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Why we’ve 
stopped 
listening to 
politicians
There’s a lot of talk about the growth of 

cynicism towards politics and politicians, 

particularly among young people. The 

view is that they’re just not trustworthy, 

they don’t sound like ordinary people, 

they seem detached and slippery, and 

are not able to connect with the public. 

For students of English Language, the 

phenomenon of an election campaign 

provides perfect opportunities to analyse 

what’s going on linguistically and how 

this might be either provoking certain 

reactions in the electorate or be the 

product of developments in modern media 

election campaigns. Here are just two 

examples of how language was examined 

by commentators, as part of an analysis of 

the performance of politicians in the May 

General Election.

1. Ed Miliband, taking a potentially high-

risk strategy, decided to be filmed chatting 

to Russell Brand. No doubt he hoped that 

it would bring on board those young voters 

who weren’t planning on putting a cross 

on the ballot paper. For some, it was a 

cringeworthy attempt to ‘get down with’ 

Brand, Miliband’s linguistic convergence, 

(‘Yeah, we gotta deal with that. You gotta 

do it,’) coming across as a deliberate and 

obvious ploy. But linguists differ on this 

issue, with some, such as UCL’s Dr Mark 

Huckvale, suggesting that it is often not 

only sub-conscious but also a perfectly 

normal element of social interaction and 

part of trying to get on with the person 

you’re talking to.

2. Another angle on the language of 

the election comes from blogger and 

speechwriter Martin Shovel, writing for the 

Guardian blog, Mind your Language. He 

looked at the rhetoric in campaign speeches, 

asking the question, why do some of the 

tried and tested techniques of the past, such 

as anaphora (famously used by Winston 

Churchill and Martin Luther King in their 

iconic speeches), sound tired and weary 

in the mouths of Ed Miliband and David 

Cameron. Anaphora is the repetition of the 

same word at the beginning of successive 

sentences or phrases (e.g. ‘We shall fight 

them…’ in the case of Churchill). He argues 

that Churchill was highly selective in his 

use of anaphora, only using it in one part 

of this speech, while our current politicians 

use it constantly, blunting its effectiveness 

and losing any sense of a development 

towards a climax. In other words, its use is 

both unsophisticated and obvious.

If political language interests you, there are 

plenty of other rich seams to mine, such 

as body language and connection with 

audience, the use of naming (as in the 

leaders constantly naming the people asking 

questions of them in televised debates), 

the language of euphemism, the ways in 

which politicians talk about race or the use 

of demotic phrases like ‘pumped up’ or 

‘hell yes’ at key moments in the campaign. 

And there’s still plenty of material on the 

internet that would make such analysis 

easy. Hell yes!

Barbara Bleiman is co-editor of emagazine.

EnglishOutThere
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The emagazine website  
has had a makeover!

Have you seen it yet? The emag subscription 
website gives you access to a huge amount of 
useful material – great pieces specially written 
for the web, informative video clips, the full 
archive of past articles and a library of complete 
magazines as printable PDFs.

It’s been revamped to make it easier to log into, nicer to look at and 
simpler to search.

• Ask your librarian or teacher for your school’s username and 
password so that you can access the site wherever you are, in the 
library, at home, on a computer, tablet or mobile phone.

• View and print single articles or download and print complete PDFs 
of current and archive issues.

• Great search function with searches by topic area and key words. 

• PDF library of past issues, with hyperlinked contents.

• Fantastic videos in emagClips – Deborah Cameron, John Mullan, 
David Punter, Elena Semino, Nicolas Tredell and many more! 

Advice on searching

• Narrow the search by putting in more than one word, that helps you to 
get exactly what you’re looking for, e.g. ‘Williams Streetcar dialogue’ will 
avoid you getting everything on Tennessee Williams.

• Use the filters to narrow your search further. ‘William Blake’ brings up 
29 results. Ticking the ‘Contexts and Criticism’ filter brings up 9 results 
which are much more targeted. 

• Try different approaches and alternative search terms e.g. ‘CLA’, 
‘language acquisition’ and ‘Child Language Acquisition’ give slightly 
different results, depending on what exact terms the writers have used in 
their articles.

• If you’re looking for a particular article, use the writer’s name, or 
something from the title to help you get straight to it.

• If you know which issue the article was published in, go to the PDF 
library, find the issue and click the hyperlink in the contents.

What the website does for you
emagazine’s editors often bump into young adults who say that they were avid readers of emag and users of 
the website when they did their A Levels. The site is designed to let you find out more, extend your knowledge, 
add depth and take initiative in developing yourself as a student of English. 
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In this article 
about narratives of 
transnational mobility, 
Professor Stephen 
Morton explores not 
only how novels by 
writers such as Mohsin 
Hamid, Jhumpa 
Lahiri and Monica Ali 
foreground issues of 
culture and identity but 
also how their narrative 
techniques and use of 
generic conventions are 
intimately connected 
to the subject matter 
and themes that 
they are exploring.

One of the distinctive concerns of 

contemporary fiction in English is the 

experience of transnational mobility – 

an experience that is often associated 

with the worldly or the cosmopolitan. In 

stories such as Bharati Mukherjee’s ‘A 

Wife’s Story’ and novels such as Jhumpa 

Lahiri’s The Namesake, Monica Ali’s Brick 

Lane, and Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant 

Fundamentalist, readers are encouraged to 

reflect on the ways in which characters 

negotiate with the dominant cultural 

values of a host culture; resist or subvert 

stereotypes of the foreigner or the 

immigrant; and come to terms with the 

loss of a home left behind in space and 

time. In this respect, such narratives 

create what the writer Salman Rushdie 

has called imaginary homelands: places 

that are fixed in the past and so have to be 

imaginatively represented. 

Narrative Viewpoint in 
Diasporic Narratives
Yet if such diasporic narratives seem 

to foreground questions of culture and 

identity, it is also important to consider 

how these stories and novels make use 

of narrative techniques and generic 

conventions in order to situate their 

characters in space and time. Rather than 

approaching form and content separately, 

in other words, we need to consider how 

formal techniques such as narrative point 

of view and genre work to mediate the social 

problems and cultural dilemmas that the 

texts represent. A consideration of narrative 

point of view can help to shed light on the 

ways in which diasporic narratives raise 

profound questions about the meaning 

of national culture. What does it mean 

to be American, Bangladeshi, British, 

Indian, or Pakistani in an age of significant 

transnational mobility? How do we inhabit 

one nation space while feeling strong 

cultural or emotional ties with another? 

In what ways have different histories of 

migration contributed to cultural narratives 

of the nation? 

A Wife’s Story
Bharati Mukherjee’s ‘A Wife’s Story’ is 

narrated from the point of view of Panna, a 

postgraduate student who moves from India 

to the United States on a temporary visa. 

On a first reading, the story could be read 

as an account of the freedom that Panna 

enjoys as an independent, educated woman 

living apart from her husband in New 

York City. Yet the story also invites readers 

to question the democratic myth of the 

United States of America as a multicultural 

Imaginary
Homelands
The Reluctant Fundamentalist and 
Other Contemporary Novels
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melting pot, in which all immigrants are 

welcomed with open arms, regardless of 

colour, class or creed – an idea exemplified 

in Emma Lazarus’s famous poem ‘The New 

Colossus’ (written to commemorate the 

construction of the Statue of Liberty). This 

national myth of unconditional hospitality 

is called into question when Panna watches 

a performance of David Mamet’s play 

Glengarry Glen Ross, in which four white 

American real estate agents refer to South 

Asian immigrants as ‘Patels’ – a stereotype 

that Panna finds particularly offensive.

The Namesake
In Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Namesake, the third-

person omniscient narrator moves between 

different migrant characters – a technique 

known as multiple focalisation. This 

narrative device serves to highlight the 

differences between the cultural values and 

experiences of first-generation immigrants 

from India to the United States such as 

Ashoke and Ashima and that of their 

American-born children, Gogol and Sonali. 

Brick Lane
Monica Ali’s novel Brick Lane is written 

from the point of view of a third-person 

omniscient narrator who stands outside 

of the main narrative, but is focalised 

through the consciousness of Nazneen, 

a Bangladeshi woman who moves to the 

East End of London to marry her husband, 

Chanu. Much of the narrative is concerned 

with Nazneen’s attempts to settle in her 

new London home, to overcome feelings 

of alienation through both her friendship 

networks and the exchange of letters 

with her sister Hasina in Dhaka, at the 

same time as contributing to the family 

income through low-paid informal work 

as a seamstress. 

The Reluctant Fundamentalist
Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist 

borrows a narrative strategy from Albert 

Camus’ 1956 novella The Fall, in which 

the protagonist addresses a silent male 

interlocutor in a single, uninterrupted 

monologue. Yet whereas Camus’ narrator-

protagonist, Jean-Baptiste Clamence, 

addresses philosophical questions about 

death, judgement, friendship and religion, 

Hamid’s first-person narrator-protagonist 

relays his disaffection with the global 

expansion of America’s economic and 

military influence to an American visitor 

to Lahore, whom he suspects of being an 

undercover CIA agent. As a highly-educated 

migrant, Changez performs the role of a 

native informant who advises the unnamed 

and silent American visitor about different 

aspects of Pakistani culture, including 

the food and drink on the café menu, the 

informal practice of drinking alcohol, the 

young women from the National College of 

September 2015 emagazine 7 



Arts wearing paint-speckled jeans, and the 

city planning of Lahore. This representation 

of Pakistani culture to an implied Western 

reader seeks to contest the West’s framing 

of Pakistan as a rogue state of terrorists and 

Islamic fundamentalists. 

Genre and the Bildungsroman
If narrative point of view and focalisation 

can help to shed light on the specific 

social and cultural perspectives of 

migrant characters, a consideration of 

genre can expand and deepen readers’ 

understanding of the challenges of living 

between two worlds. There is a certain 

sense in which many migrant narratives 

draw on the generic conventions of the 

nineteenth-century novel of education 

or bildungsroman. Just as Charlotte 

Brontë’s Jane Eyre and Charles Dickens’ 

Great Expectations detailed the coming 

of age of their protagonists, narratives 

such as ‘A Wife’s Story’, Brick Lane, and 

The Reluctant Fundamentalist register the 

experience of migration as a process of 

emotional and intellectual development. 

The parallels do not end here. If the 

coming of age of the heroines and heroes 

of nineteenth-century fiction was made 

possible by their upward social mobility, 

the narratives of transnational mobility 

that structure contemporary diasporic 

narratives are also framed as narratives of 

upward social mobility. In Brick Lane, for 

example, the letters exchanged between 

Nazneen and her sister Hasina serve to 

emphasise the different socio-economic 

opportunities available to the two sisters on 

both sides of the global division of labour. 

That these letters circulate via Airmail 

across continents further underscores the 

economic inequalities between ‘First World’ 

countries such as Britain and ‘Third World’ 

countries such as Bangladesh. The trajectory 

of Nazneen’s coming-of-age narrative could 

be read as a multicultural bildungsroman, 

in which she progresses from feeling like 

an outsider within British society at the 

start of the novel to a position of embracing 

British cultural life – as exemplified near 

the end of the novel in a scene where 

Nazneen ice skates with her children. 

Yet it is also important to acknowledge 

that it is Nazneen’s entrepreneurial spirit 

in a free market society that allows her 

social mobility and cultural assimilation. 

To succeed and survive in contemporary 

Britain, Nazneen gets into debt to pay for 

a computer and a sewing machine, which 

she uses to start up a small company 

with her friend. 
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Hamid’s Critique of the Myth 
of Assimilation
In contrast to Brick Lane, Hamid’s The 

Reluctant Fundamentalist uses the generic 

conventions of the coming-of-age novel to 

reflect on the limitations of assimilation and 

the American national myth that economic 

success necessarily leads to happiness – 

particularly in the context of the US-led war 

on terror. The trajectory of Changez’s migrant 

narrative can certainly be read as a narrative 

of upward social mobility. Changez moves 

from Pakistan to the United States to pursue 

a business degree at Princeton University 

and is subsequently recruited by a financial 

services company called Underwood Samson. 

After working for Underwood Samson for 

a few months, however, Changez starts to 

question the values of the American capitalist 

system. During an assignment in Chile, for 

instance, where he is required to value a book 

publishing company that is not profit-making, 

the owner of the company, Juan-Bautista, 

compares him to the Christian boys who were 

captured by the Ottoman Empire and trained 

to be Muslim soldiers. These boys, who were 

known as ‘janissaries’,

were ferocious and utterly loyal: they had fought to 
erase their civilizations, so they had nothing else to 
turn to.

Juan-Bautista’s comparison prompts Changez 

to reflect on how he had become 

a modern-day janissary, a servant of the American 
empire at a time when it was invading a country 
with a kinship similar to [his] and was perhaps even 
colluding to ensure that [his] own country faced the 
threat of war.

The lesson of Hamid’s narrative of education, 

if there is one, raises important questions 

about the ways in which the global financial 

system is bound up with repressive foreign 

policies in the Middle East and South Asia. 

Beyond Cultural Stereotypes
Some critics have argued that novels such as 

The Reluctant Fundamentalist and Brick Lane 

are written and marketed with a Western 

readership in mind. The book cover design 

and choice of title for Monica Ali’s novel 

certainly implies a connection between the 

relatively recent marketing of Brick Lane 

as a multicultural neighbourhood where 

middle-class consumers can ‘go for a curry’ 

and the packaging of Nazneen’s story as an 

exotic literary commodity for consumption 

by an educated reading public. In a similar 

vein, the provocative title of Hamid’s novel 

might at first glance be taken to suggest 

that Changez is a native informant for a 

Pakistani culture that has been framed as 

a fundamentalist state in the aftermath of 

the attacks on America on September 11th, 

2001. Yet by focusing on the ways in which 

contemporary fiction uses narrative point 

of view and genre to construct migrant 

narratives, we can also begin to reflect on 

the ways in which fiction draws attention to 

the limits of such cultural stereotypes.

Stephen Morton is Professor of English in the 
Faculty of Humanities, University of Southampton.
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• Writing the Contemporary – the 

Vitality of Literature in Our Times – Dr 

Katy Shaw emag 65, September 2014

emag web archive
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• John Mullan on narrative voice and  

genre.
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Gabi Reigh reveals the conflict running through Williams’ play between a set 
of values and cultural attitudes deriving from a past era in America’s history 
and the new, more multicultural and urban world that has superseded it. 
She shows how the transfer of power is acted out, above all, through the 
dramatic conflict between Blanche and Stanley.

New 
America

vsOld 
South
A Streetcar Named Desire

Through the power struggle between 

Blanche and Stanley in A Streetcar Named 

Desire, Tennessee Williams retells a conflict 

between two cultures which has its roots in 

the American Civil war, more than 80 years 

earlier. Williams’ work is a late echo of the 

Southern Gothic tradition which began in 

the nineteenth century in response to the 

South’s loss in the Civil War (1861-1865). 

Like Williams, fellow Southern writers such 

as Lillian Hellman, Edgar Allan Poe and 

William Faulkner depicted the Old South as 

defeated as much by its own corruption as 

by the threat of a newly emerging society.

Contrasts of Costume
The contrast between Stanley and 

Blanche’s social backgrounds is established 

by Williams from the beginning of the play 

through the use of costume. Blanche’s 

arrival at Elysian Fields ‘daintily dressed 

in a white suit’ as if she were ‘arriving 

[...] at a cocktail party’ identifies her as 

belonging to an elite of inherited wealth 

and privilege, whose life is centred around 

pleasure rather than work. Commenting on 

Blanche’s ‘incongruous’ presence at Elysian 

Fields, Thomas Porter describes Streetcar’s 

plot ‘[as] an inverted version of the Civil 

War romance’, where Blanche is cast as 

the ‘invader’ in an unfamiliar world which 

resents her and will destroy her (Myth and 

Modern American Drama). 

Stanley’s costume forms a stark contrast to 

Blanche’s elegant attire, as his ‘blue denim 

work clothes’ and ‘bowling jacket’ portray 

him as belonging to a modern America 

where hard work is needed in order to 

succeed and sport and popular culture have 

replaced intellectual pursuits. 
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During the rape scene which forms 

the dramatic climax of the play, the 

defeat of the values and culture that 

Blanche stands for is again symbolically 

portrayed through costume as Blanche’s 

glamorous clothes have been replaced 

by a ‘soiled and crumpled white satin 

evening gown’, foreshadowing her final 

humiliation by Stanley, triumphant in his 

‘brilliant pyjama coat’.

The Old South
Like other writers of the Southern Gothic, 

Williams had an ambivalent relationship 

with the Old South, exposing the corruption 

which led to its downfall at the same time 

as lamenting the disappearance of the 

civilisation and romantic chivalry that 

died along with it. As an English teacher, 

Blanche is a staunch defender of the values 

of ‘art, and poetry, and music’ which she 

urges Stella to ‘cling to as [the] flag’ of a 

more civilised world which is quickly being 

engulfed by the ‘dark march’ of a philistine 

modern America. However, Blanche admits 

to Mitch that this task is getting increasingly 

hopeless as the new generation of ‘bobby-

soxers and drug-store Romeos’ which 

she teaches are no longer interested in 

‘Hawthorne and Whitman and Poe’. When 

Stanley throws out of the window the white 

radio playing the waltz which Blanche 

and Mitch dance to, nostalgically trying to 

recapture a lost chivalric world that they 

both yearn for, his action embodies the new 

world’s violent rejection of what it considers 

irrelevant, ‘hoity-toity’ snobbery.

The decline of Blanche during the course 

of the play mirrors the crisis of the Old 

South after its defeat in the Civil War. 

Blanche, like other characters of the 

Southern Gothic, is mentally unstable 

and increasingly marginalised in a rapidly 

changing world. Images of death, an 

important trope of the Southern Gothic, 

abound in the play, suggesting that Blanche 

is the last survivor of a world destroyed by 

its own excesses. Williams conveys how 

the world of the Old South has become 

merely a distant dream in modern America, 

symbolised by the name of the DuBois 

plantation, ‘Belle Reve’ (beautiful dream). 

Squandered through its owners’ reckless 

hedonism, their ‘epic fornications’, ‘Belle 

Reve’ becomes a setting associated with 

death and slow decline, where Blanche has 

to nurse various members of her family on 

her own, the power and privilege of her 

ancestors clearly vanished as she can no 

longer even get ‘a colored girl’ to help.

The downfall of the aristocratic DuBois 

family is reminiscent of an earlier example 

of Southern Gothic literature, Edgar Allan 

Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher (1839). 

The image of the grand mansion collapsing 

over the dead bodies of the last survivors of 

a once-eminent family destroyed by their 

own vices has echoes of Blanche’s memories 

of a place where ‘death was as close as you 

are’ and where the formerly powerful were 

‘burned like rubbish’. Blanche is haunted 

by these deaths, and the ghosts of her past 

take on a physical presence in the Mexican 

woman selling ‘flores para los muertos’. Her 

refrain punctuates Blanche’s descriptions of 

her attempts to regain youth and vitality by 

vampirically preying on young men, as she 

tells Mitch that the opposite to ‘death… is 

desire’. However, Blanche’s ‘intimacies with 

strangers’, although momentarily making 

her feel alive, are also the catalyst of her 

disgrace and eventual downfall. Despite its 

seemingly less restrictive mores, the new 

society of Elysian Fields sees Blanche as 

‘unclean’ as a result of her affairs and denies 

her a place in its world, illustrating that to 

ride on ‘the streetcar named Desire’ will 

result in a ‘transfer to [...] Cemeteries’.

New America, New Vitality
Blanche cannot escape death, haunted by 

the memory of her lost husband which 

continually revisits her through the 

polka tune. This motif suggests Blanche 

is paralysed by the past, and her inability 

to free herself from the influence of her 

dead husband has parallels to William 

Faulkner’s Gothic short story ‘A Rose for 

Emily’ (1930), where a woman keeps the 

corpse of her lover in her bedroom until her 

death. In contrast, Stanley is predominantly 

associated with images of life and vitality, 

suggesting that the future belongs to the 

new world that he represents. Stanley’s 

power and vivacity is highlighted as he is 

described as the ‘gaudy seedbearer’, whose 

‘animal joy’ and ‘drive’ even make Blanche 

concede to Stella that 
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he’s what we’ve got to mix with our blood now 
that we’ve lost Belle Reve and have to go on 
without Belle Reve to protect us.

Indeed, Stanley and Stella’s baby is the 

ultimate proof of the vital spirit of new 

America inheriting the future, as Thomas P. 

Adler argues that 

just as the plantation served as a symbol of the 
past, Stanley and Stella’s baby stands for the way 
the ‘working class’ ethos will be carried into the 
future

Readers’ Guide to Essential Criticism

To some extent, this new society moves 

away from the iniquities of the Old 

South. It sees itself as an egalitarian world 

where ‘every man is king’ and where, as 

the multicultural gathering of the poker 

match illustrates, there is ‘a relatively 

easy intermingling of races’. It is also a 

world which thrills Stella, who embraces 

it wholeheartedly through her devotion to 

Stanley, magnetically drawn back to him 

even after his violent outbursts.

In contrast, Blanche sees Stanley’s 

behaviour not as exciting but as emblematic 

of a brutal, amoral world. Stanley’s desire to 

use his power to debase those he resentfully 

sees as belonging to the privileged old world 

can be seen when he reminds Stella that 

by marrying her he has ‘pulled her down 

off [the] columns’ of Belle Reve, forcibly 

bringing her down to his level. Blanche calls 

Stanley the ‘survivor of the stone age’, and 

the primitive motif can be traced from the 

opening scene of the play, where Stanley, 

the hunter gatherer, ‘heaves’ the ‘red 

stained’ meat package at Stella, to its finale, 

where expressionistic devices such as ‘the 

inhuman jungle voices’ amplify Stanley’s 

savage attack on Blanche. New America, 

though to some extent a more tolerant 

land of opportunity, is largely portrayed as 

intellectually and ethically regressive.

The Triumph of the New 
American
The transfer of power from the old culture 

to the new begins from the second scene 

of the play where Blanche relinquishes 

the legal documents relating to the loss of 

Belle Reve to Stanley’s ‘big, capable hands’. 

Dispossessed of any property of her own, 

Blanche becomes increasingly marginalised 

in Stanley’s ‘territory’ at Elysian Fields, 

and her frequent retreats to the bathroom 

testify to her isolation and alienation in 

a household where she is not welcome. 

Finally, she takes refuge in an inner world 

of fantasy, but even this is invaded and 

torn apart by Stanley who exposes it as 

mere ‘lies and conceit and tricks’, bringing 

about her mental breakdown. In the last 

scene of the play, every trace of Blanche’s 

attempt to hold on to the romance of her 

old world is purged by Stanley as he ‘seizes 

the paper lantern, tearing it off the light 

bulb’. With the intruder safely dispatched 

to the asylum, the inhabitants of the new 

world are left united, returning to the 

poker game where 

Stanley, the master player and Darwinian survivor, 
controls all.

