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Foreword 

Sarah Burton, Louis Cotgrove, Francesca Leveridge and 

Emma Putland 

University of Nottingham and Nottingham Trent University 

Welcome to Issue 4 of the Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, an 

interdisciplinary postgraduate-run journal dedicated to exploring the 

interrelations between languages, texts, and societies. This year, our 

team has expanded further, and we now include satellite editors from 

Leeds, Cardiff, and London. We have also changed our production process 

so that authors can now be published online in the lead up to the Issue, 

providing early access to some of the fantastic work being done across 

continents and academic disciplines. We would like to thank all of our 

editing team, peer reviewers and contributors for their hard work in 

creating our fourth issue. We are very proud of all that we have achieved, 

especially during a period as tumultuous as 2020, and very much look 

forward to the exciting developments for Issue 5, with our even larger 

and more diverse LTS team, and the new addition of our Podcast Team, 

who we hope will bring the discussions this journal was established to 

make to an even broader audience. 
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 The breadth of research focuses and approaches across this issue 

is impressive. Although we continue to showcase local research as a 

Nottingham-based journal, our contributors this year are from 

institutions across four continents: Europe, Asia, Australasia and North 

America. Their insights span a range of fields, and we hope that 

arranging them together here promotes a broader, interdisciplinary 

dialogue that encourages readers to seek valuable connections between 

traditionally disparate fields. What is particularly striking across these 

articles, translation and book reviews is the issue of critically examining 

and translating languages, identities and concepts across time and place. 

This issue highlights the insights that can be gained from focused, often 

multimodal analyses, and advocates shifting our understandings from 

discrete categorisations towards a more nuanced, multifaceted approach 

to the world. 

 On the topic of translation, we are proud to present Deborah K. 

Symons Roldán’s translation of her own short story, originally authored 

in Spanish ("La enfermedad"), into English (“The Illness”). The story 

developed in the author's imagination during a particularly tedious 

meeting, giving birth to the character of Armando, who wonders whether 

he belongs at all or whether there is something "wrong" with him. As it 

is rare for an author translate their own work, this contribution provides 

a unique opportunity for readers to experience how an author might 

translate their own story into another language. 

Further highlighting the value of attending to the interactions of 

different languages, two of our articles take a multilingual approach to 

provide fascinating commentaries on cross-cultural dialogues, past and 

present. Joanna Gore applies a feminist, intersectional lens to a discourse 

analysis of British and Catalan/Spanish perspectives of Vale, a short 

advertising film for Estrella Damm. Challenging the crude divisions that 

are imposed in Intercultural Communication through categorising people 

according to over-simplistic concepts such as nationality, Gore highlights 

the importance of taking an intersectional perspective. To achieve a 

nuanced analysis of the interactions of gender with economic 
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inequalities, Gore highlights the value of conducting interviews in 

interviewees’ preferred language (Catalan, Spanish or English), as this 

facilitates sensitivity to local contexts, reduces power imbalances and 

uses “the language most appropriate to enabling and appreciating 

contextual nuance” (17). Ai Shu takes a concept-historical approach to 

examine how the decisions made during the translation of a concept 

interact with its social reception and meaning, in the context of 

nineteenth century China. Ai Shu focuses on how the “Kingdom of 

Heaven,” one of the core concepts in the Bible to advocate good conduct, 

interacted with “Tian Guo” during its translation and how this new 

concept was subsequently turned into a political slogan for the Taiping 

Rebellion Movement. Establishing a deeper understanding of concepts 

and how they “travel,” Ai Shu demonstrates how attending to 

translations within concept history can shed further light on important 

events. 

Taking a broader, more conceptual view of “translation”, many of our 

other contributors are also concerned with translating concepts and 

experiences. Notably, Christine Muir, Jessica Florent and David Leach 

report on their classroom-based study, which investigates the feasibility 

of designing and implementing a group project in order to purposefully 

facilitate a period of intensely motivated behaviour (a “group-directed 

motivational current”). They reflect on their experiences of completing 

multiple iterations of the same group project, taught by the second and 

third authors with language learning classes. The authors highlight key 

issues for the design and management of motivational group projects, 

aiming for others to translate their findings on group motivation to other 

educational contexts. 

Many of our other contributors are, like Jo Gore, concerned with 

translations of gender, a prominent and timely theme in this issue. 

Christina Matsuo Post examines how gender identities are translated 

onto the pages of children’s fiction. The article asks: to what extent do 

contemporary American children’s books transgress gender stereotypes 

and support the continued progress towards a multiplicity of gendered 



4 S. Burton et al.  .................................................................................................................... 

  

Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 4 (2020) .................................................................  

identities? Focusing on the 2017-2019 Caldecott Medal and Honor books, 

which are largely aimed at preschool and early years, Matsuo Post uses 

content analysis to explore their thematic, linguistic, and visual gender 

representations, reflecting on the broader implications that such 

representations have for raising children. Meanwhile, Morrigan Auxland 

explores the possibility of translating gender neutrality into languages 

such as Portuguese, which traditionally have only masculine and 

feminine grammatical genders. The article considers the addition of a 

third, grammatically neutral gender to Portuguese. Auxland 

contemplates the ways in which these changes would function, and the 

resulting public and academic responses to each. Earlier in the Issue, 

Edward O’Rourke takes a more historical approach, using literary 

analysis to help translate for readers the experiences of Maeve Brennan, 

a young Irish staff writer at the New Yorker magazine. Through 

Brennan’s work, O’Rourke interrogates the impact of large-scale urban 

regeneration on the lives of women in twentieth century New York, 

particularly focusing on poorer single women, and the expressions of 

dissent with which they responded to their changing cityscape.  

The issue ends with two book reviews, which both highlight the 

innovativeness of their respective authors. The first review comes from 

Edward Clay, who discusses Laura Mori’s timely edited volume: 

Observing Eurolects: Corpus analysis of linguistic variation in EU law. 

Although the book does not commit to a stance on whether the linguistic 

changes that occur through language contact in this specific EU context 

are positive or negative, Clay finds it to be a novel addition to legal 

linguistics and language variation and evolution. Clay praises the choice 

to standardise the corpus-based methodology across the eleven studied 

languages, which enables more comprehensive conclusions to be reached. 

Ruby Hawley-Sibbett provides our second book review, noting that 

although the close approach of Chris Yelland’s monograph, Jane Austen: 

A Style in History risks limiting readers’ appreciation of Austen’s overall 

noteworthiness, it offers a valuable contribution for its innovative 
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combination of stylistics and historiography, benefitting not only Austen 

studies but wider methodological literary discussions.  

Innovation is the third standout feature of the collection in this issue. 

Throughout, each of our contributors offer new and insightful ways to 

revisit histories, explore social phenomena, and expand the nuance of our 

representations in the visual and verbal language systems that we use, 

employing a wide range of methodologies and focuses to do so. As a 

postgraduate-led journal that prides itself on being accessible, 

interdisciplinary, and forward-thinking, we are delighted to provide a 

platform for postgraduate scholars and early career researchers to play 

an active role in shaping the direction of critical debate in and across 

their fields.  

Looking forward to Issue 5, we hope to continue to grow in our scope 

and contributions, and to welcome your responses in the form of future 

journal articles and papers at our annual conference. We would like to 

express our gratitude to all who have contributed pieces to this issue, as 

well as to our fellow postgraduate team and academic advisory board who 

have worked hard to make this issue happen. Finally, we would like to 

thank you as our readers, we very much hope you find the contents of 

this issue enjoyable, novel and stimulating. Please do get in touch with 

us about any thoughts, questions, or ideas you may have, and feel free to 

contact pg-lts@nottingham.ac.uk to become involved in any aspect of our 

future issues.     

