of her matches into the third set)
● Special K (Kvitová – praised for her resilience on the court)
● Can’t-Miss-Swiss (Hingis – famous in her prime for precise down-the-line 

strokes and for rarely missing a chance to turn a good opportunity in her 
own favour) 

● AK-47; Atom Ant, Atom Mrav (Krunić – playing style, speed and efficien-
cy of shots reminiscent of those fired from an Automat Kalashnikov rifle 
– AK-47, with which she shares the same initials).

Nicknames based on the player’s behaviour and habits on/off the tennis 
court include the following:

● Drama Queen, The Court Drama Queen, Queen Chaos; Kraljica drame  
(Janković – often behaves on the court as if situations were worse than they 
really are and displays chaotic emotions directed at her coach and brother)

● Baby Elephant, Baby Koala, Baby Panda (Ivanović – her shyness in 
interviews is reminiscent of the cartoon baby elephant Dumbo’s behaviour; 
by association, when she plays in Australia, she is compared to a baby ko-
ala, and when in China – to a panda, the shyest of bears)

● The Energizer Bunny (Cibulková – energetic, tireless and determined to 
boost her own confidence against all the odds and her physical limitations)

● The Iron Maiden, Russian Steel Sreamapova, I Feel Pretty, Shriekapova, 
Screechapova, Screaming Cinderella, Moaning Masha, The Wailer, The 
Queen of Screams (Sharapova – known for her lack of emotional reactions, 
detached, even stand-offish behaviour, as well as for letting out loud screams 
when hitting the ball, often to the opponent’s and the crowd’s dismay)

● Vika the Shrieka, The Owl (Azarenka – shrieks loudly with each shot, 
producing an unpleasant sound reminiscent of that of an owl)

● Selfiequeen (Bouchard – enjoys taking selfies whenever and wherever she 
has an opportunity)

● Casper, Peacemaker (Zvonareva – has the habit of covering her head and 
shoulders with a white towel, like a ghost, during breaks between games 
and sets; a graduate student in international relations and peace studies)



396

OLGA PANIĆ-KAVGIĆ

● Petkorazzi (Petković – practicing her journalism skills through video blog-
ging, using her online persona Petkorazzi) 

● Laura Croft (Robson – has the looks, intelligence and athleticism similar 
to those of Lara Croft, an archaeologist-adventurer from the video game 
and film franchise Tomb Raider)

● The Wimbledon Darkhorse, Bulgarian Woman of Mystery (Pironkova 
– known for inconsistency in the level of her game and regular annual out-
bursts of high-quality tennis and good results at Wimbledon only).

2.3.4. Nicknames based on the player’s national or regional significance
This category includes labels which point to the fact that a player symbol-

izes their own country or region of the world and that their significance surpasses 
merely appearing under their country’s flag at a tournament. The following nick-
names show that the player represents their country’s sports and cultural heritage 
in the best light possible:

● Big Sister Na (Na Li, the first ever Chinese Grand Slam winner, whose 
achievements in tennis and sports in general are looked up to by millions of 
young Chinese and Asian women)

● Siberian Siren (Sharapova, physically – symbol of Russian beauty and siren-like 
seductiveness; psychologically – cold and distant like the region of Siberia)

● Russian Steel (Sharapova, cold, powerful and enduring like Russia)
● The Great Dane (Wozniacki, the only successful Danish woman tennis 

player in a long time and one of the few Scandinavian ones)
● The Swiss Miss, Can’t Miss Swiss (Hingis, her country’s most attractive 

female player, her style on court symbolizing Swiss precision and efficiency)
● Veni Vidi Vinci (Vinci, Italian veteran player who created one of the big-

gest upsets in tennis history when beating Serena Williams in the 2015 US 
Open semi-final, making her compatriots compare her victory to Caesar’s 
triumph)

● Aussie Ana (Ivanović, a native of Serbia with relatives in Australia, much 
loved and cheered for on the whole Australian continent, especially by Ser-
bian immigrants in Sydney and Melbourne).

2.3.5. Nicknames based on characters, phenomena or authors from popular 
culture and sports

A number of creative women tennis player’s nicknames are rooted in more 
or less obvious, visual or character-related associations to phenomena or protago-
nists from the world of literature, mythology, music, film and TV industry:

● Ivanović: Baby Elephant (cartoon character Dumbo)
● Krunić: Atom Ant (cartoon character Atom Ant); Biberče	 (Serbian folk 

tale character Biberče); AK-47 (assault rifle Automat Kalashnikov-47)
● Zvonareva: Casper (cartoon character Casper the Friendly Ghost); 
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● Krunić: Robson: Laura Croft (Tomb Rider video game and film franchise 
protagonist Lara Croft)

● Suárez Navarro: Sheldon (character from SNL’s show Wake Up Wake-
field), 

● Watson: Elementary Watson (Sherlock Holmes’s saying “Elementary, 
my dear Watson!”)

● Stosur: The Hammer of Thor (Norse hammer-wielding god of thunder 
and strength)

● Williams: The Beast of Burden (reference to a Rolling Stones 1978 song 
Beast of Burden)

● Sharapova: The Iron Maiden (reference to the English heavy metal band 
Iron Maiden)

● Stephens: Sloane Ranger (Lone Ranger – a fictional masked former Tex-
an Ranger who fought outlaws in the American Old West).

This category of nicknames would also include those founded on a ten-
nis player’s actual or perceived resemblance to another famous (sports)person (in 
terms of physical appearance, personality traits, playing style or behaviour): 

● A-Rad (A-Rod – Andy Roddick > Agniezska Radwańska)
● L-Rob (A-Rod – Andy Roddick > Laura Robson)
● Boom Boom Bine, Boom Boom Lisicki (Boom Boom Boris – Boris Beck-

er > Lisicki)
● Shazza, Shaz (Muzza, Muz – Andy Murray > Maria Sharapova)
● Betsey Johnson (extravagant US fashion designer > Mattek-Sands)
● Picasso (revolutionary creative painter > Radwańska).

2.4. Phonological properties

The creative usage of language at the phonological level, as stated by Panić 
Kavgić (2014), includes the employment of means for achieving auditively or au-
dio-visually appealing nicknames. This type of linguistic creativity is most fre-
quently and obviously manifested through:

• Alliteration – repetition of the first consonant in a series of multiple ele-
ments of a nickname (Boob Boom Bine, ReRe, CoCo, Moaning Masha, 
Siberian Siren, Screaming Cinderella, Slammin Sammy, Samantha Stones, 
Super Simo, Sisters Sledgehammer, The Tennis Playing Truck, The Beast 
of Burden, The Comeback Queen)

• Rhyming – repetition of similar sounds or the same sound in two or more 
elements of a nickname, most often in the final syllables (Pocket Rocket, 
Vika the Shrieka, Can’t-Miss-Swiss, The Swiss Miss)

• Reduplication – repetition of an element of a nickname (Boom Boom 
Bine, Boom Boom Lisicki, ReRe, CoCo, JJ)
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• Assonance (often rooted in reduplication or rhyming) – repetition of the 
same vowel (a monophthong or a diphthong) within multiple elements of a 
nickname (Atom Ant, Boob Boom Bine, Siberian Siren, Slammin Sammy, 
Pocket Rocket, Can’t-Miss-Swiss, The Swiss Miss, ReRe, CoCo).

At the phonological-orthographic level, there are nicknames representing ef-
fective and creative combinations of auditive and orthographic components, made 
appealing by the phonological and/or orthographic similarity with other lexemes, 
which often results in structural, as well as conceptual, blending of two elements, 
like in the examples: 

• Lisica (Lisicki > lisica)
• Kornet (Cornet > kornet)
• Cornetto (Cornet > cornetto)
• Vee (Venus > Vee)
• A-Rad (Andy Roddick > Agniezska Radwańska)
• L-Rob (Andy Roddick > Laura Robson)
• Laura Croft (Lara Croft + Laura Robson)
• Sloane Ranger (Sloane Stephens + Lone Ranger).

2.5. Creativity at the graphemic and visual level 

Word-play in this domain implies that the visual image itself – the written 
form of the nickname – becomes interesting, out-of-the-ordinary and intriguing, 
owing to the unconventional but contextually appropriate, symbolic and iconic use 
of digits, capital or small letters and script variations. Examples of the kind found 
in the wordlist represent successful outcomes of playing with letters and digits. 
Being visually effective and eye-catching, nicknames such as the following are 
easily remembered and widely used: 

• Ivanović: 1vanović (ameliorative label coined by fans when the player 
took over the number one position in the WTA’s rankings)

• Kvitová: P3TRA, Pe3ra, 3Setra (association to the fact that the player 
usually plays three-set matches)

• Janković: Je3ena (the same associative link as above); JJ (visually appeal-
ing initials)

• Azarenka: V (initial which also stands for ‘victory’)
• V. Williams: VW (visually appealing initials)
• S. Williams: The GOAT (capital letters of the lexicalized acronym indicate 

the ameliorative rather than pejorative nature of the label)
• Krunić: AK-47 (initials reminiscent of a powerful rifle)
• Sharapova: MaSha (name-surname blend conveniently coinciding with the 

regularly spelled hypocoristic nickname Masha)
• Radwańska: AgiRad (name-surname blend)
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• Vandeweghe: CoCo (repetitive nature of the nickname emphasized by cap-
italization)

• Zvonareva: Bepa (player’s first name Vera in Cyrillic letters).

3. CONCLUSION

Based on the classification and description of the analysed examples, as well 
as of those in Panić Kavgić (2016), it can be concluded that nicknames from the 
world of tennis, and sports in general, represent an inspiring source of linguistic 
data and inexhaustible material for applying and tracing creative language mech-
anisms at all levels of linguistic analysis. Discussion from the structural, seman-
tic, phonological, orthographic and graphemic/visual viewpoint, which has shed 
light on nicknames of tennis players from different parts of the world, of various 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds, has pointed to one of the positive sides of 
the global phenomenon of professional sport and its popularity – the cultural and 
linguistic diversity expressed through naming labels, regardless of whether the 
speaker likes or dislikes the person, holds them in high or low esteem, identifies 
with them or does not see them as a good role model. 

The analysed examples have shown that a nickname is the most convenient 
and concise way for a player to be seen and remembered in the light of their dom-
inant characteristic – physical, psychological, ethnic, or any other which, in the 
eye of the spectator, represents an effective linguistic, social and/or culture-related 
sublimation of the player’s style and personality.

Olga Panić-Kavgić
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DEVELOPING CRITICAL THINKING IN TEACHING 
EFL THROUGH ASKING QUESTIONS

Developing the skill of critical thinking (CT) has recently come into the limelight as one of 
the most desirable educational outcomes in the new millennium. Teachers of all school sub-
jects are advised to instil this skill in their students. How that is exactly to be done, however, 
is still open to debate, as there are not many professional development opportunities provid-
ing such instruction that are available to teachers. The practice of disciplined and thoughtful 
questioning is believed to be one of the most efficient ways of promoting students’ CT. The 
aim of this paper, thus, is to investigate the practice of asking questions among English lan-
guage (EFL) teachers in Serbia. More precisely, the aim of the paper is to examine how often 
primary and secondary EFL teachers in Serbia ask questions that promote higher-order think-
ing skills, as well as what questions they ask. Twenty-four teachers were asked to complete a 
questionnaire that included samples of different types of questions and to indicate how often 
they ask each one. The data gathered reveal that both primary and secondary school teachers 
ask questions equally often. It is evident from the data that all teachers, irrespective of their 
teaching experience or grade that they teach, use different types of questions promoting CT. It 
is a surprising, yet encouraging, finding that primary teachers ask all types of questions nearly 
at the same frequency as their colleagues from secondary schools. However, what exactly 
they use these questions for remains doubtful, as does whether or not they employ them in 
teaching all language skills and types of knowledge.

Key words: critical thinking, asking questions, primary school, secondary school, EFL 
teachers.

1. INTRODUCTION

Even though critical thinking (CT) is a widely debated concept nowadays 
and an educational priority in many countries, the term remains misunderstood by 
many – policy makers, teachers, parents and the wider community. 

CT presupposes the construction of knowledge on the part of the student 
and not its mere reception. In other words, CT requires that the student compare, 
contrast, analyze, synthesize and evaluate information in order to construct knowl-
edge. Acquiring this skill is essential for a student as it is one of those transferable 
skills he or she will need and utilize all his or her life. Students who can think 
critically are more tolerant and inquisitive, among other positive traits, and they 
retain knowledge far longer than those who memorize content, make decisions 
more effectively and have a broader understanding of things and their relations. 
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Numerous definitions of CT seem to have the following underpinning prem-
ises in common:

- It is the ability to perform a number of thinking processes: applying, ana-
lyzing, synthesizing, evaluating etc. (Paul and Elder 2006a).

- It is an intellectually disciplined process (Paul 1992).
- It is a learned ability that needs to be practiced (Paul 1992; Paul 1993).
- It is an ability that is highly needed for a successful and healthy life (Na-

tional  Education Association 2010; Halpern 1998).
- It requires from the thinker to possess a number of important dispositions: 

open-mindedness, fairness, inquisitiveness, intellectual empathy, humili-
ty, courage, etc. (Paul and Elder 2006a).

- It is based on evidence and devoid of prejudices, biases, etc. (Paul and 
Elder 2006a).

- It does not presuppose developing a negative attitude to a person, an event 
or a thing. (Paul 1993; Halpern 1998).

Education policy makers worldwide have made CT an educational priority 
while at the same time leaving no room for teachers in their ambitious curricula 
and syllabi to implement it effectively and appropriately. More often than not, 
teachers are required to incorporate it into their teaching pedagogy without being 
provided with opportunities to learn how to do it. For these reasons, CT remains a 
misunderstood concept by education policy makers in the first place. Also, many 
hold the view that the word “critical” has a negative connotation in that it pre-
supposes making negative judgments and, thus, involves developing a negative 
attitude to people, events and things. Therefore, it is widely considered to bear a 
negative connotation and to be an inappropriate skill to be taught in an educational 
context. There is no doubt that the “shroud” hanging over this concept must be 
removed for it to be fully understood and embraced as one of those vital life skills 
that are crucial for developing in school.

There are numerous ways to teach this important skill, one of which is ask-
ing questions. Engaging students in a disciplined, thoughtful and guided process 
of being asked and asking questions themselves is considered to be one of the 
most efficient teaching techniques. The aim of this paper thus is to investigate the 
practice of asking questions among English language (EFL) teachers in Serbia as 
a means of teaching CT.

2. ASKING QUESTIONS IN EFL

One of the most desirable educational outcomes nowadays is critical think-
ing. It is considered to be the foundation of many related and highly desirable skills 
needed today – problem solving, functional literacy, decision-making, creativity, 
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etc. The ability to think critically means using available information for the pur-
pose of creating something new: knowledge, a conception, an idea, a point of view, 
understanding, etc. In order to be able to do it, one needs to select information, 
understand it, manipulate it and eventually create something new. Also, “critical 
thinkers raise vital questions and problems, formulate them clearly, gather and 
assess relevant information, use abstract ideas, think open-mindedly, and commu-
nicate effectively with others” (Duron et al. 2006: 160). 

The available literature states that teachers face difficulties in their attempt 
to engage students in critical thinking (Tempelaar 2006) and that many of their 
students do not use this skill for solving real-life problems (Bartlett 2002; Rippin 
et al. 2002). Snyder and Snyder (2008: 91) suspect the reason might be instruction-
al strategies teachers employ, since they tend to, and are expected to, place more 
emphasis on content than on the learning process itself. Such a practice results 
from educational policies, curricula and syllabi imposed on teachers, all of which 
require from them the deliverance of large amounts of information in a short time. 
However, with the ultimate educational goal in mind – equipping students with 
the knowledge and skills they need for life – it is very obvious that this teaching 
routine needs to be altered. Not only content is important, but how students learn 
the material as well. More precisely, students should be taught how to approach the 
content instead of receiving it. If they are taught how to approach it, “the content is 
in fact learned more deeply as a result of being part of and relevant to an involving 
thought process” (Celuch and Slama 1999: 135).