Leonard Quirino,’The Cards Indicate a Voyage on A 
Streetcar Named Desire

Gabi Reigh teaches English at Farnborough 
College.
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How often do you notice language, I mean 

really notice it? And when you do notice it, 

what kinds of things make you notice it? 

Perhaps it’s because someone has irritated 

you by omitting to say sorry or thanks. 

Maybe someone adopts a particular tone 

that you think sounds patronising. It could 

be because you yourself are struggling to 

put your thoughts into words? Or maybe 

you see something written in a strange 

way on a public sign. Essentially, we pay 

most attention to things when they become 

relevant to us. For example, if you’re looking 

to get a new pair of trainers you’ll probably 

find yourself paying more attention to the 

trainers other people are wearing. If you’re 

working on a gender project in, say, sociology, 

you will find yourself paying attention to 

whether your female and male friends do 

things differently. And if you happen to be 

a linguist, particularly one who’s interested 

in social interaction, you’ll pay attention 

to the everyday language phenomena you 

encounter anywhere you are in the world. 

From Noticing to Collecting
Noticing is only the starting point. It’s what 

you do next that matters. Friends of linguists 

often look on in bemusement when we stop 

midway through whatever we’re doing at 

the time to collect something. Even the most 

mundane piece of communication can raise 

questions about themes that go well beyond 

the ‘text’ itself and lead to understandings not 

only about the language that surrounds us 

but about how and why people communicate 

in the ways they do. For example, we 

might note down a fragment of overheard 

conversation, or stop and take a picture of a 

small ad in a newsagent’s window or hang 

on to an old newspaper found behind the 

wallpaper when redecorating a house. The 

old newspaper might tell us something about 

how language use changes over time. The 

small ad might be written in an unfamiliar 

language which could tell us something about 

the movement of people and the overheard 

conversation might provide an example of 

current youth usage. 

Language Questions and 
Linguistics Answers – the Case 
of the ‘Polite Notice’
So now let’s do a bit of linguistics based 

around a language phenomenon that I 

noticed when queuing for some stamps 

in my local Post Office. Luckily I had my 

smartphone with me (an essential tool for 

linguists to record bits of everyday language 

phenomena they come across) so was able 

to take a photo of it as a reminder and 

as evidence of the phenomenon that it 

represented to me (Fig 1). Other customers 

were curious as to why I took the photograph 

and you might be too. What is it about this 

seemingly ordinary sign asking customers 

to pay for their cards and envelopes before 

they hand them in for posting that made me 

think it special enough to record? The answer 

is that by using the heading, ‘Polite Notice’, 

the people who made it were positioning 

it as a very particular kind of sign with a 

particular kind of status within a particular 

kind of context, promoting a particular kind 

of message for a particular kind of purpose. 

In other words, they were labelling it as 

belonging to what we might call the ‘polite 

notice’ genre, which, like all genres, fosters 

expectations of what it should look like, what 

it’s for and what it’s supposed to do. What 

made me notice this particular ‘polite notice’ 

was that it didn’t conform to my expectations 

of the genre. It didn’t fit with what I imagine 

when I think of a ‘polite notice’ like the 

one in Figure 2 (overleaf) which is a perfect 

example of the genre. 

Same but Different
By juxtaposing the two versions, it becomes 

clear that the Post Office sign promotes a very 

different kind of message compared with 

the sign on the railings. It draws on a very 

different set of visual and linguistic resources 

compared to the more classic version in the 

second picture. What makes the difference is 

not in the core aim of each – they both seek 

to regulate other people’s behaviour – but 

in the way they seek to achieve this, and 

in order to understand how and why this 

might be the case you would need to analyse 

them more closely. 

One way to approach it is by thinking 

about how the context (place, participants, 

Everyday 
Linguistics

Noticing, Collecting and Analysing 
Language
If you’ve just started studying AS or A Level English 
Language, you’re at the beginning of a course that 
will change the way you think about the language 
that is all around you. Linguist Dr Fiona English 
shows how the smallest things, like public notices, 
can become fascinating bits of data for investigation.

Fig 1
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purpose) affects the design of the text under 

investigation and how the design choices 

produce the desired meanings. In the ‘railings’ 

sign (Fig 2), the anonymity of addresser (the 

sign setter) and addressee (e.g. the cyclist 

seeking to leave their bike) is both reflected 

in and promoted by the impersonal language 

used with its passive, agentless verb forms 

and the bland off-the-peg design. And what 

are we to make of the uncompromising 

‘without further notice’? This seems to 

have been borrowed wholesale from legally 

binding, regulatory documents such as final 

demands for unpaid bills. All these choices 

give the message a tone of legitimacy even 

though the exact authority of such notices 

is not entirely clear. This contrasts strongly 

with the approach adopted in the Post Office 

where both the staff and the customers are 

both present and visible. The more intimate 

environment of the Post Office, at least in 

comparison to a public highway, is reflected 

in the amateur homemade sign with its 

decorative elements. The language choices 

the Post Office staff have made in composing 

their message urging the customers to ‘pay’ is 

mitigated by the use of ‘please’ to make the 

demand sound more like a request. There 

is no described punitive element, unlike the 

railings sign, and there is no obvious attempt 

to sound official. Legitimacy, in the case of 

the Post Office sign is taken for granted – it 

is understood that people should pay for 

things before using them – whereas out on 

the street, where railings are often fair game 

for cyclists to attach their bikes to, a more 

authoritative tone might be thought to be 

more effective.

There are many other questions we could 

have explored from the starting point of the 

case of the ‘polite notice’. For instance, we 

could have developed a discussion about 

register, the way we adjust our language 

choices to suit a given situation – formal and 

informal language. We could have looked 

at the notion of politeness and how it’s 

reflected in language and other forms of 

communication. We could have considered 

cultural norms and behaviours in 

connection with the making of requests or 

demands and whether these travel effectively 

across cultures or even generations. As 

pointed out, noticing is only the start.

So What’s Polite about a Polite 
Notice?
The question about what is polite about a 

polite notice has not been answered. Perhaps 

the ‘polite notice’ is used to reflect a sense 

of annoyance, of being fed up with certain 

behaviours by other people that have a 

negative impact on you. Perhaps, after all, 

the ‘polite notice’ is polite in the sense of 

‘considerate’, asking others to be considerate 

for your benefit rather than being necessarily 

considerate yourself! However, as the final 

picture shows (Fig 3), when language travels, 

meanings and uses may alter. Like the Post 

Office sign, this one really does mean to be 

polite, but unlike the Post Office sign, doing 

what it tells you to do is more for the benefit 

of the reader of the sign than the writer. It 

was stuck onto the door leading to a small 

balcony on the fifteenth floor of a hotel in 

Tashkent and was advising guests not to lock 

themselves out. Luckily we noticed it first 

from the perspective of a hotel guest and only 

secondly from that of a linguist!

Linguistics Everyday
We use language all the time but we tend 

to take it for granted, only noticing it when 

there’s some kind of a problem, as I pointed 

out right at the beginning of this article. The 

case study used in this discussion has, I hope, 

shown that even the most mundane things 

can lead to thinking about how language 

works, how the choices we make, even small 

shifts in grammar, affect the meanings we 

produce. With just a little bit of linguistic 

knowledge, everyone can do linguistics. In 

fact, you probably do linguistics without 

realising that that’s what you’re doing – even 

at school. When in History you analyse 

different accounts of the same event to see 

how bias can enter historical understanding 

you are actually doing what, in linguistics, 

is called discourse analysis. When in 

physics or biology you learn the meanings 

and uses of certain specific terms you are 

becoming a member of a particular discourse 

community where everyone speaks the 

same ‘language’ – often considered as jargon 

by those outside that community. When 

you need to ask a teacher for an extension 

on some coursework you probably don’t 

just blurt out ‘Give me an extension!’ you 

think about how you might best say it to get 

the outcome you want. In other words, you 

would be thinking about what in linguistics is 

known as register, that is, taking account of 

who you’re talking to, where and why. This 

is precisely the point that Professor Michael 

Halliday made during a student conference in 

Belfast in 2011 when he said, 

Linguistics is everywhere because language is 
everywhere. 

Now it’s up to you to go out and find it!

Dr Fiona English is a Visiting Fellow at the Centre 
for Multimodal Research, Department of Culture, 
Media and Communication, Institute of Education.
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Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales is 

undoubtedly a masterpiece, yet it is also 

an unfinished and fragmentary work-in-

progress. General Prologue envisages a grand 

plan, with each of the pilgrims telling two 

tales on the way to Canterbury and two 

tales on the way back in Harry Bailey’s 

story-telling competition. But when 

Chaucer died in February 1400 he was a 

long way from finishing this project, if he 

ever intended to finish it at all.

Most of the extant tales were complete 

and connected both to their teller and to a 

point on the pilgrimage by prologues and 

epilogues. But some tales are interrupted by 

other pilgrims within the fictional world of 

the Tales and hence exist ‘unfinished’ (for 

example Chaucer’s own Tale of Sir Thopas, 

the Monk’s Tale and the Squire’s Tale) and 

one, the Cook’s Tale, was left unfinished 

in actuality. One narrative, the Canon’s 

Yeoman’s Tale, is told by a character who 

doesn’t appear in the General Prologue, 

whilst another, the Nun’s Priest’s Tale, is told 

by a character barely mentioned in it. So 

although the Canterbury Tales is indeed one 

of the foundations of English literature, 

it is also one of its more provisional in-

progress experiments.

Chaucer’s Twin Experiments
We know from references Chaucer made in 

his other works that he wrote the narratives 

which we now call the Knight’s Tale and 

the Second Nun’s Tale before he started 

work on the Canterbury Tales framework 

(i.e. the narrative frame created by the 

General Prologue describing the various 

pilgrims and the start of the journey, as 

well as the various link passages, prologues 

and epilogues which create the fiction of 

stories told by a group of pilgrims on the 

road). Having come up with this structure, 

Chaucer was in the process of incorporating 

pre-existing stories into this new work.

An Experiment in

ManeresChaucer’s 
Merchant’s Tale

Dr Jenni Nuttall, Oxford 
lecturer and blogger 
under the name of 
‘Stylisticienne’, argues 
that the Merchant’s Tale 
was in many respects 
an experiment, both 
in terms of its position 
in the overall structure 
of the Canterbury 
Tales and in the way 
it plays with generic 
conventions, making 
unusual, entertaining 
and sometimes 
rather baffling use of 
incongruous styles. 
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Research into the surviving medieval 

manuscripts of the Tales shows that Chaucer 

re-allocated some tales from one pilgrim 

to another, and also that he revised and 

changed some of the stories as he worked 

on the Tales project. It may also therefore be 

the case that Chaucer wrote the narrative 

which we now call the Merchant’s Tale 

before he had decided who would ‘tell’ 

the story of January and May. Moreover, 

though he composed a prologue (in which 

the Merchant describes his own unhappy 

marriage) and an epilogue (in which Harry 

Bailey, the innkeeper in charge of the 

storytelling contest, discusses the behaviour 

of his own wife), it may be that Chaucer 

had not yet revised the narrative much to 

take account of the allocation of this tale 

to the character of the Merchant. This may 

explain some of the unexpected shifts in 

tone, voice and point of view in the Tale.

Chaucer, it seems, was engaged in two 

sorts of literary experiments at once. He 

experimented with a narrative framework 

in which different tellers were allocated to 

particular stories, allowing us to interpret 

each story in the light of the teller’s fictional 

identity. This framework also allows us to 

see one story as being told in response to 

another, building into an ongoing debate 

(for example, the collection of tales often 

called the ‘Marriage Group’). In some cases 

Chaucer wrote autobiographical prologues 

(such as those of the Wife of Bath and 

Pardoner, both of them stereotypes brought 

to life and individualised) in which much 

is exposed about their respective narrator’s 

psychology. But Chaucer had already 

begun another experiment, this one trying 

out different types of literary style within 

different types of narratives. The Canterbury 

Tales is rightly famous for bringing together 

many different genres (for example fabliau, 

romance, moral exemplum, and beast 

fables) in its collection of stories. Yet its 

individual narratives are also experiments 

within genres, exploring the effects of 

contaminating one genre or subject-matter 

with styles of narration from another.

An Unconventional Fabliau
The narrative we now call the Merchant’s 

Tale contains characters and events 

familiar from the world of fabliau (short 

comic narratives popular in the Middle 

Ages). There is a young maid, an amorous 

squire, an old husband, as well as sexual 

desire and behaviours of various kinds 

which might seem shocking in the 

context of conventional morality. Yet 

it also has features not usually found 

in the conventions of the fabliau genre. 

Mythological gods and goddesses like 

Venus, Pluto and Proserpina seem to 

inhabit the same fictional reality as this 

Italian knight and his household, and we 

would not usually expect to meet gods 

and goddesses in a fabliau. We are both 

entertained and disoriented by the seeming 

mismatch between what we expect of a 

fabliau and what we get in the story, and 

between what is being narrated and how it is 

being narrated.

Different Maneres
Especially in the second half of the Tale, 

there are many potential discrepancies 

between the events which are being 

recounted and their representation, either 

in what the characters say about their 

actions, or in how the narrating voice 

represents or describes the events, or in 

the comments which the narrating voice 

interjects into his own narrative. Before 

he makes an address to Damian the squire, 

the narrating voice announces that he will 

speak to him ‘in this manere’ (l.656). This 

announcement signals that a particular 

manere, a particular convention or style of 

writing, will be used.

In this case the manere is an apostrophe 

(meaning literally the turning away of 

speech from one audience to another). Here 

the narrating voice turns away from telling 

the story to a collective audience in order 

to address Damian in particular. Damian is 

apostrophised as if he is a lovesick courtly 

lover in a romance, the narrating voice’s 

questions highlighting the predicament 

of a lover who must love in secret. But 

is he a courtly lover? Do his actions, and 

the way those actions are presented in the 

story, ‘deserve’ this apostrophe? If not, why 

not? Why should one style be appropriate 

and another not?

The story is full of identifiably different 

maneres like this, often conventions of 

narrative and rhetoric which Chaucer’s 

readers would have recognised from the 

romances and dream-visions which he 

had written earlier in his career. January’s 

sudden blindness, for example, is cited 

by the narrating voice as an instance of 

how quickly good fortune can turn into 

misfortune. The narrating voice responds 
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with an exaggerated and histrionic 

apostrophe in which he laments Fortune’s 

ability to deceive us by making us believe 

that we will be able to keep our good 

fortune. Chaucer had used apostrophes 

like this in his earlier poem about an 

ill-fated love affair, Troilus and Criseyde. 

There are also examples of chronographia 

(a self-consciously poetic or rhetorical 

description of the passing of time) and also 

extraordinary comparisons in which things 

like the wedding feast or May’s appearance 

or January’s garden are said to supersede 

famous figures or notable instances in 

history, myth and literature.

Stylistic Ups and Downs
Stylistic effects such as these are 

entertaining – we recognise the funny 

combination of incongruous styles (rather 

like the 2014 film What We Do in the 

Shadows, in which a group of vampires are 

not presented in expected fashion, as in the 

Twilight Saga for example, but filmed in the 

style of a fly-on-the-wall documentary). 

And as well as being funny, this unexpected 

or defamiliarising combination can make us 

think. The Merchant’s Tale keeps us on our 

toes – we can never be sure where the style 

of the narrative will take us next.

Damian, for example, writes a love letter 

to May ‘In manere of a complainte or 

a lay’ (l.669), that is in the style of a 

fashionable love poem in complicated verse 

forms. Here the surprise is first elevation: 

Damian is much more cultivated than 

we might expect (especially given some 

of the crude descriptions of January’s 

lust and the bawdy nature of Damian’s 

behaviour in the pear tree). Later on May 

reads the letter and then rips it up and 

throws it into a toilet. She does this in 

practical terms in order to keep it secret, 

but the trajectory of the letter provides a 

good symbol for Chaucer’s stylistic play 

here. What is first unexpectedly elevated 

becomes suddenly polluted (in a very literal 

way!). Such a trajectory also leads us to 

consider what is more appropriate in this 

fictional world, that a lusty squire should 

write a poem, or that a poem should be 

flushed down the loo?

Chaucer’s Drama of Style
These discrepancies of style and content 

are often thought to be ironic in some 

way, whether this is irony directed at the 

Merchant by Chaucer or by the Merchant 

at the characters in his story. Likewise 

they are sometimes seen as satirical, using 

comedy to expose and emphasise these 

characters’ flaws and vices, and also perhaps 

the pretensions of those who cloak base 

desires in the trappings of courtly love. 

Yet these explanations don’t really capture 

quite the comedy and bafflement created 

by Chaucer’s mixture of styles. We are left 

to puzzle over whether the walled garden 

in which couples have al fresco sex can 

really be one of January’s ‘honeste thinges’ 

(l.816) or whether the language of the Song 

of Solomon alluded to in lines 929-32 can 

be rightly called ‘lewed wordes’ (l.937, i.e. 

words which are foolish, or ill-mannered, or 

even lascivious).

The shifting of styles and various 

discrepancies make even a consistent irony 

or satirical intention seem doubtful. Like 

January at the end of the story, who lets 

what he has seen in the pear tree ‘passe out 

of mind’ (l.1178), we are left doubting our 

own conceptions and judgements. Chaucer’s 

first experiment, his drama of style (as the 

title of C. David Benson’s 1986 book on the 

Canterbury Tales calls it), is, in the Merchant’s 

Tale, as important as his second experiment, 

the dramatic relationship between each 

teller and their tale.

Dr Jenni Nuttall is a Fellow and Lecturer in English, 
St Edmund Hall, University of Oxford.
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Lucy Webster, emagazine co-editor, introduces the 
methodology of stylistics as a way of understanding 
how meaning is created in literary texts, showing 
how it can enrich and extend one’s appreciation, 
rather than being coldly analytical. She uses 
a very short text by Ernest Hemingway to 
prove her point.

Exploring the 
language of literature

A stylistic analysis of a very short text

In 1925, the New York Times began its 

review of Ernest Hemingway’s In Our Time, 

a collection of very short stories, many 

barely more than 100 words, with the 

following comments:

Ernest Hemingway has a lean, pleasing, tough 
resilience. His language is fibrous and athletic, 
colloquial and fresh, hard and clean… Every 

syllable counts toward a stimulating, entrancing 
experience of magic. He looks out upon the world 
without prejudice or preconception and records 
with precision and economy, and an almost 
terrifying immediacy, exactly what he sees.

What the review from the New York Times 

is doing is trying to pin down for its readers 

what it is that makes Hemingway’s prose 

style so distinctive. The fact that the key 

elements of this early analysis are repeated 

down the years in reviews, academic criticism 

and the general shared understanding of 

readers suggests the reviewer did pretty well. 

Read the extract to any reasonably well-

read person and they’ll probably guess it’s 

describing Hemingway’s writing. 
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But what exactly is meant by these terms 

– lean, fibrous, athletic, hard, clean? 

What makes a piece of writing tough or 

athletic? Lean or resilient? On one level 

I know exactly what it means and think 

I’d be able to identify this style in a piece 

of prose: it wouldn’t be flowery or loose 

or overwritten. On the other hand, it all 

feels rather impressionistic and, of course, 

heavily gendered. Is there any way of 

moving beyond the big picture descriptive 

analysis of Hemingway’s prose style to 

something a bit more objective?

The academic discipline of stylistics – the 

linguistic analysis of literature – offers a 

way of understanding how writers create 

meaning and produce effects on the reader 

that seem to me to provide an extra rigour 

to underpin the more impressionistic ‘big 

picture’ thinking.

So What Is Stylistics?
Stylistics can provide you with a 

methodology – a tool – for analysing any 

text. Mick Short, Professor at Lancaster 

University and author of Exploring 

the Language of Poems, Plays and Prose, 

describes stylistics as 

The study of language in the service of literary 
ends.

Critics applying these methodologies 

start the process by making use of 

strategies such as counting the instances 

of particular word groups or types of 

words. Explained like this, it might seem 

a very cold way of approaching a text, 

a long way from personal response and 

engagement. It is systematic and analytical 

rather than impressionistic, but this data 

collection and analysis is only the first 

stage – the preparatory leg work, if you 

like – providing you with a solid basis for 

developing an interpretation. As Mick 

Short underlines, meaning is at the heart 

of the process. 

As it involves a very detailed analysis 

of the text, stylistics lends itself to short 

texts: complete poems or short stories, or 

extracts from longer texts – the opening 

and ending of a novel or two or three key 

moments, perhaps. 

… And What Does a Stylistics 
Analysis Involve?
Stylisticians subject the text to a detailed 

linguistic analysis, focusing on the writer’s 

lexis, both open class (nouns, verbs, 

adjectives and adverbs) and closed 

class (functional words such as pronouns, 

conjunctions and the indefinite/definite 

article). It can be helpful to rearrange the 

text, sentence by sentence, into a table, as 

in the example overleaf.

Applying a stylistics approach to a text 

means paying attention to instances of 

repetition, parallelism and deviation 

in the text. Repetition in a text might be 

at the level of words or sounds or images 

– the sort of things you might already 

be alert to when you read a text. But it 

could also be the repetition of identical 

or similar grammatical structures – a 

feature known as parallelism. Repetition 

and parallelism are both forms of pattern 

making. Deviation is all to do with 

breaking patterns or rules. Where the text 

breaks the rules of the language in which 

it is written, or the genre, or the typical 

style of the particular writer, it is known as 

external deviation. Where a pattern set 

up in a particular text is broken it is known 

as internal deviation. 

Once they’ve completed this initial 

analysis, stylisticians take a step back, to 

think about which of these observations 

it might be interesting to pursue in the 

interpretation of the text. What has the 

stylistics ‘tool’ revealed about the text? 

Back to Hemingway: a 
Practical Application
The example overleaf shows you my 

attempt to apply some of the approaches 

of stylistics to one of Hemingway’s 

short stories. 

Hemingway’s ‘text’ Interchapter 1 is 

taken from the collection In Our Time, 

Hemingway’s first collection of short 

stories published in 1925. How far 

does a stylistic analysis help in defining 

his style, unpicking what it is in the 

writing that creates the idea of a ‘hard’, 

‘tough’, ‘athletic’ style as described by so 

many reviewers.

The short story is presented here 

a sentence at a time, with each 

sentence numbered.

Interchapter 1

1. Everybody was drunk. 

2. The whole battery was drunk going along the 
road in the dark. 

3. We were going to Champagne. 

4. The Lieutenant kept riding his horse out into 
the fields and saying to him, ‘I’m drunk, I tell you, 
mon vieux. 

5. Oh, I am so soused.’ 

6. We went along the road all night in the dark 
and the adjutant kept riding up alongside my 
kitchen and saying, ‘You must put it out.