 



 

 

 

Call for Papers 

The LTS team are now seeking submissions for Issue 5, to be published in 

December 2021. Articles should be 6,000 to 8,000 words in length, focusing on 

the ways in which communications, languages, and texts are shaped by and 

shape society. We are particularly interested in articles that address:  

• Innovative methods to produce, collect, and study texts  

• Texts in professional and educational contexts  

• How texts shape experience and cultural legacy  

• Translation of languages and cultures  

• Cultural impact of performance texts 

• Texts in socio-political contexts  

You will get feedback on your work via our double-blind peer review process; all 

papers are reviewed by a postgraduate and an established academic. We 

welcome converted conference papers as well more traditional article 

submissions. 

Abstracts of up to 250 words should be submitted to us before you begin working 

on the full article.  If you would like to check that your topic fits into our issue, 

contact our editors to discuss this: pg-lts@nottingham.ac.uk. For more 

information, see our webpage. 

We publish articles on a rolling basis throughout the calendar year so there is no 

waiting to see the finished product: any articles that are still in production in 

December will be published in the following issue. 
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Gender and economic inequalities: 

British and Catalan/Spanish 

perspectives on Vale, a short film 

advertising Estrella Damm  

Joanna Gore 

University of Nottingham 

Introduction 

This paper contributes to existing debates in intercultural 

communication (hereafter IC) about how to understand cultural 

differences and intercultural dynamics. It does so by applying a feminist, 

intersectional lens to cross-cultural discourse analysis. Specifically, the 

study examines how British and Catalan/Spanish viewers differentially 

decode Vale (Amenábar), a short Spanish film advertising Estrella 

Damm beer. This case study is particularly relevant in the current 

context of heightened British, Catalan and Spanish nationalisms, and 

tensions in Catalonia around tourism. The paper draws on original 

research conducted in Barcelona, Spain, namely semi-structured 

interviews with five Catalan/Spanish nationals, who are bilingual 
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Catalan and Spanish speakers, and five British nationals, whose first 

language is English.  

The film provides a rich text to elicit responses on questions of 

cultural difference, identity and communication because it is explicitly 

about intercultural interaction in the context of tourism. Its central plot 

involves a holiday encounter between a group of twenty/thirty-something 

Spanish friends and a young English-speaking woman called Rachel. The 

story focuses on Rachel, and Victor, one of the friends, who is frustrated 

because his limited English makes it difficult to communicate with her. 

Taking advantage of the pertinent subject matter in Vale to stimulate 

responses, the study analyses how participants interpret the film in 

relation to three key sub-themes: (sub-/supra-) national and other 

cultural identities; power hierarchies; and intercultural communication 

itself, specifically between native speakers of Catalan/Spanish and 

speakers of English.   

This study contributes to the existing literature in three key ways. 

Firstly, it builds on the small strand of literature within IC (Holliday, 

Kullman and Hyde; Piller; Scollon, Jones and Rodney) that is critical of 

the assumption – known as ‘methodological nationalism’ (Wimmer and 

Glick Schiller) – ‘that the nation/state/society is the natural social and 

political form of the modern world’ (ibid: 302). It does so by taking an 

interdisciplinary approach, drawing on feminist linguistics (Weatherall; 

Swann) and intersectional understandings of gender and culture (Flores; 

Johnson). These insights are applied to the empirical data from the 

British and Catalan/Spanish interviews, while looking to move beyond a 

solely nation-based approach to IC. 

The paper’s second contribution is methodological. The study used a 

film as a stimulus for participants’ reactions, which were then subjected 

to cross-cultural discourse analysis. This is an underutilised method, but 

one that offers a way to further understanding within IC by eliciting 

categories that are meaningful to participants (Uchida 45) rather than 

pre-defined by the researcher or model to be applied. Thus, the study 

offers an innovative approach that gives close attention to local context, 

including language, and that is sensitive to inequalities within and 

across national borders.  

The third contribution of this paper is in further developing 

scholarship on gender within IC. Gender has already been shown to 
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matter to conceptions of national culture (Stedham and Yamamura). 

This paper builds on this by problematising the treatment of gender and 

nationality as ‘variables’ or ‘unified containers’ (Johnson 372). Rather, 

the study sheds light on how economic inequalities between countries 

and gender inequalities can operate together - but may also compete with 

and eclipse one other. Through these insights, the paper addresses how 

gender intersects with ethno-national identities. The evidence presented 

suggests that the field of IC should continue to draw on, and contribute 

to, feminist scholarship on intersectionality. 

 

Background  

This research was conducted in Barcelona in 2019, where the context for 

communication between locals and foreigners has been shaped by 

struggle and contestation around tourism, an issue closely tied up with 

the dynamics of gentrification (at a micro/meso level) and forces of 

neoliberal globalisation (at a macro level). In Barcelona, residents’ 

experience of the economic and social costs of mass tourism – including 

rising rents driving people out of their homes and perceived loss of 

neighbourhood spirit and authenticity – has influenced attitudes 

towards tourists themselves. Waves of anti-tourist protest in Catalonia, 

particularly from 2014 onwards, increasingly targeted foreign visitors 

directly with their ‘Tourist go home’ campaigns (Hughes). The British 

press also covered these mobilisations, with the tabloids taking an 

antagonistic tone, writing about ‘attacks on holidaymakers’ (Sobot), and 

‘sick’ anti-tourist posters (Malm). In 2019, an official survey found that 

61.3% of the 3,612 residents surveyed thought Barcelona was reaching 

or had already reached its limit with the number of tourists it could 

receive, with a growing number of people – 3.1% in 2012, increasing year 

on year to 16.6% in 2019 – saying tourism was harmful for the city 

(Ajuntament de Barcelona 15). The effects these dynamics may have on 

participants’ views of the relationship between Catalan/Spanish 

residents and English-speaking tourists are of interest, since bridging 

intergroup conflict is a stated aim of IC scholarship (Piller 194).   

 In Catalonia, a sense that Barcelona’s cultural identity and 

authenticity is being eroded by tourism and other forces of neoliberal 

globalisation has special resonance in times of heightened nationalist 

tensions. This has been particularly the case in the lead-up to and 
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aftermath of the referendum for Catalan independence in October 2017. 

In fact, the resurgence of Catalan, Spanish and British nationalisms is a 

significant element of the impetus for this research and a feature of the 

context that ultimately overshadows issues around tourism. In the last 

five years, Catalan and Spanish nationalist discourses have been stoked 

and channelled as the issue of Catalan independence has increasingly 

come to the fore. Meanwhile, in Britain, ‘Brexit’ has played a dominant 

role in constituting and polarising ideas about national identity. ‘Leave’ 

supporters have found a collective sense of belonging through a rejection 

of the status quo, increasingly embodying a rising ‘exclusionary 

nationalism’ (Foster) that appeals to resentment and nostalgia: ‘I want 

my country back... we’re all just so frustrated’ (Question Time audience 

member, quoted in ibid). At the same time, those who voted against 

Brexit have lamented and fought back against a ‘crisis of 

multiculturalism’ (Closs Stephens 405), characterised by ‘an 

intensification in racism, Islamophobia, and identity politics’ (ibid). This 

research aims to examine such competing notions of cultural identity and 

otherness – notions that are key to IC (Sarangi 88) – in the context of 

English-speaking tourism in Spain. 

Since this paper treats culture itself as an ideological construct and 

not something that precedes intercultural communication (Piller 10), the 

Catalan bid for independence and ‘Brexit’ are of relevance not so much 

as geopolitical or territorial disputes over physical boundaries, but rather 

as battles of discursively constructed identities, or for what Anderson 

calls the ‘imagined communities’ of nationality. In order to understand 

these processes from a cross-cultural perspective, this study set out to 

answer the following research questions:  

1. How do interviewees position themselves in terms of national 

or other identities in their responses to the film? 

2. What perspectives do participants offer on intercultural 

communication itself, specifically between native speakers of 

Catalan/Spanish and speakers of English? 

3. What are the differences and similarities between the two 

nationality groups’ interpretations of the film? 