A wealth of emerging literature on the practice of asking questions for the 
purpose of developing CT proves the effectiveness of this teaching technique 
(Haynes and Bailey 2003; Brown and Kelley 1986; Hemming 2000). When asked 
a question, a student is invited to participate in the learning process in order to 
gain new knowledge, examine his existing beliefs, create more accurate ideas, etc. 
Asking questions also helps the teacher understand a student’s thinking and guide 
the student further in gaining more knowledge or correcting his or her misconcep-
tions. It suffices to say that asking questions is no longer just an assessment tool, 
but an efficient teaching technique. As noted in Thalheimer (2013: 3), when used 
as a teaching tool, “questions can produce significant learning and performance 
benefits, potentially improving learning by 150% or more.”

Not every question, however, promotes students’ CT. Based on Bloom’s 
Taxonomy (Bloom et al. 1956), there is a hierarchy of thinking skills ranging from 
low to high. The same is true of questions, which are also based on the mentioned 
taxonomy. Namely, low-order questions are typically closed questions that require 
a yes/no answer, or they are wh-questions that merely require the recall of memo-
rized facts. They are considered not to be beneficial for the improvement of CT as 
they do not require from students to think, but simply to regurgitate. On the other 
hand, higher-order questions are open-ended in nature and call for a student’s own 
opinion. Also, the formation of an answer to this type of question requires the abil-
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ity to manipulate the information that a student has available. Asking higher-order 
questions was proved to facilitate CT (Redfield and Rousseau 1981; McGlathery 
1978) and it is believed this type of question needs to contain those verbs that, 
according to Bloom’s taxonomy, promote higher-order thinking skills, such as ‘ex-
plain’, ‘compare’, ‘illustrate’, etc. Moreover, it is the teacher’s role to carefully 
scaffold levels of questions in class so as to enable all students to participate.

 Another type of questions presupposes engaging our students in a dialogue 
whose main purpose is to probe their reasoning. This questioning practice is com-
monly referred to as Socratic questioning since it originates from Socrates’ habit 
of intellectually challenging his students. This technique is usually described as a 
disciplined, thoughtful dialogue with the aim of discovering ideas, correcting mis-
conceptions, exploring the origin of thought, creating knowledge, challenging and 
motivating students, etc. More precisely, what this dialogue presupposes is leading 
a discussion with students in such a way that the teacher poses a follow-up ques-
tion for every answer students provide. Questions teachers can ask aim at helping 
students clarify their ideas and thoughts, probing assumptions underlying their 
beliefs, rethinking the information, evidence and causes they used to form their 
beliefs, challenging their viewpoints and perspectives and forcing them to consid-
er the implications and consequences of their beliefs, as well as thinking deeply 
about the question or concept itself, inferences or interpretations of their thinking. 
According to Paul and Elder (2006b), there are nine types of Socratic questions:

(1) Questions of clarification. They are used to explain what exactly some-
body thinks about something and to prove concepts behind arguments. 
They include questions such as: What do you mean by that? What is your 
main point? Could you give me an example?

(2) Questions that probe purpose. They are aimed at clarifying the purpose of 
what is being said / discussed. Examples include the following: What is 
the purpose of X? What was your purpose when you said X?

(3) Questions that probe assumptions. This type of questions is used to chal-
lenge presuppositions and unquestioned beliefs. Exemplary questions are: 
What are you assuming? What could we assume instead? You seem to be 
assuming X. Do I understand you correctly?

(4) Questions that probe information, reason, evidence and cause. When 
asked a question of this type, a student is challenged to provide a rationale 
for his argument. Typical questions are: What would be an example? How 
do you know? What are your reasons for saying that?

(5) Questions about viewpoints and perspectives. These questions challenge the 
position a student is taking. Example questions include the following: Can any-
one see this any other way? What would someone who disagrees with you say?

(6) Questions that probe implications and consequences. This type of ques-
tions is aimed at helping students correct their misconceptions and thus 
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foresee the real implications and consequences of their thinking. Typical 
questions include: What are you implying by that? If that happened, what 
else would also happen as a result?

(7) Questions about the question. They help the student rethink the whole 
issue being discussed. Exemplary questions are: How can we find out? 
What does this question assume? Why is this question important?

(8) Questions that probe concepts. Their purpose is to challenge the under-
standing of the concept dealt with. Typical questions include: What is the 
main idea we are dealing with? How / Why is this idea important?

(9) Questions that probe inferences and interpretations. These questions are 
used to help student rethink the conclusions made and inferences drawn. 
Typical questions are: On what information are we basing this conclusion? 
How did you reach that conclusion? How shall we interpret these data?

Incorporating CT in one’s repertoire of teaching practices is by no means an 
easy job. It demands abundant courage, time, energy, knowledge and skills on the 
part of the teacher and requires students “to change a mental model of how the world 
works” (Halpern 1998: 38). Upon initiating the use of this technique, it is advis-
able that the teacher plan questions in advance so as to ensure the discussion is led 
properly and that it is insightful for the student. If they are not planned, “irrelevant 
questions can actually hurt learning and performance by creating tangential memory 
structures and distracting learners from important concepts” (Thalheimer 2013: 3). 
Relevant literature warns that teachers will inevitably face hardships, especially stu-
dent resistance, once they decide to incorporate CT in their teaching practice (Snyder 
and Snyder 2008: 14). However, students need to be exposed to a variety of teaching 
methods that rest upon CT to be acquainted with this teaching technique and their 
new role in the classroom (Walker 2003). Also, they need to engage in reciprocal 
peer questioning as an effective means of thinking through what is being learned 
(King 1995: 14-15). Asking the right question presupposes thinking deeply about the 
content and understanding it as well as further relations among things. 

Moreover, teaching CT presupposes a change of assessment methods in such 
a way that tests no longer imply regurgitation, but the application of the acquired 
knowledge for the simple reason of assessment being “congruent with the kind 
of learning emphasized in class” (King 1995: 16). Assessment tasks may include 
essay questions, practical questions and even multiple-choice tasks that require 
CT and not merely a recollection of facts. It goes without saying that a good as-
sessment tool that calls for students’ demonstration of their CT skills mirrors their 
understanding of the content taught rather than their ability to recall memorized 
pieces of information they can hardly make sense of. 

Noteworthy also is that CT calls for a number of dispositions whose devel-
opment ensures one’s success at CT (Walker 2003). Teachers should work gradu-
ally on helping their students develop each of them: inquisitiveness, open minded-
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ness, systematicity, analyticity, truth seeking, self-confidence and maturity (Walk-
er 2003: 264). It is believed that these attitudes and affective traits need to work in 
concert with the knowledge to think critically for one to be a good critical thinker. 

Applying a teaching technique such as asking questions ensures students an 
active learning process and eventually leads to excellence in thought development. 
It is also worth mentioning that this technique can be successfully employed at all 
levels of education, with students of all ages and for teaching all school subjects. 

3. RESEARCH

The research this paper is based upon was conducted with the aim of investi-
gating whether or not primary and secondary EFL teachers in Serbia use questions 
as a teaching technique and what type(s) of questions they use most frequently. 
The research was conceived as exploratory and its main aim was to identify the 
need to investigate this issue further should findings indicate it is worth exploring. 

3.1. Participants and time 

The participants in the research were 12 primary and 12 secondary EFL 
teachers from several towns in Serbia (Novi Sad, Šabac, Valjevo and Belgrade) 
who attended a two-day accredited seminar for EFL teachers entitled “Critical 
Thinking in EFL”. This seminar was aimed at raising participants’ awareness of 
the importance of teaching this skill through teaching English, as well as equipping 
them with the necessary skills to teach it. Two respondents were male and 22 were 
female. Their teaching experience ranged from 1 to 32 years.

The seminar took place on November 29, 2014, and December 6, 2014, and 
the participants were asked to complete the provided questionnaire on the second 
day of the seminar since Socratic questioning was one of the topics covered that day. 

3.2. Methodology

For the purpose of gathering data on the frequency of asking questions and 
the type of questions the participants ask, a questionnaire was designed. It consist-
ed of three questions aimed at providing the researchers with some background 
information about the respondents (sex, school where they teach and years of 
teaching experience). The questionnaire contained four additional questions that 
were aimed at gathering data pertaining to the frequency of asking questions, wait-
time technique and the type of feedback they usually give in the event of a student 
not providing an answer during the given wait-time. The remaining part of the 
questionnaire comprised 25 questions that belong to the types of questions men-
tioned in Section 2 in the following pattern: clarification - 2 questions, inference 
- 4 questions, purpose - 2 questions, assumption - 3 questions, information - 3 
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questions, viewpoint - 3 questions, implication - 3 questions, questioning of con-
cept - 5 questions. Since questions about questions and those that probe concepts 
are quite similar (Section 2), the researchers treated them as one type. Moreover, 
the researchers borrowed verbatim only those example questions given in Section 
2 that were not too complex in formulation, so as to increase the likelihood of those 
questions being asked in an EFL classroom. 

The respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the fre-
quency of asking each of these questions. The questionnaire was in English.

3.3. Data analysis

The gathered data were analyzed using SPSS 13. A t-test was performed 
with a view to identifying whether there were any differences between the two 
types of schools where the participants are employed – primary and secondary. 
More precisely, the test was aimed at signaling potential differences in the fre-
quency and type of questions respondents ask students of different age. Moreover, 
considering the relatively small sample, the Pearson correlation was calculated 
with the aim of identifying whether or not there were any differences in the prac-
tice of asking questions between two groups of teachers with varying teaching 
experience (those with up to 15 years of experience and those with more than 15 
years of experience). 

3.4. Findings

The findings presented in Table 1 show the general research findings. Gener-
ally speaking, the most frequently asked questions in both primary and secondary 
school are those that require from students to make conclusions (4.14), explain 
their point of view (3.63), clarify their ideas (3.54) and provide additional infor-
mation they base their opinion on (3.32). Questions related to the importance of 
the issue being discussed (3.10) or those that require from students to assume or 
foresee certain implications of their thinking (2.81 and 2.74) are not asked very 
frequently. The least frequently asked question is the one that clarifies the purpose 
of an issue being discussed (2.67).

Table 1. Frequency of asking different types of questions
N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev.

Inference 24 2.75 5.00 4.14 0.53
Viewpoint 24 2.33 4.67 3.63 0.78
Clarification 24 1.00 5.00 3.54 1.10
Information 24 2.00 5.00 3.32 0.83
Question / Concept 24 1.67 4.50 3.10 0.80
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Assumption 24 1.00 4.33 2.81 0.90
Implication 24 1.67 4.33 2.74 0.77
Purpose 24 1.00 5.00 2.67 0.93

Table 2 shows the differences between the two types of schools regarding the 
frequency of asking questions. The data reveal that there are some differences with 
respect to the types of questions EFL teachers ask. Namely, in both types of school, 
teachers most frequently ask inference questions (4.19 in secondary and 4.08 in pri-
mary schools). The order of the other most frequently asked questions in secondary 
school is as follows: viewpoint (3.83), information (3.50) and clarification (3.50), 
assumption (3.14), question (3.04), implication (2.92) and purpose (2.75). In primary 
schools the other most frequently asked questions are: clarification (3.58), viewpoint 
(3.42), question (3.15), information (3.14), purpose (2.58), implication (2.56) and as-
sumption (2.47). The findings also reveal that all types of questions are asked slightly 
more in secondary than in primary schools except for clarification and question-re-
lated questions, which are asked somewhat more frequently in primary schools.

Table 2. Frequency of different types of questions according to the type of school
School N Mean Std. Deviation

Assumption primary 12 2.47 1.00
 secondary 12 3.14 0.67
Implication primary 12 2.56 0.83
 secondary 12 2.92 0.68
Inference primary 12 4.08 0.65
 secondary 12 4.19 0.40
Information primary 12 3.14 0.86
 secondary 12 3.50 0.78
Purpose primary 12 2.58 1.04
 secondary 12 2.75 0.84
Question / Concept primary 12 3.15 0.98

secondary 12 3.04 0.61
Viewpoint primary 12 3.42 0.92
 secondary 12 3.83 0.58
Clarification primary 12 3.58 1.31
 secondary 12 3.50 0.90

Results obtained by conducting the t-test (Table 3) show that there are no 
statistically significant differences between the frequency of asking Socratic ques-
tions between the primary and secondary school, which is an encouraging finding. 
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Table 3. Results of t-test with reference to the type of question

 t df Sig. Mean 
Difference

Assumption -1.92 22 0.07 -0.67
Implication -1.16 22 0.26 -0.36
Inference -0.47 22 0.64 -0.10
Information -1.08 22 0.29 -0.36
Purpose -0.43 22 0.67 -0.17
Question / Concept 0.33 22 0.74 0.11
Viewpoint -1.33 22 0.20 -0.42
Clarification 0.18 22 0.86 0.08

The Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient (Table 4) was calcu-
lated with the purpose of investigating whether or not there are differences in the 
frequency of asking Socratic questions among teachers with different teaching ex-
perience. The Pearson correlation shows a moderate positive correlation between 
teaching experience and inference questions (r = 0.46) indicating that teachers 
with more than 15 years of experience tend to ask inference questions more than 
their younger colleagues.

Table 4. Pearson correlation coefficient
 Years

Assumption Pearson Correlation 0.09
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.67
 N 24
Implication Pearson Correlation 0.25
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.24
 N 24
Inference Pearson Correlation 0.46
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.02
 N 24
Information Pearson Correlation 0.18
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.39
 N 24
Purpose Pearson Correlation 0.15
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.47
 N 24
Question / Concept Pearson Correlation 0.20
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 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.34
 N 24
Viewpoint Pearson Correlation 0.19
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.38
 N 24
Clarification Pearson Correlation 0.31
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.14
 N 24

Table 5 contains data regarding the frequency of asking each individual 
question the questionnaire was composed of. When looked at individually, some 
statistically significant differences appear pertaining to the frequency of asking 
questions between the two types of school. Namely, out of 3 assumption questions, 
only with respect to one (Is it always the case? Why do you think the assumption 
holds here?) is there a statistically significant difference in favor of those who 
work in secondary schools (t = -2.26, df = 22, p = 0.03). While one of the reasons 
why this question is not asked equally often in primary school is that it requires a 
high-order cognitive skill, another may be the way the question is worded, owing 
to which it may be too difficult for primary school students to understand it. The 
formulation of the other two assumption questions is certainly less complex (What 
are you assuming? and Why have you based your reasoning on A rather than B?), 
for which reason they might be asked more frequently.

Table 5. Results of t-test with reference to each question

 t df Sig. Mean 
Difference

Clarification 0.18 22 0.86 0.08
Clarification 0.00 22 1.00 0.00
Purpose -1.13 22 0.27 -0.42
Purpose 0.17 22 0.87 0.08
Assumption -0.96 22 0.35 -0.42
Assumption -2.26 22 0.03 -1.00
Information 0.20 22 0.85 0.08
Information -1.30 22 0.21 -0.58
Viewpoint -1.23 22 0.23 -0.50
Viewpoint -0.72 22 0.48 -0.33
Implication -1.77 22 0.09 -0.67
Implication -1.04 22 0.31 -0.50
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Implication 0.22 22 0.83 0.08
Question / Concept -0.34 22 0.73 -0.17
Question / Concept 1.29 22 0.21 0.50
Question / Concept 1.81 22 0.08 0.75
Question / Concept -1.71 22 0.10 -0.83
Question / Concept 0.94 22 0.36 0.42
Inference 0.00 22 1.00 0.00
Inference -0.37 22 0.72 -0.17
Inference -0.36 22 0.72 -0.08
Inference -0.52 22 0.61 -0.17
Viewpoint -0.82 22 0.42 -0.42
Information -1.04 22 0.31 -0.58
Assumption -1.19 22 0.25 -0.58

The question that asked the respondents to indicate on a five-point Likert 
scale the frequency of their asking questions revealed that absolutely all teachers 
make use of questions. Most primary and secondary EFL teachers ask questions 
most of the time (2 primary and 5 secondary) or often (9 primary and 6 secondary).