7. It is dangerous.

8. It will be observed.’ 

9. We were fifty kilometers from the front but the 
adjutant worried about the fire in my kitchen.

10. It was funny going along that road. 

11. That was when I was a kitchen corporal.
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Sentence Word 
count

Nouns Verbs Adjectives Adverbs Closed class

1 3 was drunk Everybody

2 12 Battery
Road
dark

Was
going

Whole
drunk

the
along 
the
In the

3 5 Champagne Were going We
to

4 17 Lieutenant
Horse
Fields
vieux

kept riding
saying
tell
am

drunk The 
out 
into
and
to him
you
Mon

5 4 ‘[I]m soused so Oh
[I]

6 26 Road
Night
Dark
Adjutant
kitchen

kept riding
Saying
must 
put [it] out

all
we 
along 
the
in 
the
and 
the
up alongside
my
and
you 
it 

7 3 is dangerous It

8 4 will be 
observed

It

9 16 Kilometers
Front
Adjutant
Fire
kitchen

Were worried We
From
The
But 
the
About 
the
In 
my

10 7 road was 
going

funny it
along
that

11 7 kitchen 
corporal

Was
was

That
When
I
a

a

about

adjutant

adjutant

all

along

along

along

alongside

am

and

and

and

battery

be

but

Champagne

corporal

dangerous

dark

dark

drunk

drunk

drunk

Everybody

fields

fifty

fire

from

front

funny

going

going

going

him

his

horse

I

I

I

I’m

in

in

in

into

is

it

It

It

It

kept

kept

kilometers

kitchen

kitchen

kitchen

Lieutenant

mon

must

my

my

night

observed

Oh

out

out

put

riding

riding

road

road

road

saying

saying

so

soused

tell

that

That

The

the

the

The  

the

the

the

the

the

the

the

the

the

to

to

up

vieux

was

was

was

was

was

We

We

We

went

were

were

when

whole

will

worried

You

you

The Preparation – Collecting the Data
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Notes on First Observations
• 111 words in total and even fewer unique 

words – a lot of repetition.

• Mainly monosyllabic, with a few 

polysyllabic words leaping out.

• A lot of closed class or functional words.

• Perhaps more adjectives than I 

might have expected (although 

three are repeated).

Notes on Word Classes – Open
• Dominated by nouns – these are the 

words which seem to be doing the work 

in this passage. 

• Characters named with their role/

rank within the army, as is the group 

as a whole: ‘battery’, ‘corporal’, 

‘adjutant’, ‘lieutenant’.

• Polysyllabic words – mainly the ranks by 

which the characters are identified, plus 

three of the nine adjectives (‘worried’, 

‘dangerous’, ‘funny’). These words do a 

lot of work in this short story, creating the 

context and highlighting the atmosphere 

of underlying tension and edginess.

• Only one adverb – ‘so’. Might suggest that 

it is the verbs which are adding the colour, 

but it isn’t (at least not conventionally). 

Verbs are very simple and limited, mainly 

forms of ‘to be’ and ‘to go’.

• Nine adjectives – but three of them are 

the same word – ‘drunk’. The longest 

sentence (26 words), right in the middle 

of the text, has no adjectives, yet it creates 

a vivid visual picture. (Some people 

might consider ‘all’ modifying ‘night’ to 

be an indefinite adjective rather than a 

determiner.) This vividness is achieved 

partly through the nouns (‘the dark’, 

‘night’) and through the way Hemingway 

has used the ‘ing’ form of the verb 

(‘riding’ and ‘saying’) and the determiner 

‘all’ to convey the passage of time and the 

repeated actions of the lieutenant.
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Word Classes – Closed
• Almost half the words (51) are closed 

class or function words. The emphasis 

on pronouns ‘We’ and ‘It’ is consistent 

with the use of ranks as names. We might 

expect this to give the text a general, 

even universal, feel. But the text actually 

feels very particular (as well as peculiar) 

– as though we know the lieutenant 

and the adjutant. 

• The particularity might in part be due to 

something as simple as the use of ‘the’ 

(11 times) rather than ‘a’ (used once). 

But could also be through the use of 

dialogue (see repetition, parallelism and 

deviation below). 

Notes on Repetition, 
Parallelism, Deviation
• There is a limited number of unique 

words, with lots of repetition – sometimes 

the same word plays a different 

function in the sentence (e.g. ‘kitchen’ 

as main noun in lines 6 and 9 and as a 

noun modifying ‘corporal’ in line 11) 

contributes to the pared back, functional 

tone of the piece.

• Sentence structure in adjutant’s dialogue 

is simple to the point of being stilted, 

echoing a children’s ‘learn to read’ book:
You must put it out.
It is dangerous.
It will be observed.

• The lieutenant’s speech is markedly 

different. The slang ‘mon vieux’ and 

‘soused’ and the exclamation ‘Oh’ in his 

dialogue stand out as deviant, but so too 

does the grammatical structure, with its 

embedded clause ‘I tell you’, creating a 

sense of looseness in his speech.

• The adjutant’s quoted speech also 

contrasts with the narrator’s compound 

sentences and the use of parallelism in 

‘kept riding’, ‘was/were going’ and ‘along 

the/that road’. Together these create the 

sense of ongoing, repeated and relentless 

movement through the night. 

• Although the whole text is in the past 

tense (the dialogue in the present tense 

being foregrounded as a result), lines 10 

and 11 push it back into the more distant 

past. This is achieved through the simple 

shift from ‘along the road’, repeated in 

lines 2 and 6, to ‘along that road’ in line 

10 and the inversion of the syntax in line 

11 ‘That was when’.

Reflections
What is striking is how very few, mainly 

monosyllabic words can conjure up such a 

particular and peculiar scene. The scene is 

created not through the use of adjectives, 

adverbs, interesting or precise verbs or 

distinctive nouns. These are noticeable by 

their absence (Hemingway would not score 

many points for his use of ‘WOW’ words...). 

Rather it seems to me that it is his use of 

grammar which brings this snapshot to life: 

the parallel structures, the single deviation 

in the last line, the contrast of long 

compound sentences and simple (stilted) 

ones. In some ways the grammar might be 

described as the muscles and sinews of a 

language – which might suggest why the 

descriptive words we turn to when trying 

to pin down Hemingway’s style are ‘lean’, 

‘athletic’ and ‘fibrous’.

Lucy Webster is co-editor of emagazine.

• John Donne Lucy Webster,  

emagplus 68 April 2015

• Reading by Re-writing – Interfering 

with Texts Professor Rob Pope, 

emag 16 April 2002

• Exploring Inferences in Literary Texts 

– Billy Clark, emag 43, February 2009

• The Dynamics of Conversation – 

Discourse Analysis and Othello 

Richard Griffiths, emag 20, April 2003

• The Semantic Fields of Wuthering 

Heights David Kinder and Juliet 

Harrison, emag 14, December 2001

emag web archive

emagClips

• 10 brand new emagclips with 

Professor Elena Semino introducing 

stylistics, with short examples, both 

literary and non-literary.
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Adapting Literature for Film
Just as readers interpret books differently, so do filmmakers, foregrounding 
different ideas, angles or ways of thinking about character. Using three 
different examples, The Handmaid’s Tale, We Need to Talk about Kevin and The 
Great Gatsby, Tionee Joseph discusses how and why some texts are more 
richly open to adaptation than others.
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The Handmaid’s Tale 
Novel: Margaret Atwood, 1985 

Film: directed by Volker Schlöndorff, 1990

Young woman Kate/Offred (Natasha 

Richardson) attempts to escape the 

oppressive, patriarchal Republic 

of Gilead where fertile women are 

used as breeders for the survival of 

the human race. 

Atwood’s use of a first-person narrative 

enables the reader to connect to the 

protagonist Offred’s inner thoughts as she 

recounts her former life with her captured 

husband and daughter. Independent 

thought is banned in Gilead, and so lack of 

expression would be accurate representation 

of this dystopian world. However, there 

is so little speech and insight into the 

protagonist’s mind in the film that we are 

too distanced to emotionally invest. In the 

novel, Offred narrates in the present tense 

and describes how the past blends into her 

present. Language is a significant feature 

of Atwood’s novel: she describes Offred’s 

repressed feelings that become cravings for 

intimacy and love. Schlöndorff decides not 

to employ a voiceover which is not essential, 

but perhaps what could have been used to 

convey these powerful, sensory memories 

is an integration of very short flashbacks; 

familiar sounds, touches, and sights that 

disappear in seconds to give the audience the 

same transient feeling. 

Due to the style of writing, the structure 

of the narrative is non-linear; the order of 

events can be joined together as the narrator 

comes to them in her thought process. 

The film instead follows a chronological 

order, but because The Handmaid’s Tale is 

not plot-driven, the pacing may seem to be 

slow to the audience. Offred offers sufficient 

explanations for the new radical ideologies 

and politics of the future era so that it can 

be fully understood by the reader. However, 

incorporating this into the film would mean 

an overly long running time and too much 

explanation, another hindrance to the 

audience’s viewing experience. Richardson’s 

Kate has been criticised for being dense, but 

her character in the book is very opinionated 

about those around her. She analyses 

their behaviour, categorising them into 

believers and non-believers, trustworthy and 

treacherous. This includes her employer’s 

driver Nick – a possible spy – with whom 

she has a forbidden romance; this is not a 

main plot of the book, although the film 

maximises it for commerciality.

The novel’s ending is undoubtedly open- 

ended: 

Whether this is my end or a new beginning I have 
no way of knowing: I have given myself over into 
the hands of strangers because it can’t be helped. 
And so I step up, into the darkness within; or else 
the light.

As we are as unsure whom to trust as Offred 

is, we also have to decide on our own beliefs 

about what happens to her based on our 

interpretations of the novel so far. In spite 

of this, the film eliminates all uncertainty 

about Nick’s loyalty and Offred’s future. Nick 

helps her into hiding and in the final shot 

we see a pregnant Kate living in solitude 

in the mountains, with some hope that 

the current regime will be overthrown. 

Some would be grateful for this added 

closure which is absent from the book, yet 

others may consider this as unfaithful as 

it removes ambiguity – a central theme to 

the entire story. 

We Need to Talk about Kevin 
Novel: Lionel Shriver, 2001 

Film: Lynne Ramsay, 2011

Right from his birth, a reluctant mother 

(Tilda Swinton) struggles to love her son 

Kevin (Ezra Miller), who later becomes 

a mass killer. 

Symbolism is used frequently in Ramsay’s 

film through various film techniques 

that connect it to Shriver’s novel. This 

implies that it is essential to have prior 

knowledge of the novel in order to have 

a deeper understanding of the film. The 

film’s soundtrack is composed of distinctly 

American country music which juxtaposes 

with the scenes of horror, but is used 

ironically as readers will be familiar with 

Eva’s disdain of American culture. ‘Mother’s 

Last Words to Her Son’ by Washington 

Phillips with the lyrics, ‘you are leaving, 

my darling boy, you always have been your 

mother’s joy,’ is a notable recurring example. 

This choice of song also seems ironic given 

the protagonist’s strained relationship with 

her son, although this foreshadows the 

end of the narrative when Eva shows a 

willingness to accept Kevin back into her life. 

Furthermore, a mirroring technique Ramsay 

uses is also significant as Shriver insinuates 

how similar Kevin and Eva are, despite their 

ambivalent feelings towards each other: 

He was watching me and I was watching me, and 
under this dual scrutiny I felt doubly self-conscious 
and false. If I found our son’s visage too shrewd 
and contained, the same shifty mask of opacity 
stared back at me when I brushed my teeth.

Ramsay establishes this likeness at the 

start of the film by using a close-up shot 

of Eva washing her face in the sink which 

transitions into Kevin’s reflection in the 

water. Moreover, in the prison visit scenes, 

Swinton and Miller mimic each other’s 

body language at opposite ends of the 

frame, giving an impression of there being 

a mirror in between them. As we find out 

in the novel along with Eva, Kevin not only 

resembles her physically but she has also 

influenced his personality, opinions and 

ways of thinking. 

Another advantage of the film medium is 

the ability to depict changes in time, which is 

appropriate for We Need to Talk about Kevin as 
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Eva constantly shifts her narration of events 

from the present to the past throughout the 

novel. It is arguably easier to keep track of 

whether the older or younger Eva or Kevin 

is part of the action through signifiers such 

as costume, the actor’s age (in Kevin’s case) 

and haircut (in the case of Eva). These 

visual markers of time help us to align the 

characters’ feelings and behaviour at various 

points in the narrative. 

As the epistolary narrative is formed by 

Eva’s perspective of events, we only know 

the external Kevin: what he chooses to 

show and how Eva interprets it. It is up to 

us to decide whether she is deductive and 

right to be cynical about her child, or simply 

paranoid and guilty. Likewise, in the film we 

only see what Kevin is like on the outside, 

when he is presenting himself in front of his 

mother and his father differently. Ramsay 

decides not to tell his side of the story or 

to really get inside his mind. This is not 

necessarily a negative point; unlike in The 

Handmaid’s Tale we do not need to know his 

thoughts: to know them would eliminate the 

mystery of his character. 

The Great Gatsby
Novel: F. Scott Fitzgerald, 1925 

Film: Baz Luhrmann, 2013

Nick Carraway’s (Tobey Maguire) self-

made millionaire neighbour Jay Gatsby 

(Leonardo DiCaprio) resumes a doomed 

love affair with former girlfriend Daisy 

Buchanan (Carey Mulligan). 

Luhrmann decides to give the film a heavily 

stylised look by focusing on the visual aspects 

of the story using lavish sets, costumes 

and locations to connote the excess of the 

wealthy living in the 1920s. The effect 

created is almost dream-like, linking it to 

one of the novel’s main themes: aspiration 

towards the American Dream.

The Great Gatsby appeals because the reader 
enjoys voyeuristically peering in to view the lives of 
those who are ridiculed as being exotic, foolish and 
beguiled, and is grateful not to be a part of it.

Introduction to The Great Gatsby, Collins Classics 
edition.

At the beginning of the film Nick establishes 

the context of the story by narrating over 

clips of Wall Street brokers, stacks of money, 

parties, high-rise buildings and alcohol 

production. The montage editing captures 

the accelerated pace and the frenzied 

lifestyle, and in this way the experience 

of the Jazz Age can be conveyed in a 

short space of time. Although footage and 

newspaper clippings are constructed, editing 

effects make them look old and grainy, giving 

an impression of authenticity.

As well as keeping some elements true to 

the period, some are also given a modern 

update such as the jazz-inspired soundtrack 

including contemporary artists such as 

Beyoncé, Lana Del Rey, and Florence and 

the Machine. This soundtrack is probably not 

too unlike what a modern audience would 

hear during their usual film experience and 

by choosing these instead of purely 1920s 

music, Luhrmann prevents the audience 

from becoming too distanced from a story set 

almost a century ago. 

Through the medium of film, the audience 

can literally see through Nick’s eyes; the next 

step up from reading his account of what 

he sees. There are many sweeping overhead 

camera shots from the sky over the city 

and car chases that connote the whirlwind 

adventure that Nick is taken on. As he is 

drawn into Gatsby’s world, so are we. 

I was within, and without. Enchanted and repelled 
by the inexhaustible variety of life.

However, an issue with the novel’s narration 

is its reliability. Whilst Nick oversees most of 

the action, he is not with Gatsby all of the 

time and so we do not have a complete view 

of his life as we would with an omniscient 

third-person narrator. At these points, 

the film can have more freedom and is 

less restricted. During the scenes in which 

Gatsby and Daisy are alone, Luhrmann 

increases the passion and the intimacy of 

the affair, making it a conventional film 

of the romantic genre that an audience 

expects to see.

On the other hand, Nick is not just a 

bystander to all the action, he is part of it 

and has his own opinions that we find out 

in the novel and the film respectively. The 

film suitably uses a framing device; when we 

first meet Nick he is a recovering alcoholic, 

re-telling specific events to his doctor which 

implies the tragedy of Gatsby’s story and his 

involvement in it has left him psychologically 

damaged. Like Fitzgerald, Nick is a writer and 

the film acknowledges this by bringing the 

story back to the written form as he writes 

the account on a typewriter whilst he tells it. 

Sections of the dialogue are also shown on 

screen, and so it retains the visual style.

What Does this Reveal?
So why is all of this useful for an English 

student? The points raised in this article are 

examples of close-text analysis; a skill that 

demonstrates an ability to pick out smaller 

details of a text to show a more complete, 

overall understanding. When applied, it 

suggests active reading and an awareness 

of authorial intentions and context. Being 

able to argue for or against changes made 

through the process of adaptation shows 

critical engagement with the texts. When 

this leads to further exploration of other 

critical opinions, a more rounded argument 

can be created which is especially beneficial 

for writing essays, as it shows to markers 

that you can widen your interpretations of 

the primary text. So whatever you decide to 

read next or are assigned to read, if the film 

is also available to you, why not consider 

them both? You may find that one form of 

narrative works better than the other: that is 

now for you to explore. 

Tionee Joseph is a former A Level English 
Literature student. She is currently studying 
English Literature at De Montfort University and 
writing creatively in her spare time.
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A Student 
Perspective
Jenniah Brown recently 
completed his degree in 
English and American 
Literature at Kent 
University. emagazine 
asked him, in his final 
months at university, 
to reflect back on his 
journey from GCSE, 
through IB and on to 
a degree-level course, 
a path that some 
of you may well be 
taking yourselves.

A Bit about Me
Like many of you, I love words; whether 

heard out loud, painting a vivid image or 

used to document history. My passion for 

literature stems from this early adoration of 

words and language. Now in the final months 

of my English and American Literature degree 

at the University of Kent, a nostalgic glance 

backwards conjures up my GCSE classroom, 

where I was first inspired to pursue further 

academic study. 

The Journey Begins
Mr Tucker, my GCSE teacher, had created an 

unorthodox space for the exploration of the 

interaction between language and literature. 

I wasn’t wild about the poetry anthology, but 

seeing the potential of language to maintain 

suspense in Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr 

Hyde, or engage and evoke both sympathy 

and shock at the madness and corruption 

found in King Lear galvanised me to dig down 

into the crevices of language, exploring its use 

by others and searching for innovative ways 

in which to use it myself. Of course, at GCSE 

level this ambition still took second place 

to lunchtime banter, PlayStation 3 and field 

football frenzies. Nevertheless, the creative 

seed had begun to take root. 

College Course
The structured approach to English Literature 

in my IB course at college was rather different 

from both my GCSE experience and the more 

flexible engagement with literature found 

at degree level. Because specific literature is 

thrust upon you, rather than chosen by you, 

whether it be Shakespeare, Carol Ann Duffy 

or Kafka, the nature of advanced level study 

in the sixth form is inevitably more rigid and 

limiting than a degree course.

Nevertheless there were many highlights, 

of which the most memorable was studying 

Kafka’s The Metamorphosis – a key inspiration 

for me to study literature further. There 

were ordinary characters in extraordinary 

circumstances, debates on translation, Kafka’s 

strained relationship with his father and his 

personal alienation from conflicting cultures. 

Studying literature is not just about reading; 

it’s about these moments where language 

intersects with culture to shape and create 

history. For me, this is when it becomes most 

fascinating, relevant and meaningful.

A Level (or Baccalaureate) English study 

has many benefits, especially if you are 

considering further study at degree level but 

also if you are not. Having analytical as well as 

written communication skills is highly prized 

by employers, and the structured framework 

of sixth form studies in English really helps 

you to hone these skills. In addition, these 

underpinning skills make degree level 

English studies much more manageable, 

when you find yourself having to study 

more independently! There is a plethora of 

books, journals and articles that you will be 

expected to read and you will need to have 

both the confidence to approach these and 

comprehension skills to grasp the key ideas.

From GCSE 
to Degree
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Degree Level English: How 
Does It Work?
University English Literature operates in a 

completely different way to English at school 

or college. No more classrooms, detentions or 

strictly defined curriculum. In most university 

courses these days you have many modules 

to choose from, and this means you can 

select individual units based on personal 

preferences. Most universities have some 

compulsory core modules over the course, 

but the majority of the content studied is 

chosen by you. 

Because of this, it’s a very good idea to check 

the modules offered by different universities 

in advance, as the content covered could 

well determine how much you enjoy your 

course. Some of the modules offered at 

Kent range from ‘The Literature of Terror’, 

‘Modern Experimentation’ (Modernism) and 

‘Postcolonial Writing’, to abstract concepts 

like ‘The Unknown’ or ‘The Stranger’. 

Within modules you can have different 

critical approaches, different perspectives to 

apply to a text that allow you to read it in 

multiple ways, such as Feminist approaches, 

Psychoanalytical approaches or even Reader-

Response theories which focus on the 

experience of the reader. My point is that 

there will be a module for you, as well as 

multiple ways of engaging with that module, 

which will make the lectures, seminars and 

research projects interesting and stimulating.

Lectures, Seminars, Research 
Projects … Huh?
Many universities involve students in research 

projects. These are not just long written 

assignments but include individual and group 

presentations as well. These tasks require 

the skills learnt at A Level and developed at 

university, most notably research, analytical 

and communicative skills. They can be 

a challenge to plan out and organise for 

yourself, but they are also a good opportunity 

to showcase your skill and passion for your 

subject. A lot of projects can be co-ordinated 

by you if you speak to your seminar leader or 

lecturer, so again degree flexibility gives you 

choice and a chance to do much more than 

the minimum, to make the course your own.

Lectures are an introductory backdrop to 

the material that you’re studying. They are 

delivered by experts on the topic, at times by 

lecturers or professors in the field, although 

sometimes by a postgraduate student with 

a particular expertise in the subject. The 

lecturer covers a range of information about 

the material studied, and this may trigger off 

an interest you never knew you had before. 

Lectures can be enjoyable and insightful, but 

my personal preference is the seminar room.

Seminars
All of this information from lectures gets 

channelled in seminar discussions, where 

everybody can share their opinions on a text, 

contribute additional information or give 

a whacky new perspective on the material 

being studied. Imagine the conversations 

when 15 students discuss topics like race, 

gender, the power struggle of ‘the East’ 

against ‘the West’, African narratives that use 

English writing to subvert colonial power 

structures, or texts that play on the cultural 

and religious tensions of 9/11. It is highly 

enriching to be with other students who 

have picked similar modules to you – you 

all want to talk, you share interests and you 

want to do well.

Last Words
Degree-level English Literature is invigorating 

and definitely worthwhile if you enjoy 

reading and experiencing the world through 

a variety of perspectives. Choose the right 

university, a course with interesting modules, 

work hard and the rest will fall into place. 

All the best to those that decide to take this 

route. I hope your university experience is as 

exciting and rewarding as mine has been! 

Jenniah Brown has just completed his degree at 
the University of Kent.

• Why do English at University? 

Professor Rick Rylance, emag 37,  

September 2007

• Ten Tips for your H.E. Interview 

for Eng Lit Barbara Bleiman, emag 

22, December 2003

• What to Expect from English 

Literature at University Dr Siobhan 

Holland, emag 24, April 2004

• Studying English Language at 

University Lizzie Wilkinson, emag 54,  

December 2011
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Speak the Verse
Malcolm Hebron 
argues that there’s no 
substitute for reading 
Shakespeare’s speeches 
out loud to get a feel 
for his use of language 
and verse forms. And 
it’s not just the quality 
of the language that 
is revealed but also 
the way in which 
meaning is developed 
through sound, with 
emphasis on particular 
images or words.