4. What are the implications of these findings for IC?  

These research objectives are of particular interest in the context of 

the intergroup tensions and resurging nationalisms outlined above. 
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Theoretical framework  

Definitions of culture  

Culture, and how it is conceptualised, is central to IC research. The field 

has tended to approach the question in one of two broad ways (Chen 5; 

Uchida 44). One treats culture as relatively stable and homogenous 

within ethnic and national boundaries (Uchida 44). The most widely used 

and influential framework in this tradition is Hofstede’s model of 

cultural dimensions. Hofstede defines culture as ‘the collective 

programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group 

or category of people from another’ (Hofstede, Minkov, G. and Minkov, 

M. 4). The focus of his work is measuring differences between people from 

different countries using variables such as individualism versus 

collectivism (Hofstede Insights). These scores are then used to predict 

differences between people from different countries, knowledge of which 

is intended to be of practical use in intercultural interaction. However, 

this paper argues that such frameworks, including scholarship that 

attempts to add gender measurements onto dominant models of IC 

(Stedham and Yamamura), are inadequate as a tool for understanding 

and improving intercultural relations. One key reason for this from the 

perspective of this paper is their insensitivity to the inequalities and 

complexities at play within a specific intercultural context. Further 

issues with Hofstede-type models are discussed in section 3.3.  

Alternative views have offered a counterpoint to the ‘culture 

measurement branch’ of IC research (Uchida 44). Such approaches 

emphasise the dynamic and heterogeneous qualities of culture, 

recognising ‘diversity, contestation, and dissonance’ (ibid) within it. 

Street offers useful insights with the notion that ‘Culture is a verb’ 

(quoted in Sarangi 87). In this view, culture is ‘an active process of 

meaning-making and contest over definition’ (ibid). So, it is not enough 

to enquire only into what things mean, but also important to examine 

how those meanings came into existence, allowing essentialist narratives 

to be challenged. Understanding culture as ‘social process’ (Chen 6) also 

demands, and benefits from, attention to ‘a host of complex relationships’ 

(ibid), including the power structures embedded in a specific social 

context (ibid, referencing Hall). Gender is part of this context and 

influences these power dynamics.  
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Gender is understood in this paper to be performative, that is, 

‘constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results’ 

(Butler 34). In this sense gender is not ‘an internal essence’ (Butler XV), 

nor is it fixed or binary. It is socially constructed through ‘a sustained set 

of acts’ (ibid). Scholars have argued both for the importance of studying 

gender as part of culture (Uchida 48), and for exploring culture as a 

context for gender (Johnson 372). Still, as Johnson points out, very little 

IC literature ‘treats gender as implicated in multiple cultural locations’ 

(ibid). This paper addresses this paucity by taking both culture and 

gender to be socially constructed, heterogeneous and dynamic, and 

applying these understandings to empirical data in the British-

Catalan/Spanish context. The aim is to illuminate the processes by which 

social identities are created and to shed light on the complex 

intersections between gender and nationality.  

 

 Subjective meanings and multiple cultural identities 

The context-specific and subjective nature of meaning is corroborated 

by Liebes and Katz, whose findings that viewers’ different national 

cultures influenced their interpretations of Dallas partially inspired the 

current study. Accordingly, the present study was designed on the basis 

that participants’ interpretations of the film would be traceable to the 

different cultural identities that they were orienting to. Since Liebes and 

Katz focused on differences between nationalities and did not look at the 

role of gender or other social identities, this paper addresses these gaps. 

To do this, the study draws on the work of scholars who take a non-

essentialist and non-reductive approach to IC that goes beyond the 

nation-based model. For example, Scollon, Jones and Rodney argue that, 

since identities are multiple, diverse and hybrid, all communication is 

intercultural to some degree (2). This view is shared by Holliday, 

Kullman and Hyde, whose ‘much-needed contribution’ (Holmes 57) treats 

cultural differences not as ‘tangible entities’ but as ‘intersubjective and 

negotiated processes’ (Holliday, Kullman and Hyde xv). This paper takes 

a special interest in how these processes are negotiated and how they 

may be affected by power structures (ibid).  
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Banal nationalism  

Hofstede’s dimensional model of cultural difference has continued to hold 

currency, despite being extensively critiqued for being based on 

insufficient evidence and flawed methodological assumptions. 

(McSweeney; Piller 121-127). Besides the blindness to inequalities 

mentioned in 3.1, there are two additional problems with Hofstede’s work 

that are relevant to this study. One is that it supposes that each country 

has a distinct and relatively homogenous culture compared to other 

countries (McSweeney 91-92). The second is the assumption that 

nationality is the key determinant of a person’s ‘culture’ (Piller 123).  

The widespread conflation of nation and culture in intercultural 

communication literature is not just a benign simplification. This study 

takes Piller’s view that methodological nationalism justifies and, in fact, 

constitutes, ‘banal nationalism’. The latter is a term coined by Billig to 

describe the ways in which nationhood is constantly ‘flagged’ in 

established nations through habits and symbols so familiar that they go 

unnoticed. He argues that while orthodox theory has tended to focus on 

the most extreme expressions of nationalism, it is necessary to recognise 

the everyday, routine and less visible instances of nationalism that form 

the ‘ideological means by which nation-states are reproduced’ (Billig 11). 

Both ‘banal nationalism’ and nation-based approaches to IC build a sense 

of tribalism through national identity, promote stereotypes, and damage 

our understanding of cultural difference. Indeed, in the context of 

Catalonia, which has its own language and identities, and where 

approximately half of the population is in favour of Catalan 

independence (ICPS 2018), conflating culture and nationality is unlikely 

to be a useful approach. A methodological nationalist approach is not only 

a blunt tool for understanding how participants position themselves in 

terms of identity, but also inappropriate because it actually reproduces 

and reinforces ‘banal’ forms of nationalist thinking. This research draws 

on Billig’s insights into how nations are discursively constructed, and 

heeds Piller’s plea for IC scholarship to escape methodological 

nationalism by taking a qualitative and discourse-analytic approach (68). 

This paper applies this approach to the complex context of Catalonia, 

aiming to find out how participants aligned themselves in terms of 

cultural identity when nations were not specifically mentioned.    
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 Culture and language  

Vale, the short film used in this study, attempts to harness the selling 

power of both global identity and local culture through the dual use of 

English and Spanish (or English and Catalan, in the dubbed Catalan 

version). Symbolically, these languages mean different things. Piller 

(143) argues that when languages other than the national one are used 

in advertising, it is ‘to imbue a product with an ethno-cultural stereotype 

about the group who speak the language’. So, for a British audience, the 

use of Spanish (combined with scenes of the Mediterranean) enables 

advertisers to mobilise the positive associations of the corresponding 

stereotype. English, however, does not signify nationality or ethnicity in 

global advertising. To audiences for whom English is not their first 

language, English connotes ‘a social stereotype of modernity, global 

elitism and the free market’ (ibid: 147). For the advert’s home audience, 

then, English signals ‘cool’ for the upwardly mobile, or those that aspire 

to be so, a fact self-consciously referenced in Vale. Piller’s insights 

suggest that potential differences in decoding among English and 

Catalan/Spanish participants may arise not simply due to nationality, 

but because of the different status of their native languages. This study 

examines whether these predictions are borne out. 