The answers to the question regarding the respondents’ wait-time technique 
indicate that most primary and secondary school teachers wait for 5 seconds (4 
primary, 3 secondary) or for 5-10 seconds (7 primary, 9 secondary). In a situation 
when the student does not provide an answer, most respondents ask the respective 
student further questions so as to help him/her formulate an answer (9 primary and 
12 secondary). There are no respondents who would tell the student an answer that 
he was expected to provide.

4. DISCUSSION

The gathered findings are encouraging in that they reveal that both groups of 
teachers ask Socratic questions equally often, as well as that they ask all types of 
Socratic questions (Section 2). More precisely, students at both levels of education 
are asked equally often to make inferences about concepts discussed or relations 
among different concepts. By doing so, teachers encourage learners to rethink the 
decisions they have made and explain how they reached a conclusion. In other 
words, they are asked to verbalize the decision-making process, which helps them 
internalize good practices and correct mistakes if they have made them. Also, stu-
dents are frequently asked to elaborate on their point of view, owing to which 
both primary and secondary learners are commonly asked to clarify their point 
of view, as well as to assess the importance of a question / concept discussed and 
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provide additional information to support their viewpoint. Defending one’s point 
of view is an invaluable strategy in learning how to argument and support one’s 
opinion. Namely, this ability implies that one has considered different options, has 
taken into consideration a certain amount of information and reached a conclusion. 
Knowing all the options he or she has used or discarded makes the student capa-
ble of giving a rationale for the decision made. On the other hand, students from 
both types of school are not asked frequently about possible implications of their 
thinking or about their underlying beliefs (primary school students) or the purpose 
of a question / concept (secondary school students). Such a finding indicates that 
students’ thinking, however well-grounded, may become ego-centric and devoid 
of empathy as they are not frequently given a chance to consider the implications 
their decisions / attitudes have on other people or things. Moreover, while primary 
school students should be taught to give reasons and evidence for their assuming 
beliefs, secondary school students should be asked more about the importance of 
a question / concept dealt with, as understanding why a certain topic is being ad-
dressed could boost their motivation for learning. Generally speaking, the research 
results indicate that students are active participants in the teaching / learning pro-
cess, as well as that they are responsible for constructing their own knowledge. 

It is also an encouraging finding that even though they lack opportunities to 
learn how to make use of questions, the respondents realize their importance and 
employ them extensively. The participants exhibit great skill in the technique of 
asking questions since there are no teachers who allocate too little time (5 seconds 
or less) for their students to answer a question asked. Also, the most commonly 
given type of feedback (asking further questions) is beneficial in that it encourag-
es learners to engage more deeply in constructing their own knowledge. For all 
these reasons, students in these teachers’ classes seem not to be mere recipients of 
knowledge but its creators.

Every question asked should have a pedagogical goal instead of being used 
for the sole purpose of evaluating students’ knowledge. Therefore, asking ques-
tions requires a teacher’s specific knowledge and skills. Ensuring a non-threaten-
ing environment, scaffolding levels of questions, asking relevant questions, decid-
ing on an appropriate wait-time and giving relevant feedback are all essential skills 
a teacher needs to acquire in order to implement the questioning technique suc-
cessfully. Even though the research gathered encouraging findings, it is of utmost 
importance that EFL teachers be provided with opportunities to improve their skill 
of asking questions. One of the crucial issues to address going forward should be 
becoming familiar with which types of questions help in developing which kind of 
corresponding cognitive skills. Moreover, it would be invaluable for EFL teachers 
to have chances to improve their skills of scaffolding levels of questions and con-
structing a good dialogue so as to create a positive atmosphere and avoid dead-end 
questions. Also, the findings reveal that some teachers need to prolong their wait-
time as available literature suggests that a student in a CT situation needs 8-12 
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seconds to process the questions and formulate an answer (Schafersman 1991, 
cited in Snyder and Snyder 2008).

5. CONCLUSION

The research findings clearly indicate that Socratic questioning is a common 
technique among primary and secondary EFL teachers, which demonstrates that 
higher-order thinking skills are developed through teaching English. However, it 
remains doubtful as to whether EFL teachers ask questions for teaching or revising 
and assessment purposes only. Also, the results indicate that some Socratic ques-
tions are used more than the others, for which reason teachers should be supported 
and instructed on how to employ all types of questions more frequently irrespec-
tive of the level or age they teach.

Since this research was exploratory in nature, it confirmed to the researchers 
that the question explored is worth investigating further in the following domains, 
among others: conducting similar research with a larger sample, investigating the 
purpose of employing Socratic questioning in EFL classes (teaching, revision or 
assessment) and exploring the reason(s) behind why certain types of questions 
are not used as frequently as others, the reason(s) why teachers with more experi-
ence use inference questions more than their younger colleagues and the effects of 
teaching CT using Socratic questioning.

Tatjana Glušac (author)
Faculty of Law and Business Studies Dr Lazar Vrkatić

Novi Sad
tatjana.glusac@gmail.com

Vesna Pilipović (co-author)
Faculty of Law and Business Studies Dr Lazar Vrkatić

Novi Sad
vesna_pilipovic@yahoo.com 

REFERENCES

Bartlett, James. 2002. Analysis of motivational orientation and learning strategies of high 
school business students. Business Education Forum, 56/4: 18–23.

Bloom, Benjamin, Max Engelhart, Edward Furst, Walker Hill, and David Krathwohl. 
1956. Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, Handbook 1: Cognitive Domain. New 
York, NY: Longman,

Brown, Neil, and Stuart Kelley. 1986. Asking the Right Questions: A Guide to Critical 
Thinking, 7th ed. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.



414

TATJANA GLUŠAC - VESNA PILIPOVIĆ

Celuch, Kevin, and Mark Slama. 1999. Teaching critical thinking skills for the 21st century: 
An advertising case principles study. Journal of Education for Business, 74/3: 134-
141. doi: 10.1080/08832329909601675#.Vfa7_FesUVk

Duron, Robert, Barbara Limbach, and Wendy Waugh. 2006. Critical thinking framework 
for any discipline. International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Edu-
cation, 17/2: 160-166.

Halpern, Diane. 1998. Teaching critical thinking for transfer across domains: Dispositions, 
skills, structure, training and metacognitive monitoring. American Psychologist, 
53/4: 449-455. doi: 10.1037/0003-066X.53.4.449

Haynes, T., Bailey, G. 2003. Are you and your basic business students asking the right 
questions? Business Education Forum, 57/3: 33–37.

Hemming, Heather 2000. Encouraging critical thinking: “But what does that mean?” Jour-
nal of Education, 35/2: 173-186.

King, Alison. 1995. Designing the instructional process to enhance critical think-
ing across the curriculum. Teaching of Psychology, 22/1: 13-17. doi:10.1207/
s15328023top2201_5

McGlathery, Glenn. 1978. Analyzing the questioning behaviors of science teachers. In 
What Research Says to the Science Teacher, eds. Mary Rowe Budd, 1: 13-30. Wash-
ington, D.C.: National Science Teachers Association.

National Education Association (NEA). 2010. Preparing 21st Century students for a glob-
al society: An educator’s guide to the “four Cs.” Retrieved from http://www.nea.
org/assets/docs/A-Guide- to-Four-Cs.pdf

Paul, Richard. 1992. Critical thinking: What, why, and how? New Directions for Commu-
nity Colleges, 1992/77: 3–24.

Paul, Richard. 1993. Critical Thinking: What Every Student Needs to Survive in A Rapidly 
Changing World, Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation For Critical Thinking

Paul, Richard, and Linda Elder. 2006a. The Miniature Guide to Critical Thinking Concepts 
and Tools. Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation for Critical Thinking.

Paul, Richard, and Linda Elder. 2006b. The Thinker’s Guide to the Art of Socratic Ques-
tioning. Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation for Critical Thinking. 

Redfield, Doris, and Elaine Waldman Roussseau. 1981. A meta-analysis of experimen-
tal research on teacher questioning behavior. Review of Educational Research, 51: 
237-245. doi: 10.3102/00346543051002237

Rippin, Ann, Charles Booth, Stuart Bowie, and Judith Jordan. 2002. A complex case: 
Using the case study method to explore uncertainty and ambiguity in under-
graduate business education. Teaching in Higher Education, 7/4: 429. doi: 
10.1080/135625102760553928

Snyder, Lisa Gueldenzoph, and Mark Snyder. 2008. Teaching critical thinking and problem 
solving skills. The Delta Pi Epsilon Journal, 50/2: 90-99.

Tempelaar, Dirk. 2006. The role of metacognition in business education. Industry and 
Higher Education, 20/5: 291–297.

Thalheimer, Will. 2013. The Learning Benefits of Questions. Somerville, MA: Work-Learn-
ing Research.

Walker, Stacy. 2003. Active learning strategies to promote critical thinking. Journal of 
Athletic Training, 38/3: 263-267.



415

maja Stanojević Gocić

ON CONCEPTUAL METAPHORS IN EU TREATIES

This paper explores conceptual metaphors in legal English within theoretical framework 
of cognitive semantics. Metaphors in legal texts, which require clarity and precision, were 
believed to be sporadic due to the very nature of law. However, metaphors can also serve 
as a basis for the analysis of legal texts as it has been demonstrated in this research. The 
aim of the paper is to provide the types of conceptual metaphors in European Union Law 
(Community Law), describe their structure and analyze metaphorical expressions as their 
manifestations. The corpus of the research consists of the treaties establishing the Euro-
pean Communities and related acts. The results of the research show that legal terms as 
abstract terms can be explained by means of more concrete terms and rationalized in that 
manner. Furthermore, legal concepts are complex concepts which can be explained by vir-
tue of complex structures. The metaphors which frequently and repeatedly occur in the cor-
pus (such as RIGHT IS AN OBJECT and TREATY IS A CONTAINER) are identified by 
means of lexis used to create metaphorical expressions. The main purpose is to investigate 
metaphors typical for legal discourse, as well as general or universal metaphors, which can 
be found in other discourse types, including structural metaphors dealing with the concep-
tualization of time, orientational metaphors (HAVING CONTROL OR FORCE IS UP) and 
the instances of metaphorical conceptualization of the European Union and its institutions. 

Keywords: metaphors, law, right, treaty

1. INTRODUCTION

Since the emergance of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), metaphors 
are no longer regarded as rhetorical elements, but as parts of everyday life. People 
speak and think metaphorically as their cognitive system, according to which they 
think, talk and act, is metaphorical in its nature. In that sense, the significance of 
CMT in terms of analyzing legal metaphors should not be underestimated. 

The goal of this paper is to explore conventionalized conceptual metaphors 
in European Union treaties, viewed as a type of legal discourse, and the manner in 
which they are exploited to think and talk about legal concepts. The most notice-
able conceptual metaphors are identified and described in an endeavour to show 
that conceptual metaphors permeate legal discourse. 

     Research into conceptual metaphors in legal discourse has been somewhat 
sporadic and scarce. Imamović (2013: 295) notices that until recently the figurative 
nature of legal register has been completely disregarded by linguists even though 
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lawyers and legal experts have realized its presence. Since it has beem previously 
thought that legal texts call for precision, clarity and unambiguity, leaving no room 
for any figurative language (Haigh 2004, Tiersma 1999), other stylistic charac-
teristics of legal language have been described. Consequently, the study of legal 
style, initiated by Mellinkoff (1963), who analyze its general linguistic features, is 
continued by Hiltunen (1990), Solan (1993), Garner (2002) and Gibbons (2003), 
leaving metaphors aside. In that sense, Garner (1995) underlines that metaphors in 
law should either be used carefully or eschewed. Prominent legal metaphors, such 
as “statutes of limitation are said to run, plaintiffs shoulder the burden of proof, 
plaintiffs have clean or unclean hands, defendants are insulated from liability, 
agents may be clothed with the mantle of apparent authority, we have suits to quiet 
title, government actions have a chilling effect on the First Amendment rights, 
we sue to remove a cloud on title” (Garner 1995: 559), “Congress shall make no 
law (...) abridging the freedom of speech”, “the First Amandment also guaranted 
freeflow of ideas” (Gibbs 1994: 181), “marketplace of ideas” and “captive audi-
ence” (Tiersma 1999: 140), are merely listed without being analyzed, allegedly 
demonstrating that “because of the seriousness of the topic, we can safely assume 
that humour, irony, figurative usage, and similar literary devices will be avoided” 
(Tiersma 1999: 128). Metaphors in law are also discussed by Hibbitts (1994), who 
underlines the occurrence of visual and auditory metaphors, Morra, Rossi and Ba-
zzanella (2006), and Smith (2007), who classifies metaphors in law into doctrine 
metaphors, legal method metaphors, stylistic metaphors and inherent metaphors. 
In addition, Schane’s (2006) examples include “a meeting of the minds, ripening 
of obligations, a binding agreement, a broken contract“, and the explanation of 
legal fiction “the corporation is a person” as a cognitive metaphor. Its role is to 
present institutions and corporations as persons or legal entities that have rights 
and obligations and may act as persons in legal matters. It is a universal legal 
category. Whereas Lakoff  (1990) stresses that cognitive science could be used in 
legal theory, Winter (2007: 897) observes that metaphorical legal concept depend 
on social contexts on which the meaning is based. Relying on cognitive science, 
Ebbesson (2008: 269) argues that metaphors are necessary linguistic devices legal 
language is poor without. However, while some metaphors appropriately define 
events, structures and concepts which refer to law, the others do not. He also as-
serts that metaphors help in comprehending the art of legal communication, rhet-
oric power of lawyers and the impact of traditional legal concepts on our thought. 
According to Johnson (2007: 852), one of the most important issues of the legal 
system today is how law can preserve its integrity over time, while managing to 
address the newly emerging circumstances that continually arise throughout our 
history. He believes that one answer is through metaphoric reasoning and its capa-
bility for allowing innovative and imaginative thought. In this research, the find-
ings of Jumanca (2013), Chiu and Chiang (2011) and Twardzisz (2011), as well 
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as contrastive analyses of Husinec (2011), Imamović (2013) and Erić-Bukarica 
(2013) are exploited.

The explanation of legal metaphors in the given corpus led to the conclusion 
that abstract, intangible and complex legal concepts were more often than it was 
thought explained by more concrete and tangible concepts.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) was originally worked out by Lakoff 
and Johnson (1980a) in their seminal book „Metaphors we live by“ in accordance 
with the principles of cognitive semantics that linked meaning and thought. CMT 
doesn’t see metaphor as a figure of speech, but as a basic conceptual phenomenon, 
which is primarily a matter of thought, and then the language. In that respect, La-
koff and Johnson (1980a: 3) claimed that metaphor should not be regarded solely 
as a poetic language device, but as a basic conceptual mechanism existing in both 
language and mind, which is metaphorically conceptualized. Furthermore, met-
aphors permeate our language, thought, mind, experience and actions, and since 
people conceptualize their reality by virtue of metaphors, they are referred to as 
conceptual metaphors. 

Thus, metaphor is viewed as the basic cognitive instrument, way of thinking 
about things (Ungerer and Schmid 2006: 118) or basic schema by which people 
conceptualize their experience and the external world (Gibbs 1994: 1). In addition, 
metaphorical conceptualization takes place automatically, which means that peo-
ple use metaphors without being aware of them.