A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream
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If we are going to get a feel for Shakespeare 

from the inside we also need some practical 

experience in delivering his speeches, since, 

as everyone knows, his plays were written 

for the stage not the classroom. Recently I 

had the opportunity to direct A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream and found that throughout 

the rehearsal process I was learning about 

Shakespeare’s technique in a new and 

refreshing way. This piece is really a write-

up of that experience.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is usually dated 

to about 1595, which is about when Romeo 

and Juliet and Richard II were written. 

Considering these plays together, we find 

a particular interest in a variety of verse 

forms – strong use of couplets, the shared 

sonnet of Romeo and Juliet – and a liking for 

‘standalone’ speeches, apparently designed 

as virtuoso displays. Titania’s ‘Forgeries 

of jealousy’ speech, Helena on friendship 

and Theseus on dreams: these are feasts of 

Renaissance writing, meant to be enjoyed 

for their qualities of sound, their tapestries 

of beautiful images and diverse poetic 

devices – all of them conveying very precise 

thoughts and emotional registers. It is a 

challenge to deliver such language to a 

modern audience with a taste for naturalism 

and understatement, and any production 

has somehow to negotiate between the 

heightened world of Renaissance art and 

the more realistic domain of contemporary 

taste. Lofty declamation will not work 

today; but nor will pretending that the lines 

are from an EastEnders script, with all the 

abrupt changes in pace, tense whispers and 

heavy pauses that are the staple of modern 

dramatic delivery.

A Speech by Titania
Here is the opening of Titania’s ‘These are 

the forgeries of jealousy’ speech. She has 

just encountered the Fairy King Oberon 

and they have helpfully summarised their 

quarrel: Oberon wants Titania’s little 

changeling boy to be his ‘henchman’ 

and she doesn’t want to part with him. 

Oddly, the changeling boy never even 

appears in the play; the important thing 

is that the harmony between the fairy 

monarchs is ruptured, leading to discord 

everywhere else.

These are the forgeries of jealousy:
And never since the middle summer’s spring
Met we on hill, in dale, forest, or mead,
Or in the beachèd margent of the sea
To dance our ringlets to the whistling wind,
But with thy brawls thou hast disturbed our sport.

What is most noticeable here is the imagery: 

the audience needs to imagine fairies 

dancing in the landscape and by the sea 

(‘ringlets’ in fact means a circular dance). 

This will not happen unless the actor 

playing Titania really vividly imagines the 

scenes too: the moment a speech becomes 

an uncontemplated stream of words then 

it will die. Remarkable, this simple device 

– the actor intensely ‘seeing’ the pictures 

– can solve many technical questions of 

delivery. The bouncing rhythm of that 

monosyllabic third line should come over 

naturally if one is really feeling a dance 

from the inside. The images themselves are 

delivered with a cornucopia of language 

which the actor needs to relish: varieties of 

word length (from ‘forgeries of jealousy’ 

to ‘on hill’, ‘in dale’), and a range of 

sounds which suit the action, from the soft 

alliterations of ‘middle summer’s spring’ to 

the harsher ‘brawls [...] disturbed’ marking 

Oberon’s interruption of their revels. There 

is a variety of tone, as Titania’s reverie of 

the dance turns to the bitter accusation of 

the suspended statement which concludes 

the sentence. The lines follow an emotional 

journey from fond reminiscence to angry 

attack (another Renaissance touch we may 

lose today is the disrespect implied by the 

familiar pronoun ‘thy [...] thou’). 

A Line in a Breath?
Pace and volume are qualities that need 

thought, too. The director Peter Hall 

holds that as a general rule each line in 

Shakespeare should be delivered in a 

breath: ten syllables is about the limit of 

what can comfortably be spoken before 

more lung power is needed. It is vital to 

give all the sounds their full value – the 

assonance of ‘mead’/’beach’/’sea’ and 

half-rhyming ‘ringlets’/’whistling’/’wind’ 
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need to be fully enunciated, for example. 

Furthermore, we notice time and again 

that important words and ideas are held 

until the end of the line: read down the 

right-hand side of the lines and we find 

key ideas, each sustained with a long 

vowel or consonant cluster (‘wind’, 

‘sport’) which again demands a certain 

time. What evidence we have suggests 

that Shakespeare’s actors went at quite a 

rate, but brisk delivery of a speech need 

not mean losing the sound quality at any 

particular point. One way of looking at 

iambic pentameter is as a way of helping 

the actor to manage all this. It is not a 

straitjacket but a source of energy and a 

guide to meaning and emphasis. Let us look 

at the next few lines:

Therefore the winds, piping to us in vain,
As in revenge have sucked up from the sea
Contagious fogs; which, falling in the land,
Hath every pelting river made so proud
That they have overborne their continents.

First we need to pause and check the 

meaning: because of the argument 

between the fairy King and Queen, the 

weather is in disarray. Winds have carried 

pestilential (‘Contagious’) fogs from the 

sea which have fallen as a kind of dirty 

rain and made rivers run over their banks 

(‘continents’; ‘pelting’ actually means 

‘paltry’ but I can’t resist it in its modern 

sense, giving an image of a river rushing at 

full pelt!). Once again, the verse carries a 

vivid image which has a strong emotional 

resonance – especially if we imagine 

ourselves living in an early modern rural 

economy, utterly dependent on the land 

for our sustenance. The verse helps the 

performer and reader to bring out the vital 

words, all of which should be savoured: 

Revenge [...] sucked [...] sea [...] Contagious fogs.

And the chain of stresses also brings out 

the pattern of sound: note how vain is 

reshaped in ‘revenge’, ‘fogs’ alliterates with 

‘falling’, carrying one idea onto the next, 

and ‘continents’ echoes ‘contagious’. The 

over-brimming rivers are described with 

suitably long, heavy words: ‘overborne 

their continents’, the deep ‘o’ vowels 

helping us to imagine this vast soggy mass. 

Thus, within the frame of the blank verse 

line all sorts of variations of sound and 

pace are made possible: there is a creative 

tension between a regular underlying 

metre and the supple, shifting dance of 

the surface text. The whole passage here is 

clearly tragic, marking a contrast with the 

earlier nostalgic description of fairy dances.

A Physical and Verbal Act
Renaissance dramatic language is in part 

an answer to a technical problem: with so 

little scenery to see on stage, the audience 

has to see it in their mind’s eye (‘Let us 

on your imaginary forces work’, as the 

Chorus says in Henry V). With or without 

the movement and choreography that 

a director might choose to include, we 
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should always remember that a dramatic 

speech is as much a physical as a verbal act.

There is, of course, much more to be said 

about Shakespeare’s verse on stage and 

page. The resources below, from theatre 

practitioners, are recommended for more 

detailed analysis and guidance. One of the 

most suggestive things I have come across 

recently is the work of David and Ben 

Crystal on Shakespeare’s pronunciation. 

This helpfully drains the writing of the 

‘posh’ southern England sounds we 

tend to associate it with today and gives 

something earthier and gutsier. But that 

is another story…

Recommended Reading
RSC, Shakespeare’s Language resource: 

http://www.rsc.org.uk/education/

resources/shakespeares-language.aspx

Barton, J. 2009. Playing Shakespeare 

(and DVD). Methuen.

Block, G. 2013. Speaking the Speech: 

An Actor’s Guide to Shakespeare. 

Nick Hern Books.

Hall, P. 2009. Shakespeare’s Advice to the 

Players. Oberon Books.

Malcolm Hebron is an English teacher and Head of 
Drama at Winchester College.

• A Midsummer Night’s Dream – Patterns 

of Patriarchy Emma Kirby, emag 

61, September 2013

• Shakespeare as Dramatist – an Actor’s 

Insight into Shakespeare’s Language 

Simon Bubb, emag 67, February 2015

• The Rhythm of Life – the Iamb – 

Simon Mold, emag 32 April 2006

emag web archive

emagClips

• Andrew Dixon on Shakespeare.
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Looking Under the 
Surface
Are we more or less 
sexist in our talk 
than we used to be? 
Robbie Love and Claire 
Dembry, researchers at 
Lancaster University and 
Cambridge University 
Press, have been 
collecting a huge corpus 
of real-life conversation 
to find proof of whether, 
and how, language 
about men and women, 
in everyday talk, has 
changed over time.

Language and Sexism
But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp 
authority over the man, but to be in silence

Sexism, or gender inequality, is 

something that has occurred in every corner 

of society throughout history. The evidence 

of this in written language isn’t hard to 

come by. The above quote comes from 1 

Timothy in the New Testament of the Bible. 

If we skip forward to the time of William 

Shakespeare, the action in works such as 

The Taming of the Shrew plays upon gender 

inequality to a great extent.

While things have changed greatly since 

then, if we put old texts like these aside, 

we can still see evidence of sexism in 

modern-day British society. There’s still 

a considerable pay gap between men 

Sexism
in Spoken English
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and women in the workplace; women 

are much more likely than men to be 

objectified in the media; and the recent 

rise of ‘lad culture’ threatens to slow down 

progress for equality.

In recent years, several campaigns have 

been formed to tackle discrimination against 

women, such as the Everyday Sexism 

Project and No More Page 3 in the UK 

and the global campaign He for She. While 

these campaigns have gained widespread 

public support, it’s difficult to tell on a 

day-by-day basis whether or not sexism is 

decreasing – especially for those who may in 

casual speech say something sexist without 

realising its potential to hurt.

At Lancaster University and Cambridge 

University Press, we’re working together 

to gather a huge collection of real life, 

casual conversations among speakers of 

British English, called the Spoken British 

National Corpus 2014 (a corpus is simply 

the name for a large collection of language). 

Among many other things, we hope to use 

this corpus to track how language about 

men and women has changed over time.

The Spoken British National 
Corpus 2014
When completed, the Spoken British 

National Corpus 2014 will be the largest 

and most comprehensive modern collection 

of British English speech ever collected. 

We’ve been encouraging contributors from 

all over the UK to record their normal, 

everyday conversations with friends and 

family and send them to us. We’ll then 

listen to, transcribe and anonymise these 

recordings so they can be collated into 

one huge collection. The whole collection, 

once finished, will then be made publicly 

available for researchers and academics to 

use in their studies.

Our project aims to capture an accurate 

representation of the UK today – the way 

people talk and, importantly, how people 

talk about all kinds of topics – this means 

trying to gather recordings from people of 

different regions, ages and backgrounds, 

who speak in a range of accents and dialects 

about a wide variety of things. 

Our innovative method for collecting 

recordings reflects how heavily we use 

technology in all of our lives. We want 

people to make recordings wherever and 

whenever is convenient to them by using 

whatever recording equipment they have 

available – usually smartphones, but 

sometimes tablets or laptops. So far we’ve 

found that this has produced excellent 

results. We’ve received recordings made 

in a wide range of settings – in cafes, in 

pubs and bars, during journeys, in beauty 

treatment rooms and in museums. We’ve 

also gathered a hugely eclectic range of 

topics – some highlights include: chips, 

drugs, yoga, mosquitoes, smoking, vegan 

food, Genghis Khan, recycling, cats, bin 

men, and horses! 

How Words Relating to Gender 
Have Changed over Time
In our work so far, we’ve had more than 

350 people contribute to conversations 

which, after being transcribed, equate 

to more than four million words of text. 

And though the finished corpus will be 

even bigger, we’re already using what 

we have so far to start finding out about 

how language about men and women 

has changed over time. We can do this 

because a very similar collection of British 

English conversations was made in the 

early 1990s, so we can see how language 

has changed over the last two decades.

One of the ways to approach the data 

is to look for the frequent patterns 

in language, based on common 

grammatical structures.

We searched for all the adjectives that 

occur directly before the nouns woman 

and man, to find out which adjective 

phrases were most common in the 1990s 

data compared to our new data.

We found that, in the past, women 

were very often described in terms of 

their physical appearance. Words like 

old, young, pretty, big, beautiful, 

haired, blonde, older, and little 

were very common.

And he sees this really pretty woman [...] all 
sweet and innocent like.
And they go down, there’s this beautiful woman 
sitting there, right.

In our new data, such descriptions 

are much harder to come by, though 

descriptions of age are still common. 

There are also fewer adjectives used 

to describe women in a negative way 

nowadays, such as devil, strange, 

conceited, daft, and infected. Examples 

such as the following appear to have 

declined in use:

Who’s that stupid woman with blonde hair? 
She’s a right git.

Likewise, there are fewer adjectives for 

women that can be interpreted as sexual 

in our new data. For example, the word 

sexy can no longer be found, and naked 

has declined in use. It seems unlikely that 
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you’d come across someone saying this 

sort of thing nowadays:

What you doing you sexy woman?

Instead, what seems to have come to the 

fore recently is reference to women in 

terms of their nationality – words like 

international (referring to International 

Women’s Day), Italian and American 

have all started appearing in these adjective 

phrase structures.

There was an American woman and she was 
teaching two waiters some English.

The adjectives for men, both in the 1990s 

and now, reveal just how much gender 

affects the way people are talked about. 

Unlike women in the 1990s, men were less 

likely to be described in terms of physical 

appearance, but more likely to be described 

using words like funny and wise – 

referring to intellect.

He’s a funny man, that man, isn’t he?

What is dominant, however, is the 

consistent – in fact increasing – association 

between men and working life. In the 

1990s data, the adjective working occurred 

commonly before man (much more 

commonly than before woman).

Look, we’re all working men here aren’t we?

I said look a working woman needs a working 
man to help herself and her children….nobody is 
going to be able these days…[a] woman [is] not 
able to support herself on twenty hours a week.

Interestingly, this association appears 

to have strengthened over time. In our 

new data, working has been joined 

by other new frequent adjectives like 

business and rich.

He’s an independent business man.

He’s a business man that was on Dragon’s Den. 
He’s from Birmingham and he had really thick 
glasses.

And he was saying er smoking’s gonna become a 
rich man’s er drug.

What Do Our Findings Mean?
Is sexism decreasing in casual British 

English speech? Was it there in the early 

1990s? To answer the second question first, 

it seems that women and men were spoken 

of very differently, and that women were 

more likely to be described in unfavourable 

or less intellectually respectable 

terms than men. 

Nowadays, it’s harder to tell whether 

explicit discrimination is taking place. While 

the more crude descriptions for women 

don’t occur so much now, women are 

still more associated with being ‘seen and 

not heard’, while men are increasingly, 

and perhaps surprisingly, associated with 

the world of work.

Sexism has not decreased, but rather 

changed, becoming more subtle. There are 

still differences between the way men and 

women are talked about, and also how 

much they’re talked about – man or men 

occurs almost twice as much as woman or 

women in our new data – but its increasing 

subtlety may make it harder to detect than 

ever before on the surface.

That’s why it’s important to look at 

language under the surface, by systematically 

analysing the underlying patterns. To 

do this we need lots of language data. If 

you would like to contribute your own 

recorded conversations, then we’d love 

to hear from you.

Robbie Love, Lancaster University and Claire 
Dembry, Cambridge University Press.

Finding Out More
Visit the site of the project ‘Spoken British 

National Corpus 2014’, funded in part 

by the Economic and Social Research 

Council. To get in touch, email Robbie 

Love: r.m.love@lancaster.ac.uk

• Gender Stereotyping in the Language 

of Advertising Professor Deborah 

Cameron, emag 53, September 2011

• Frogs and Snails and Puppy Dogs’ 

Tails – Critiquing Orthodox Views 

of Gender Julie Blake, emag 
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• Language and Gender, Opening up 

the emagazine Archive Dan Clayton, 
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• Professor Deborah Cameron on 

language and gender.
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Winner of the Booker Prize and 

international bestseller, Arundhati Roy’s 

The God of Small Things created a new 

identity for Indian literature and culture, 

whilst dividing critical opinion and 

sparking controversy. The story is also a 

landmark in our international awareness 

of India’s cruel caste system, still present 

in parts of India today. The God of Small 

Things encompasses more than one genre 

and principle theme, though the novel 

revolves around a forbidden relationship 

between an ‘Untouchable’ man and a 

high-caste woman. It acts as a spotlight on 

how the ‘Small Things’ in life affect our 

behaviour and our emotions. The cross-

caste relationship links the family to the 

wider social and political context, through 

Ammu’s affair with the carpenter Velutha, 

an Untouchable and a communist. It is 

presented from the viewpoint of Roy’s 

twinned and inseparable child-protagonists, 

Ammu’s children Estha and Rahel. The 

events, which Rahel recalls on her return 

to India in 1992, are set in December 

1969, at a relatively early stage of India’s 

independence as a new republic. 

The Architecture of Returns
Roy’s previous training as an architect 

is reflected in her craftsmanship of this 

compelling novel where she adopts complex 

time frames, and many interlocking layers. 

As the reader only sees non-chronological 

fragments of the characters’ lives – each of 

these crowded with a sense of anticipation, 

or a future, Roy manipulates literary 

convention with the placement of their 

‘Returning’ journeys, revealing love lost and 

love found. The pivotal events of the novel – 

the cross-caste affair, the subsequent beating 

and murder of Velutha and the death of 

their cousin Sophie Mol – are revealed in 

fragments as the twins (now adult) meet 

again, two decades later. Although the 

journeys of the characters are very different 

from each other, the central movement 

back to Ayemenem (also hometown of Roy) 

and the idea of Returning itself no doubt 

have a much deeper meaning in the novel. 

Digressive Recycling – Playing 
with Narrative Order
The God of Small Things is not ordered like 

a conventional narrative – it is digressive, 

The Idea of 
Returning in  

The God of 
Small Things

A Level student Georgina Quach explores the 
multiple ways in which the idea of returning 
permeates Arundhati Roy’s novel: as a way of 
exploring themes of memory, migration, loss 
and healing; as a vital part of the plot and in its 
structure and patterns of language and imagery.
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recycling and continually triggered by 

‘little events, ordinary things’ – a suitable 

structure for a novel about the process of 

reminiscence and the role of memory. Roy’s 

complex timeframes allow the reader to 

understand the tragic and delayed effect 

of these damaging events on the twins, 

leading to their traumatised return to 

their family home, and their incestuous 

reconciliation in adulthood. And in the 

narration of the present day story, the 

reader is given hints as buried fragments 

of memory rise to the surface – but these 

only start to take shape when the story of 

the past is unravelled. The smallest details 

recur hauntingly, often filled with a sense 

of inevitable tragedy, almost forcing the 

reader to flick back a few pages of the book 

to fully grasp their position in the novel. 

The narrative stretches in two dimensions 

– the first, to the events of the past, and the 

second towards the outcome of the story, 

constantly hinted at with proleptic snippets. 

Imitating the nature of memory itself, the 

narrative’s structure picks up on mnemonic 

triggers – faces, places – ‘the small things’ to 

remember and attempts to reconnect events 

of the past. This method of processing the 

past begins in the novel with space: it is 

Estha’s Re-return, followed by Rahel’s 

that is the trigger of the recollections to 

follow. Only with Roy’s seemingly isolated 

fragments of recounts, can the reader 

connect the pieces of this complex puzzle 

of a novel and restore a sequence to their 

unordered appearance. 

The Return of ‘Small Things’
Roy presents us with an ‘aesthetic of 

connection’ between the powerful and the 

powerless, the ‘big things’ and the ‘small 

things’. The taste of tomato sandwiches 

is ironically labelled ‘a small thing’ when 

it symbolises Estha’s first ever separation 

from Rahel. Roy here makes a cautionary 

point about the dangers of a deliberate 

disconnection (or lack of understanding of 

the relationship) between human beings 

and the small things in the world around us:

the intelligence that connects eggs to hens, milk 
to cows, food to forests, water to rivers.

Roy places particular emphasis on these 

small things, for example in describing 

moments of intense, defiant beauty: 

boat in the river. Or a passer-by in the mist in a 
hat.

The reference to nature, 

it was a little cold. A little wet. But very quiet. 
The Air

is repeated. It is used in both Ammu’s 

and Velutha’s love scene and in the twins’ 

sharing of ‘not happiness but hideous grief.’ 

Given Roy’s emphasis on the ‘connections’ 

between the world around us and human 

beings, this ‘aesthetic of connection’ shown 

here reveals her belief that nature and 

culture are interconnected. Through their 

actual physical reunion, Estha and Rahel 

return to the prenatal condition from which 

they emerged, and resolve the deepest 

‘big things’ to a bare simplicity. Therefore, 

Roy’s use of ‘The Small Things’ returning 

and repeating throughout the novel shows 

us how Rahel and Estha, at the end of the 

novel, have returned to their beginning, and 

this has helped overcome the ‘Big Things’ 

(guilt, loss, exile) that have haunted them 

for so long. However, it is the connection of 

the smallest things like the ‘dent the baby 

spider makes,’ to the biggest, the raging 

political forces present in India’s violent 

environment, that is at the heart of the 

story. The language used to describe these 

momentous events also reminds us that 

small things and big consequences are not 

incompatible.   

Returning and Post-colonial 
Ideas about Dislocation
Roy also uses the idea of returning and 

migration to realise the deeper postcolonial 

concept – and the desire to recapture one’s 

childhood. She relates numerous journeys 

and exposes the dislocating effects of 

migrancy and dispossession in the multiple 

returns in the story. Characters return 

because something fails or is not working; 

Chacko and Ammu return after they get 

divorced and Rahel returns because she 

is not happy with her life in America 

and must be reunited with her brother 

again. They are migrants who hope to 

return to their old life, only to find that 

the things that have happened cannot be 

made undone. Haunted as adults, by a 

past that cannot be physically returned 

to, or changed, the twins are vulnerable 

to the lasting sense of exile and loss. The 

History House represents this postcolonial 

psychology, as in the 1969 story it is the 

venue for Velutha’s horrific beating, and 

then in the 1992 story, where a kathakali 

performer is forced to bastardise his art, its 

modernised purpose seems to mirror the 

degradation of Indian Culture. The result of 
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a return to such a place is woven into the 

novel and depicts the brutalising effects of 

neo-colonialism on community. There are 

the two main plot lines, one taking place 

in the two weeks of Sophie Mol’s time in 

Ayemenem, and the other one taking place 

23 years later, after Rahel meets her twin 

brother Estha again. But even within these 

two timelines we also find frequent returns 

in time and shifts backwards and forwards, 

and several incidents are narrated in more 

than one time. Roy’s use of structure in 

these returns is significant in drawing out 

the moral boundaries that the characters 

cross and the effect of escaping/returning to 

Ayemenem. In chapter one, we realise that 

the twins have been separated 

And now, twenty-three years later, their father 
had re-returned Estha.