 

Intercultural mediation  

Finally, by way of theoretical framework, I would like to include a note 

on the overarching motivation for this research. Piller (194) points out 

that we hear talk of diversity everywhere these days, while at the same 

time we are seeing the rise of ‘old nationalisms that hanker for some 

mythical past without migration, globalisation and the mixing of people 

they have brought’. Her observation is general but feels highly relevant; 

she could be talking specifically about the ongoing situation in Catalonia, 

or the Brexit vote in the UK. Piller argues for the role of IC scholarship 

in reducing confrontation between groups with different cultural 

identities, and building bridges towards creating shared, 

common cultures (ibid). It is in this spirit of intercultural mediation, as 

well as advancing understanding of how culture itself operates and can 

be understood, that this paper frames its contribution to the existing 

literature.   
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Methodology  

The text: Vale  

Vale, a Spanish-made short film advertising Estrella Damm, was 

selected for the purposes of this study because it is explicitly about 

intercultural communication in the context of tourism. It is interesting 

to note here that the film is not about gender on a surface level, making 

it significant that the participants foregrounded gender as a relevant 

identity category. The plot centres around a group of Spanish friends 

meeting an English-speaking tourist called Rachel, and the difficulties 

that Victor, one of the Spanish members of the group, has trying to 

communicate with her. A further rationale for selecting Vale is that its 

makers intended ‘culture’, in at least one sense, to be a discernible 

theme. The director explains:   

 

We’ve tried to reflect and make people feel values that are intimately 

related to the Mediterranean, putting a special emphasis on its cultural 

offer. To live ‘mediterraneanly’ means going out, meeting people and 

soaking up music, cinema, theatre, exhibitions… We would like the film 

to awaken this spirit of sociability and optimism in the audience and, why 

not, to make them smile. 

(Alejandro Amenábar, quoted in elPeriódico 2015)  

 

So, while the film is about ‘culture’, it carefully avoids being about 

national culture. This use of ‘the Mediterranean’ as a brand and a 

supranational alternative to national identities has the advantage of 

being recognisably local to an international audience while avoiding 

politically troublesome associations with either Spain or Catalonia for 

the home audience. As Cannon argues in her book chapter on supra-

nationality and sub-nationality in Spanish advertising, ‘it appears that 

whatever constitutes [the Mediterranean] identity, whether it be 

lifestyle, relaxation, or quality, it is at least preferable to being defined 

in national terms’ (13). This paper explores the extent to which 

participants agree.  

Without wanting to stray too far into a subjective interpretation 

of Vale here, I would like to add one final point about the rationale for its 

selection in relation to the research questions. Although the plot 

ostensibly revolves around the meeting of two different nationalities, 

cultural differences are in some ways minimised. Language is not shown 
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to be a problem for the monolingual English-speaking tourist, 

Anglophone film references are striking (e.g. There’s Something About 

Mary), and fluency in the language of brands (‘Estrella’ and ‘Sonar’) and 

British bands (‘Radiohead’ and ‘Gorillaz’) is shown to be key to bonding 

in the group and pivotal in the romance story. In this way, Vale could be 

seen to evoke a ‘cool’, supra-national or ‘global’ identity based on 

consumption of international pop culture as well as brands. Given the 

contested discourses around globalisation and perceived loss of local 

authenticity in Barcelona, this aspect of Vale was seen as potentially 

relevant for participants.   

The intention in describing the film here has been to provide a 

rationale for its use in this study. Although the ways in which 

participants’ cultural backgrounds may shape their different 

interpretations of media content is interesting in itself, the main 

motivation for using this approach, and specifically using Vale, was 

to stimulate relevant responses without pre-defining certain constructs 

(see 4.3).  

  

The participants 

A purposive sample of five Catalan/Spanish participants and five British 

participants, aged between thirty-four and thirty-nine, was constructed 

via convenience sampling. This age group was thought to be within the 

target age group for the film. Participants are all white and all have been 

to university. The Catalan/Spanish group consisted of three women and 

two men, all from, and living in, the Barcelona area. The British group 

consisted of two women, one genderqueer person (assigned female at 

birth) and two men, from various places in the north of England. Three 

of them live in Yorkshire, one in London, and one has lived in Barcelona 

for two years. For clarity and consistency, but also out of sensitivity to 

participants’ feelings about identity, I have referred to the groups as 

‘British’ and ‘Catalan/Spanish’ throughout the analysis. The use of these 

terms in not intended to be a political comment on which identities 

should or should not be recognised nations. Existing knowledge of 

participants was used to include people with both pro- and anti- Catalan 

independence views in the Catalan/Spanish sample, although this was 

not explicitly asked in case it influenced interviewees’ answers. 
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All participants are friends of the researcher. It is acknowledged that 

this may have influenced the data collected in certain ways, for example, 

making some participants more inclined to bring up gender as a subject 

of interest to the researcher. However, it is also argued that interviewing 

friends is likely to have affected the outcome of the research in positive 

ways. The researcher was already involved in participants’ lives, and 

existing friendships placed subjects on a more equal power footing with 

the researcher, both conditions that feminist scholars have argued are 

necessary for the dialogic process of knowledge creation (Tickner 27). The 

tone of the conversations is informal and intimate, and the data are rich, 

with a subtle range of meanings expressed through humour and irony. 

The researcher’s relationships with the subjects also provided further, 

valuable context during the coding process.  

 

Procedures 

Befitting the exploratory and qualitative nature of the research, ten 

interviews were conducted. Even with such a small sample size, internal 

diversity within the two groups was predicted to be sufficient to critically 

examine dynamics of cultural difference. However, to facilitate 

comparison and minimise variables, sample groups were similar in terms 

of age and level of education. The individual, semi-structured interviews 

were conducted in Spanish, Catalan or English, either face-to-face or 

online, and then transcribed for coding. Coding categories were 

developed post data collection following grounded theory coding phases 

(Strauss and Corbin). The multi-staged coding process was iterative, 

moving from open coding to ‘axial coding’ (ibid) towards ‘selective coding’, 

and back to open/axial coding in order to compare responses across 

different social categories once particular themes had emerged as 

significant. For example, stereotyping in the film and participants’ 

responses to it emerged as key for developing more encompassing 

concepts in the analysis. So, references to stereotyping in the film were 

then coded by type (gender/ethno-national) and according to the attitude 

of the participant towards that instance of stereotyping. For example:  

• the film portrays people from x as y and that is not true/ I 

do not like that = Objections 

• the film portrays people from x as y and I do not know if that 

is true = Reservations 
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• the film shows that people from x are y, and it is true = 

Acceptance 

Questions 2, 3 and 5 of the interview schedule (see Appendix 1) are 

modelled on Liebes and Katz. Interview questions are deliberately 

worded to avoid pre-supposed categories such as ‘Spanish culture’, which 

would increase the chances of getting answers that simply reproduce 

existing discourses. These research instruments, that is, the film and the 

questions, offered a way to collect rich and relevant data without 

conditioning participants’ responses, and enabled an emic, rather than 

etic, approach designed to elicit cultural categories that were pertinent 

to participants rather than use categories that were ‘developed a-priori 

for cross-cultural comparisons’ (Uchida 45). Importance was given to the 

national or regional only when deemed relevant by participants and in 

such a way that left room for other social or cultural identities to emerge 

as significant. The study is designed to ask, ‘who makes culture relevant 

to whom in what context for what purposes?’ (Piller 68) rather than to 

discover ‘what a person from X is like’ (Holliday, Hyde and Kullman 2).  

Sarangi warns against assuming that ‘the analytic constructs and 

categories available... (predominantly in English) are sophisticated 

enough to allow one to describe distinct cultures without distortion’ (91). 

Accordingly, this research and analysis has been carried out as far as 

possible in the language most appropriate to enabling and appreciating 

contextual nuance. Interviewing someone in Castilian Spanish, when 

they may feel strongly that their first language is Catalan, would be 

insensitive to local context, and might interfere with power dynamics and 

distort results. Interviews of Catalan/Spanish participants were carried 

out in Spanish or Catalan according to individual preference. As a non-

native speaker of Spanish and Catalan, the researcher’s language ability 

may have contributed to inconsistencies of interview experience 

between the two groups. However, this is mitigated by proficiency in the 

learned languages, the good will generated by ‘making the effort’, and the 

fact that the researcher’s most important role was as listener rather than 

speaker.  

All coding and analysis have been conducted in the original language 

to avoid distortion or loss of nuance. English translations of relevant 

material have been included for the benefit of the reader only and have 

not influenced the findings of this research. Where translations are 
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given, every effort has been made to convey participants’ original 

meanings fully and accurately. Recognising the difficulty and sometimes 

impossibility of finding English equivalents for certain phrases due to 

their contextual and cultural specificity, translations provided are suited 

to an ethnographic purpose that takes context fully into account 

(Leavitt).  