Conceptual metaphors have three elements: target concept, source concept 
and mapping, and “from a cognitive perspective a metaphor is a mapping of the 
structure of a source model onto the target model” (Ungerer and Schmid 2006: 
118). Systematic conceptual mappings project or transfer words, ideas and expres-
sions from the source domain onto the target domain according to the typical pat-
tern TARGET DOMAIN IS SOURCE DOMAIN. In CMT, one thing is explained 
in terms of another, and one conceptual domain is understood by means of another. 
Both domains consist of concepts. Since the source domain is usually concrete, 
structured or related to physical experience, and the target domain is usually ab-
stract, the target domain is explained by means of more concrete source domain. In 
addition, the process of mapping is not arbitrary but fixed and systematic, implying 
the set of systematic correspondences between the domains and their elements, so 
that there are typical target concepts and typical source concepts. Furthermore, as 
CMT describes processes and structures of human thought (Deignan and Potter 
2004: 1232), the projection of structures from the source domain onto the target 
domain signals not only metaphorical structuring of conceptual domains, but also 
the role of metaphors in structuring people’s reality. 
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Three basic types of metaphors are structural metaphors, which organize 
concepts as structures, orientational metaphors, which structure concepts linearly, 
orienting them with respect to non-metaphorical linear orientations (Lakoff and 
Johnson, 1980b: 195) and ontological metaphors, which view concepts as entities 
and give them human qualities.

Metaphor is concerned with representation of any concrete aspect or seg-
ment of our daily experience, such as concepts of time and money in a metaphor 
TIME IS MONEY,  e.g., How do you spend your time these days? That flat tire cost 
me an hour (Lakoff and Johnson 1980b: 198). The representation of abstract con-
cept is based in the representation of concrete knowledge. It is either grounded in 
human bodily experience about the world and human perception, as Gibbs (2006) 
points out, depending on the context of communication, or is being culture-bound. 
Ungerer and Schmid (2006: 118) underscore that source and target concepts are 
not conceived in isolation; notwithstanding, they are felt to be embedded in both 
cognitive models and cultural models. Depending on the cultural level, certain 
metaphors become entrenched in a given society or reach a high degree of con-
ventionalization in a given speech community (Ungerer and Schmid 1996: 121). 
But even though conceptual metaphors can be highly conventionalized, and more 
or less language-specific and culture-specific, their universality in terms of their 
existence in all languages and cultures has not been proven yet. 

Metaphors have both linguistic and extralinguistic manifestations. In lan-
guage, conceptual metaphors are realized by means of metaphorical expressions. 
These are words or expressions from the language or terminology of the source 
domain as the concrete conceptual domain (Kövecses 2002: 4). Therefore, meta-
phorical expressions explicitly formulate metaphors and serve as forms of realiza-
tion of conceptual metaphor and its underlying cognitive process. 

Both quantitative and qualitative metaphor analysis use the findings of cor-
pus linguistics. Quantitative metaphor analysis show the extent to which meta-
phors appear in the selected corpus, aimed at avoiding intuitive metaphor search 
as the main drawback of qualitative analysis. However, metaphors cannot be found 
automatically, so the process of metaphor identification in the corpus is performed 
by searching for typical lexis of the source domain, target domain or both do-
mains, inclusive of developing strategies for finding metaphors, and this search is 
preceded by manual analysis aimed at deciding in advance which lexical items to 
concordance (Deignan 2009: 17).

CMT is also known as traditional CMT, and both traditional cognitive and 
more recent approaches to metaphor, such as conceptual blending theory that ac-
counts for irregular types of metaphors, should complement each other, as neither 
approach is superior to the other (Kövesces 2011: 37). 
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3. CORPUS

The corpus consisting of Eropean Union treaties is taken from http://eu-
ropa.eu/eu-law (Table 1). Treaties and related acts are designated as D1, D2, etc. 
(as shorthand abbreviations for Document 1, Document 2, etc., respectively). The 
Charter of fundamental rights of the Union is included in some of the documents 
(e.g., D4 and D7), and therefore it is also included in the analysis. Accordingly, a 
certain level of textual оverlapping is a significant characteristic in the corpus (e.g., 
the Treaty of Nice came into force in 2003 and amended the Maastricht Treaty (or 
the Treaty on European Union)).

Abbreviation Description
D1 Treaty on European Union - Maastricht Treaty (1992) 
D2 Treaty of Amsterdam amending the Treaty on European Union, 

the Treaties establishing the European Communities and certain 
related acts  (1997) 

D3 Treaty of Nice amending the Treaty on European Union, the 
Treaties establishing the European Communities and certain 
related acts (2001) 

D4 Treaty Establishing a Constitution for Europe (2004) 
D5 Treaty of Lisbon amending the Treaty on European Union and the 

Treaty establishing the European Community (2007) 
D6 Consolidated Version of the Treaty Establishing the European 

Atomic Energy Community (2010) 
D7 Consolidated versions of the Treaty on European Union and the 

Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (2012) 

Metaphors are searched by using lexical items that characterize conceptual do-
mains, which implies that the first step towards their identification is to identify 
metaphorical expressions in the corpus. Steen’s five-step procedure from lingusitic 
to conceptual metaphor, used for metaphor identification, is applied to identify 
conceptual metaphors (Steen 1999 cited in Semino et al. 2004: 1274-1277). The 
first step is to identify linguistic expressions used metaphorically in the discourse, 
while the second step implies identification of metaphorical idea. The last three 
steps in the procedure are designated as nonliteral comparison identification,  non-
literal analogy identification and nonliteral mapping identification.
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4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Non-legal metaphors were analyzed qualitatively with the purpose of find-
ing out instances of universal metaphors in the given corpus, while legal met-
aphorical expressions were quantified. The number of metaphorical expressions 
studied is 1,521, and these expressions contain legal metaphors. In accordance 
with Steen’s classification, 758 verbal expressions, 332 nominal expressions and 
431 sentential metaphorical expressions are identified. They are manifestations of 
the following legal metaphors: RIGHT IS AN OBJECT, RIGHT IS A BUILDING, 
RIGHT IS A PERSON, LEGAL PROTECTION IS HUMAN HEALTH PROTEC-
TION, LEGAL PROTECTION IS A BATTLE, TREATY IS A MOVING ENTITY 
and TREATY IS A CONTAINER. 

4.1. Non-legal metaphors

Non-legal metaphors can be considered as universal or general metaphors 
in the corpus, although one cannot speak of universal metaphors in terms of their 
existence in all languages and cultures. Consequently, metaphors based on cogni-
tive representation of global concepts are not exclusively related to legal discourse. 
Such is the case with orientational metaphors CONTROL IS UP and FORCE IS 
UP, realized in the expression High Court as the court with higher degree of con-
trol.
1. It shall assist the European Parliament and the Council in exercising their pow-

ers of control over the implementation of the budget (D1, Article 188c).
2. … a HIGH AUTHORITY (hereinafter referred to as the “Commission“) (D1, 

Article 7).
3. …by a majority of two-thirds of the High Contracting Parties. (D1, Article 

K.3). 
4. ... appointment to the highest judicial offices… (D4, Article, III-355).

As the metaphor HAVING FORCE OR CONTROL IS UP is reflected in 
the fact that no one is above the law, law is presented as entity standing above the 
others.
5. These rights shall be exercised in accordance with the conditions and limits 

defined by the Treaties and by the measures adopted thereunder (D4, Article 
I-10).

6. The acquisition of rights to use and consume materials owned by the Commu-
nity under the provisions of Chapter 8 (D6, Article 57).

7. … of all periods taken into account under the laws of the several countries 
(D7, Article 48 (ex Article 42 TEC).
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Time plays a critical role in certain legal areas as some legal rules and docu-
ments are bound by deadlines. Metaphorical structuring of time is illustrated by a 
metaphor TIME IS A LIMITED RESOURCE. 
8. Notwithstanding the expiry of the period laid down in the fifth paragraph of 

Article 173,.. (D1, Article 184).
9. Until 1 January 1994, the following provisions shall be applicable… (D1, Ar-

ticle 73h).
10. This right shall be granted for a period of one year; it may be extended if the 

situation which justified its granting continues (D6, Article 66).
11.  … for a period not exceeding six months ... (D1, Article 73f).

Like most abstract domains, time is described by means of more than one 
metaphor. In metaphorical represenation of time, time is conceptualized as an en-
tity moving from the space behind, which is conceptualized as past, towards the 
space in front of the observer, which metaphorically represents future. Conceptu-
alized in this manner, time can affect both the observer and related events. Accord-
ingly, time metaphors are typical for contractual agreements, where the fulfillment 
of obligations is strictly dependent on deadlines. The following examples epito-
mize TIME IS A MOVING ENTITY metaphor.
12. ... in the penultimate year preceding the establishment of the ESCB (D1, Ar-

ticle 29).
13. The financial year shall run from 1 January to 31 December (D7, Article 313 

(ex Article 272(1), TEC).
14. … the specialisation that will be needed with the passage of time … (D7, Ar-

ticle 43 (ex Article 37 TEC)).
15. ... on the first day of the month following the deposit ... (D2, Article 313).
16. ... before the beginning of the following month … (D2, Article 313).

Metaphorical conceptualization of the European Union (Musolff 2006, Ra-
sulić 2008, Đurović 2013) is the prominent feature of the corpus, inclusive of the 
Union, its Member States and institutions (e.g., Council, European Parliament, 
Employment Committee). The noticeable metaphors include INSTITUTIONS 
ARE PERSONS, THE EUROPEAN UNION IS A PERSON, MEMBER STATES 
ARE PERSONS and THE EUROPEAN UNION IS CONTAINER. As contain-
er metaphor functions within a mapping scope based on the image schema ‘in-
side-outside’ (Ungerer and Schmid 2006: 124), the Union is seen as a container 
holding substance. 
17. The Union may use them on missions outside the Union … (D4, Article I-41).
18. The imposition by a Member State, in respect of transport operations carried 

out within the Union, … (D4, Article III-241).
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19. The Committee of the Regions shall consist of representatives of regional and 
local bodies who either hold a regional or local authority electoral mandate (...) 
(D7, Article 300).

20. The Council, acting on a proposal from the Commission, shall adopt decisions 
to that end (D7, Article 300).

21. The Union and the Member States, having in mind fundamental social rights 
… (D7, Article 151 (ex Article 136 TEC).

22. The Union recognises and promotes the role of the social partners at its level, 
taking into account the diversity of national systems. It shall facilitate dialogue 
between the social partners, respecting their autonomy (D7, Article 152).

In addition, metaphors from other fields are prominent, as well, such as AC-
TION IS MOVEMENT.
23. ... the Commission shall consult management and labour on the possible direc-

tion of Union action (D7, Article 154 (ex Article 138 TEC). 

4.2. Legal metaphors

Legal-specific metaphors are viewed as metaphors strictly related to legal 
domains and legal concepts. One such concept is the concept of right, regularly 
used in its plural form implicating a number of rights that belong to member states 
and their citizens (e.g., human rights). Imamović (2013: 299) claims that verbs 
have, not have, possess, give, transfer, acquire, hold and use illustrate RIGHT IS 
PROPERTY metaphor. As a result of structuring this legal concept, a metaphor 
RIGHT IS AN OBJECT also arises. 

Rights are abstract and intangible concepts explained by means of concrete 
concepts and conceptualized as objects that can be possessed (e.g., the verb have 
denotes the state of possession) and used for different purposes. Tangible and ma-
terial objects can be created, acquired, granted, and subsequently used, exercised, 
enjoyed and retained. The reverse process can also occur. As rights can be abused 
or destroyed, they have to be guaranteed by law. 
24. Every citizen shall have the right to participate in the democratic life of the 

Union (D4, Article I-10).
25. Citizens of the Union shall enjoy the rights ... (D4, Article I-10).
26. These rights shall be exercised in accordance with the conditions and limits 

defined by the Treaties … (D4, Article I-10).
27. … the acquisition of the right of ownership in all other cases (D6, Article 57).
28. … for the purpose of acquiring and retaining the right to benefit …(D7, Arti-

cle 48 (ex Article 42 TEC).
29. This right shall be granted for a period of one year…(D6, Article 66). 
30. … the Treaties which create European intellectual property rights (D7, Article 

262 (ex Article 229a TEC).
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31. Prohibition of abuse of rights (Charter in D7, Article 54).
32.  ... destruction of any of the rights and freedoms ...(Charter in D7, Article 54).
33. The right guaranteed in this Article has been taken over from Article 255... 

(D4, Article 42 (3)).

Rights viewed as abstract complex systems can be represented as build-
ings, which are complex objects (Kövesces, 2002:128), in a metaphor RIGHT IS A 
BUILDING. The notable expressions include fundamental rights (D4), construct-
ing documents and laying down the law (Trosborg 1991: 67), and in such instances 
mappings comprise aspects of construction works.
34. Rights recognised by this Charter which are based on the Community Treaties 

(Charter in D7, Article 52 
35. ... the words ‘the rights laid down in this Part …(D5)
36. … consolidate and support democracy, the rule of law, human rights and the 

principles of international law (D4, Article III-292).
37. ... for the establishment of rights and obligations… (D4, Article 6).
38. On this basis (...) the Council (...) may adopt provisions to strengthen or to add 

to the rights listed in Article 20(2) (D4, Article 25).
39. European laws shall lay down the general principles and limits which, on 

grounds of public or private interest, govern the right of access to such docu-
ments (D4, Article I-50).

In ontological metaphor RIGHT IS A PERSON, right is personified and giv-
en the status of a person. Human characteristics are ascribed, so that rights can be 
engaged in human activities. 
40. WHEREAS the Charter reaffirms the rights, freedoms and principles rec-

ognised in the Union and makes those rights more visible ... (D7, Protocol 
No.30).

41. Nothing in this Charter shall be interpreted as implying any right to engage in 
any activity or to perform any act … (Charter in D7, Article 54).

42. … the objective of respecting human rights and fundamental freedoms (D3, 
Article 181a).

In the treaties establishing the Union, legal protection is ensured. That is, 
citizens’ rights are protected, law and order is established and the rule of law is 
understood. The protection of rights is represented as health protection in a meta-
phor LEGAL PROTECTION IS HUMAN HEALTH PROTECTION, but it is also 
conceptualized as a battle (LEGAL PROTECTION IS A BATTLE) since all the 
aspects of complex legal concepts cannot be depicted by a single metaphor. Nouns 
operation and intervention, for instance, signify overlapping of medical and war 
vocabulary. 
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As both human rights and rights belonging to member states are of vital 
importance for the functioning of the Union and its bodies, their protection de-
serves care, which is represented as medical care people get when they are ill. 
The metaphor is reflected in legal remedy, which is prescribed, legal aid and the 
term instrument, which denotes a legal document. Therefore, lexical items from 
the field of medicine, including health, medical care and procedures, are used for 
the realization of this metaphor. Whenever there is infringement, breach of law, 
breaking of the terms of an agreement or violation of rights, examination, treat-
ment or intervention is required. As legal cases are associated with medical case, 
legal procedures are like medical procedures that prevent suffering and provide the 
appropriate treatment. 
43. ... contained in other instruments or acts … (D2, Article 12)
44. Human dignity is inviolable. It must be respected and protected (Charter in 

D7, Article 1).
45. Everyone whose rights and freedoms guaranteed by the law of the Union are 

violated has the right to an effective remedy before a tribunal… (Charter in 
D7, Article 47).

46. Legal aid shall be made available to those who lack sufficient resources … 
(Charter in D7, Article 47).

47. … the operation of financial control systems (D2, Article 276).
48. The Secretary-General of the Council, (…), shall assist the Council …. (D2, 

Article J.16). 
49. … the Commission shall examine any request made by a Member State (…) in 

a case pending before a national court or tribunal against whose decision there 
is no judicial remedy under national law … (D2, Article 73o). 

50. The Council, acting in accordance with the procedure … (D2, Article 73n).
51. The Conference recognises that island regions suffer from structural handicaps 

linked to their island status, the permanence of which impairs their economic 
and social development (D1, Declaration on island regions). 

52. … treatment at work (D2, Article 118).
53. Member States and institutions of the Communities may intervene in cases 

before the Court (D3, Article 40).
54. ... for the suspension of the effects of the regulation which has been declared 

void or for the prescription of any other interim measure (D3, Article 60).
55. Laissez-passer in a form to be prescribed by the Council ... (D6, Article 6 (ex 

Article 7).
56. ... publicly owned credit institutions (...) shall be given the same treatment by 

national central banks ... (D4, Article 21).