The constant repetition of ‘Now’ suggests 

the importance of these returns that lead to 

the twins’ eventual reunion and attempt at 

healing. This returning reflects the way the 

memory comes to be understood and that, 

unlike Ammu, for the twins 31 will be a 

‘viable’ not a ‘die-able’ age.

Return and Reunion as an Act 
of Healing
Returning is also used to portray the 

breaking of moral boundaries: ‘the 

Love Laws.’ Its necessity lies in the final 

reunion, in Estha’s and Rahel’s incestuous 

relationship which appears as a return to 

chaos, to their origins: 

Rahel followed Estha to his room. Ammu’s room. 
Once.

In this case, incest seems only to be the 

desire of reintegration, of being one and 

the same person since they seem to have a 

common identity: 

The confusion lay in a deeper, more secret place... 
[they] thought of themselves together as Me, and 
separately, individually, as We or Us... with joint 
identities.

Baby Kochamma thinks ‘of them as though 

they were a single unit once again. After 

all those years’, but before, Ammu ‘didn’t 

notice the single Siamese soul’; and at last: 

Only that they held each other close, long after it 
was over.

For them both, this sharing of an 

unimaginable sense of grief, loss and 

isolation, was necessary in healing wounds 

that they both had in such terrible ways, 

like ‘stacked spoons.’ The twins’ return 

is used to structure the novel and the 

structure parallels their obsessions in the 

very process of their formation 

little events, ordinary things, smashed and 
reconstituted. Imbued with new meaning.

The importance of memory, recollection and 

their accompanying sense of expectation 

is construed by the stylistic characteristics 

of the novel: the sometimes disconcerting 

repetition, the raw tenderness of the effects 

of past events on the present, and the 

narrative – bringing the past to bear on the 

future. Roy emphatically conveys the guilt 

and suffering experienced in their childhood 

through the recurrence of particular 

symbols, songs and all ‘small things.’

Georgina Quach is studying A Level English 
Literature at the The Royal Latin School.

• Smashed and Reconstituted: The God of 

Small Things – a Postmodern Novel? 

Joel Sharples, emag 62, December  

2013

• The God of Small Things – Structure and 

Voices Richard Lees, emag 33,  

September 2006

• ‘In my beginning is my end’ – 

Exploring the Opening of The God of 

Small Things Jane Bathard-Smith emag 

45, September 2009
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• Dr Priya Gopal on voices in 

postcolonial literature: The God 

of Small Things.
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Witnessing 
Barbarity
Seamus Heaney’s poem ‘Punishment’

Heaney’s poem has been heavily contextualised 
and critically contested in relation to the 
‘Troubles’ and Anglo-Irish relations. But what 
happens if you approach it first as it appears on 
the page and only then start to look at its broader 
context and reception by readers, to sharpen the 
interpretation? Neil Bowen follows this ‘close 
reading’ approach before considering some of the 
critical debates that ‘Punishment’ has generated.
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First Impressions
Obviously as you read and re-read a 

poem the first thing to establish is some 

sense of what it’s about. In ‘Punishment’ 

the writer describes the body of a dead 

woman exhumed from a bog. The poet’s 

empathy helps – or forces – one to ‘feel’ the 

sensations the woman must have endured; 

the painful ‘tug’ of the ‘halter’ on her neck; 

cold wind on her exposed skin. The poet’s 

intense imaginative involvement leads to 

picturing the woman’s body back in situ, 

within the bog, and almost back into life. 

There are three significant shifts in the 

poem’s focus. After initially reporting to the 

reader what he sees, the poet addresses the 

woman herself in intimate speech, as if she 

were still alive. The second shift is in the 

poem’s subject, from attention on the body 

to the poet’s own reaction to the brutality 

and suffering. The final switch occurs in the 

penultimate stanza. Here a link is forged 

between the punishment of the long dead 

woman and that of her ‘betraying sisters’ 

in the contemporary world. The poem 

concludes with a second turning inwards as 

the poet reflects again on his own response.

So we’ve established that this poem is about 

both the horror humans inflict on each 

other and how we, as witnesses, respond. 

The poet connects the present with the 

deep past, implying that there is something 

timeless in this violent behaviour, 

perhaps even that it is inherent in the 

human condition. 

A Quiet Focus
Initially the language of the poem is simple, 

unostentatious, spare. Rather than setting 

off any linguistic fireworks, the poet 

works with a quiet intensity, describing 

precisely and realistically. The first stanza is 

composed mainly of common monosyllables 

and there’s a high density of seemingly 

unpoetic function words, such as pronouns 

and prepositions. Metaphor only creeps 

in from the second stanza onwards. Even 

here it is low key, unshowy: The body’s 

‘nipples’ are compared to ‘amber beads’, its 

ribs to ‘rigging’. Absence of aural imagery 

sustains the poem’s almost trance-like 

concentration. 

A distinct pattern of imagery emerges, 

connecting the female body to objects – a 

‘sapling’, ‘black corn’ and ‘combs’. The 

woman seems to be constructed from 

objects from an ancient culture and its 

landscape. Two kennings (a compounding 

device from Anglo-Saxon poetry) add to the 

distancing effect (both emotionally and in 

time): her body is ‘oak-bone, brain-firkin’. 

Dehumanisation reduces our empathy. 

But working against the tendency to 

objectification is the carry-over of empathy, 

encouraged by the intimate opening stanza, 

with its emphasis on feeling, in both senses 

of that word. Sympathy is maintained 

through words such as ‘frail’, ‘sapling’, 

‘shaved’ and ‘blindfold’ which emphasise 

the woman’s youth and her vulnerability. 

The tension suggests the poet is unsure 

how to treat this subject: as an object 

to be observed or as a person to feel 

compassion for? As a phenomenon to be 

understood through rational observation 

or a life to be felt through imaginative 

identification? Perhaps he is trying to better 

understand what he is seeing by varying 

the perspective, getting close up inside the 

experience, but also pulling back to observe 

from the outside.

The metaphor of the noose as a ‘ring/

to store/the memories of love’ is surely 

bitterly ironic as we discover the woman 

was hanged and drowned for adultery. It is 

also resonant and troubling. Implying that 

love was somehow preserved through the 

woman’s punishment, it fuses a disturbing 

semantic link between the connotations of 

the two loops, ‘ring’ and ‘noose’, implying 

they share similar significance in terms of 

control and marriage.

The Male Gaze
We may begin to feel uneasy about where 

this poem is taking us. Its morbid subject 

is one we might shy away from, or at least 

not wish to view so intensely. Secondly 

the poet’s concentrated attention makes 

us connect with the woman’s suffering, to 

feel for her. Thirdly and potentially most 

troubling is the poet’s treatment of this 

dead woman’s body. 

Her body is exposed to the poet’s gaze, 

appropriated to his art. Obviously, unlike 

a life model, the woman is unable to 

give consent for such intrusive viewing. 

Questions multiply as we read on: does 

turning her into an aesthetic object reduce 

the sense of actual human suffering? Is 
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there something patronising in those 

diminishing adjectives ‘little’ and ‘poor’? 

Moreover, is the poet’s attention to the 

nakedness, such as the hardened nipples, 

potentially pornographic? What are we 

to make of the fact the poet ‘almost’ feels 

‘love’ for this woman, a sacrificial victim 

who, in death, embodies total helpless 

female passivity? Of course, the poet is 

aware of the sexual undertones, describing 

himself as an ‘artful voyeur’ – a poetic 

peeping-tom. Add here the fact that this is 

a male poet looking at a naked female body 

and we don’t need to be feminist readers to 

find this scrutiny unsettling.

The poet’s (male) gaze probes both the 

woman’s body and his own response 

to it. But the form of the poem strikes 

a counterbalance through its taut but 

composed regularity. Each short line takes 

only two or three stresses, generating a 

sense of a delicacy and precision. This is 

reinforced by subtle sound patterning. 

For instance, ‘n’ sounds run through that 

first stanza, snagging the movement of the 

lines, emphasising the tactile experience 

and the woman’s vulnerability – ‘nape’, 

‘neck’, ‘naked’, a sonic pattern bolstered 

by assonance, by repetition of the harsh ‘k’ 

sound and made more emphatic by the weak 

stresses carried by the function words. 

The Poem’s Form
What would be lost if the poet had set out 

the first stanza like this:

I can feel the tug of the halter at the nape of her 
neck, the wind on her naked front

The lineation emphasises key words at 

the ends of lines: ‘tug’, ‘nape’, ‘wind’ and 

‘front’. The poetic lines also move hesitantly 

(there is no guiding regular metre) as if they 

are finding their way, piecing something 

together carefully as they go along. The 

delicacy of the verse form is lost in prose, as 

is the sense of the poem’s form as a holding 

pattern, a support for the poet’s engagement 

with such difficult subject matter. 

Long and thin, visually the poem also looks 

like a well or drill sunk into the earth, 

perhaps. Feminist or Freudian readers might 

suggest another symbolic significance. 

But shift perspectives and the words look 

frail and gaunt, vulnerable against the 

surrounding whiteness of the page. 

Witnessing Barbarity
If the poet’s attention on the female body 

is troubling, what of his response to the 

punishments? He admits he would not have 

spoken out and that he has indeed ‘stood 

dumb’. Does the fact that he acknowledges 

his unwillingness, or inability, to act excuse 

his inaction? And what, exactly, does he 

mean by saying he understands this violence 

against women? 

Further Contexts
Now that we’ve started to add contexts, 

such as ourselves as readers, it’s time to add 

a few more so that we can see the poem 

in the round. It is easy to research the 

context of the bog body and the reference 

to ‘betraying sisters’, so I’ll leave that for 

you to do. Instead, I want to briefly outline 

two potentially hostile critical readings 

of ‘Punishment’.

Firstly feminist critics argue that a ‘lover’s 

blazon’ – a love poem in which a man flatters 

a woman by praising parts of her body – is 

actually a form of ritual dismemberment, a 

reducing of women’s complex identities to a 

series of venerated body parts. In some ways, 

Heaney’s poem does fit this pattern.

Some postcolonial critics also find this 

poem problematic. In particular Heaney 

stands accused of presenting Irish culture as 

inherently savage. By writing in English, for 

a predominantly English audience, doesn’t 

Heaney also present himself as conveniently 

insider and outsider? Moreover, isn’t the 

historicising or mythologising mode at the 

very least an unhelpful mystification of ‘The 

Troubles’, exonerating individuals from 

their actions by making them part of some 

grand, fated pattern?

Except that this punished woman was 

not Irish. Heaney also deliberately lifts the 

poem out of an Irish context. Doesn’t this 

suggest the violence and scapegoating is 

not peculiarly Irish, but rather a universal 

aspect of human nature, including, he admits 

bravely, the poet’s own? 

And if we read the dead woman as an 

embodiment of Ireland, the violence 

inflicted on it could be read both as male 

and as British. As Heaney himself said 

‘Punishment’ is 

about standing by as the IRA tar and feather 
[...] young women in Ulster. But it’s also about 
standing by as the British torture people in 
barracks and interrogation centres in Belfast.

‘Punishment’ is a poem whose subject, 

human brutality, is challenging. We may 

start reading the poem in a coolly detached 

analytical mode, believing it to be about 

people other than ourselves, their brutality, 

their suffering and the response of the 

writer. But as our engagement with the 

poem grows more intimate, I believe we 

are drawn into the psychological, cultural 

and ethical debates the poem embodies. 

By the end of this poem, the reader may 

find themselves occupying a similarly 

uncomfortable, liminal insider/outsider 

space as the poet himself.

Neil Bowen is Head of the English Faculty at Wells
Cathedral School and co-author of The Art of 
Writing English Literature Essays, for A Level and 
Beyond.
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• Heaney and Ireland Andrew Green, 
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• Driving, Writing – On the Road 

with Seamus Heaney Nigel Wheale, 
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Seamus Heaney’s Poetry Neil Bowen, 
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Books which imagine the future come in 

many different forms: some of them are 

simply projections from what we may 

consider to be contemporary technological, 

social or cultural trends; others serve as 

warnings about directions the world might 

take in the future; others again (although 

surprisingly few) act as celebrations of the 

potential of the future. But most frequently, 

texts about the future have to do with 

anxieties, and it is worth remembering 

that every technological development has 

been attended by its own anxieties. I am 

old enough to remember the chronic fear 

of television when it first became widely 

available, and the terror that it would destroy 

family life and the fine art of conversation 

(well, has it?). Later there was an equally 

violent fear of colour TV, as though it might 

replace reality (again, has it?) and then, of 

course, anxieties around the arrival of the 

computer, then of the mobile phone and its 

many successors.

In thinking about the fiction of the future, 

there are a number of aspects we may bear in 

mind. There is the question of the closeness of 

the future, its transmutation of available and 

near-available technologies of the present; 

Professor David Punter 
is an expert on futuristic 
novels. In emagplus, on 
the emagazine website, 
he presents his ideas 
about several different 
texts from different 
periods, that could be 
seen as falling within this 
category. Here he writes 
a brief introduction, 
offering some of the 
angles one might want 
to bear in mind when 
studying any texts 
about the future. 

Writing and the 

Future
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there are the questions of politics and indeed 

of war; there is the importance of language, 

which may appear necessary to ‘keep things 

straight’ but may prove in the end unable to 

do that; there are issues to do with alternative 

histories which run from the past straight 

through us to the future. In the end, what we 

might say is that the future is constantly, and 

in many ways, ‘presenting’ itself to us, and as 

it does so it also challenges our conventional 

notions of the present and the past.

It is perhaps worth mentioning for a moment 

the concept of the novum, a term which has 

been used for decades, especially in relation to 

pulp science fiction, to designate the one single 

thing which enables us to think our way into 

the future: time travel, perhaps, or time warp, 

warp speed, the one thing which allows us to 

move beyond our current limitation, the new 

thing which will let the future in – and which 

will often, of course, allow us an otherwise 

impossible escape, especially in the case 

of space travel. The reason why it is worth 

mentioning is that in any text that imagines the 

future, it is always worth thinking about what 

exactly the novum is – whether it is simply 

the event or act that transports us into other 

worlds, or whether it is more profound than 

that – a challenge to our whole way of thinking 

or being, that makes us question the very 

certainties upon which our lives are based. 

In a longer piece on ‘Writing and the Future’ 

in emagplus, on the emagazine website, I 

explore a range of texts from different periods 

and apply some of these ideas to them. This 

might both whet your appetite for particular 

texts and give you a sense of the range of 

texts and the approaches that writers have 

taken to this richly varied kind of fiction. The 

texts I look at are:

Brave New World – Aldous Huxley

Nineteen Eighty-Four – George Orwell

A Clockwork Orange – Anthony Burgess

The Sirens of Titan – Kurt Vonnegut

Vermilion Sands – J.G. Ballard

Memoirs of a Survivor – Doris Lessing

Woman on the Edge of Time – Marge Piercy

Riddley Walker – Russell Hoban

Virtual Light – William Gibson

Glamorama – Bret Easton Ellis

David Punter is Professor of English at 
Bristol University.

• Professor David Punter’s overview of a 

range of classic dystopia/future fictions.

emagplus
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Symbols and Motifs 
in Ibsen’s Play
Symbols of birds and 
dances, sickness and 
sweets all provide Ibsen 
with the means of 
suggesting deeper ideas 
about women, sexuality 
and repression that, 
in a realist text of that 
period, might have been 
difficult to convey in 
other ways. So argues 
Brittany Wright.
The very title of Ibsen’s masterpiece A 

Doll’s House is symbolic, with the traditional 

female toy of the nineteenth-century, 

middle-class nursery positively demanding 

that attention must be paid to the 

unfulfilling position of women within the 

domestic sphere. Ibsen uses symbols and 

motifs to communicate deeper meanings 

in order to ensure that the realism of the 

play is maintained, presenting a horrifyingly 

familiar portrait of the life of a typical 

woman of the time.

The Little Bird
One of the most obvious motifs within 

A Doll’s House is the presentation of Nora 

Helmer as a ‘little bird’ and a ‘skylark’. 

Whilst on the one hand this motif becomes 

somewhat ubiquitous, presenting Nora as 

intrinsically feminine and ‘meant for [the] 

enjoyment and pleasure’ (Baser, 2013) 

of her husband, Torvald, the image of the 

bird is an intriguing symbol in terms of 

feminist literary criticism. The plight of 

women within patriarchal society can be 

cast in the light of the caged bird: trapped, 

restricted and unable to act on its natural 

impulses of pursuing flight, the caged bird 

becomes a symbol of female entrapment. 

The root of this association is historic, with 

references to women becoming birds in 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses, as well as the rousing 

declaration from Mary Wollstonecraft 

in her Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

that women are 

confined then in cages like the feathered race, 
they have nothing to do but plume themselves 
and stalk with mock majesty from perch to perch

Consequently, Ibsen’s decision to present 

Nora’s female entrapment through the 

means of the motif of the bird allows his 

creation of intertextual links to other 

texts which explore femininity and the 

rights of women, potentially drawing 

on Wollstonecraft as a serious and 

instrumental source for such an arguably 

feminist, political play. 

The Tarantella
Similarly, the dance of the tarantella 

is used by Ibsen as a motif for female 

sexuality and repression. The dance is 

mentioned regularly during the play 

and serves as an interesting point of 

conflict for Nora and Torvald. When Nora 

demands that she must practise the dance 

before their party, 

her hair comes down and falls over her 
shoulders; she pays no attention to it, but goes 
on dancing.

Here Nora is depicted as almost wanton in 

her lack of adherence to the constrictions 

surrounding female appearance in 

Furnishing the

Doll’s 
House
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the late nineteenth century. Torvald’s 

reaction to Nora’s

dancing as if [...] life depended on it

is one of admonishment and personal 

insult: he declares 

Stop…you have forgotten everything I taught 
you.

Significantly, it is this comment which 

reveals the power of female sexuality and 

the patriarchal constraints which act upon 

this within society. Torvald’s insistence 

that Nora’s depravity undermines his 

authority suggests a legitimate need for 

female sexuality to be repressed in order to 

safeguard the dominance of men. Similarly, 

Dean (2011) also argues that the tarantella 

ironically underscores an independent woman’s 
voluntary return to a patriarchal institution

in that the music is played offstage whilst 

Krogstad and Mrs Linde discuss the 

beginnings of their relationship. Mrs Linde’s 

declaration that 

I want to be a mother to someone, and your 
children need a mother

represents her making Krogstad an offer 

which seems purely transactional. Mrs 

Linde revels in the prospect of ‘someone 

to work for and live for’, and has openly 

traded her freedom for this purpose. 

Ibsen’s use of the tarantella is particularly 

interesting in that it foregrounds both the 

similarities and differences between these 

two relationships, with Nora’s sexuality 

contrasting with Mrs Linde’s practicality. By 

the end of the play, however, it is Mrs Linde 

who is in a renewed position of repression 

whilst Nora steps forth in to the freedom 

of the unknown. 

Sin and Syphilis
The concept of disease also serves as a motif 

within the play, with Dr Rank’s syphilis 

serving as a brutal and physical reminder 

of the consequences of sin. Although Nora 

euphemistically describes Rank’s condition 

as based on his father’s over-indulgence 

in luxurious foods, it is clear that he 

suffers from a form of syphilis which in 

all probability is hereditary, drawing a 

connection between illness and sexual 

activity. This dark side of sexuality also 

reflects Soloski’s view that 

the play manifests frequent anxieties about 
parental legacies

as Rank has unjustly inherited the 

consequences of his father’s immoral 

vices and Nora is depicted as fearing 

that her ‘moral sickness’ (Brooks, 2013) 

from committing forgery will infect her 

children. Krogstad, himself a forger and 

Nora’s blackmailer, is similarly described as 

suffering from ‘a diseased moral character’ 

which consolidates the use of the motif 

of disease to represent moral corruption 

in all forms and to heighten the sense of 

tragedy within the play. Intriguingly, the 

sympathetic presentation of Dr Rank and 

the sense of the audience perhaps seeing 

Nora’s concerns as unfounded (in that Ibsen 

arguably employs bathos when the Nurse 

reacts to Nora’s melodramatic fears that she 

will no longer be able to spend time with 

her children with the overly pragmatic 

declaration that ‘young children easily get 

accustomed to anything’) create a sense that 
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Ibsen is not condemning immorality but 

instead accusing the institution of marriage 

of crimes against humanity. Soloski 

reinforces this view by highlighting that 

though syphilis is depicted as a terrible malady, 
restrictive social norms are, for Ibsen, the worse 
disease.

In this way, Ibsen uses the motif of disease 

to counterbalance the insidious, harmful 

nature of marriage itself, highlighting 

the damning impact of the patriarchal 

institution in relief. 

Nibbling Sweets
A more subtle image employed within 

the play is that of the macaroon, initially 

representing Nora’s frivolity and impulsive 

nature. Nora’s illicit ‘nibbling [of the] 

sweets’ during the opening scene and 

Torvald’s suspicious, parental interrogation 

of her allows considerable insight into the 

characterisation of both husband and wife. 

Boeninger (2013) argues that the eating of 

the macaroon presents Nora’s character as 

a childish one; it goes in awe of authority; it is 
willing to deceive

demonstrating the significance of the image 

within the scene. Perhaps more subtly, 

this small act of childish rebellion and 

hedonism also serves as 

the play’s first hint that Nora is capable of a 
surface resistance to Torvald and the doll’s house

immediately establishing a tension and 

conflict between the two characters 

and their façade of domestic bliss. The 

importance of the macaroon is further 

developed when Nora explains to Mrs 

Linde that Torvald 

is afraid they will spoil my teeth

presenting his concern for her as purely 

aesthetic and reinforcing the importance 

of superficial femininity and beauty within 

their marriage.

The Role of Symbolism in a 
Realist Play
As a realist play, concerned with depicting 

the intricacies of middle-class family life 

at the turn of the century, A Doll’s House 

relies on the use of symbols and motifs to 

communicate instrumental messages to 

the audience relating to gender roles and 

social class. The range of images within 

the play covers all aspects of femininity 

and cultural insecurities, with Ibsen 

exploring the uncomfortable heart of 

human relationships and refusing to allow 

us the comfort and security that marriage 

supposedly provides. Nora’s dramatic but 

unresolved departure from the ‘doll’s 

house’ at the end of the play leaves the 

audience with no knowledge of her future; 

the protagonist enters a brave new world 

of female liberation which is neither 

endorsed nor glorified but rather deemed 

necessary in the face of the oppression of 

the marital home. 

Brittany Wright is an English teacher and Gifted
and Talented Co-ordinator at King Edward VII
Science and Sport College, Leicestershire.
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In much the same way that newspaper 

articles and printed adverts were a staple 

feature of exam papers and textbooks a 

decade ago, text extracts drawn from online 

sources have become a fairly regular fixture 

on A Level English Language papers more 

recently. Online texts can span a range of 

different forms: from online versions of 

newspaper articles, through web forums and 

discussion pages, to exchanges of emails and 

tweets. What online texts can provide is a 

rich range of different language practices for 

you to explore. 