Finally, living in Catalonia for twelve years has deepened my 

understanding of the cultures that are the subject of this study. However, 

the subjectivity of the researcher – as a white British woman living in 

Barcelona – as always with ethnography or research into ‘other’ cultures, 

is acknowledged. Reflecting on my own personal experience, on my 

relationships with the participants and my role in the research process 

itself has been incorporated into the study as part of the practice of 

‘reflexivity’ (Ackerly, Stern and True 4; Tickner 28). This is a corrective 

awareness of one’s own personal position in the research process that 

aims to ‘to strengthen the standards of objectivity’ (Tickner ibid). 

 

Analysis and discussion  

The data are rich, complex, and sometimes contradictory, confirming 

that meaning is subjective and context dependent. Given the variety of 

responses and the many themes that emerged during the interviews, the 

analysis below is necessarily selective. Firstly, I describe similarities 

between responses in the Catalan/Spanish and British sample groups, 

particularly focusing on gendered patterns of interpretation. I then look 

at the differences in interpretations between the British and the 

Catalan/Spanish sample groups, and what those differences tell us about 

the intersections of local culture with gender. Finally, I consider how 

some participants either contested or accepted identification with specific 

supranational identities suggested by the film. This last part of the 

analysis demonstrates that – contrary to both a causal view of national 

culture, and perhaps, the expectation set up by contexts of heightened 

nationalist feeling – national identities are not necessarily the most 

salient social category in specific contexts of IC.  

Quotes from participants are labelled with the interview number in 

superscript.  
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Similarities – ‘gender’s omnipresence’ 

Overall, internal variation within each sample group was similar to that 

across the groups. The only consistent division amongst the participants 

correlated with their gender, not their nationality. All four male 

participants were positive about the male character (see Appendix 2) and 

three out of the four were positive about the film. Two women and the 

genderqueer person were highly critical of the same character (see 

Appendix 2), and no female or genderqueer participant said they liked 

the film.1  

A detailed look at Appendix 2 shows two things. Firstly, as mentioned, 

there is a diversity of interpretations both within and across gender and 

nationality groups. Secondly, however, there are several cross-national 

parallels associated with gender. For example, male comments from both 

nationality groups often identified positive characteristics of the main 

character (‘cool’2, ‘friendly’2, ‘endearing’2, ‘attractive’6, ‘noble’9, ‘humble’9) 

and saw him as ‘misunderstood’2 (‘intellectual underestimation’5, ‘here, 

inside, there’s a man... who has an interior world’5, ‘They accuse him of 

being in his own world... But I don’t see him like that’9). On the other 

hand, female and gender non-binary participants more frequently saw 

negative characteristics (‘creepy’1, ‘the dud’1, ‘insecure’1,8,10, ‘wants to 

demonstrate things’4, ‘whingey’7, ‘angry’8, ‘fragile masculinity’8) or 

objected to the male character’s insistent pursuit of the 

American/English woman (‘an uncomfortable kind of, like, he’s just going 

to pursue her regardless of her interest in him’1, ‘this insistence… ‘no, 

mate’… it’s so focused, it’s tiring.7) The fact that this gendered pattern of 

interpretations cuts across nationality groups shows that the way in 

which the two groups interpreted gender in the film shared striking 

commonalities, particularly evident in female and gender-queer 

participants’ criticisms of the main character versus male participants’ 

positive views. This also suggests that identification with, or reaction 

against what Connell calls ‘hegemonic masculinity’, crosses geographical 

borders.  

Nine out of the ten participants expressed reservations or objections 

about either gender stereotyping or stereotyping based on country/place 

 
1 For more detailed data transcripts (in Catalan, Spanish and/or English) please contact the 

author at: jogore6@gmail.com. 

mailto:jogore6@gmail.com
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of origin in the film (see Appendix 3). While gender roles were not 

mentioned by any male participant, four out of six female/genderqueer 

participants objected either to the stereotypical way in which genders 

were portrayed, or because the film reminded them of stereotypical 

gendered behaviours and gender power dynamics they had encountered 

in the real world. There were, however, some differences between these 

gendered interpretations that could be linked to nationality. These are 

analysed in the following section. 

The intention in drawing out these gendered patterns of 

interpretation here has not been to use gender categories as if they 

explain differences in the comments. To do so would be to give gender a 

causal role, treating it in itself as the answer to questions of difference, 

just as Hofstede’s model does with nationality. Replacing a static and 

essentialist view of nationality with a static and essentialist view of 

gender (or attempting to combine them) is not useful. Nor does it solve 

the problem of deciding which dimensions of social identity are most 

relevant and how they might be interacting with one another at any one 

time. This is where IC stands to benefit from current understandings of 

gender, which conceptualise it as a social category that is highly fluid 

(Swann 552) and variable across different cultural contexts (Flores 384). 

As Uchida (48) points out, both gender and culture are increasingly 

understood as constructs, which are dynamic and emergent in social 

interaction. The task at hand is therefore to integrate ‘the dynamic and 

heterogenous view of culture and the dynamic and heterogenous view of 

gender’ (ibid). Although this study did not initially set out to ‘look for’ 

gender, specifically, close analysis of the empirical data found compelling 

evidence for what some feminist linguists have called ‘gender’s 

omnirelevance’ (Weatherall 2000). At least, here, gender was sufficiently 

implicated in the empirical data to enable close examination of how it 

intersects with other cultural identities. 

 

Differences – the intersections 

Patterns of difference between the nationality groups could be traced to 

interviewees’ access to specific cultural references and personal 

experience. In terms of engaging with theorising the intersections 

between gender and nationality/local identities, interesting differences 

in interpretations related to whether participants foregrounded gender 
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or economic inequalities. Before examining this further, it is important 

to attend to another notable difference in the interpretations, as this 

illustrates how the idea that ‘culture is a verb’ (Street, quoted in Sarangi 

87) works in context.  

A consistent pattern of difference related to frequent comments from 

British participants expressing puzzlement over meaning. There were no 

such reactions in the Catalan/Spanish interviews. Comments such as 

‘that was a really weird bit’1, ‘I didn’t really understand why...’6 or ‘it’s a 

bit weird’8 were common in the British interviews, suggesting that some 

symbols in the film were not well understood by the British participants 

due to their context-specific nature. For example, the link between 

Estrella and culture (defined as music, festivals, and films) was better 

understood by the Catalan/Spanish group after years of exposure to 

Estrella’s marketing campaigns:  

And it turns out that there’s one who... knows the answers to everything, 

because thanks to Estrella Damm, who sponsor absolutely everything, 

he’s had a much more active cultural life, not because he’s interested in 

culture but because he’s interested in going to drink beer.4  

(translated from Catalan)  

Both the point and ironic tone is paralleled in a British comment:   

I wasn’t sure, like, is the idea that he knows all this stuff (laughing voice) 

‘cause he really likes drinking Estrella? And like he just says ‘yes’ to 

everything because Estrella is involved?8  

The ingredient that differentiates the second comment from the first is 

the uncertainty about intended meaning. Rather than being due to 

essential differences between nationalities, a more plausible explanation 

is that greater exposure to Estrella marketing activities, that is, a 

particular meaning-making process, provides the context that allows 

meaning to be interpreted fully. This is true regardless of whether the 

subject accepts or resists whatever is being signified. Participants on 

both sides of the nationality divide expressed irritation at the film being 

an advert, but Catalan/Spanish familiarity with the format (‘I’m really 

sick of these Estrella Damm adverts’3) contrasted with a British sense of 

novelty (‘I find it a weird medium that I’m not quite used to yet’10). These 

differences underline the importance of understanding culture as 
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context, or ‘con-text, which must be read against any and every text’ 

(Johnson 372). There is no evidence of different national ‘values’ 

(Hofstede) coming into play here, rather a lack of context, which British 

participants themselves were aware of. They framed their comments as 

curiosity rather than opposition, showing that difference in itself does 

not have to imply tensions. 