Law establishes and maintains justice in cases of conflicts or disputes be-
tween citizens in civil law and citizens and the state in criminal law (Trosborg, 
1991: 67-68). Accordingly, legal protection is metaphorically conceptualized as 
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a battle or military operation in the metaphor LEGAL PROTECTION IS A BAT-
TLE. The concepts of battle implies the opponents (against) and action (fight, ac-
tion, combat) aimed at resolving conflicts.

In a metaphorical model of battle, the experience of physical fight is trans-
ferred onto abstract fight, mappings of aspects of war take place, the existence of 
opposition is indicated, and lexis from fight domain is projected onto legal domain. 
Not only does the state establish the protection of rights and freedoms within the 
given social and political system, it also guarantees, protects, safeguards and de-
fends them. The protection of law and order is regarded as military action, oper-
ation or intervention, and may even include some aspects of physical fight within 
the policy of army or police intervention. Nevertheless, physical aspect is clearly 
not the only aspect involved in legal protection. Strategies for attack or defence 
from attacks are planned within legal documents, so that freedom is achieved as an 
ultimate goal. Take action is a notable expression that illustrates a sub-metaphor 
ACTION IS CONTROL OVER POSSESSIONS. 
57. … the Council, (…), may take appropriate action to combat discrimination 

based on sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual 
orientation (Charter in D7, Article 6a).

58. … the fight against fraud (D7)
59. … operational action by the Union is deemed to be required (D2, Article J.4) 
60. ... the Union’s objective shall be to provide citizens with a high level of safety 

within an area of freedom, security and justice by developing common action 
among the Member States (...) and by preventing and combating racism and 
xenophobia (D2, SUBSTANTIVE AMENDMENTS, Article 1). 

61. ... the inviolable and inalienable rights of the human person, freedom, democ-
racy, equality and the rule of law…(D5, Preamble).

62. It shall ensure that the rights of the members of staff are safeguarded (D5, 
Protocol No1). 

63. ....promote liaison arrangements between prosecuting/investigating officials 
specialising in the fight against organised crime …(D2, Article K.2).

64. preventing conflicts of jurisdiction between Member States (D2, Article K.2)
65. Workers and employers, or their respective organizations, have (…) the right 

to negotiate and conclude collective agreements at the appropriate levels and, 
in cases of conflicts of interests, to take collective action to defend their inter-
est, including strike action (Charter in D7, Article 28).

66. ... work towards developing a coordinated strategy for employment … (D2, 
Article 109n).

67. … damage caused by its institutions or by its servants ... (D2, Article 288).
68. … any act aimed at the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms... (D2, 

Article 54).
69. No one may be deprived of his or her possessions ... (Charter in D7, Article 

18).
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70.  ... subject to fair compensation being paid in good time for their loss (Charter 
in D7, Article 18).

71. Before giving a discharge to the Commission, (…) the European Parliament 
may ask to hear the Commission give evidence with regard to the execution 
of expenditure or the operation of financial control systems (D2, Article 276)

Since negative social phenomena (e.g., criminal offences or civil wrong-
doings) threaten the society, deteriorate the legal system, cause damage, destruc-
tion and deprivation, law tends to suppress, prohibit, sanction and prevent such 
phenomena. The relations between law and negative phenomena are cognitively 
represented as the relations between two opponents in war. In legal documents tac-
tics can be made and actions can be planned in order to provide defence for states, 
persons and corporations. 

The concept of treaty is metaphorically conceptualized in TREATY IS A 
PERSON metaphor, which is the realization of a larger metaphor LEGAL DOC-
UMENT IS A PERSON, where human qualities are ascribed to treaties in order 
to provide for, guarantee, protect and respect those rights set in the treaties. On 
the other hand, TREATY IS A MOVING ENTITY is the realization of a larger 
metaphor  LEGAL DOCUMENT IS A MOVING ENTITY. The most significant 
linguistic expressions which serve as surface manifestations of this metaphor are 
enter into force and come into force. 
72. Five years after the entry into force of the Treaty establishing a Constitution 

for Europe ... (D4, Article III-243).
73. … this Treaty shall not enter into force until the first day of the second month 

… (D2, Article 313).

TREATY IS A CONTAINER is a sub-metaphor of a metaphor LEGAL 
DOCUMENT IS A CONTAINER in which legal documents and their provisions 
are represented as containers. Container metaphor is ontological metaphor realized 
by container-contained image schema, firmly grounded in human bodily experi-
ence, which consists of a boundary distinguishing an interior from an exterior. 
Consequently, legal documents are presented as container-like objects with surface 
and boundaries containing conditions, people, things, companies, actions, and cas-
es they refer to. It means that conditions, people, things, companies, actions, and 
cases they do not refer to are placed outside the container (Imamović 2013: 298). 
In addition, they limit the rights they contain and rights can be viewed as contained 
objects.
74. In accordance with Article 3b, competences not conferred upon the Union in 

the Treaties remain with the Member States (D5, Article 3a).  
75. The following new Article 16 C shall be inserted … (D5, Article 16 C).
76. The same shall apply as regards references to articles, titles and sections of 

those treaties contained in the other Community treaties (D3, Article 12).
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TREATY IS A CONTAINER is realized by an archaic expression herein 
(meaning in this legal document), as well as conjunctions in and within.
77. These agreements may contain reciprocal rights and obligations ... (D4, Arti-

cle I-57).
78. ... or the Treaty on European Union shall be exercised under the conditions and 

within the limits defined by those Treaties (Charter in D7, Article 52).
79. ... the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms recognised in this Charter 

or at their limitation to a greater extent than is provided for herein (Charter in 
D7, Article 54).

The mapping scope reflects the western cultural views of how vital legal 
protection is (compared to medical protection), and the fact that law is based on 
conflicts in which rights should be defended at all cost (associated with fighting). 

5. CONCLUSION

Created by Lakoff and Johnson (1980a) and their followers, CMT is still 
one of the most influential metaphor theories. Whereas legal texts are subject to 
interpretation by judges and other legal experts, the avoidance of their misinterpre-
tations is of utmost importance. However, in an endeavour to achieve unambiguity 
of legal texts, figurative language and metaphorical expressions were intentionally 
eschewed as informal and vague by legal writers. As a result, research in the area 
of legal metaphors is still rare and inconsistent since legal discourse is seemingly 
lacking metaphorical expressions in comparison to other discourses (e.g., econom-
ic or political discourse). But despite the fact that legal concepts haven’t been 
of great interest for the researchers, conceptual metaphors pervade all aspects of 
human thought, including legal thought. The reason for lack of research  may lie 
in the difficulty of selecting the adequate legal concept, as well as the appropriate 
corpus for the analysis. Namely, law is an extremely broad category and legal pro-
tection can encompass virtually any aspect of human life. Furthermore, there are 
several modes of legal protection (including mediation or settlement out of court), 
different types of courts and legal systems (Common Law, Community Law in the 
EU), and numerous types of legal documents, such as contracts, judgments, Acts, 
Bills, appeals, wills, to name only a few. Moreover, each written legal document 
contains not only legal concepts, but also a number of concepts other than the 
legal ones, depending on the branch of law in question Nevertheless, CMT can 
account for structuring of abstract legal concepts and their rationalization. In addi-
tion, when human characteristics are ascribed to legal concepts by means of per-
sonification, people are empowered to take actions and perform tasks and duties.

Linguistic expressions are surface realization of conceptual metaphors as 
global cognitive structures that contribute to better understanding of abstract legal 
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concepts by making those concepts more concrete, structured, tangible and closer 
to everyday experince. In CMT, the source domain is based in experience or more 
exact, so it is used to rationalize the target domain and to make it more understand-
able. In that sense, one legal term can be rationally explained by means of another, 
more familiar term, irrespective of popular beliefs about rare occurence of concep-
tual metaphors in legal contexts. 

Maja Stanojević Gocić
College of Applied Professional Studies, Vranje

majastanojevic30@gmail.com
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HETEROGLOSSIA IN GEORGE ORWELL’S ESSAYS 
THROUGH APPRAISAL THEORY OF SYSTEMIC 

FUNCTIONAL LINGUISTICS

“I think the secret of Orwell’s timelessness is 
that he doesn’t seek to please or entertain; 
instead, he captures the reader with a style 

as intimate and frank as a handshake.”
L. Wright

In Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), heteroglossia is explored with regard to evalua-
tive language. Heteroglossia belongs to the system of Engagement and functions as inter-
subjective dialogic positioning in texts whereby the authorial voice either allows alterna-
tive positions (‘dialogic expansion’) or restricts them (‘dialogic contraction’). In dialogic 
extension, G. Orwell entertains a proposition and invites the reader to propose the alterna-
tive; in dialogic contraction, on the other hand, the writer either disclaims or proclaims a 
position, by formulations which invoke an alternative position to be rejected. We explore 
lexical and grammatical heteroglossic resources and the semantic cues in G. Orwell’s es-
says to determine which discourse formulae the author uses for the rhetorical effects of 
contractive or expansive stances, with regard to wordings chosen to align the reader with 
his points of view.

Keywords: heteroglossia, Engagement, dialogic contraction, dialogic expansion

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Engagement in Appraisal Theory  

Interpersonal metafunction of language is the use of language which enables 
speakers/writers to participate in communicative acts with other people, to take on 
roles and to express and understand feelings, attitude and judgments (Bloor and 
Bloor, 2004: 11). The metafunction is related to building social relationships, in 
societal and individual terms, and specifically the relations which pertain to partic-
ular dialogic situations (Halliday and Matthiessen 1999: 511). Dialogic situations 
are an instance of information exchange, in which the clause takes on the form of 
a proposition (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004: 110). Appraisal represents a system 
of interpersonal meanings, whose resources are used in negotiating social relations 
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with readers/listeners and which convey the writer’s/speaker’s attitude towards 
an idea or a proposition. A dialogue between the authorial voice and the reader is 
addressed in Appraisal Theory of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), espe-
cially with regard to the resources of Engagement. The evaluative resources of the 
Appraisal system embrace the following:

a) Attitude, the resources for expressing feelings (Affect), social and moral 
judgments of people’s behavior (Judgment), and evaluations of the aesthetic value 
of entities and processes (Appreciation); 

b) Graduation, the resources for grading the intensity or valeur of evalua-
tions; 

c) Engagement, through which the writer expresses commitment to the ideas 
proposed and allows for alternative viewpoints.

Through the resources of Engagement the writer attempts to align the reader 
to his arguments and propositions. These strategies, founded upon an indirect dia-
logue with the reader, enable the writer to assert his positions and to refer to other 
views in the community. In Martin and Rose (2003: 49-59), Engagement is dis-
cussed through projection, modality and concession. Projection enables speakers/
writers to quote or report what people say or think. Projections are used to explic-
itly assign responsibility for opinions to sources; the effect of projections, either as 
quoted or reported, is to disown the evaluation embodied in them and to attribute 
them to an alternative, unspecified, but usually recoverable source, e.g. Amnesty is 
not given to innocent people or to those who claim to be innocent (Martin and Rose 
2003: 49-59). Modality is a resource which sets up a semantic space between posi-
tive and negative poles. Negation is also an aspect of modality, by means of which 
contesting positions are addressed, as in Further, retributive justice – in which an 
impersonal state hands down punishment with little consideration for victims and 
hardly any for the perpetrator – is not the only form of justice (Martin and Rose 
2003: 49-59). Finally, concession is signaled by conjunctions, such as but, and 
discourse markers such as in fact, at least, nevertheless, admittedly, etc., e.g. He 
tried to hide his wild consuming fear, but I saw it (Martin and Rose 2003: 49-59).

Engagement is an instrument the author uses to position his voice in relation 
to the reader’s voices in the given communicative context, and the distinction is 
drawn between the following categories (Martin and White 2005: 97-102):

a) monogloss, in which the authorial voice does not engage with other voic-
es or the readership; and 

b) heterogloss, in which the authorial voice acknowledges other voices, 
which  may diverge from his standpoint.

For the theoretical account of the system of dialogic locutions in the sam-
ple analysis we shall refer to Martin and White (2005: 115-133). Heteroglossic 
resources can be either dialogically contractive or dialogically expansive. The cat-
egorization indicates the degree to which the authorial voice allows for alternative 
positions and/or restricts them. When the authorial voice presents a proposition 
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as valid, it exploits the so called ‘endorsing’ formulations, aligning itself with the 
voice promoting the proposition. The rhetoric then relies on the author’s invest-
ment in the cause, which indirectly dismisses contrary positions. Dialogically con-
tractive wordings constrain alternatives. Conversely, with expansive resources, the 
authorial voice distances itself from a proposition, usually by presenting it as still 
open to question. Therefore, as the authorial voice distances itself from the propo-
sition, it opens the dialogic space for further negotiation. 

1.2. Heteroglossia and the dialogue with the reader

Macken-Horarik (2006: 286) holds that the work of M. Bakhtin pointed to 
the addressive character of monologic texts, in which textual means establish a 
virtual dialogue with the reader. Martin and Rose (2003: 49-59) explain that the 
French discourse analyst J. Kristeva was the first to use the term ‘heteroglossia’ to 
label multiple voicing in different kinds of discourse. In SFL the label applies to all 
locutions which function as a dialogue in order to recognize that the text construes 
a particular arrangement of other voices and/or alternative viewpoints (Martin and 
White 2005: 99). Heteroglossia announces a tentative dialogue by means of dia-
logue contraction or expansion. Contraction is classified into 1) disclaim strate-
gies, which introduce alternative viewpoints into the text to be rejected (denial) or 
countered (counter) and 2) proclaim strategies, which serve to dissuade the reader 
from taking up alternative positions. In expansion the author opts for two types of 
strategies: 1) entertain, with a proposition dependent on the writer’s opinion and 2) 
attribute, which introduces external viewpoints into the text.

2. SAMPLE ANALYSIS

The sample we examined in the analysis of heteroglossic resources in En-
glish is extracted from seventy essays by George Orwell. Through the dialogic per-
spective of Orwell’s rhetoric we attend to the author’s relationship with the reader; 
we are also interested in the heteroglossic resources by which Orwell articulates 
his stance either as flexible or unwavering. We shall explore whether the authorial 
voice presents itself as aligning with, challenging, or as standing undecided or dis-
interested with respect to the propositions or positions discussed. The sample shall 
be examined with regard to the grammar of the Engagement system presented in 
Martin and White (2005: 115-133).
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2.1. DIALOGIC EXPANSION

2.1.1. Entertainment: modality and evidentiality
Entertainment in modality involves wordings which suggest that the author’s 

position is one of a number of possible positions for which he makes a dialogic 
space. Assessments of likelihood are accomplished by modal auxiliaries, modal 
adjuncts and modal attributes. As explained in Martin and White (2005: 115-133), 
the authorial voice is invested in the proposition, while the value position is ad-
vanced as one of a number of potential dialogic alternatives. Even though the mo-
dality is actually based on tacit subjectivity, it is construed as one position among a 
range of possible positions, the alternatives thereby being entertained. The sample 
examined indicates that modality in Orwell’s essays is frequently realised through 
the low-intensity modal options, such as the verb may and the adjuncts probably 
and possibly, which do not narrow the dialogic space. Such options suggest, first 
of all, that the author is not fully committed to the legitimacy of the claim, so that 
he allows for a different option. He indirectly proposes an assessment based on 
scepticism, very often found in Orwell’s train of thought, which actually calls for 
rationality and logic, and for the evidence of whichever proposition may be the 
truth. In this endeavour, he wishes to contest the idea in a tacit dialogue with both 
those who share and those who do not share his outlook. In pursuing evidence, the 
author entertains the idea discussed, using modality to incite discussion and critical 
thinking, as in the following sample excerpts:

1) While freely conceding that the Soviet regime exhibits certain features 
which the humanitarian may be inclined to deplore, we must, I think, agree that a 
certain curtailment of the right to political opposition is an unavoidable concom-
itant of transitional periods, and that the rigors which the Russian people have 
been called upon to undergo have been amply justified in the sphere of concrete 
achievement.