Think about a page taken from a conventional 

newspaper and what that can offer – words 

and pictures – compared to the potential 

of an online article with all its interactive 

possibilities. Back when newspapers were 

only available as, well… paper, the article 

was printed and then distributed to be read. 

Now the article isn’t ever really finished 

because it can be edited and corrected online, 

comments can be added by readers, links to 

similar articles can be clicked on and followed, 

discussions had, and other forms of social 

media used to link to the article to give it 

a wider readership: all after the piece has 

been officially published. In a way, online 

articles are evolving texts. And that gives 

you as a language student so much more 

to discuss and a wider range of language 

frameworks to draw upon.

These texts can be viewed through a number 

of different language ‘lenses’, and in this 

article we will look at a few ways in which 

you can approach them and some examples 

of what you might be able to say. Texts like 

this might be explored through: 

• the lens of mode (considering the ways 

in which an online text makes use of 

the affordances, or is restricted by the 

limitations, of written, spoken or blended 

modes of communication)

• the lens of change (considering the ways 

in which an online text might differ in 

its use of language from an older, more 

conventional text)

• the lens of identity (considering the ways 

in which online texts allow people to create 

and express identity through particular 

language practices).

Looking through the Lens of 
Mode
Mode is a central concept in language 

study and relates to the ways in which texts 

are conveyed from producer to receiver. 

Traditionally, texts could be classed as either 

written or spoken, depending on how they 

were received: through the visual channel 

(i.e. read) or the auditory channel (i.e. 

heard). Of course, along with words on a 

page, the visual channel can also make use 

of images and gestures, so some linguists 

might view these as worthy of classification as 

modes in themselves, separate from written 

language. As technologies have developed, 

the boundaries between these modes have 

become more blurred. Text messages or 

online chats can be quite speech-like in their 

style, with a type of turn-taking and perhaps 

a more casual register being adopted. You 

can often see written representations of the 

kinds of noises or pauses we make in speech 

appearing in tweets.

Tweet 1

D________ @ ______________ 58m
#Jennifer Lawrence pixie cut and amazing quotes 
about um, peeing in her HungerGames wetsuit and 
her crying face asos.com/women/fashion-
Details

Tweet 2

________________
A_________ S_________ @ a___________...
So Tories deliberately misrepresented themselves to 
BBC in public debate? Nasty 
pic.twitter.com/XATomjxTdN

In tweet 1, the author uses a series of short 

noun phrases rather than full, grammatical 

sentences and inserts a non-verbal filler 

(‘um’) before she uses the verb ‘peeing’. 

Why use a filler here when she isn’t in fact 

speaking? It seems to be a deliberate device 

to signal slight awkwardness at what she is 

about to write, or perhaps a sense of how she 

Analysing 
Online Texts
Using Linguistic Lenses
In the first of two articles looking at computer-mediated communication (CMC), 
Dan Clayton looks at how online texts can be analysed using different ‘linguistic 
lenses’. In this piece, the focus is on the ways language is used to communicate 
and express identity on Twitter and Instagram.
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feels a little reluctant to broach a mildly taboo 

subject. Here, the tweeter has made use of the 

features and functions of a spoken form in 

a written mode. 

In tweet 2, the author begins with a discourse 

marker typical of speech (‘So’) and rounds 

off with a minor sentence (‘Nasty’) which 

we can tell is probably designed to provide a 

short judgement on the behaviour that has 

been commented on. The punctuation here 

– a feature only found in the written mode 

– is interesting too, because it is a question 

mark placed at the end of a declarative 

statement, perhaps suggesting a rising, 

question-like intonation. This tweet 

makes use of both the affordances of spoken 

language in a written mode, but also brings 

in an image to anchor the reference to the 

BBC Question Time audience members who 

are (allegedly) being outed as Conservative 

Party activists.

So, while texts like this are not truly ‘written’, 

because they are created on a keyboard or 

screen rather than genuinely written with a 

pen on paper (remember when we used to 

do that?), they are still received through the 

visual channel (i.e read). This kind of text is 

often referred to as a form of Computer-

Mediated Communication (CMC). An 

affordance of this mode is that the text can 

be created at a distance from the text receiver 

and can be read almost instantly, but in other 

ways limitations are imposed by the fact 

that interaction is not face to face. People 

using online forums and sending tweets 

therefore use a mixture of written and spoken 

characteristics and it’s perhaps telling that we 

often use the language of speech to describe 

online interaction as a ‘conversation’.

The Language Change Lens
Exploring digital communication through 

a language change lens is another way of 

approaching texts like these. Twitter shows 

that existing words can quickly change 

meaning in a new context. What was behind 

Twitter’s creators deciding on a brand name 

that came from the noises birds make? 

It seems an appropriate name when you 

think of the millions of short conversations 

springing up like an electronic dawn chorus. 

And the tw- element has become a very 

productive prefix for lots of new words, 

some silly, some serious. How about tweeps 

for Twitter people, tweet-ups as Twitter-based 

meet-ups, or even twisticuffs for Twitter fights? 

(see the example Twitterfeed right.) As with 

Facebook, Twitter has been partly responsible 

for the process of verbing. With Facebook 

we had friend move from being a noun to a 

verb and with Twitter we have seen the word 

favourite shift its word class from an adjective 

or noun to a verb.

Twitterfeed

J_______ B________@____________ 8h
@_____________ Hey lady! When your back I’d 
love to pick your brains about a #tweetup @
UniversityAudi to promote the new #audiseattle! :)
Details

E___________ C_______ @__________621d
Is it just my timeline or are a lot of people being 
exceptionally quarrelsome on Twitter today
#Friday #twisticuffs

J________ @_______________ 1h
Happy Thursday #Tweeps for those with a birthday, 
hoping this election will bring about a massive 
change for you and the rest of us. Enjoy x
Details

Twitter’s 140 character limit inevitably leads to 

the kinds of abbreviations that we have seen 

in many other new technologies: initialisms 

like RT for retweet, DM for direct message, 

as well as the ubiquitous symbols @ and # 

which serve a number of different purposes. 

Another aspect of many forms of CMC – 

not just Twitter – has been the growth of 

emojis to compensate for the lack of face to 

face communication and offer some sense 

of tone and mood to an otherwise quite 

blunt message. 

These visual icons can act to soften messages 

(perhaps with a winky face added to show 

an ironic tone), to clarify a message that 

might not be immediately viewed as funny 

as being meant in jest (maybe with a smiling 

or laughing emoji) or amplify and exaggerate 

a sentiment (such as in the Instagram 

exchange below – see Instagram 1). Perhaps 

less obviously though, emojis have also 

become a new form of punctuation. Why 

end a message with a full-stop (it sounds so 

final… so harsh) when you can punctuate 

your message with a smiley, a happy dog or a 

picture of some chips?

Instagram 1

B______________ 49m
Nothing, your drop dead gorgeous
@m_____________

m______________ 48m
Aw thank you sweet xx

Some of the abbreviated characteristics 

of text messages and what David Crystal 

calls netspeak also work their way into 

messaging and social media. In the extract 

below (Instagram 2) you can see that one 

participant uses initialisms to save time (nm 

= not much, wbu = what (a)bout you) and 

a clipped version of a spoken colloquialism 

(sup = wassup/what’s up), while older 

punctuation takes on new meanings (* used 

to signal self-correction) or is exaggerated 

(?????? being used when an instant response 

isn’t forthcoming, as if to prompt the 

other person again).

Instagram 2

_l........
Sup??
s........
Mm wbu
s........
* nm
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_l........
Nm nm just chilling :-)
_l........
So how’s life?
_l........
?????? :/
s........
Fine

The Construction of Online 
Identity
To engage closely with texts, teachers 

will often encourage you to explore how 

meanings are created using language, and 

one really effective way of developing that 

focus is by looking at how online identity is 

constructed. What are the decisions made 

by people on Twitter about how they use 

language to present themselves to others? 

How should we ‘read’ such identities? 

On a graphological level, Twitter users’ 

avatars or profile pics can be viewed as a form 

of self-representation. Why choose one image 

and not another? Is it a picture of the user 

themselves or of something that they wish to 

express some affiliation or warmth towards? 

Is it a surprise to find that many bald, middle-

aged men like to post avatars of long-haired 

guitar playing alternative rock stars on their 

Twitter profiles, or that some 13 year-old 

girls use a picture of a mournful Zayn Malik, 

formerly of One Direction?

Twitter users can perform aspects of their 

identity in many different ways and the use 

of a retweet might signal some form of 

approval for another person’s view to the 

extent that you wish to share it with others. 

Favouriting a tweet might also be seen as a 

way of indicating to someone else that you 

approve of their tweet. By favouriting a tweet 

you indicate to the original tweeter that you 

acknowledge their message; perhaps this is a 

form of electronic backchannelling, similar 

to what we do in speech to show we are 

listening to another speaker. It’s interesting 

to see with turn-taking on Twitter that 

favouriting is often used by one participant to 

signal that they will not be offering a further 

turn of their own, but are acknowledging the 

other person’s last turn.

One useful conceptual framework for 

the analysis of identity on social media is 

Erving Goffman’s theory of face which was 

originally used to shed light on the nature of 

face to face interaction, but which is equally 

useful in an online setting. For Goffman, 

face was a ‘positive social value’ gained 

by someone’s presentation of themselves 

through their language choices. By looking 

at the language choices made by social 

media users – not just in the ways they use 

language to interact and discuss topics, but in 

the ways they use language to represent an 

image of themselves – you can see a kind of 

performance at work. 

So, for example, when Gary Barlow 

posts the following messages, he is not so 

much concerned with the transactional 

content of his messages – the surface 

meanings they convey – but in the act of 

managing his identity.

Gary Barlow Tweets

Gary Barlow @GaryBarlow 9 Oct 2013
Nothing like your mums breakfast to start the day ! 
Thanks mum

Gary Barlow @GaryBarlow 24 Jun 2013
30mins of intervals on the treadmill complete ! 
Breakfast wolfed, now off to studio ! 

And in these tweets, what Barlow wants to 

represent as a face to his followers is a down-

to-earth man, grateful for small pleasures like 

breakfast and to his mum for making it, or a 

focused, driven and health-conscious man, 

eager to get breakfast out of the way and to 

get on with producing hit songs.

In the next article, in emagazine 70, we will 

move on to look at discussion forums and 

online comments, using the same language 

lenses as we have introduced here.

Dan Clayton teaches A Level English Language at
Colchester Sixth Form College.
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At the heart of Ishiguro’s novel is a sense 

of the intangibility and transience of life, 

memories and relationships. The novel’s 

title speaks of a longing for the sensation 

of touch and physical connectedness and, 

given the many things which the clones 

must ‘let go’, the concrete objects which 

they can hold on to take on a peculiar 

significance across the novel. Ishiguro 

uses the clones’ interactions with these 

often meagre objects to evoke pity for 

them and to illustrate their futile attempts 

to avoid their fate by clinging on to 

whatever they can. 

‘Something Special’
We first become aware of the importance 

of physical objects in the first chapter 

through Kathy’s repeated references to 

Tommy’s ‘light blue polo shirt’ (mentioned 

nine times). It is common for children to 

have favourite items or clothes, but there 

is something strangely obsessive about the 

insistent anxiety with which she frets about 

Tommy getting mud on this which alerts 

us that items of this kind are unusually 

‘precious’ and ‘prized’. 

As we find out more about the ‘Sales’ 

and ‘Exchanges’ which seem to dominate 

Kathy’s memories of Hailsham, we start 

to develop a clearer sense of the reasons 

for these possessions being ascribed such 

importance. To read Never Let Me Go is to 

experience a series of realisations about 

the characters’ lives, and one of the 

earliest and most poignant is a sense of 

how unloved they are as children, objects 

of fear rather than tenderness from other 

adults. The items they squirrel away in their 

‘collections’ thus become a substitute – 

albeit an inadequate one – for the parental 

love they long to receive. The children’s 

excitement at the prospect of ‘a bumper 

crop’ and the knowing way in which the 

workmen refer to these cast-offs as ‘a lot of 

goodies, sweetheart’ only heighten the pity 

we feel for them; even Kathy admits with 

hindsight that ‘usually the Sales were a big 

disappointment.’ Nonetheless, these objects 

offer the only means of feeling ‘special’ that 

the clones can experience as children. 

Ishiguro uses two specific objects to show 

how Kathy and Ruth attempt to simulate 

parental affection, and both take on a 

significance which transcends their physical 

function. Ruth uses her pencil case in a 

characteristically manipulative way to 

suggest that it is a gift from Miss Geraldine 

in order to imply a degree of ‘favouritism’ 

in lieu of ‘a spontaneous hug, a secret letter, 

a gift’ which the clones all long for. Kathy 

tries to create the illusion of affection in a 

more touchingly private way through her 

‘favourite tape’. Kathy’s repeated playing of 

Holding on and Letting Go
The Tangible World in Never Let Me Go
Stephen Dilley shows how physical objects, from clothing to childhood 
possessions, take on a huge significance in a book in which the characters’ 
grip on their world is so fragile and where holding onto things is the only 
way of resisting their inevitable fate.
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the song ‘Never Let Me Go’ in the privacy of 

her dormitory, ‘holding an imaginary baby 

to my breast’, is suggestive of the way in 

which she longs to be held (observed by a 

tearful Madame in one of the novel’s most 

haunting moments). We understand more 

about the importance of this cassette to 

Kathy when she loses it and ‘mustn’t give 

away how panicked I was’ as it is one of her 

little private nooks created out of thin air where 
we could go off alone with our fears and longings.

Despite its concrete form, Kathy senses 

an intangibility about what the cassette 

represents and through this, Ishiguro 

highlights the ultimate insubstantiality of 

these ‘private nooks’. 

Memories
These childhood possessions remain 

significant into adulthood – as a donor, 

Ruth confides her regret at getting rid of 

her collection, which horrifies Kathy. Kathy 

by contrast ascribes an almost sacred value 

to her chosen objects – her replaced Judy 

Bridgewater cassette is ‘one of my most 

precious possessions’ which she no longer 

plays for fear of it being chewed up. She 

uses exactly the same words to describe the 

Twenty Classic Dance Tunes cassette which 

Ruth gives her, even though the music 

means nothing to her: 

It’s an object, like a brooch or a ring, and 
especially now Ruth has gone, it’s become one of 
my most precious possessions.

The clones’ tactile relationships with these 

objects are important precisely because of 

the lack of physical connection they feel to 

the places where they grew up. Hailsham 

and the Cottages have the same elusive 

quality as the ‘unplottable’ locations in 

the Harry Potter novels. Rather like the 

boat in the marshes or the old bus shelter 

where ‘the buses had stopped coming 

ages ago’, they are totally cut off from the 

world of motorways and service stations 

which Kathy now inhabits. Hailsham is 

therefore only preserved through her 

unreliable memories, and in some ways, 

she is no more connected with Hailsham 

than the donor who makes her describe it 

so that he can 

remember Hailsham, just like it had been his own 
childhood.

These little souvenirs thus become a 

surrogate for the connectedness the clones 

want to feel; when Ruth disposes of her 

collection, she is severing her ties not only 

with the memories these specific objects 

hold but with her entire past. 

Trying to Hold On
The clones’ longing for physical 

connectedness is subsequently expressed 

through their pursuit of sexual intimacy, but 

due to their sterility, this too is unfulfilling. 

Kathy describes sex at the Cottages as ‘a 

bit functional’ and her one-night-stands 

leave her feeling unsatisfied and ‘unsettled’. 

Even Kathy and Tommy’s eventual sexual 

encounters are ‘tinged with sadness’ and 

a ‘nagging feeling’ which they attempt 

to dislodge by 

holding each other very tight after times like that, 
as though that way we’d manage to keep the 
feeling away. 

Indeed, holding on to each other seems to 

be their only way of experiencing love and 

their only defence against their fate, as we 

see again after Tommy’s rage at the failure 

of their deferral: 

for a moment it seemed like we were holding on 
to each other because that was the only way to 
stop us being swept away into the night.

This unfulfilled desire for physical sensation 

and connection is also expressed through 

the recurring motif of water. As he bids 

Kathy farewell, Tommy confides how, after 

scoring goals at Hailsham, 

I always imagined I was splashing through water. 
Nothing deep, just up to the ankles at the most 
[...] Splash, splash, splash.

This sensory evocation of the feeling of 

water echoes Kathy’s allusions to the 

‘powerful tides tugging us apart’ and 

Tommy’s description of 

two people in the water, trying to hold on to each 
other, holding on as hard as they can but in the 
end it’s just too much.

The immersive and elusive qualities of 

water are both important here – water can 

hold and embrace them, but cannot be 

held or retained, and these allusions thus 

signal a desire to be immersed and to belong 

in a world in which they feel constantly 

alienated, and perhaps even a desire for the 

comforting safety of the womb which they 

have never felt. 

It is therefore apt that the two most 

significant (but unsuccessful) quests 

they undertake are both to the coast – to 

Cromer to search for Ruth’s ‘possible’, 

and to Littlehampton to seek a deferral. 

Conversely, two of the images which seem 

to express most accurately the reality of the 

clones’ existence are notable for the absence 

of water – the boat ‘sitting beached in the 

marshes under the weak sun’, and ‘the 

Square’ at Tommy’s Recovery Centre. The 

latter is, in reality, a concreted swimming 

pool, where Kathy ominously pictures 

a swimmer taking a dive off the top board only to 
crash into the cement

– an uninviting successor to the pond at 

Hailsham. In both cases, the absence of 

water conveys a void in the clones’ lives 

which they attempt to fill by holding on 

to what they have – their possessions 

and each other. 

Letting Go 
It is tempting to see this tenacious obsession 

with objects as unique to the clones, but 

a moment’s introspection suggests that it 
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is only a slight exaggeration of our own 

behaviour. Ishiguro thus reminds us of 

the essential humanity of the clones and 

how their lives and choices are simply 

a compressed version of our own. In 

Tommy and Kathy’s climactic encounter 

with Madame and Miss Emily, Ishiguro 

deliberately shows their former guardians 

also coming to the end of their lives and no 

more able to face up to their mortality and 

the failure of their plans than the clones are. 

They too have sought solace in objects – to 

the extent that their house feels oppressive 

and claustrophobic with its dark and narrow 

passageways, invaded by decorators as they 

prepare (presumably) to sell up. Miss Emily, 

now frail and wheelchair-bound, cuts short 

her interview with Tommy and Kathy in 

order to travel with her bedside cabinet 

which is being sold – 

it’s a beautiful object, I had it with me at 
Hailsham, so I’m determined to get a fair price.

It is not just the clones who are struggling 

to keep their grip on a physical world which 

they are about to lose. 

It is only in the novel’s understated 

conclusion that Kathy relinquishes her 

grip as, now alone, she returns once more 

to Norfolk and looks out across ‘acres of 

ploughed earth’, mirroring her own sense 

of barrenness, with ‘all sorts of rubbish’ 

caught up in the trees and barbed wire 

fence. Briefly reliving the fantasy of the ‘lost 

corner’, she allows herself to believe that 

this was the spot where everything I’d ever lost 
since my childhood had washed up

 – but then turns away 

to drive off to wherever it was I was supposed 
to be

finally letting go of the ‘debris’ of her 

dreams and submitting to her fate. 

Stephen Dilley, The Abbey School Reading.
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Richard II was written in 1595, the year 

during which Shakespeare also created A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream and Romeo and 

Juliet – an astonishing achievement in the 

growth of the playwright’s ‘skill set’. Within 

the genre of each play – history, comedy, 

tragedy – Shakespeare developed a more 

complex and more psychologically acute 

kind of drama than in any of his previous 

works. Richard II was labelled as a ‘Tragedie’ 

when it was first printed in 1597, and it 

follows an established convention, the 

lapsarian ‘fall of princes’: a decline from 

royal authority to vulnerable isolation and 

final execution. Within this conventional 

frame, the figure of Richard, as a complex 

individual and as the head of state, is also 

Shakespeare’s most elaborate character 

study to this point.

Literary and Historical 
Sources
Shakespeare clearly wrote his play 

with Christopher Marlowe very much 

in his mind, whose Edward II (1592?) 

provided the template for Richard II. Both 

Richard and Edward reveal their selfish, 

irresponsible natures early in the action; 

the followers of both are executed for 

their supposedly corrupting influence 

on the monarch – though Shakespeare 

downplayed any suggestions of homosexual 

behaviour by Richard, which is the 

compelling bond between Edward and his 

beloved companion, Gaveston, in Marlowe’s 

play. Finally, when Edward and Richard 

are reduced to complete vulnerability, 

both flawed monarchs reveal new depths 

Richard II
A Tragedy of State
Nigel Wheale uncovers the political and literary context in which 
Shakespeare wrote this complex ‘tragedy’, showing how his decisions 
touched on highly sensitive areas of power between monarchy, 
nobility and parliament, and brought him under the scrutiny of Queen 
Elizabeth’s censors.
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of insight during their final hours, 

before being violently (in Edward’s case, 

horrifically) put to death.

Shakespeare appears to have researched 

the history of Richard II very thoroughly, 

consulting more sources for this play 

than many others. Yet, as any member 

of the Richard III Society will be happy 

to tell you, Shakespeare could write very 

questionable history. He focused on figures 

from the social elites – the aristocracy and 

great landed families – as the main actors 

in his narrative of English history. His 

plays routinely minimise or omit the role 

of the merchant interests in London, or of 

representative assemblies such as parliament 

and its struggles to constrain the powers 

of the monarch. How could stage action 

possibly dramatise the role of an institution 

such as the House of Commons in ways that 

would capture the audience’s attention? Yet 

this is what Richard II managed to achieve, 

and so successfully that the play, uniquely 

among Shakespeare’s works, may have 

been censored by the state.

A Desperate Political Gamble?
Censorship of the Elizabethan and Jacobean 

drama could be severe – Ben Jonson was 

jailed twice for breaking the strict codes 

of conduct established for the stage – and 

the stationers who published the plays 

also carefully self-censored their texts. 

Shakespeare wrote by the rules: his plays 

were rarely topical or satirical and seem, 

if anything, conservative in their political 

content. Yet the Master of the Revels 

appears to have suppressed the climactic 

‘deposition’ scene (4.1.155-318) in Richard 

II, which is missing from the first three 

printed editions of the play (1597, 1598), 

only appearing (in print) as late as 1608.

Richard II touched on significant political 

and constitutional tensions that were very 

current in the mid 1590s. Citizen audiences 

attending the Globe performances might 

look sceptically on the roles of the confused 

Duke of York, or the calculating Earl of 

Northumberland, as anachronistic figures 

from an earlier time, who were utterly 

irrelevant to the new urban, commercial 

society of late sixteenth-century London. 

Conversely, when Richard II was performed 

at the court before members of the nobility, 

many of them direct descendants of the 

families portrayed in the play, the drama 

could have spoken to their sense of 

the loss, under Elizabeth, of traditional aristocratic 
privilege and independence from the monarchy.