Having seen how access to specific cultural reference points is crucial 

in creating meaning, this understanding can now be brought to bear on 

examining how gender and national identities interact. Historical and 

cultural reference points informed the interpretations of two women from 

the Catalan/Spanish group, who saw the male character as a modern 

incarnation of the macho ibérico. One explains:  

so there’s a whole series of films from the seventies, in the last moments 

of the Franco period when tourism begins, that star... Alfredo Landa, for 

example, films that have the same story... the macho ibérico ends up 

pulling a woman from another country, always associated with the figure 

of the sueca [Swedish woman], even if she’s from another country. But, 

let’s say, it’s, even though they don’t speak a word of Spanish, he ends 

up conquering the foreign woman, which, the critics commented, was a 

way to say that although foreign countries were freer, they were social 

democracies, etc., in the end what a woman wanted was this Spanish 

macho male, this Spain with traditions, values, sun, that, in a way, ends 

up winning the battle between all the countries.3 

(from Catalan)  

There is a key tension here between the narrative of the economic and 

political underdog and the sexist and stereotyped symbols that resource 

it. According to the macho ibérico reading, the effect of the film relies on 

the intricate power balance between the two main characters and what 

they represent. The male protagonist is at once a Don Juan-style 

‘womaniser’ (a stereotype that several participants alluded to) and a 

victim of injustice who represents a politically and economically 

disadvantaged country. The female character is a ‘pale’1,8,9, 

‘pretty’1,3,4,5,8,9,10 foreigner, whose trophy value (‘like a prize’7) lies in 

being from a wealthier country and being ‘hard to get’8 due to the 

‘language barrier’8. The ethno-national stereotypes here are gendered 

and the gender stereotypes have an ethno-national dynamic, making it 

difficult to unpick which is which: 
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I still think there’s a very, like, er, non-Spanish, like, kind of Americanised 

or British perspective on Spanish people because, erm, er, they go out 

partying, you know... it’s inferred that he slept with one of the girls before, 

you know, they wake up and they’re all like half-naked in the bed and it’s 

like, ‘oh you know, so Spanish-y and relaxed and, they’re all friends now 

but they have all slept together kind of thing, whereas the American girl 

is all, kind of, like, coy and intellectual and non-sexualised in it. 10 

Participants’ different interpretations around these intersections are 

particularly interesting. They depended to some extent on familiarity 

with particular tropes, but also on personal experience, and how they 

positioned themselves in terms of unequal power relationships. All 

participants broadly agreed that the female character was one-

dimensional, and several across the groups mentioned that she could be 

British or American, supporting a sueca figure reading (as a wealthy 

pale-skinned female tourist whose actual nationality is less relevant 

than what she represents), whether they were aware of that specific 

trope or not. However, the British group tended towards criticising this 

lack of characterisation from a feminist point of view (‘a bit of a pixie 

dream girl trope’,1 ‘the thinnest form of female characterisation’,1 ‘just... 

the focus of his goal’,2 ‘quite stereotyped’8) while two female participants 

from the Catalan/Spanish group expressed frustration towards her as a 

real person (‘total princess’,7 ‘she’s not very interested’,7 ‘she learns ‘vale’ 

and that’s it’,3 ‘they’ve given her holidays, she’s had constant beer, and in 

the end, she gets sex, probably good sex’3). One of these Catalan/Spanish 

female participants also highlighted a double standard around linguistic 

expectations: ‘even though she’s a foreigner in Spain and she doesn’t 

speak the language, the only person who comes out of it looking like a 

mental retard is him’3. These negative comments about the female 

character seem to be rooted in real life experience of hosting tourism and 

the privileged position of English speakers. They reveal complex 

dynamics likely to affect Catalan/Spanish-English IC in the context of 

tourism.  

So, what British female participants read as gender inequalities were 

mainly interpreted by Catalan/Spanish females as inequalities between 

countries. These readings based on identification with the economic or 

linguistic underdog did not combine easily with gender-based critiques. 
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However, one of these two Catalan/Spanish women was sensitive to and 

critical of male dominance:  

[The macho ibérico has] a bit of a sexist attitude, er, being a bit above 

other people... ‘I’m here, take notice of me’, or, like, ‘don’t [you all] leave 

me’, which is a bit why Quim Gutiérrez gets angry because he doesn’t 

have the tools to communicate and he lives in frustration, so, like, 

the macho ibérico channels these frustrations of not getting, not 

achieving, really well, I think. 7  

(from Spanish)    

Echoes of this view from the British data (‘fragile masculinity’8, ‘slightly 

angry... insecure man’8) show that access to the context-specific symbol 

of the macho ibérico is not necessary to critically interpret meaning, in 

this case, in similar ways. Interestingly though, the gender-based 

critique in the interview above virtually disappeared when it came to the 

question of the sueca’s relative economic power:   

Participant 7: like... the sueca, ‘I come from a rich country, more 

advanced and everything... I’m not going to lower myself to speaking to 

you who is always in Francoism.’  

Researcher: … and how do you see this situation or stereotype as 

a woman?  

Participant 7: I can understand that what’s different catches your 

attention… if in 1970 there weren’t any blond women with blue eyes and 

suddenly it was like, ‘wow’.  

Researcher: Mmm. 

Participant 7: I can understand, then, this thing about difference, but I 

find it very silly.  

(from Spanish)  

At this moment, political economic inequalities take precedence over 

those relating to gender, softening the critique of sexism. This shows how 

one form of inequality can eclipse another, and perhaps explains why the 

other Catalan/Spanish woman who talked about geopolitical and 

economic inequalities was one of the only two female participants who 

did not criticise gender stereotyping in the film. These complexities 

suggest the need for an intersectional lens (Johnson 375, Flores 379-398) 
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to understand these dynamics. This is what Crenshaw (2) called ‘the need 

to account for multiple grounds of identity when understanding how the 

social world is constructed’. Crenshaw and other Black feminists 

developed intersectionality as a way to understand, in particular, the 

interaction of racism and sexism in Black women’s lives (ibid), which 

could not, they argued, ‘be wholly captured by looking at the race or 

gender dimensions separately’ (ibid). Although the present study is not 

concerned with race but with nationality, it draws on these 

understandings, and finds that multiple cultural identities may not only 

operate together, but also interfere with and compete with each other. 

This poses a challenge for theorising on intersectionality and underlines 

what Spelman called the ‘ampersand’ problem, or the fact that ‘the parts 

of non-dominant women’s identities, their experiences of oppression 

cannot accurately be conceived as separable, summative, or ‘piled on’’ 

(Houston 49). Gender and nationality are not neat, separate variables 

that can be easily added together or isolated because they interact in 

complex and specific ways. On the other hand, it is interesting that only 

Catalan/Spanish women and not Catalan/Spanish men thought of the 

macho ibérico stereotype. Perhaps, in this instance, their belonging to 

one non-dominant social category (as women) gave them a sharper focus 

on other types of hierarchy (between different languages and countries). 

Further research is needed involving a similar design but across larger, 

women-only or NB sample-groups, that are more diverse in terms of race 

and social class, to explore the gender dimension and its interactions 

further.  

 

Supranational identities – ‘international cool’ and Mediterranean 

While the British participants did not comment on the power dynamics 

or negative effects of tourism, they did offer other interpretations related 

to the unequal status of certain types of culture. Two of them were 

irritated by ‘all the kind of lifestyle aspirational stuff’6 linked to the use 

of British, Anglophone and brand references (‘things that are 

internationally cool’,6 ‘the hipster culture that has become really 

international’,1 ‘key cultural points, that ... transcend nationality’1). Both 

of the interviewees who took issue with these references did so on the 

grounds of power hierarchies, calling their use ‘cultural imperialism from 

Western countries’6 that ‘elevated that kind of... international pop 
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culture to a far higher level than say, like, Spanish culture or tradition 

or music’1. In recognising and criticising the symbolic use of English and 

English language references in the film these participants resisted 

positioning themselves as culturally dominant. One, in particular, 

objected to ‘being commodified’6 by the commercial use of ‘stuff [that]’s 

really important to me’6. Here he orients to his inferior power position as 

someone being exploited, both as a potential customer and as the 

embodiment of a selling point. 