“Politics and the English Language”

2) Reade was aiming at the emancipated, at people not frightened of the 
truth, but his book was essentially a popular one, repudiating almost from its first 
pages the values of bourgeois society. One may guess that its deepest appeal, as 
well as the reason for the hostility of the press, lay in its humanist interpretation of 
Christianity. In 1872, when the book was published, it needed courage to take this 
line, but it still seemed a revolutionary book forty or fifty years later.

“Review The Martyrdom of Man by Winwood Reade”

3) In a society which is still basically Christian, they naturally concentrate 
on sex jokes; in a totalitarian society, if they had any freedom of expression at all, 
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they would probably concentrate on laziness or cowardice, but at any rate on the 
unheroic in one form or another.  

“The Art of Donald McGill”

4) There is very little in Eliot’s later work that makes any deep impression 
on me. That is a confession of something lacking in myself, but it is not, as it may 
appear at first sight, a reason for simply shutting up and saying no more, since 
the change in my own reaction probably points to some external change which is 
worth investigating. 

“Review Burnt Norton, East Coker, The Dry Salvages by T. S. Eliot”

5) Lord Halifax, and all his tribe, believe that when the war is over things 
will be exactly as they were before. Back to the crazy pavement of Versailles, back 
to “democracy”, i.e. capitalism, back to dole queues and the Rolls-Royce cars, 
back to the grey top hats and the sponge-bag trousers, in saecula saeculorum. It is 
of course obvious that nothing of the kind is going to happen. A feeble imitation of 
it might just possibly happen in the case of a negotiated peace, but only for a short 
while. Laissez-faire capitalism is dead.

“The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius”

As Martin and White (2005: 115-133) explain, the resources introduce a 
distance between the writer and the proposition he dwells on and thereby signals a 
recognition that others may not share this value position. Orwell used modality to 
mark the view he presented as open to question, so that alternatives are entertained 
with the reader, as in 2) one may guess and 3) they would probably concentrate 
on laziness or cowardice. Furthermore, Orwell makes space for those who should 
share his negative view of the proposition explored, as indicated in 1) I think, we 
must agree that, 4) but it is not and 5) but only for a short while.

Entertain also includes evidentials, introduced by adjuncts apparently and 
obviously, and verbs such as suggest, imply and indicate, in which case the prop-
osition is subjectively based (Martin and White, 2005: 115-133). This category 
also includes pseudo-questions, the most numerous resources of all evidentials 
in the sample, employed to awaken the reader to the issue reconsidered, as in the 
following sample:

1) But suppose – and really this is the likeliest development – that the sur-
viving great nations make a tacit agreement never to use the atomic bomb against 
one another? Suppose they only use it, or the threat of it, against people who are 
unable to retaliate? In that case we are back where we were before, the only differ-
ence being that power is concentrated in still fewer hands and that the outlook for 
subject peoples and oppressed classes is still more hopeless.

“You and the atom bomb”
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2) Is every writer a politician, and is every book necessarily a work of 
straightforward “reportage”? Even under the tightest dictatorship, cannot the indi-
vidual writer remain free inside his own mind and distil or disguise his unorthodox 
ideas in such a way that the authorities will be too stupid to recognise them? And 
in any case if the writer himself is in agreement with the prevailing orthodoxy, why 
should it have a cramping effect on him?

“The preventions of literature“

3) But are we to infer from all this that Swift was first and foremost an ene-
my of tyranny and a champion of the free intelligence? No: his own views, so far 
as one can discern them, are not markedly liberal. No doubt he hates lords, kings, 
bishops, generals, ladies of fashion, orders, titles and flummery generally, but he 
does not seem to think better of the common people than of their rulers, or to be 
in favour of increased social equality, or to be enthusiastic about representative 
institutions.

“Politics vs. Literature”

The sample demonstrates that pseudo-questions are exploited as a persua-
sive device, by means of which the writer does not elicit answers, but promotes his 
own views. Moreover, Orwell suggests that a proposition should be worth thinking 
about seriously; for that purpose, he introduces words and expressions such as 
suppose, to ask the reader for their opinion about the circumstances described, nec-
essarily, cannot and why should to share his annoyance and anger, and are we to to 
prompt the reader to question the certainty of the expected reaction. Furthermore, 
pseudo-questions are very often presented in a sequence to raise an objection to 
the issue and to alert the reader to the fact that the conclusions proposed should not 
be taken for granted. In this manner, Orwell is appealing to the reader’s unclouded 
judgment.  

2.1.2. Attribution: acknowledgement and distance
Attribution includes formulations by which the authorial voice distances it-

self from a proposition by attributing it to some external source. A sub-category 
of Attribution is acknowledgement; it includes attribution from no specific source. 
As explained in Martin and White (2005: 115-133), there is no overt indication as 
to where the authorial voice stands with respect to the proposition. As the sample 
indicates, there are few instances of acknowledgment in Orwell’s essays. This is 
largely due to the fact that he clearly articulates what stance he maintains and 
rarely reports some external source’s propositions. Even when he acknowledges a 
view, the author does not seem to approve of it entirely, but tackles the issue from 
a different perspective, opening the space for a dialogue, as in the following:



437

HETEROGLOSSIA IN GEORGE ORWELL’S ESSAYS THROUGH APPRAISAL THEORY OF SYSTEMIC ...

1) He explicitly declares his disbelief in Socialism, is convinced of the valuable 
effects of commercial competition, thinks that imperialism should be encouraged, 
and seems to regard orientals as natural inferiors. He also toys with the dangerous 
idea that there are different orders of truth and that a false belief should sometimes 
not be exploded if it is socially valuable. But he says some very prescient things – he 
says, for instance, that Communism, if established, might harden into a caste system, 
which was a penetrating remark to make in 1871 – and he sees clearly that human 
equality cannot be realised except at a high level of mechanical civilisation. [...]

Many thousands of working-class readers must have disagreed with some 
of his conclusions and yet felt that they had a good friend in this scholar who had 
turned against the priests, and so could make the past not only intelligible but also 
alive.

“Review The Martyrdom of Man by Winwood Reade”

2) But meanwhile man’s power over Nature is steadily increasing. With the 
aid of the atomic bomb we could literally move mountains: we could even, so it is 
said, alter the climate of the earth by melting the polar ice-caps and irrigating the 
Sahara. Isn’t there, therefore, something sentimental and obscurantist in preferring 
bird-song to swing music and in wanting to leave a few patches of wildness here 
and there instead of covering the whole surface of the earth with a network of Au-
tobahnen flooded by artificial sunlight?

“Pleasure spots”

In the sub-category of distance, the authorial voice distances itself from oth-
er voices referred to in the text. It is most typically realized by means of the verb 
claim, which promotes neutrality and disinterestedness on the part of the author. 
The sample illustrations are the following:

1) We are still represented abroad by the same ambassadors, and BBC cen-
sorship seems to have the same subtly reactionary colour that it always had. The 
BBC claims, of course, to be both independent and nonpolitical. I was told once 
that its “line”, if any, was to represent the left-wing of the government in power. 
But that was in the days of the Churchill Government. If it represents the left wing 
of the present Government, I have not noticed the fact.

“Freedom of the Park” 

2) Here I am not trying to deal with the familiar claim that freedom is an 
illusion, or with the claim that there is more freedom in totalitarian countries than 
in democratic ones, but with the much more tenable and dangerous proposition 
that freedom is undesirable and that intellectual honesty is a form of antisocial 
selfishness. 

“The Prevention of Literature”
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3) English children are still americanised by way of the films, but it would 
no longer be generally claimed that American books are the best ones for children. 
[...] The earlier children’s books, or books readable by children, had not only inno-
cence but a sort of native gaiety, a buoyant, carefree feeling, which was the prod-
uct, presumably, of the unheard-of freedom and security which nineteenth-century 
America enjoyed.

 “Riding Down from Bangor”

By the use of claim, the author detaches himself from a proposition. The 
idea reported becomes external to the text, both in case of a known and of an 
unidentified source. The verb claim itself indicates that the authorial voice does 
not have confidence in the veracity of the proposition or refuses to be accountable 
for or involved in it. In distancing, the space for dialogic alternatives increases; 
Orwell’s distance from the source quoted inspires the reader either to align with 
Orwell or have their own say on the issue.

2.2. DIALOGIC CONTRACTION

2.2.1. Disclaim: deny and counter
The first category in dialogic contraction is disclaim, which is an indicator 

of a negative stance, as an acknowledgement to be disproved. Denial is a variable 
of disclaim, by which the authorial voice indicates a disalignment with the views 
of the third party; its function is to advise the reader not to take some ‘false’ views 
for granted (Martin and White, 2005: 115-133), as in the following sample:

1) What is above all needed is to let the meaning choose the word, and not 
the other way around. In prose, the worst thing one can do with words is surrender 
to them. 

“Politics and the English language”

2) The journalist is unfree, and is conscious of unfreedom, when he is forced 
to write lies or suppress what seems to him important news: the imaginative writer 
is unfree when he has to falsify his subjective feelings, which from his point of 
view are facts. He may distort and caricature reality in order to make his meaning 
clearer, but he cannot misrepresent the scenery of his own mind: he cannot say 
with any conviction that he likes what he dislikes, or believes what he disbelieves.

“The Prevention of Literature”

3) Every great social movement, every war, every revolution, every politi-
cal programme, however edifying an Utopian, really has behind it the ambitions 
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of some sectional group which is out to grab power for itself. Power can never be 
restrained by any ethical or religious code but only by other power.

“James Burnham and the Managerial Revolution”

4) The question is always how large must a minority be before it deserves 
autonomy. At best, each case can only be treated on its merits in a rough and ready 
way: in practice, no one is consistent in his thinking on this subject, and the minori-
ties which win the most sympathy are those that have the best means of publicity.

“As I Please”

The resources of denial which Orwell exploits are negative statements, but 
more importantly, the denial embraces Orwell’s stance towards what should be 
true or right. After denying a proposition, Orwell provides arguments not only to 
sustain his own conviction, but also to enlighten the reader, who may be swayed 
by misapprehension. Accordingly, Martin and White (2005: 115-133) suggest that 
denial is corrective rather than confrontational.

The second sub-type of disclaim is counter, which promotes a proposition as 
the one which replaces and counters some proposition expected in its place. Coun-
tering is dialogic since it is a request for a contrary position. It is often found in 
conjunction with denials, when the denying proposition is in direct contradistinc-
tion with the expectation which is assumed to arise from an immediately prior or 
an immediately posterior proposition. In Orwell’s essays, countering is most often 
conveyed via the conjunction but and adjuncts such as yet and on the contrary, as 
in the following:

1) It is often loosely said that “Science is international”, but in practice the 
scientific workers of all countries line up behind their own governments with fewer 
scruples than are felt by the writers and the artists. The German scientific commu-
nity, as a whole, made no resistance to Hitler.

“What Is Science?”

2) To begin with, it has nothing to do with archaism, with the salvaging of 
obsolete words and turns of speech, or with the setting-up of a “standard English” 
which must never be departed from. On the contrary, it is especially concerned 
with the scrapping of every word or idiom which has outworn its usefulness.

“Politics and the English Language” 

3) I imagine that by any test that could be devised, Carlyle would be found 
to be a more intelligent man than Trollope. Yet Trollope has remained readable and 
Carlyle has not: with all his cleverness he had not even the wit to write in plain 
straightforward English. 

“Good Bad Books” 
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In the sample, countering is not merely a signal of disagreement or a proof 
to say that some other source of information is wrong. It is typically followed by 
additional information provided by the author for the reader to cooperate with him, 
whereby the dialogic space decreases as the reader does not vacillate between the 
alternatives. 

2.2.2. Proclaim: concurrence, endorsement and pronouncement 
Within the category of proclaim, the sub-category of concurrence announc-

es that the authorial voice agrees with or has the same knowledge as a projected 
partner in the dialogue. Concurring formulations, are dialogic in that they present 
the author as ‘in dialogue’ with the reader, but they are contractive since they 
represent a belief as widely held in the communicative context. Concurrence is 
the means of excluding dialogic alternatives, which would be at odds with what is 
generally accepted or known. The sample includes the following instances:

1) Naturally it is the magical Martian aspect of science that is most exploit-
ed, but one or two papers include serious articles on scientific subjects, besides 
quantities of informative snippets.

“Boy’s Weeklies and Frank Richard’s reply”

2) The world, therefore, will once again be inhabited by a few million, or a 
few hundred million human beings living by subsistence agriculture, and probably, 
after a couple of generations, retaining no more of the culture of the past than a 
knowledge of how to smelt metals. Conceivably this is a desirable outcome, but 
obviously it has nothing to do with Socialism.

“Toward European Unity” 

3) Clearly there has been a vast change of outlook, a general growth of 
“enlightenment”, even among ordinary, unthinking middle-class people. Religious 
belief, for instance, has largely vanished, dragging other kinds of nonsense after 
it. [...] And the diffusion of even a little psychological knowledge has made it 
harder for parents and schoolteachers to indulge their aberrations in the name of 
discipline.

“Such, Such Were the Joys”

The adjuncts in the sample above are used to promote the agreement be-
tween the author and the reader and narrow the dialogic space, since they indicate 
that the propositions are unambiguous and that the alternatives should be ignored. 
Orwell usually deploys concurrence to promote his own views when he is being 
categorical and is asking for the reader’s solidarity, mostly by presenting a propo-
sition as sound judgment. 
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Endorsement includes formulations by which propositions originating from 
external sources are interpreted by the authorial voice as undeniable. In endorsing, 
the authorial voice intervenes to construe the proposition as ‘proven’, ‘demonstrat-
ed’, etc. In the sample, there are no instances of endorsement, as Orwell almost 
never aligns with some other source explicitly or absolutely. The case proves the 
prevalence of Orwell’s analytical thinking in the essays, as well as the fact that he 
easily dismisses unchallenged subjectivity to which the reader may be drawn. 

Pronouncement is authorial emphasis which sets the authorial voice against 
the possible diversity of viewpoints, and reduces the dialogic space, as in the fol-
lowing:

1) Although other aspects of the question are usually in the foreground the 
controversy over freedom of speech and of the press is at the bottom a controversy 
over the desirability, or otherwise, of telling lies. What is really at issue is the right 
to report contemporary events truthfully, or as truthfully as is consistent with the 
ignorance, bias and self-deception from which every observer necessarily suffers.

“The Prevention of Literature”

2) Ultimately it is the Christian attitude which is self-interested and hedo-
nistic, since the aim is always to get away from the painful struggle of earthly life 
and find eternal peace in some kind of Heaven or Nirvana. The humanist attitude is 
that the struggle must continue and that death is the price of life.

“Lear, Tolstoy and the Fool”

3) According to Blake,
“A truth that’s told with bad intent
Beats all the lies you can invent”,
and anyone who has seen his own statements coming back at him on the Axis radio 
will feel the force of this. Indeed, anyone who has ever written in defence of un-
popular causes or been the witness of events which are likely to cause controversy, 
knows the fearful temptation to distort or suppress the facts, simply because any 
honest statement will contain revelations which can be made use of by unscrupu-
lous opponents.

“Through a Glass, Rosily”

With pronouncement, Orwell openly interferes with the proposition to assert 
it. The adjuncts used in the sample above draw the reader’s attention to the basic 
facts about the issues so that antitheses seem to be dismissed in the closed dialogic 
space. 
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3. CONCLUSION

The sample has demonstrated that in Orwell’s essays external sources of 
propositions are contested and confronted, while the authorial voice co-opts the 
reader to his own rhetorical cause either by expanding the dialogic space to evoke 
alternative propositions or by contracting it to advance his own arguments. We 
have noticed that with both types of heteroglossic resources Orwell assertively 
promotes his viewpoints, and when entertaining a proposition, he does not express 
uncertainty, but authority and, quite often, criticism. This is to be expected if we 
bear in mind that the resources of heteroglossia are the resources of evaluative 
language. We may refer to the idea in Martin and White (2005: 4) that a text may 
operate with an assumption that a personal response can be more broadly signifi-
cant when it carries evaluative significance for the readership.