Dawson and Yachnin, 2011

Perhaps because of this appeal to an 

insecure social elite, Richard II played its part 

in a desperate political gamble.

On 7 February 1601, followers of the 

powerful Earl of Essex paid for a single 

performance of Richard II to be staged at 

the Globe, perhaps as a ‘team-bonding’ 

event, and on the next day Essex and his 

men attempted to provoke a demonstration 

among the London citizenry in favour of 

the Earl, who had by now fallen out of 

grace with the ageing Queen Elizabeth. 

Shakespeare had dedicated his wildly 

successful narrative poem, Venus and 

Adonis (1593), and its pendant, tragic 

narrative poem Lucrece (1594) to the Earl of 

Southampton, who, as a close supporter of 

Essex, took part in these disturbances. The 

uprising was not intended as a rebellion 

against the monarch as such, but as a 

protest aimed at those of her councillors 

(upstart commoners, as far as Essex was 

concerned) who had schemed against him. 

The demonstration was a serious error of 

judgement, and Essex and those closest to 

him were arrested and executed within 

weeks – Southampton was condemned to 

death, but the sentence was commuted 

to life imprisonment in the Tower (James 

VI and I released him in 1603). Augustine 

Phillips, one of the mere players involved, 

was closely questioned, but the acting 

company was not punished, and performed 

for Elizabeth by 24th February, the night 

before Essex was beheaded (Bate 2008).

A Critique of an Outmoded 
Nobility
The play may have appealed to 

nobility such as the Earls of Essex 

and Southampton in part because of 

the anachronistic displays of chivalric 

conduct that it staged. Richard appears to 

manage the tense confrontation between 

Bolingbroke and Mowbray in the play’s 

opening scene with appropriate authority, 

though also with a sense of high drama, 

in keeping with his histrionic nature, 

when he interrupts the actual combat 

in Scene 3. Violence that threatens the 

unity of the kingdom is contained within 

an elaborate formalism of challenge and 

counter-challenge. Bolingbroke confronts 

Mowbray by throwing down his ‘gage’, a 

glove or gauntlet, which Mowbray accepts, 

‘I take it up’ (1.1.69, 78). Both then refuse 

to return these tokens, which become the 

focus of their dispute, in a crescendo of 

commands and refusals, ‘Throw down’, 

‘Myself I throw’, ‘throw up your gage’ 

(1.1.161-186). 

Bolingbroke faces an identical crisis at the 

beginning of Act 4 when dissension breaks 

out between those around him, with a 

flurry of ‘gages’ being hurled to the ground 

in symbolic confrontation: ‘There is my 

gage … in gage to thine’, ‘there I throw 

my gage’, ‘Some honest Christian trust me 

with a gage’, (4.1.35, 47, 84). One way 

of presenting this anachronistic display in 

performance would be to make it appear 

as absurd, out-dated behaviour and as 

such, part of the critique of an increasingly 

outmoded nobility. Bolingbroke intervenes 

as decisively as Richard, ‘These differences 

shall all rest under gage’ (4.1.87), and for 

the first time, he deploys the plural, royal 

pronoun, ‘we will enforce his trial’ (91), 

but before he is actually proclaimed king 

by York, twenty lines later.

The Commons and the 
Monarchy
The Bishop of Carlisle’s eloquent defence of 

Richard now heightens the tension, a direct 

challenge to the legitimacy of Bolingbroke’s 

seizure of the crown:

Earl of Essex Earl of Southampton
Southampton painted during his 
imprisonment in the Tower
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What subject can give sentence on his king,
And who sits here that is not Richard’s subject?

4.1.122-3

The Bishop is peremptorily arrested 

  for his pains
Of capital treason

151-2

At the end of this brief intervention by 

Northumberland, we come to the passage 

in Richard II that was too dangerous to 

print. In the first three editions of the play, 

it seems that the state censorship cut the 

rest of this scene from line 155 down to 

Richard’s parting lines,

... Conveyors are you all
That rise thus nimbly by a true king’s fall

at line 319. The audiences at the Globe 

could not be appealed to as ‘the commons’, 

that is, as parliament, to endorse the 

deposition of a divinely elected monarch.

It was precisely this balance of powers 

between parliament – the ‘commons’ – and 

the monarchy that was such a dangerous 

topic during the 1590s – the very same 

tension that would ultimately provoke 

another outbreak of civil wars within the 

kingdom from 1639 to 1660. Perhaps the 

most troublesome aspect of this scene to 

the Master of the Revels was that it actually 

co-opted the large, often unruly audiences 

of the Globe as a crucial participant in the 

overthrow of a monarch: the 

design of the scene… would have positioned the 
several thousand playgoers [...] as both witnesses 
and judges of the king’s deposition.

Dawson and Yachnin

It is a useful exercise to compare the two 

versions of Act 4, Scene 1: first as it was 

cut, and then with the additional 265 lines 

that include some of King Richard’s most 

moving speeches. Their effect is to heighten 

the dilemma of deposing such an eloquent 

king, whose pathos makes Bolingbroke 

appear to be a charmless functionary. And 

so Shakespeare created the opportunity for 

the next phase of his historical drama, the 

staging of Bolingbroke’s own dilemmas, ‘So 

shaken as we are, so wan with care’ (Henry 

IV, I, 1.1.1) and his succession by his own 

son, Hal, to become Shakespeare’s Henry V.

Nigel Wheale is a poet and writer living in the 
Orkneys.
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One of the places you’re most likely to 

hear poetry read out loud is a wedding 

or a funeral. When ordinary language 

fails us, we often turn to the poetic. It 

suggests a tentative faith that some forms 

of language might last longer than others 

or, as Australian poet Peter Porter puts it 

in ‘Last Words’:

Unlike our bodies which decay
Words, first and last, have come to stay.

The idea that words outlive us can provide 

comfort, but words might seem a poor 

substitute for the person we are grieving. 

As we shall see, contemporary elegies by 

British and Irish poets are as preoccupied by 

the guilt of survival as the pain of loss. 

A Genre without Etiquette?
What is an elegy and how is it defined? 

When someone is bereaved, those that 

know them might wonder about etiquette, 

as if the person mourning would be 

offended by a social faux pas, yet very few 

people can know what form their grief 

will take until it comes. Similarly, elegy is 

a genre which gives the poet few clues as 

to form. Although Greek and Roman poets 

often used the elegiac couplet for poems 

that didn’t treat epic subjects, these ranged 

from lyrics to erotic verse. The elegiac 

couplet certainly has a dying rhythmic fall, 

moving from hexameters to pentameters, 

but it’s a rather intricate metrical pattern, 

and John Milton’s extraordinary Lycidas 

from 1637 is one of the few successful 

examples in English verse.

The proper subject of an elegy is no clearer 

than its form. Classical tributes to the 

dead had favoured great public figures, 

or important men of the age, but in the 

eighteenth century, William Cowper penned 

a bounding tribute to his dead pet hare. 

The Romantic poet Coleridge expanded 

the definition even further, characterising 

elegy as a poetic mood rather than a poem 

necessarily about the dead. For Coleridge, 

an elegy could treat ‘of any subject’, but 

must present everything as ‘lost and gone, 

or absent and future’. 

By the twentieth century, poetic elegists 

worried less about the formal criteria 

for elegies, and more about the ethics of 

commemoration. Who is remembered and 

why? In a century that had witnessed the 

Holocaust and two World Wars, what could 

be the purpose of a tribute to one person? 

As W. H. Auden asks in his 1939 elegy for 

Sigmund Freud, 

Last Words, 
or Words 
that Last?
Elegies in Poems of the Decade
Dr Will May considers some of the elegies set by 
Edexcel in the Forward Anthology Poems of the 
Decade, setting them alongside other elegies in the 
collection and beyond. In so doing, he provides 
a context for exploring these poems and an 
opportunity to read more widely in preparation 
for the unseen poetry set in the A Level exam.
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Of whom shall we speak? For every day they die
Among us, those who were doing us some good.

In some ways, these questions bring 

together the public commemoration with 

the private tribute. To elevate one loss 

over another is to turn a blind eye to the 

everyday nature of death. Auden’s poetry, 

one of the most significant influences on 

contemporary elegists, reminds us that 

someone’s earth-shattering moment will 

be a perfectly ordinary day for their next-

door neighbour. In ‘Musée des Beaux 

Arts’, Auden describes Brueghel’s painting 

‘The Fall of Icarus’. Despite the painting’s 

title, most of the figures depicted on the 

canvas look away from the tragedy of 

Icarus falling from the sky after flying 

too close to the sun. Auden’s reading 

of the painting reminds us that there is 

always a horse scratching its ‘innocent 

behind’ as somewhere nearby a personal 

catastrophe takes place. 

The Innocent Behind?
The relationship between personal and 

public history animates recent elegies 

by Andrea Porter, David Herd, and John 

Burnside. Porter’s poem ‘Assassinations’ 

gives us four vignettes apparently prompted 

by the question ‘where-were-you-when-so-

and-so-died?’. The speaker narrates four of 

the most infamous public assassinations in 

her life – those of John F. Kennedy, Martin 

Luther King, Stephen Bantu Biko and John 

Lennon – but this is not a tribute to a series 

of great men. Their scene-setting becomes 

the subject of the poem itself, as each 

stanza catalogues the domestic and local 

horrors less eulogised at the time but no less 

painful; a friend’s mother dying of cancer, 

an abusive relationship, a homeless man 

being moved on by the police, a friend who 

has self-harmed. 

We might feel that the poem choreographs 

the same move too many times, particularly 

with the echo of the mother’s ‘long sleeved 

blouse’ in 1968 with the friend’s arms full 

of ‘gouged zigzags’ in the final stanza. Yet 

the poem’s juxtaposition of the political 

and social with the personal suggests 

that domestic worlds have inexorable 

patterns, just as much world history. Public 

events are also ways of measuring our 

personal stories. 

John Burnside’s starkly titled poem ‘History’ 

gives us in its subtitle a date etched into the 

collective consciousness – ‘September 2001’ 

– but this is also a poem about elsewhere. 

The speaker plays with his child on a beach 

in St. Andrews as he broods on the World 

Trade Center attacks and the ‘muffled 

dread of what might come’. Unlike Auden’s 

poem of Icarian folly, where the crowd 

are blithely unaware of the spectacular 

occurrence in the sky, the modern world 

knows what happens as soon as it happens. 

Yet the speaker of the poem worries that 

in a world where ‘we trade so much to 

know the virtual’, our innocence was 

something worth preserving after all, not 

simply ignorance we needed to abandon. 

The poem is less an elegy for those killed 

in 9/11 than a paean to the ‘local forms/of 

history’, the play of light on the sea one day 

at the beach, or carp darting round ponds 

in ornamental parks. By attending to all the 

horrors of the world via the ‘hum of the 

radio’, we will lose forever the ‘drift and 

tug’ of our own lived experience. 

The same predicament is mined for dark 

humour in David Herd’s ‘September 

11th, 2001’, which reads like a 

despondent diary entry: 

Worked in the morning.
Watched TV.

Without the title, the meaning of the last 

line would be rather different; the black 

joke is that most of the world was watching 

TV that afternoon, no-one quite able to 

believe what it was seeing. It is an utterly 

unexceptional version of Porter’s ‘where-

were-you-when’ poem, but here the event 

is so gargantuan in scale as to subvert any 

attempt to describe it in words. There are 

no longer any innocent crowds unaware of 

what is going on. 

Grace and Grieving
If the public elegy almost collapses under 

the weight of history, more personal lyric 

poems of loss offer obvious continuities 

with the elegiac tradition. Ann Alexander’s 

‘Dead Cat Poem’ summons the ghost of 

William Cowper burying pet hares in the 

garden. As the title of Alexander’s poem 

suggests, an elegy for a pet is also an 

exercise in tone: is a ‘dead cat’ only a ‘grey 

bundle’ that must now be ‘scooped up with 

a spade’, or might the animal’s body carry 

some trace of all the love her owners gave 

her? Her dead body is described as ‘untidy 

for the first time’, but this might be the first 

time, too, she prompts untidy feelings in her 

previous owners. They recoil from her dead 

body, unable to recognise the sentient being 

they ‘petted and stroked’. 

Other contemporary elegists suggest the 

shifting demographics of the dead. One 

of the most famous Renaissance elegies 

is Ben Jonson’s ‘On My First Son’, where 

the speaker attempts to find Christian 

consolation in losing his only child. Yet 

in a country where infant mortality is 

low, and with an ageing population, the 

contemporary poet is more likely to write 

what we might term the geriatric elegy; 

a poem about an aging family member 

September 2015 emagazine 57 



where death would be a welcome release, 

and loss (of hearing, mental agility, or 

mobility) will be felt more keenly by the 

subject yet-to-die than the poet who 

mourns them. Alan Jenkins’ ‘Effects’ turns 

on a knowing double-meaning, as a nurse 

in a care home hands a son his mothers’ 

personal effects. These objects – her watch, 

rings, ‘scent-sprays, tortoise-shell combs’ 

– are grimly impersonal, sealed in a plastic 

bag. The effects in Jenkins’ own poem are 

created through the tension between these 

lifeless things and their relationship to his 

dead mother, calling up the memory of 

an alcoholic widow, an isolated pensioner, 

a mother who could only show her love 

by cooking ‘old-fashioned food’. Her last 

words – ‘please don’t leave’ – are ignored by 

the visiting son, who grew up only to ‘learn 

contempt’: he returns to the care home only 

to discover that she has left forever. 

A similar guilt underwrites Adam Thorpe’s 

‘On Her Blindness’, as his aging mother’s 

failing eyesight leaves him speechless. He 

brands himself ‘inadequate: the locked-

in son’, and the poem becomes both an 

account of that inadequacy and a kind of 

reparation for it. The poet’s profession of 

failure has long been a characteristic of the 

elegy (think of Tennyson’s ‘In Memoriam’, 

where he dismisses words as the ‘uppermost 

froth of thought’). In Thorpe’s poem, the 

elegist’s inadequacy becomes a characteristic 

of their relationship to the deceased, as well 

as a rhetorical device in their poem. We 

learn of the mother’s death parenthetically, 

and are made to do the respectful maths 

that if her last week alive was ‘(a fortnight 

back)’ the speaker is one week bereaved. 

Death in parenthesis might show a 

particularly modern disregard for putting 

the subject centre stage – Virginia Woolf’s 

elegiac novel To The Lighthouse (1927) is a 

fine example from the twentieth century, 

where we learn of the central character’s 

death in brackets. Yet in Thorpe’s poem, 

death’s status as a subclause also suggests 

that in the world of the senile, frail, or very 

elderly, the line between the living and the 

dead might be rather faint. As the poem 

puts it, mock-pragmatically:

Dying has made her
no more sightless, but now she can’t
Pretend. 

Art and its Recreations 
A distant cousin of the elegy might be the 

ecphrastic poem, which describes a painting 

or artwork; Auden’s poem about Brueghel’s 

painting is one such example. If an elegy 

wonders how long words can preserve life, 

an ecphrastic poem attempts to prolong 

the life of an artwork by rendering it in a 

different medium. This complex relationship 

is made more so by Tim Turnbull’s ‘Ode on 

a Grayson Perry Urn’. The poem updates 

Keats’ lyric ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, where 

the speaker muses on the figures depicted 

on the urn and the fate of the ashes the 

urn contains. Turnbull uses the structure 

and argument of Keats’ poem to respond to 

the sculptor Grayson Perry’s contemporary 

take on the urn: a gaudy depiction of urban 

street life. The speaker is at first dismissive 

of the ‘kitschy vase’ some ‘Shirley Temple 

manqué’ has made, yet the longer he looks 

at those youthful, sex-crazed teenagers 

shown on the urn, the more he wonders 

how long anything will last. We might 

call this the opposite of an elegy, which is 

supposed to mourn someone significant and 

dead; here the poet ponders the importance 

of people alive and well, but, on first look, 

of no interest to him. What will people 

make of Perry’s urn once ‘all context is lost’ 

and we’re ‘long in the box’, he asks? The 

question plagues most elegies, which, for all 

their concern about human loss, also turn 

on art and its longevity. The urn summons 

up the ghost of Keats, but it also raises the 

spectre of mortality. The contemporary 

elegy, always in mourning for the poem it 

might have been or the elegies that have 

gone before it, faces both ways. 

Dr Will May is a Lecturer in English at the 
University of Southampton.
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The Words We Use
Picture the scene: a train full of England 

fans on the way to a World Cup match. 

Good-natured singing, lively banter, no 

hint of malice or threat; after all, everyone 

is on the same side. And then…well, and 

then an RP voice (yes, one of the fabled 

5%) is heard to exclaim ‘Let’s watch some 

footie!’ A hush descends, the spirit of unity 

is shattered, snorts of derision are heard and 

the carriage suddenly seethes with palpable 

tension and potential violence. The non-

RP contingent (yes, the fabled 95%) take 

exception – perhaps he could have been 

forgiven ‘soccer’. But ‘footie’? Never. 

As Clive Upton remarks in ‘Our Words, Our 

Lives, Our Streets – Dialect Slang and the 

BBC Voices Project’ (emagazine 31):

The names we choose to give things often identify 
us as coming from a particular region or as 

belonging to a certain…social group. Choose a 
word, and people will place you geographically 
or socially.

(The suspicion is that someone saying 

‘footie’ would rather be watching rugger.) 

Upton reports on the joint endeavour 

between the Universities of Leeds and 

Sheffield to record the prevalence of dialect 

words for their Survey of Regional English 

(SuRE), a systematic attempt to record 

informants’ use of non-standard equivalents 

of Standard English words. Allied with the 

BBC Voices website, the survey documents 

‘where particular words are to be found and 

where they have their strongest support’ – 

for example, ‘alleyway’ nationwide, ‘ginnel’ 

and ‘twitten’ in Yorkshire and Sussex 

respectively. Michael Rosen, in emagazine 27 

(February 2005), homes in on a particular 

set of words relating to food in ‘Mealtimes 

– Language on a Plate’, charting his surprise 

at realising that he and his family may well 

have been eating ‘breakfast – dinner – tea’ 

but not everybody was. Rosen points out 

that historically 

English society marked out social distinctions by 
what you called the meals and by when you ate 
them.

Serving ‘high tea’ half an hour early 

could see you lose your footing on social 

etiquette’s perilous high wire, and serving 

any kind of ‘sweet’ would ensure you 

slipping off into the lower middle class 

aspirational abyss forever. Anyone for 

footie after supper? 

The How and Why of Language 
Variation
An excellent departure point for a tour 

of the emagazine variation archive is Ian 

Cushing’s article ‘A World of Differences 

– Exploring Language Variation’ from 

April 2015. Celebrating the extraordinary 

Language Variation: 
Accents, Attitudes & More
Delving into the emagazine archive
The emagazine archive is chock-a-block with articles on language variation, 
all well worth reading to enhance your understanding of this topic. Nikolai 
Luck surveys what’s there, giving you an overview of many of the issues and 
angles that are explored in these articles.
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diversity of different forms of English, 

Cushing seeks to describe how and why 

language begins to vary. How it happens is 

outlined through the concept of sociolect: 

... essentially any different group of people is 
likely to use language in a slightly different way

and almost any activity you partake in 

identifies you as belonging to a distinct 

social group. As to why language is so 

diverse, Cushing establishes the centrality of 

language to our sense of self. 

The language we use [...] is a fundamental part 
of forming our identity and how other people 
perceive us [...] geography [...] creates accents and 
dialects [...] people working to identify themselves 
as being from Liverpool are [...] likely to adhere to 
(certain) linguistic forms.

Mobility and migration play their part too. 

Bradford Asian English and Multi-Cultural London 
English are just two examples of…hundreds of 
emerging…forms across the UK.

He draws a useful and striking analogy 

between the language you use and 

the clothes you wear to explain the 

phenomenon of code-switching. You 

don’t wear a prom dress to fix a bike but 

choose an outfit to suit the occasion, just 

as you select the variety of English you 

use depending on what you are doing and 

who you are talking to. Sweary slang at a 

job interview is the equivalent of wearing 

ripped jeans to a prom; chances are you’ll 

be thrown out. Code-switching is testament 

to our complexity as social beings and many 

factors are at play in contributing to our 

unique idiolect, 

age, gender, ethnicity, occupation, sexuality and 
so on.

Attitudes 
But what if you’re wearing your finest 

prom dress and it doesn’t even get you in 

to the prom? What if your way of speaking 

is deemed to be not ‘good’ enough? Whilst 

the academic consensus amongst linguists 

is to embrace diversity and to recognise the 

linguistic equality of varieties of English, a 

descriptive approach, beyond university 

linguistic departments a prescriptive 

(judgemental) discourse holds sway which 

prompts Dr William Barras to ask ‘Why 

does accent variation attract such vitriol?’ In 

‘Accentuate the Positive? Media Attitudes to 

Accent Variation’ (emagazine 65, September 

2014) Dr Barras charts woeful examples 

of blatant accent prejudice, including 

the BBC Breakfast presenter Stephanie 

McGovern confounding some viewers with 

her ability to gain a degree in Economics 

whilst retaining her Teeside accent. Dr 

Barras examines where accent prejudice 

comes from and outlines how, commonly, 

two distinct elements of language, an 

accent (RP or Received Pronunciation) 

is mistakenly conflated with a dialect 

(Standard English). Despite popular 

perceptions to the contrary it is perfectly 

possible to speak standard English with 

a non-RP accent (and non-standard 

English with an RP accent). Dr Barras 

concludes that 

the polarising effect of accents [...] still holds 
true [...] what linguists can add to the debate is 
evidence that there is no linguistic justification for 
thinking that one accent is more correct or more 
pleasing to the ear than any other.

An excellent companion piece to this article 

is ‘She’s Proper Good, Innit – Why Dialect 

discrimination is unwise’ from September 

2013. Shaun Austin and Professor Paul 

Kerswill present The Lancashire Study with 

the kind of data table beloved of A Level 

English Language examiners. It makes for 

compelling scrutiny. The social backgrounds 

of seventy six pupils at three Lancashire 

schools were documented, categorising them 

according to how ‘academically aspirational’ 

they were and the extent to which their 

home background could be described as 

‘pro-educational’. The prevalence of three 

linguistic variables, chosen because of the 

stigma localised versions of these features 

were found to invite, were then measured as 

the students gave presentations:

1. h: for example, hat versus ‘at

2. th: for example thing versus fing, 

with versus wiv

3. t: for example better versus be’er

The finding that 

in general, pupils with high educational aspiration 
use more prestige speech features than pupils with 
low aspiration

seems to account for perceptions that 

localised speech forms are indicative of 

low levels of aspiration. Yet this is overly, 

and perhaps damagingly, simplistic. Two 

of the most academically ambitious and 

successful students’ 

accent and dialect features match their (working-
class) backgrounds and help to maintain their 
status as accepted members of their community. 
And yet, the maintenance of these features carries 
with it a risk of being unfairly tarred with negative 
stereotypes.