Contrary to the researcher’s expectations, the symbolic or 

‘aspirational’6 meaning of the Anglophone references and English itself 

was not addressed by the Catalan/Spanish group, but four out of five 

Catalan/Spanish participants expressed reservations or objections 

relating to the Spanish character’s exaggerated lack of English, finding 

it to be an unrealistic stereotype. These comments, and those described 

above about language and economic inequalities, suggest that the 

English language is seen by Catalan/Spanish participants as a) a normal 

part of life and b) a basic necessity for employment, rather than a 

passport for the upwardly mobile: ‘if someone doesn’t speak English, they 

can be president of the state, but they’ll have difficulty getting a normal 

job with a terrible wage’4. Here the focus is on the material consequences 

and conditions of the dominance of English, rather than its symbolic 

connotations. 

While representations of ‘global’ identity in the film were contested in 

various ways, participants were unanimously positive about the 

Mediterranean as a ‘brand’. Associations ranged from the generic 

(holidays, sun, good food) to the more deeply personal: 

they really nail it when they push this ‘Mediterranean’ button, don’t they, 

to associate this with the Mediterranean because it’s true that a lot of 

people here in Spain, Catalonia, don’t completely identify with something, 

out of weariness, I mean, with one specific nationality, but a lot of people 

do feel from the Mediterranean... maybe I’m speaking for myself (laughs), 

but it’s true that if I had to choose a homeland, like, then I wouldn’t mind 

saying ‘Mediterranean’.9 

Once again, the above quote highlights the fluid and subjective nature of 

social identities. The reference to ‘weariness’ regarding Catalan or 

Spanish identities suggests resistance to nationalist discourses and 

reveals a desire to find a meaningful identity untainted by identity 
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politics. It is the only direct reference to Catalan/Spanish politics in the 

interviews, perhaps unsurprisingly, despite the broader context, given 

the film’s deliberate avoidance of flagging national identities wherever 

possible.  

The reference that immediately follows points again to the role of local 

and historical references in creating meaning and identity: 

There’s that song by Joan Manel Serrat, isn’t there, that was a hit, a 

success when he released it in the 70s, and a lot of people, when they 

listen to this song, they get emotional because you feel like you identify 

with it. It’s an anthem for a lot of people, in fact it’s one of the songs that 

is most played at funerals (laughs). They play the song Mediterráneo by 

Serrat… But when you listen to it it creates a photograph, first a literary 

one with the lyrics and then the music, which is like a perfect 

combination, and these- I think that in this advert they appeal 

unconsciously, or directly, to the unconscious of, in this case, the people 

who live here, to identify ourselves with this.9 

(from Spanish) 

These comments are insightful for understanding how ‘imagined 

communities’ (Anderson, used here in a literal sense) are discursively 

and semiotically created through cultural practice. They offer a 

counterpoint to the assumptions of methodological nationalism, showing 

how boundaries can be dissolved and redrawn in an instant, providing 

the right semiotic resources are available. The ‘Mediterranean’ label, this 

research suggests, has popular appeal – what more powerful symbol of 

identification than the song you would choose for your own funeral? – 

while the ‘global cool’ references either went unnoticed, were contested 

(by Spanish/Catalan participants), or were seen as offensive (by British 

participants). Both points underline the fact that national identities may 

not be the most relevant or desirable for the subject in any given context, 

and that all social categories may be the site of contestation, both from 

inside dominant groups or from the margins. 

 

Conclusion  

The findings of this cross-cultural study reveal how different local, 

historical and personal experiences shape — in complex and, at times, 

competing, ways — practices and understandings of intercultural 
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communication. The richness of the data obtained confirms the benefits 

of context-specific understandings rather than universal models, and of 

multilingual rather than monolingual approaches.  In particular, the 

study found that gender and economic/geo-political inequalities, both 

within nation-states and across national borders, emerged as more 

salient mediating factors than constructs such as nationality. Thus, this 

paper finds that dynamics relating to intersecting inequalities are 

central to IC and should be examined in any future research in the field 

that seeks to challenge stereotypes and improve intergroup 

understanding. 

 This research corroborates and contributes to the work of scholars 

arguing for gender to be read as a crucial part of culture (Flores 372; 

Uchida 48). A key finding is that the economic/geo-political and gender 

lenses through which participants interpreted the film rarely overlapped; 

such identifications often proved mutually exclusive, indicating that 

different inequalities not only intersect but also compete. The fact that 

this obscuring or jostling between narratives of different non-dominant 

identities was most evident in Catalan/Spanish women’s responses adds 

complexity. This warrants further investigation, particularly of how 

nationality and gender interact with race and social class.  

This paper finds that at the root of intercultural tension or 

‘misunderstanding’ often lies a crucial lack of context, be it 

semiotic/linguistic, gender, or historical, through which to interpret 

meaning. Where there is tension, it is not caused by difference itself, but 

rather stems from the power dynamics of inequalities, which may be 

multifold and complex. Through attention to local conditions, using a 

gender and intersectional lens, we may discover commonalities of 

experience and/or expose conflicts of interest that derive from different 

power positions. The aim, then, has been to illuminate these contexts, to 

examine how different inequalities operate together, and, at the same 

time, to undermine simplistic divisions imposed by nationalism, whether 

banal, methodological, or otherwise. This process of excavating and 

recognising the inequalities that both separate and unite individuals 

along lines of ethnicity, race, nationality, gender and/or class, is a step 

towards undoing them. It is also a process that lies at the heart of IC, as 

the basis for generating greater mutual understanding and forging 

common cultures. 
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FILM 

Vale. Directed by Alejandro Amenábar, performances by Dakota Johnson 

and Quim Gutiérrez, Estrella Damm, 2015. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=in7R8MHwkm0 – English  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6jlQiwcsV9Q – Spanish  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aWMQkvxWCFM – Catalan 
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APPENDIX 1: Interview Schedule (English)   

Title: Cross-cultural perspectives on an Estrella Damm advert  

Research question: What impact, if any, does nationality have on Spanish 

and British viewers' interpretation of a short film advertising Estrella 

Damm?  

Advert: English: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yd5NuHrb_Ys  

   

Interview schedule:  

1. Had you seen the advert before? What’s your first reaction to 

seeing it (again)?    

2. Can you re-tell (what you remember of) the story in your own 

words?    

3. Who are the central characters? … How would you describe 

him/her? Why do you think he/she does what he/she does?    

4. Which, if any, of the characters do you identify with? (What is it 

about them that you identify with? OR What is it about them that 

you can’t identify with?)    

5. How true to life are the characters?    

6. Does the advert say or show anything about a particular culture? 

Which culture? What does it show? (Prompt to talk about the 

American character as well if they haven’t mentioned.) How true 

to life is that?    

7. Does the story say or show anything about languages? And 

relationships between different cultures? How true to life is 

that?    

8. Did you like the advert? Why/ Why not?    

9. What do you associate with the brand or label 

‘mediterráneamente’ / Mediterranean?  

10. Is there anything else that you would like say that you haven’t had 

the chance to comment on yet?  