The sample also implies that heteroglossic resources are abundant in Or-
well’s essays, especially those of dialogic expansion. The least frequent resources 
are of the proclaim category, since Orwell does not trade information, but invests 
a lot into reflecting on the proposition or position reported, and alignment-neutral 
observations are therefore very rare. Seemingly, Orwell enjoys polemics and the 
dynamics of open debate; in Sabin’s (2007: 43-58) words, he invites us to calculate 
the final sum with more than ordinary circumspection. His rhetoric embraces a 
diversity of voices, including the unheard voice of the reader to whom the author 
is appealing and whose mind he wishes to engage through heteroglossic strategies. 

Violeta Stojičić
University of Niš, Faculty of Philosophy

violeta.stojicic@filfak.ni.ac.rs
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THAI AND SERBIAN STUDENT ATTITUDES 
REGARDING COLLABORATIVE TASKS IN THE EFL 

CLASSROOM1

This paper aims at identifying student attitudes regarding collaborative tasks in the EFL 
classroom. The goal of the paper is to establish if there are significant differences in the 
student population with respect to their attitudes towards collaboration, and if their report-
ed behavior during collaborative tasks is reflected in those attitudes. The participants in the 
research included a total of 439 Thai and 106 Serbian students. The instrument used in the 
study included a questionnaire constructed for the purposes of this research, comprising 
statements that covered four types of collaboration: namely, pair work, group work, group 
discussions and student-to-student feedback. The results indicate that there are consider-
able, statistically significant differences between the Thai and Serbian students in all the 
aspects investigated. The findings suggest that the differences in attitudes are related to the 
student preferences towards either teacher-centered or student-centered approach in the 
EFL classroom. The implications of the results for the pedagogical practice address the 
need to develop favorable attitudes towards collaborative tasks in the EFL classroom as an 
aspect of the student-centered approach, as they not only focus on teaching the language 
for communicative purposes, but also foster student autonomy and critical thinking.

Key words: collaboration, EFL, Thai, Serbian, university students.

1. INTRODUCTION

The aim of the research reported in this paper is to investigate students’ attitudes 
regarding collaborative activities in a foreign language classroom. For the purposes of 
this paper we define collaboration as student interaction in a classroom in form of pair 
work, group work, whole class discussions and student-to-student feedback.

The rationale for this research study arises from the position of English as 
a lingua franca and the need for foreign language instruction which would be ef-
fective in providing students with communicative skills that would allow them to 
reach functional independence in language use (Radić-Bojanić, Topalov and Sin-

1 This work was supported by the Prince of Songkla University, Hat Yai, Thailand [grant number 
LIA560297S] within the research project ‘Comparative study of approaches to the development of 
oral English communication skills adopted by universities in EFL contexts’ and the Ministry of Ed-
ucation and Science of the Republic of Serbia [grant number 178002] as part of the research project 
‘Languages and Cultures in Time and Space’.
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wongsuwat  2015). This is especially important for countries like Serbia and Thai-
land that both belong to Kachru’s (1985) Expanding circle and that share similar 
institutional contexts in which the instruction of English takes place. Specifically, 
the need for the reported research stems from the fact that students in both coun-
tries fail to reach proficiency levels necessary for the autonomous use of the En-
glish language. Research findings investigating Serbian learners of English at the 
tertiary level indicate that there is a marked disparity between the students’ recep-
tive and productive knowledge and that, as a result of high exposure to the English 
language through media, students are able to recognize, understand and process 
much more than they can actually produce (Radić-Bojanić, Lazović and Topalov 
2011). Similarly, the overall English proficiency of Thai university students is gen-
erally low, with their English language skills and competencies not sufficiently 
developed (Bruner, Sinwongsuwat and Shimray 2014; Chanawongse 2009).

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

This paper adopts a socio-cognitive perspective in investigating students’ at-
titudes towards and willingness to participate in collaborative activities in an EFL 
classroom. The theoretical framework for this analysis is established by the Input 
and Interaction Hypothesis (Long 1985). This theory is based on the combination of 
arguments about the importance of the role of comprehensible input in the process 
of foreign language acquisition, as explained by Krashen’s (1985) Input Hypothesis 
and the arguments about the importance of discourse modifications made for the 
purpose of achieving comprehensible input, as explained by Long’s (1985) Inter-
action Hypothesis. According to the Input Hypothesis, foreign language input must 
be comprehensible to the learner and at the same time it must be one degree above 
the learner’s current level of language knowledge in order for the foreign language 
structures to be acquired. On the other hand, according to the Interaction Hypothe-
sis positive effects of using comprehensible input are significantly increased when 
learners negotiate over the meaning of input (Long 1985). These negotiations take 
place when learners encounter breakdowns in the process of comprehension. It is by 
means of different communicative strategies that the participants in the conversation 
try to repair the breakdowns and continue with the process of communication. In 
other words, discourse modifications, such as those that are created as a result of ne-
gotiations between speakers for the purpose of understanding the content of commu-
nication also facilitate language acquisition by enabling the learners to identify their 
inter-language, to test their hypotheses about the foreign language and to evaluate 
their linguistic knowledge. When they notice a discrepancy between their inter-lan-
guage and the target language structures, the learners can use their knowledge of 
the foreign language in order to modify their previous production, which leads to a 
more accurate use of language and the acquisition of complex linguistic structures. 
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Since numerous researchers believe that the goal of foreign language teaching is to 
help students achieve the level of inter-language similar to that of native speakers, 
different collaborative techniques are specifically designed to increase the amount of 
comprehensible input and develop students’ motivation and confidence by means of 
social interaction between participants who are similar in terms of their knowledge 
of the foreign language and their position within the context of a classroom.

Besides the theoretical rationale for the use of collaboration in a foreign lan-
guage classroom, Long and Porter (1985) also point out a number of pedagogical 
implications of pair and group work. During this type of collaboration, opportunities 
for communication in the foreign language are considerably greater than in a tradi-
tional, teacher-fronted classroom. In large classrooms, teachers often do not have 
the time to work with each student individually and students typically have limited 
language practice opportunities. Even though collaboration during classes is not the 
sole solution to this problem, it can certainly assist to alleviate it. Long and Porter 
(1985) further state that pair and group work also increases the quality of student 
talk. This kind of in-class interaction provides opportunities for students to practice 
their speaking skills by communicating in a context that is similar to an authentic, re-
al-world communication, since the focus is not on practicing formulaic phrases and 
sentences, but on achieving interaction with the use of various linguistic structures 
that are not necessarily part of the lesson plan. Furthermore, collaboration enables 
teachers to take into account individual differences of their students, which is partic-
ularly important in heterogeneous groups consisting of students who are at different 
foreign language proficiency levels, who have different learning styles and strate-
gies, and who perform differently depending on the assessment methods (Ireson and 
Hallam 2001). By engaging students in pair or group work, teachers have the oppor-
tunity to efficiently individualize their teaching methods and allow students to work 
at their own pace and apply strategies that are most conducive for achieving success. 
Finally, collaborative methods can lead to increases in motivation (Long and Porter 
1985; Ushioda 1996) and the development of positive attitudes towards the learning 
process, as well as towards other students (Gunderson and Johnson 1980). 

Apart from group and pair work, peer feedback, as a form of collaboration in 
the foreign language classroom, has also been found to be effective in helping stu-
dents acquire new language (Lockhart and Ng 1993). In fact, peer feedback may be 
more useful than teacher feedback, and it can also lead to higher levels of student 
motivation. A successful use of peer feedback may encourage student autonomy 
by lessening the teacher-learner dependence (Roskams 1999).

Among numerous factors affecting students’ participation in collaborative 
activities, numerous research findings indicate that the willingness to communi-
cate (WTC) is one of the “most immediate determinants of L2 use” (Clement, 
Baker and MacIntyre 2002: 191). WTC is conceptualized as a trait-like personality 
factor that directs first language communication. In the context of foreign language 
use, willingness to communicate has been defined as the “readiness to enter into 
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discourse at a particular time with a specific person or persons, using a L2” (Mac-
Intyre et al. 1998: 547). Research results have consistently shown that WTC is a 
strong predictor of actual initiation of and participation in communication, in sit-
uations when students have the opportunity to do so (McCroskey and Baer 1985).

In the context of foreign language learning, there are few research studies 
that investigated the learners’ general willingness to communicate in a foreign 
language in pair or group settings. Investigating collaborative activities and the 
students’ willingness to communicate and participate, Fushino found that WTC 
is influenced by the same factors that affect WTC in foreign language settings in 
general and that there is a correlation between the students’ willingness to commu-
nicate in collaborative activities, their level of foreign language communication 
apprehension and their level of foreign language self-efficacy (Fushino 2010).

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The present study adopts a quantitative research design in order to answer the 
following research question: Do Serbian and Thai students differ in their behavior 
during collaborative EFL tasks, as well as in their attitudes towards those tasks? 

Corresponding to the research question, three null hypotheses are formulated 
as follows:

1. There will be no difference between the Serbian students’ attitude towards 
collaborative tasks and their reported behavior in such tasks.

2. There will be no difference between the Thai students’ attitude towards 
collaborative tasks and their reported behavior in such tasks.

3. There will be no difference in the attitude towards collaborative tasks and 
the reported behavior in such tasks between Serbian and Thai students.

3.1. Participants

The investigation included a total of 545 students at the A2 level studying at 
the Prince of Songkla University in Thailand and at the University of Novi Sad in 
Serbia who were taking a course in English as a program requirement. The sample 
consisted of 18.3% male students and 81.7% female students, with the gender 
structure of the sample corresponding to the total number of female and male stu-
dents in the EFL courses at the two universities.

Male Female Total

Serbian 25 81 106
Thai 75 364 439

Table 3.1: Gender structure of the sample
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The gender structure of the Thai and Serbian samples was also internally 
controlled for appropriateness with an independent samples t-test. The results indi-
cate that there is no statistically significant difference between the two subsamples. 
The average age of the participants was 20.21, with the average age of Serbian 
students being 19.58 and Thai students 20.36.

3.2. Instrument

The instrument used in this study included a two-factor questionnaire con-
structed for the purposes of this research. The first factor that was investigated 
was termed Behavior during collaboration and it included 6 statements that the 
respondents rated on a 5-point Likert scale. The second factor was termed Attitude 
towards collaboration and it also included 6 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale. 
The internal consistency of the two subscales is α=.731 for Behavior and α=.863 
for Attitude, whereas the full scale has the internal consistency coefficient of 
α=.909. The statements in the questionnaire were translated into Thai and Serbian.

3.3. Variables

Independent variables tested in this research include the exam grade, self-re-
ported proficiency, familiarity with other students in class and experienced com-
fort during collaborative tasks.

Dependent variables include reported behavior during collaboration and at-
titude towards collaborative tasks.

3.4. Procedure

The questionnaire was translated into Serbian and Thai and distributed 
during regular classes in the school year 2012/2013.  On average, the students 
completed the questionnaires in fifteen minutes.

In order to test the null hypotheses, statistical analyses were conducted, in-
cluding independent samples t-tests, paired samples t-tests and linear correlations 
using SPSS Statistics 20 software. 

4. RESULTS

Table 4.1 shows the results of linear correlations which tested the relation-
ships between dependent variables in the Serbian subsample.
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 I am involved in I find the following activities useful

 
pair 

work
group 
work

whole class 
discussions

peer 
feedback

pair 
work

group 
work

whole class 
discussions

peer 
feedback

I am 
involved 

in

pair work
r  .399** .406** .364** .695** .480** .470** .382**

p  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000

group work
r   .374** .148 .272** .336** .279** .135

p           .000 .133 .005 .000 .004 .174

whole class 
discussions

r    .723** .437** .486** .528** .549**

p    .000 .000 .000 .000 .000

peer 
feedback

r     .370** .393** .467** .586**

p     .000 .000 .000 .000

I find the 
following 
activities 

useful

pair work
r      .707** .604** .583**

p      .000 .000 .000

group work
r       .797** .573**

p       .000 .000

whole class 
discussions

r        .619**

p        .000

peer 
feedback

r         

p         
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 4.1: Serbian subsample – correlations between dependent variables

The results indicate that positive correlations were found with the majority 
of dependent variables, except with certain instances of peer feedback. The cor-
relations range from weak, in the case of behavior during group work and attitudes 
towards pair work (r=.272, p=.005), on the one hand, and whole class discussions 
on the other (r=.279, p=.004), to very strong, in the case of the relationship be-
tween positive attitudes towards group work on the one hand, and whole class 
discussions on the other (r=.797, p=.000). Based on the results it can be concluded 
that the students who tend to have favorable attitudes towards different forms of 
collaboration also tend to participate in collaborative activities during class.

The results of correlational analysis investigating the relationship between 
the dependent and independent variables in the Serbian subsample are shown in 
Table 4.2.
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   Exam grade Self-reported 
English 

proficiency

I know all the 
students in 
my English 

class.

I feel 
comfortable 

communicating 
and working 

with my peers. 

I am 
involved in

pair work
r .030 .349** .188 .518**

p .763 .000 .054 .000

group work
r .295** .073 .245* .491**

p .002 .466 .012 .000

whole class 
discussions

r .158 .215* .371** .545**

p .109 .030 .000 .000

peer 
feedback

r .008 .278** .275** .405**

p .935 .004 .005 .000

I find the 
following 
activities 

useful

pair work
r -.037 .198* .248* .583**

p .708 .046 .011 .000

group work
r -.077 .149 .271** .571**

p .435 .134 .005 .000
whole class 
discussions

r -.155 .220* .149 .449**

p .119 .027 .133 .000
peer 

feedback
r -.021 .202* .147 .428**

p .836 .043 .140 .000
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
Table 4.2: Serbian subsample – correlations between independent and dependent 

variables 

The first independent variable of Exam grade is found to be significantly 
correlated only with behavior during group work. The correlation is weak and 
positive (r=.295, p=.002). The variable of Self-reported proficiency, on the other 
hand, is significantly tied to both positive attitudes towards and behavior in collab-
orative activities in all cases of collaboration other than group work (p value for 
this correlation is higher than .05). The correlations are mostly weak and positive. 
The degree to which students in an EFL class know each other correlates with 
the readiness to participate in group work (r=.245, p=.012), whole class discus-
sions (r=.371, p=.000) and providing peer feedback (r=.275, p=.005), but only 
with positive attitudes towards pair work (r=.248, p=.011) and group work (r=.271, 
p=.005). Finally, experienced comfort during collaborative tasks is strongly tied 
with the Serbian students’ behavior during those tasks and their attitude towards 
them, since correlational analysis yielded statistically significant results of high 
intensity for all the dependent variables that were tested.
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Table 4.3 indicates the results of a paired samples t-test which was used to 
analyze the differences between the behavior during collaborative activities and the 
students’ attitudes towards collaboration in EFL classes in the Serbian subsample.

 Mean
Std. 
Dev.

Mean 
Diff. t p

I am involved in pair work 4.57 0.80
0.28 2.190 .030

I find pair work useful 4.29 1.02
I am involved in group work 4.07 1.20

0.02 .113 .910
I find group work useful 4.05 1.18
I am involved in whole class discussions 3.54 1.32

-0.58 -3.275 .001
I find whole class discussions useful 4.12 1.22
I am involved in student-to-student 
feedback

3.68 1.21
-0.41 -2.653 .009

I find student-to-student feedback useful 4.09 1.01
Table 4.3: Serbian subsample – mean differences between behavior and attitudes 

The results indicate that there is a discrepancy between the reported behav-
ior and the attitudes towards collaborative tasks. Statistically significant differenc-
es were found between the attitude towards and behavior in pair work (t=2.190, 
p=.030), whole class discussions (t=-3.275, p=.001) and peer feedback (t=-2.653, 
p=.009). Based on the results, the first null hypothesis which stated that there will 
be no difference between the Serbian students’ attitude towards collaborative tasks 
and their reported behavior in such tasks can be rejected.