She’s proper good, but will she be given 

a proper chance?

 60 emagazine September 2015



Phonological Change 
In the Peter Morgan play The Audience, 

about the weekly meetings between the 

Queen and the Prime Minister of the day 

at Buckingham Palace, the actors Helen 

Mirren and Kristen Scott Thomas, who 

both play the Queen, have to perform 

a series of accent shifts alongside the 

numerous costume changes required of 

the role in order to reflect the downward 

convergence of the monarch from pure 

to modified RP over the course of her reign 

(even so, it remains the only production 

Kristen Scott Thomas has ever appeared in 

where she’s been asked to make her voice 

sound posher than it already is). In ‘Accent 

and Phonological Change’ (emagazine 58, 

December 2012) Suzanne Williams details 

her own personal experience of accent 

modification and places it in the wider 

context of a perceived decline of regional 

accents, suggesting that rather than 

lamenting the disappearance of traditional 

regional accents 

we should view it in evolutionary terms and 
celebrate the emergence of new accents and new 
identities that reflect a changing world

as hybrid accents form due to the 

constantly changing demographics 

of the nation. 

North and Scouse
Several articles in the archive provide a 

specific focus on a particular variety of 

English. Graeme Trousdale’s ‘Northern 

English – a State of Mind’ (emagazine 35) 

explains the link between identity and 

linguistic behaviour. 

The critical issue here is one of identity as action: 
your identity is not a reflection of what you are, 
but rather the outcome of what you do.

Speakers draw on a multilingual repertoire 

by varying the language they use according 

to context. In Preston, for instance, English 

freely mixes with Urdu and Bengali whilst 

in Newcastle speakers routinely code-switch 

between localised Geordie and supralocal 

Northern forms. In ‘More or Less Scouse 

– Language Change on Merseyside’ (April 

2010) Dr Kevin Watson considers how 

the localised Liverpool accent bucks the 

seemingly inexorable trend of other regional 

varieties towards dialect levelling (dialects 

converging and becoming increasingly 

homogenised) by actually becoming more 

Scouse as young speakers show a notable 

tendency to use more localised ‘Liverpool 

variants’ such as fricative /t/ and /k/ sounds 

in words like ‘matter’ and ‘back’ rather 

than standard variant plosive forms. The 

research shows 

a marked increase in the use of regionally restrictive 
features – the opposite of levelling’s prediction…

But why? Dr Watson suggests that this 

divergence of the younger generation 

away from older speakers’ use of standard 

variant forms could be to do with covert 

prestige. Paradoxically, precisely because 

Scouse is maligned by outsiders it is 

embraced by insiders. 

Such a pronunciation is a marker of association, a 
badge of identity which distinguishes them from 
other people.

Ben Farndon’s ‘Rural Voices: Attitudes to 

Language Variety’ (emagazine 52 April 2011) 

cites the opprobrium that can be provoked by 

rhotic rural accents. 

Rhotic accents are those that pronounce the 
consonant /r/ when it falls after a vowel in words 
such as ‘cart’ or ‘car’

a form found particularly in the South 

West counties of Cornwall, Devon, 

Somerset and Dorset. In 2005, a quarter 

of respondents to the BBC Voices survey 

from this area reported that they didn’t like 

their own accent. The media have certainly 

contributed to this sense of shame, often 

equating the rhotic accent with stupidity 

and eccentricity in comedy shows and 

advertising. Perhaps rural accents will 

fade partly as a result of these pernicious 

associations although Farndon ends on an 

optimistic note; awareness of decline could 

lead to a conscious effort to preserve and 

revitalise rural accents, and a Scouse-style 

renaissance could be on the cards.

Nikolai Luck teaches at the Sixth Form College,
Colchester.

• Nikolai Luck discusses language  

variation.
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Communication and Character in The Remains of the Day
Professor Judy Simons reveals how repression of truths and realities is at the 
heart of Ishiguro’s novel, not only in the characters’ behaviour as individuals 
but also in the codes and conventions of the society as a whole. 
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One of the most bizarre moments in Kazuo 

Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day is when 

Lord Darlington asks Stevens, the butler, to 

explain the ‘facts of life’, i.e. the mechanics 

of sex, to his godson, Reginald Cardinal, 

so as to prepare him for his forthcoming 

marriage. The situation is fraught with 

incongruities, not least the irony of giving 

the job to the one person who is least 

equipped to undertake it. As Stevens 

struggles to introduce the topic, he is met 

with incomprehension. 

‘Sir David wishes you to know, sir, that ladies and 
gentleman differ in several key respects.’
I must have paused a little to form my next 
phrase, for Mr Cardinal gave a sigh and said, ‘I’m 
only too aware of that, Stevens. Would you mind 
coming to the point?’
‘You are aware, sir?’
‘Father is perpetually underestimating me. I’ve 
done extensive reading and background work on 
this whole area.’
‘Is that so, sir?’
‘I’ve thought about nothing else for the past 
month.’
‘Really, sir. In that case, perhaps my message is 
rather redundant.’
‘You can assure Father I’m very well briefed 
indeed. This attaché case’ – he nudged it with 
his foot – ‘is chock-full of notes on every possible 
angle one can imagine.’

As it rapidly becomes apparent that the 

two are talking at cross purposes – note the 

different linguistic registers they employ, 

one deferential and evasive, the other 

business-like and efficient – the exchange 

captures a supremely comic moment. It also 

encapsulates one of the main themes of the 

novel, the critical failure of communication 

amongst the English upper class, the class 

that Stevens believes represents the ideal. 

In the internet age, where information is 

so easily accessible to young people, it can 

be baffling to enter into the mind-set of an 

earlier period when discretion ruled and 

personal issues were never openly discussed 

in public. Yet this is the trick that The 

Remains of the Day pulls off so immaculately 

through the voice of Stevens, its central 

character. The book reimagines a world 

where it is automatically assumed that 

any respectable young man, educated at a 

boys’ public school and only brought into 

contact with girls in polite society, will be 

ignorant of the most fundamental biological 

‘facts’ about women. 

Because Reginald’s father is too embarrassed 

to inform his son about sex, he passes on 

the task to his friend on the pretext that this 

is part of his moral obligation as a godfather. 

Lord Darlington too is deeply uncomfortable 

with the subject, and in his turn delegates 

the job to his butler, an employee for whom 

it is a completely inappropriate duty and 

furthermore a man who himself recoils 

from intimacy of any kind. 

Personal and Social Damage
The problematic relationship between 

fathers and sons is one of the recurrent 

themes of the novel – Stevens is equally 

incapable of speaking directly to his own 

father about anything personal – but 

more importantly the scene exposes 

both the refusal to face up to ‘facts’ and 

the distance between individuals that 

such an environment fosters. The book 

explores the emotional deficiency not just 

in Stevens, who is incapable of human 

contact, but in an entire society which 

has been psychologically damaged by 

adherence to a code of behaviour that is 

essentially unnatural. 

Misinformation and 
Misunderstanding
In the above scene, both men, Stevens 

and Reginald, retreat into the language 

with which they are most at home. 

Typically language acts as a refuge 

which more often screens than clarifies 

meaning. The Remains of the Day is filled 

with such misunderstandings, with 

messages that go awry and with oblique 

modes of transmission, where people fail 

to say directly what they mean, rely on 

euphemisms or on overheard scraps of 

conversations which reveal only partial 

truths. The reader soon picks up the clues 

to what is going on at Darlington Hall and 

recognises Lord Darlington for what he is, a 

dim-witted dupe and traitor. This is another 

‘fact’ that Stevens refuses to confront, that 

his employer, the epitome of the English 

gentleman, is working against his country’s 

interests. Because he does not question, 

he averts his eyes from the signs that 

something is amiss – the preparations for 

the summit meeting, the German presence 

in the house, the underlying substance of 

the debates taking place beneath his nose – 

preferring rather to take reassurance from 

the civilised façade. As he admits at the 

start of the novel, 

As so often occurs in these situations, I had 
become blind to the obvious. 

Yet the full ironic force of this statement 

only becomes apparent as the sentence 

(and the action) develops. Stevens’ 

conclusion that 

Miss Kenton’s letter finally opened my eyes to 
the simple truth: that these small errors of recent 
months have derived from nothing more sinister 
than a faulty staff plan

merely confirms his blindness 

and self-delusion.

The Role of Speech
The Remains of the Day relies heavily 

on dialogue, interior monologue and 

fragmented communication to portray 

character. There is virtually no external 

description of looks, clothes or colours. 

Instead personalities emerge through 

speech, and Stevens is a fallible narrator, 

whom we quickly learn not to trust. 
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Stevens uses language as if he has learned 

it from a conduct manual, a form of words 

which can mask unpleasant truths, the real 

‘facts of life’. Right from the start, his own 

character is established as something of 

an anachronism, his thought and speech 

processes deliberately formal, his long-

winded phraseology – ‘on seeing my person’ 

or ‘I do not believe I am being unduly 

boastful if I say that…’ – distinctly out of 

touch with the modern world. His insistence 

on clichés as if they are incontrovertible 

truths – ‘the finest countryside of England’, 

‘the greatest ladies and gentlemen of the 

land’ – displays his fixed opinions and we 

later see his intolerance of anything or 

anyone that challenges them. 

His rhetoric is in sharp contrast to the 

relaxed tone of Mr Farraday, who urges 

Stevens to ‘get out of the house for a few 

days’, a natural idiomatic style echoing 

the American’s modernity, which elides 

class barriers. Stevens, however, resists 

these overtures. He feels safe only in the 

past, where language is pre-programmed. 

It is significant that he takes an out-of-

date guide book for his journey across 

an England that has changed beyond all 

recognition since the war. Stevens is locked 

in the pre-war world, whose values he has 

swallowed wholescale, and his failure to 

use language spontaneously, to recognise 

or respond to jokes or to engage in what he 

terms ‘bantering’, mirrors his inner rigidity. 

The Country House Novel 
The book’s opening pages evoke the country 

house novel, a literary genre which was 

popular from the mid-nineteenth century 

through to the 1930s. Indeed, when you 

start reading, you might be forgiven for 

thinking that the action is taking place in 

a bygone period. The image of the butler 

dusting the portraits in the library of a 

grand country mansion together with 

the obfuscated language of Stevens’ own 

narrative voice encourages such a feeling. 

As the novel progresses, however, it 

becomes clear that The Remains of the Day 

is savagely satirising this genre. By taking 

a setting that is a familiar staple of English 

fiction, it lulls the reader into a false sense 

of security and then proceeds to dismantle 

expectations. You need only think of the 

success of the television series Downton 

Abbey to appreciate how, even today, 

audiences are hungry for stories set in a 

stately home, with their rituals of master-

servant relations and their antiquated dress 

and behaviour. 

The Remains of the Day builds on this 

expectation to lure readers into thinking 

that Darlington Hall is a showcase for the 

best of English heritage. In fact the reverse 

is the case. The book shows how the great 

estate, with its established hierarchies, 

where everyone knows their place and 

where the slightest deviation from the rules 

is seen as an example of falling standards, 

becomes a breeding ground for secrecy 

and deceit. Furthermore it stands as an 

obstacle to flourishing personal lives. It is no 

accident that Lord Darlington is a bachelor. 

Both he and Stevens are sterile agents 

of the Hall’s legacy. Family is frowned 

on, and children are noticeable by their 

absence. Acts of cruelty and injustice, such 

as the expulsion of the two Jewish refugee 

girls, are a result of the inhumanity that 

results from this unnatural environment. 

And Stevens himself stands as the prime 

illustration of an emotional defective, 

a character who puts household duties 

before his dying father and who thinks that 

romantic love is a sign of weakness.

A Journey of Discovery
Like many classic English fictions, The 

Remains of the Day takes its protagonist on 

a journey, a journey that would normally 

move the individual away from familiar 

surroundings into a metaphorical landscape 

of self-discovery. At the end of the novel 

as Stevens looks around him when the 

pier lights are turned on, he notices people 

‘laughing and chattering’. ‘It is curious’ 

he observes, ‘how people can build such 

warmth among themselves so swiftly’. 

While he recognises that language is the 

key to the human contact from which he is 

excluded, his final resolve to learn the art of 

‘bantering’, only shows paradoxically how 

little his journey has taught him of the facts 

that are the basis of a personal life. 

Judy Simons is Emeritus Professor of English at
De Montfort University, Leicester.
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Human rights are powerful in a range of 

ways. As an idea, as law, as a discourse 

and as an agent of change in the world, 

human rights have been much discussed 

and debated across a range of fields in recent 

years. There has also been important work 

done by linguists. The most significant area 

relates to arguing that language is a human 

right. This work covers a diverse set of 

issues; from the protection of endangered 

languages to arguments about discrimination 

against individuals on the basis of the 

language they use.

Should Language be 
Considered a Human Right?
While the history of human rights is not 

entirely settled, the human rights enjoyed in 

the United Kingdom today can be traced to 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(UDHR). It was adopted by the United Nations 

General Assembly in 1948. Its power derives 

at least in part from its origins. The United 

Nations (UN) is symbolically, culturally and 

politically powerful. What the UN says (or 

writes) is listened to because the UN said it. 

The legitimacy of the human rights contained 

in the UDHR has been questioned, however. 

There are long-standing debates around 

whether the rights proposed are in fact 

universal, or whether more attention should 

be paid to local cultural values. I won’t deal 

with that here, as appreciating the nuances of 

this debate requires a great deal of historical 

and political detail. In order to show how 

language and linguistics help us better 

understand human rights and their power, I’ll 

discuss the argument that language should be 

a human right. 

It’s possible to argue that language is already 

recognised as a human right. Article 2 of 

the UDHR begins 

Everyone 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, political or other opinion, national or social 
origin, property, birth or other status.

While it would be possible to argue that 

the protection of language is implied in this 

Article (or in some other rights in the UDHR), 

on the face of it Article 2 does not protect 

language as such. Rather, it states that the 

rights in the UDHR should be available to 

people regardless of their ‘race, colour, sex, 

language, religion’ and so on. 

While this is the only time that ‘language’ 

is specifically mentioned in the UDHR, it 

is generally agreed that in legal matters 

(criminal cases in particular) there is a right to 

an interpreter, and that the right to freedom 

of expression may also provide some room 

for language. These rights are now protected 

in the UK as part of the Human Rights 

Act (1998), which brought the European 

Convention of Human Rights into domestic 

law. Both these make explicit the right to a 

comprehensible language in legal settings 

(arrest, detention and trial).

There are other declarations that deal 

with linguistic human rights. But as these 

don’t always have a clear legal status, their 

power is limited. Moreover, legal human 

rights generally attach to an individual. 

While this is important, it doesn’t guarantee 

that the language a population speaks 

can be protected.

Language, Identity and Culture
Imagine that you were forbidden to use your 

own language. Because language is bound 

up in complex ways with identity and our 

sense of self, banning languages has severe 

effects on the individuals who speak them, 

especially if it is their mother tongue. But 

there are many cases of languages being 

outlawed. Welsh was banned from schools 

in 1870, as was Maori in New Zealand in 

1847. Short of legally banning a language, 

however, there are other ways of eradicating 

one. Tove Skutnabb-Kangas calls such action 

covert linguicide. Just as eradicating a group 

of people is ‘genocide’, killing a language 

is ‘linguicide’. Both can be done in violent 

and clearly oppressive ways, just as both 

can be done more covertly. Using the term 

‘linguicide’ relates the killing of languages to 

international law and, as such, to a well-

developed, flexible and powerful legal regime. 

The international aspect is important in 

understanding language as a human right. 

A significant part of work in this field is the 

protection of endangered languages. Research 

shows that between 1975 and 2005, the 

diversity of languages around the world 

decreased by 20%. Many more languages are 

in danger of disappearing altogether. There 

Human 
Rights
Why Language is Important
In what senses is language a human right? Are such 
rights universal and how far should the protection 
of endangered languages be seen as a human rights 
issue? What about attitudes to dialects and accents? 
Linguist Dr Annabelle Mooney argues that linguistic 
issues have a powerful place in these debates.
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are many reasons for this. Languages may 

be banned but speakers may also decide to 

opt for more ‘powerful’ and ‘prestigious’ 

languages. If it’s difficult or impossible to 

access education, government services or 

even interact with people in one’s mother 

tongue, it is rational to switch to another 

language. Whatever the reason, if speakers 

don’t continue to use it the language will 

cease to exist. History shows that designating 

a language as ‘official’ offers good protection, 

as it means that education and so on are 

much more likely to be available. Laws 

passed in Wales in the 1990s, and the 

designation of Welsh as an official language 

in Wales in 2011, are closely connected to 

the current protection and promotion of 

the language. An important part of such 

promotion is access to Welsh-medium 

education. To have at least some education in 

an individual’s mother tongue is important 

for a child’s cognitive and linguistic 

development and for the protection of their 

linguistic human rights.

Nevertheless, the provision of education and 

services in more than one language is costly 

and not always politically popular, however. 

While much of the world is multilingual, 

translation, interpreting, hiring multilingual 

staff are all expensive. Trying to make an 

argument for protecting a language that 

speakers themselves are moving away from 

can be difficult, especially if the language 

is only used by a small number of people. 

It is important to remember that speakers 

make these choices not because they don’t 

value their language, but because it is not 

valued by others. I return to language 

attitude below.

Language Diversity and 
Biodiversity
One argument for protecting endangered 

languages does have the potential to 

persuade people who are not otherwise in 

favour of language protection. This links 

language to the natural environment. 

Skuttnab-Kangas points out that language 

diversity and biodiversity are highly 

correlated. That is, in areas of great ecological 

diversity, we also find great linguistic 

diversity. This correlation means it is 

possible to draw on the persuasive power 

of discourses of environmentalism. We all 

know that protecting the environment is 

good for people. There is another aspect 

to the argument connected to the fact that 

languages represent the world (including the 

natural environment) differently. In short, 

to lose a language is to lose its unique view 

of the world. When a language dies, all the 

knowledge about the world contained in 

that language disappears too. As Skutnabb-

Kangas, Maffi and Harmon note:

In many cases, indigenous and traditional 
knowledge has been found to be more 
sophisticated than Western science, and it precedes 
other sources of knowledge, such as scientists’ 
findings. Ironically, the knowledge that was 
embedded in the smaller languages sometimes 
gets ‘rediscovered’ by outsiders.

Arguing for the protection of languages by 

drawing on the discourses of environmental 

protection and human rights encourages us 

to see the importance of language diversity. It 

also helps to position language in potentially 

powerful domains, such as law and science.

Negative Attitudes to Accents 
or Dialects
As mentioned, languages may disappear for 

all sorts of reasons. One form of linguicide 

begins by associating a language with 

negative attributes. This can be achieved 

through various means. Stipulating that a 

language is not suitable for education is an 

effective way of doing this. Designating a 

single ‘official language’ is also a strategy 

here in that all non-official languages 

become less powerful. While the official 

language will be proclaimed correct, logical 

and beautiful, all other languages will be 

seen as failing in these respects. 

Negative attitudes towards a language, 

however, don’t always result in it 

disappearing. As language is an important 

part of identity, individuals will often retain 

it despite the costs. This is particularly clear 

in relation to dialects and non-Standard 

varieties of English. African American 

English (AAE), for example, is linked to a 

valued ethnic identity for many speakers 

and so they continue to use it. And while it 

has been clearly shown that it is a well-

structured, logical language, it is nevertheless 

thought of by many people as a deficient 

form of American English. 

All linguists agree that nonstandard dialects are 
highly structured systems; they do not see these 
dialects as accumulations of errors caused by the 
failure of their speakers to master standard English. 
When linguists hear black children saying ‘He crazy’ 
or ‘Her my friend’ they do not hear a ‘primitive 
language’. (Labov, 1972).

If a language is thought to be ‘primitive’ its 

speakers will be too. There is a great deal 

of evidence showing that AAE speakers are 

discriminated against with respect to access 

to housing, employment and educational 

achievement. These are clearly breaches 

of individual human rights; the injustice 

is rooted in ill-conceived beliefs about the 

language and its speakers. 

Understanding the link between languages 

and discrimination is succinctly put in 

Rosina Lippi-Green’s principle of linguistic 

subordination. The principle holds that 

the language of a minority, whatever the 

language and whoever the minority, will be 

perceived as deficient when compared to 

that of the majority. Lippi-Green is not saying 

this is the way things should be, she’s simply 

pointing out that this principle seems to hold 

around the world. 

Benefits of Language as a 
Human Right
Seeing language as a human right has 

potential benefits for individual speakers and 

for language communities. Understanding 

that people are badly treated on the basis of 

their language is an important first step in 

overcoming this discrimination. Connecting 

this treatment to the discourse of human 

rights means that it is possible to draw on the 

cultural power of the idea of human rights. 

Seeing languages as valuable to all people, by 

connecting linguistic diversity to biodiversity, 

has potential benefits not just for language 

communities but for all of us. Language 

is arguably the most human attribute of 

all. Individually and in community with 

other people, language makes us human. It 

makes a lot of sense to protect language as 

a human right. 

Dr Annabelle Mooney is Reader in the Department 
of Media, Culture and Language at the University of 
Roehampton. 
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T.S. Eliot Prize  
Writing Competition 2015
A writing 
competition 
for sixth form 
students, based on 
the T.S. Eliot Prize 
for Poetry

How to apply

1. From Tuesday 3rd November 2015 – go to 
www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine, read 
the competition instructions and rules and 
follow the link to download the 20 poems.  

2. Choose your poet and decide whether to write 
a critical piece or a poem as a response.

3. Get your entry in by Friday 11th December 

2015. 

Previous student entrants

Tantamount 
to perfection!

A fantastic 
opportunity!

A chance to:
• read the very best of contemporary 

poetry

• develop your critical skills and 
confidence in reading poetry for pleasure

• win £100, meet the poets and be 
published in emagazine

• put it on your CV or university 
statement.

Taking part is simple! On your own, or with a teacher, 
read the 20 poems we’ve selected, 2 by each of the 
shortlisted poets for the T.S. Eliot Prize for Poetry. Pick 
your favourite poet. Then get writing!

For the first time, this year, there are two choices of 
response:

EITHER 

A 500 word critical piece on the 2 poems by your 
chosen poet, reflecting on what you particularly liked 
about them and why you think they should win.

OR 

A poem of your own, ‘writing back’ to one of the 
poems you found particularly interesting. Your poem 
might take the same title, or use aspects of the form of the 
poem, or explore the same subject matter, or argue back 
with a view or angle that challenges or subverts ideas in 
the original.

What is the prize?
There are 2 prizes, one in each category.*

Each prize includes:

• £100 cash prize

• 3 tickets to the T.S. Eliot Prize and the Award 
Ceremony, where the winners will meet the poets 
and judges

• publication in emagazine and on the Poetry Book 
Society website

• a full set of all 10 shortlisted collections 

• education membership of the PBS for the school or 
college of the winning students.

* Two prizes awarded, subject to the standard in both 
categories being sufficiently high.
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