The results of a correlational analysis which tested the relationship between 
dependent variables in the Thai subsample are shown in Table 4.4.

 

 I am involved in I find the following activities useful

 
pair 
work

group 
work

whole class 
discussions

peer 
feedback

pair 
work

group 
work

whole class 
discussions

peer 
feedback

I am 
involved 

in

pair work
r  .040 -.017 -.030 .494** .037 .068 .143**

p  .403 .716 .528 .000 .444 .154 .003

group work
r   .023 -.043 .082 .435** .113* -.079
p   .635 .367 .085 .000 .018 .098

whole class 
discussions

r    .029 .052 .161** .341** .265**

p    .543 .277 .001 .000 .000

peer 
feedback

r     .120* .152** .310** .279**

p     .012 .001 .000 .000
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I find the 
following 
activities 

useful

pair work
r      .184** .147** .060
p      .000 .002 .208

group work
r       .174** -.010
p       .000 .834

whole class 
discussions

r        .236**

p        .000

peer 
feedback

r         
p         

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 4.4: Thai subsample – correlations between dependent variables

The results indicate a mixed pattern of findings. On the one hand, the readi-
ness to participate in one form of collaboration is not correlated with the readiness to 
participate in other forms of collaboration, since there are no statistically significant 
results. On the other hand, the students’ attitudes regarding one form of collabora-
tion are more closely tied both to other forms of collaboration and the readiness to 
participate. The highest number of significant correlations is found between positive 
attitude towards whole class discussions and both behavior in collaboration (group 
work: p=.000, whole class discussions: p=.001, peer feedback: p=.001) and atti-
tudes toward collaboration (pair work: p=.002, group work: p=.000, peer feedback: 
p=.000). This means that students who have favorable attitudes towards the collabo-
rative activity of whole class discussion in an EFL classroom also tend to participate 
more in other forms of collaboration and have more positive attitudes towards them.

In order to examine the relationship between independent and dependent variables 
in the Thai subsample, a linear correlational analysis was performed (see Table 4.5).

   Exam grade Self-reported 
English 

proficiency

I know all the 
students in 
my English 

class.

I feel 
comfortable 

communicating 
and working 

with my peers. 

I am 
involved 

in

pair work
r -.059 .067 -.023 -.072
p .258 .204 .661 .169

group 
work

r -.061 .003 .024 .077
p .203 .943 .614 .109

whole 
class 

discussions

r .017 -.055 .025 .030

p .73 .254 .597 .529

peer 
feedback

r -.077 -.023 -.006 -.131**

p .108 .629 .894 .006



454

JAGODA TOPALOV - BILJANA RADIĆ-BOJANIĆ - DAVID BRUNER

I find the 
following 
activities 

useful

pair work
r .494** .037 .068 .143**

p .000 .444 .154 .003

group 
work

r .082 .435** .113* -.079
p .085 .000 .018 .098

whole 
class 

discussions

r .052 .161** .341** .265**

p .277 .001 .000 .000

peer 
feedback

r .120* .152** .310** .279**

p .012 .001 .000 .000
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 4.5: Thai subsample – correlations between independent and dependent 
variables

From the results, it is clear that the independent variables of Exam grade, 
Self-reported proficiency and Familiarity with other students in class correlate 
only with the items in the attitude subscale (Exam grade and pair work: r=.494, 
p=.000; Exam grade and peer feedback: r=.120, p=.012; Self-reported proficiency 
and group work: r=.435, p=.000; Self-reported proficiency and whole class discus-
sions: r=.161, p=.001; Self-reported proficiency and peer feedback r=.152, p=.001; 
Familiarity with other students and group work: r=.113, p=.018; Familiarity with 
other students and whole class discussions: r=.341, p=.001; Familiarity with other 
students and peer feedback: r=.310, p=.000). The only statistically significant cor-
relation with an item from the behavior subscale was found between student feed-
back and the experienced comfort during collaborative tasks (r=-.131, p=.006). 
The correlation is negative and weak, which indicates that students who feel more 
comfortable communicating and working with their peers tend to participate less 
in the activity of providing feedback to their peers.

Table 4.6 gives the results of a paired samples t-test which was used to test 
the differences in mean scores between Thai students’ attitudes towards and their 
participation in collaborative tasks.

 Mean
Std. 
Dev.

Mean 
Diff. t p

I am involved in pair work 1.75 1.55
-0.06 -.623 .533

I find pair work useful 1.82 1.49
I am involved in group work 1.62 1.20

-0.24 -2.877 .004
I find group work useful 1.86 1.27
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I am involved in whole class 
discussions

1.73 1.92
-0.30 -2.315 .021

I find whole class discussions useful 2.02 1.85
I am involved in student-to-student 
feedback

1.88 1.84

-0.37 -3.014 .003
I find student-to-student feedback 
useful

2,25 1,80

Table 4.6: Thai subsample – mean differences between behavior and attitudes

The results indicate there is a discrepancy between the reported behavior 
and the attitudes towards collaborative activities. Statistically significant differenc-
es were found between the attitude towards and behavior in group work (t=-2.877, 
p=.004), whole class discussions (t=-2.315, p=.021) and peer feedback (t=-3.014, 
p=.003). Based on the results, the second null hypothesis which stated that there 
will be no difference between the Thai students’ attitude towards collaborative 
tasks and their reported behavior in such tasks can be rejected.

In order to test the third null hypothesis, two independent samples t-test 
were performed testing the differences between Serbian and Thai students (see Ta-
bles 4.7 and 4.8). Table 4.7 shows the results of the analysis testing the differences 
between independent variables.

 Mean Std. Dev.
Mean 
Diff. t p

Exam grade
Serbian 3.07 1.10

0.39 4.288 .000
Thai 2.68 0.72

Self-reported English 
proficiency

Serbian 3.09 0.64
0.35 5.613 .000

Thai 2.74 0.56

I know all the students in my 
English class.

Serbian 2.23 1.04
-1.44 -12.880 .000

Thai 3.66 1.03
I feel comfortable 
communicating and working 
with my peers. 

Serbian 3.70 1.27
-0.29 -3.043 .002

Thai 3,99 0,76

4.7: T-test for independent variables – differences between subsamples

The results indicate there are considerable, statistically significant dif-
ferences between the Thai and Serbian students in all the aspects investigated. 
Thai students report that they know the other students in their language class (t=-
12.880, p=.000) and feel comfortable among them (t=-3.043, p=.002) significantly 
more than the Serbian students. On the other hand, Serbian students achieve bet-
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ter results in the exam (t=4.228, p=.000) and rate themselves higher accordingly 
(t=5.613, p=.000).

 Mean Std. Dev. Mean Diff. t p

I am 
involved 

in

pair work

Serbian 4.57 0.80

2.81 18.112 .000Thai 1.75 1.55

group work
Serbian 4.07 1.20

2.45 18.814 .000
Thai 1.62 1.20

whole class 
discussions

Serbian 3.54 1.32
1.81 9.117 .000

Thai 1.73 1.92

peer 
feedback

Serbian 3.68 1.21
1.79 9.495 .000

Thai 1.88 1.84

I find the 
following 
activities 

useful

pair work
Serbian 4.29 1.02

2.47 16.043 .000
Thai 1.82 1.49

group work
Serbian 4.05 1.18

2.19 16.051 .000
Thai 1.86 1.27

whole class 
discussions

Serbian 4.12 1.22
2.10 10.968 .000

Thai 2.02 1.85

peer 
feedback

Serbian 4.09 1.01
1.83 9.994 .000

Thai 2.25 1.80
4.8: T-test for dependent variables – differences between subsamples

From the results in Table 4.8 it is evident that Serbian students overall ex-
press significantly more favorable attitudes towards collaborative tasks and partic-
ipate in them more frequently. The results indicate that mean scores for the Serbian 
subsample are significantly higher than the mean scores of the Thai subsample for 
all dependent variables (all p values are lower than .001). Based on the results, the 
third null hypothesis, which stated that there will be no difference in the attitude 
towards collaborative tasks and the reported behavior in such tasks between Serbi-
an and Thai students, can be rejected.

5. DISCUSSION

The aim of the research reported in this paper was to describe students’ atti-
tudes towards collaborative tasks in an EFL classroom and their behavior in those 
tasks. Specifically, the goal was to determine whether Serbian and Thai students 
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differ in their behavior during collaborative EFL tasks, as well as in their attitudes 
towards those tasks.

The first null-hypothesis stated that there will be no difference between the 
Serbian students’ attitude towards collaborative tasks and their reported behavior in 
such tasks. The investigation revealed that there are positive correlations between 
the majority of dependent variables, which can be interpreted as an indication of 
a strong link between the students’ favorable attitudes towards collaboration and 
their willingness to participate in collaborative activities in an EFL classroom. 
Students who believe that pair and group work are useful and who think that whole 
class discussions and peer feedback represent purposeful activities also tend to 
participate in such tasks more often, whereas unfavorable student attitudes can be 
significantly tied to the students’ reluctance to take part in collaboration. Of the 
independent variables, the weakest connection with collaboration was found with 
the exam grade, particularly with respect to group work. Students who have higher 
grades participate in group work more often, whereas students with lower grades 
tend to participate less. The absence of more statistically significant correlations 
with this variable can be interpreted as a positive result in the context of this re-
search. Namely, if the exam grade had a more powerful effect on the attitudes to-
wards collaboration and the willingness to participate, students with a lower grade 
would join in pair and group work less than they do and would be, therefore, de-
nied the opportunity to practice the language and develop their knowledge. Self-re-
ported proficiency in the English language was found to be significantly correlated 
with three out of four instances of collaboration, both in terms of behavior and in 
terms of attitudes. This result is not surprising since previous research findings 
indicate that there is a link between students’ self-efficacy beliefs and their will-
ingness to communicate (Hashimoto 2002; MacIntyre and Charos 1996; Yashima 
2002). Finally, experienced comfort during collaboration seems to be the most 
important predictor of positive attitudes and the willingness to participate. Based 
on the results, it is necessary to reject the first null hypothesis, since significant 
differences were found with three out of four pairs of attitudes and behavior during 
collaboration. Specifically, the students report significantly more that they partic-
ipate in pair work as opposed to the attitudes they have of the usefulness of this 
type of collaboration. A possible interpretation of this finding is that pair work has 
become a necessary part of a modern, communicative language classroom and that 
language programs in Serbia tend to follow this trend. At the same time, because 
of the number of participants in pair work, students are not left with a choice to 
participate or not, so the important determinant of the concept of WTC, namely the 
freedom to choose if one will take part or not, is absent. With respect to whole class 
discussions and peer feedback, the results indicate that the students have favorable 
attitudes but that they participate less in these activities. Unlike in pair work, in 
this type of collaboration students have the freedom to choose whether they will 
take part or not. As the experienced comfort during collaboration was found to be 
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a significant predictor, it is possible that the affective variables were crucial in the 
students’ reluctance to participate.

The second null hypothesis indicated that there will be no difference be-
tween the Thai students’ attitude towards collaborative tasks and their reported 
behavior in such tasks. Correlational analysis of dependent variables revealed few 
significant results, with positive attitudes towards whole class discussions being 
the one variable that was connected with the highest number of other variables. 
The students who believe that whole class discussions are useful also tend to par-
ticipate more in group work, discussions, provide more peer feedback, and have 
more favorable attitudes towards all other forms of collaboration. Correlational 
analysis of independent variables yielded interesting results. First of all, the only 
significant correlation between independent variables and the behavior was found 
between student feedback and the experienced comfort during collaborative tasks. 
Unlike the Serbian subsample, with Thai students this correlation is weak and neg-
ative, which indicates that the students who provide more feedback also tend to 
feel less comfortable during collaboration with other students. One of the possible 
explanations is related to the socio-cultural factors that identify Thai culture as 
a collectivistic culture which is characterized by specific  communication strat-
egies in cases of face-threating situations (Rojjanaprapayon, Chiemprapha and 
Kanchanakul 2004), namely the strategies of avoidance and compromise. Rather 
than seeing peer feedback as an opportunity to develop their language skills, the 
students seem to identify this form of collaboration with an act of criticizing their 
colleagues and pointing out their mistakes, and, in turn, feel discomfort during 
these tasks. Self-reported proficiency has the strongest link with positive attitudes 
towards group work, which is to be expected since self-efficacy, as a students’ 
belief in their own ability to begin with and succeed in academic tasks, can have 
strong behavioral consequences, so that students who have a strong sense of effi-
cacy also tend to persist in tasks and focus their effort to achieve success. In the 
context of this research, group work provides a setting for a public evaluation of 
one’s performance. Those students who more strongly believe that they are able to 
successfully communicate in a group setting are the students who are more likely 
to participate in group work. The second null hypothesis must be rejected in light 
of the results which indicate that there are significant differences between behavior 
and attitudes between three out of four pairs of dependent variables. Mean scores 
for the attitude scale are significantly higher compared to the reported participation 
for the variables of group work, whole class discussions and student-to-student 
feedback. Similarly to Serbian students, reported behavior of Thai students can be 
related to the freedom of choice that students have in deciding whether to take part 
in the activities or not.

The third null hypothesis stated that there will be no difference in the atti-
tude towards collaborative tasks and the reported behavior in such tasks between 
Serbian and Thai students. Based on the results, the third hypothesis must also be 
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rejected. Significant differences were identified with all the tested variables. Even 
though Serbian students know approximately half of the colleagues in their En-
glish class, they still on average feel comfortable when they participate in collabo-
rative activities. Since the experienced comfort has been identified as an important 
determinant with respect to collaboration, these results are encouraging. Similarly, 
Thai students also report that they feel comfortable working with their peers, but 
unlike Serbian students, they report that they know most of their classmates. How-
ever, in the case of the Thai subsample, the experienced comfort was not found 
to be significantly tied to collaborative activities in the classroom. With respect 
to dependent variables, research results have uniformly revealed that the Serbian 
students participate in collaboration more willingly than Thai students and that 
they have more positive attitudes towards it. Overall, these results could suggest 
that cultural influences are an important factor which determines the success of 
collaborative tasks in an EFL classroom. Whereas Serbian culture is individualistic 
and students are taught to communicate directly in an overt communication style 
in which they are experienced negotiators, Thai culture is a collectivistic culture 
(Hofstede 2001), in which there is a clear group identification during communi-
cation and a priority of group interest (Deng 1992). This is particularly evident in 
the result of this research in which the whole class discussion is the only type of 
a communicative task that yields significant correlations for the Thai subsample. 

A general treatment of collaboration in an EFL classroom is also a good 
indicator of the overall roles that teachers and students have in the process of 
learning a foreign language. Insistence on group activities which are designed to 
foster learner autonomy, and ultimately encourage life-long learning, points to 
a learner-centered classroom in which students take responsibility for their own 
learning and the success they achieve. The identified differences in attitudes be-
tween two subsamples are, thus, related to the students’ preferences towards either 
teacher-centered or student-centered approach in the EFL classroom. In countries 
such as Thailand where the collectivistic social perspective also necessitates a high 
power distance (Hofstede 2001), the teacher takes full responsibility for the out-
come of the lesson, which, in turn, may have a negative effect on the general lan-
guage proficiency that students reach. 

6. CONCLUSION

The aim of the paper was to determine what attitudes students from Serbia 
and Thailand have towards collaboration in an EFL classroom and to what extent 
they are willing to participate in such activities. The most important conclusions 
are related to the general perspective which is adopted in the two investigated 
EFL settings. Whereas Serbian students have more favorable attitudes towards 
collaborative tasks and participate in them more often, Thai students maintain a 
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teacher-centered approach and express reluctance towards collaboration in foreign 
language learning.

In a learner-centered approach to language teaching learner beliefs and at-
titudes towards the usefulness of activities used in the classroom are always tak-
en into account. It is, therefore, necessary to develop favorable attitudes towards 
collaborative tasks in the EFL classroom as an aspect of the student-centered ap-
proach, as this type of communication tasks not only focuses on teaching the lan-
guage for communicative purposes, but also fosters student autonomy and critical 
thinking.
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