 

  

about:blank
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APPENDIX 2: Comparison of Comments about the Quim Gutiérrez (Male) Character 

British Catalan/Spanish 

How would I describe him? Sort of… 

maybe a bit creepy(laughing) –no, 

maybe not creepy. I don’t know…. just 

maybe a bit of a blank really. I mean, 

(smiling voice) he is fit1 

...But then I suppose kind of insecure. 1  

He was sort of like the dud a bit, you 

know, tagging along, clumsy... 1 

...So he’s seen, I dunno. I guess he’s 

seen as like the clutz, or like the kind of 

runt of the litter, or whatever.1 

‘an uncomfortable kind of, like, he’s just 

going to pursue her regardless of her 

interest in him1  

(Participant 1, female) 

 

I liked the guy, the guy who couldn’t 

communicate. I thought he was really 

cool.2 

...Er, he just seemed really nice and 

friendly. 2 

And he was kind of misunderstood, like, 

yeah, there’s something really endearing 

about him.2 

Um, I liked him. I thought he was like a 

really warm, he was like intelligent, like 

he was really sort of, like, into stuff, he 

was really cultural.2 

He just seemed really cool. He was a 

very (smiling voice)handsome young 

man-2 

He seemed like the kind of person I 

would really like straight off. 2 

(Participant 2, male) 

 

...he’s a massive nerd and so they keep 

asking him questions and she asks him 

a question about a dog and he has 

flashbacks erm, and then remembers 

the name of the dog and she has sex 

with him. 6 

He’s, well, he doesn’t go out with them at 

the beginning but he’s like, I don’t know 

if ‘shy’ is the word but he should be, like, 

in his slippers smoking a pipe, erm, but 

he’s al- but he’s also Spanish, so he’s 

a Spanish guy in Ibiza, umm, having a 

holiday and although it seems he’s 

cultured, apparently, he depends on his 

friends, it seems... 3  

...the contrast between a guy who 

seems to be a hopeless moron 

because he doesn’t speak English and 

it (laughing voice) turns out that he has 

a memory to remember insignificant 

details of films and music festivals3 

(Participant 3, female, translated from 

Catalan) 

 

He’s shy but at the same time he wants 

to demonstrate a lot of things, doesn’t 

he? First, he wants to be seen, then he 

wants to show that he knows things.4  

[His friends think] that he’s really 

scatterbrained, for sure. 4 

(Participant 4, female, translated from 

Catalan) 

 

...he’s so fragile and a bit of a dreamer 

and that his friends see him, like a bit, 

like... I think that his friends, errr, they 

have a lot of affection for him and they 

love him, eh? But, obviously, there’s an 

intellectual underestimation... because 

they see him as a guy who’s not very 

with it. 5 

...being capable of registering all these 

details is speaking to you of a certain 

sensibility towards the world, isn’t it? 

And it’s what she detects, that this boy 

speaks awfully and is a bit dumb but, 

ah, but here inside, no? He’s a really 

spectacular boy and really fun but here, 

inside, there’s a man, a guy who has an 

interior world and that’s what captures 

her attention, isn’t it? 5  

(Participant 5, male, translated from 

Catalan) 

 

He’s, like, jealous of one of his friends 

because he can communicate better 

with this girl…7 
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way more attractive than an English 

person would be.6 

(Participant 6, male) 

 

I read him as some kind of like fragile 

masculinity, sort of, I dunno, like, a bit 

uncertain of his own identity and position 

within the group and then there’s this 

sort of, this sort of comes to a head 

around the arrival of this English-

speaking woman and then I think the 

advert tries to show us that he’s a nice 

guy and that he’s quite funny and sweet 

but I didn’t find it that compelling. 8 

Also they were quite stereotyped, weren’t 

they? ... this slightly angry, this like, man 

with feelings about, you know, dunno, 

some man- some insecure man who 

wants to chirpse some woman. Not really 

my cup of tea as a story. 8 

(Participant 8, gender non-binary) 

 

he’s presented as quite shy because his 

English is not very good... 10 

his insecurity is, ‘oh, I’m not’, is it 

‘charismatic’ or something, or, 

something, there’s a word he used and 

he’s like, ‘right, I’ve got to be like that’, 

so he’s trying to be like the others 

because they can speak better English, 

and actually that’s not what endears her 

to him is it? 10 

(Participant 10, female) 

… the frustration of Quim Gutiérrez that 

he can’t express himself…7 

He’s, like the typical Spanish guy, here, 

of ‘I see the girl, I like her, I’m going to 

attack’. They’re throwing in all the 

stereotypes. 7 

Umm, whingey, erm, yeah that, shame- 

well, yeah, shameless, and being able 

to speak to a  person even though 

you’ve got no idea. I don’t know. Apart 

from that they have him all the time 

with no top on, so he’s like the ‘macho 

ibérico’. 7  

‘this insistence… saying ‘no, mate’… it’s 

so focused, it’s tiring.7 

(Participant 7, female, translated from 

Spanish) 

 

I have to admit that I identified at some 

point with the main character9 

Well, I see him as very, like, noble, mm, 

this element- They accuse him of being 

in his own world, always being 

distracted, don’t they? But I don’t see 

him like that. I mean, someone who 

notices these details, that others don’t 

notice, like, surely it’s not that he’s 

distracted, it’s that he’s noticing other 

things, which is different.9 

And so I see him as, well, like, the most 

humble of all of them, because the 

others, especially the boys, are trying to 

fake something...9 

(Participant 9, male, translated from 

Spanish) 
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APPENDIX 3: Attitudes Towards Stereotyping in the Film 

Gender stereotyping 

 British Catalan/Spanish 

Male Not mentioned  2 

Reservations  0 

Objections  0 

Acceptance  0 

Not mentioned  2 

Reservations  0 

Objections  0 

Acceptance  0 

Female Not mentioned  0 

Reservations  0 

Objections  2 

Acceptance  0 

Not mentioned  1 

Reservations  1 

Objections  1 

Acceptance  0 

Gender non-binary Not mentioned  0 

Reservations  0 

Objections  2 

Acceptance  0 

 

 

National stereotyping 

 British Catalan/Spanish 

Male Not mentioned  1 

Reservations  0 

Objections  0 

Acceptance  1 

Not mentioned  0 

Reservations  2 

Objections           Partial 

Acceptance  0 

Female Not mentioned  0 

Reservations  0 

Objections  2 

Acceptance  0 

Not mentioned  0 

Reservations  1 

Objections  2 

Acceptance           
Partial* 

Gender non binary Not mentioned  0 

Reservations             1 

Objections  0 

Acceptance  0 

 

*Accepted representation of ‘other’ culture as true but objected to the portrayal 

of ‘their’ culture 
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In the Path of the Wreckers: Maeve 

Brennan and the Afterlife of Urban 

Renewal 

Edward O’Rourke 

University of Edinburgh  

Introduction 

In the summer of 1955, the New Yorker published a piece entitled “The 

Last Days of New York City.”  It was written by Maeve Brennan, a young 

Irish staff writer at the magazine.  The short, somewhat disjointed story 

is a snapshot of 1950s Manhattan in the teeth of urban renewal.  

Regretting the loss of one home, one hotel, one terrace of houses after 

another, it foreshadows a major theme of her later writing, and indeed of 

New York City itself, in the decades that would follow.  Through the 

prism of Brennan’s exact narration, this paper looks at the large-scale 

urban regeneration, typified by “master builder” Robert Moses, which 

shaped and reshaped New York over much of the twentieth century.  It 

further examines the impact of the reconfigured cityscape on the lives of 

women, particularly single women, and the expressions of dissent with 

which they responded to these changes.  Women were amongst the most 

antithetical of Moses’ opponents, many of them writers like Brennan, and 
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many more mothers concerned for the safety of their families, their 

neighbourhoods, and their children, ranged in serried rows before the 

bulldozers, a formidable phalanx of perambulators (Peters 4; Caro 984-

992).   

According to Catalina Neculai, writers in the 1950s and ‘60s, “took 

overt interest in the literary articulation of spatial knowledge: short 

stories, novels and poems alike, became the writers’ own responses to the 

changes that were taking place in their neighbourhoods and in their city” 

(10-11).  Indeed, she might well have been describing Brennan here, as a 

writer who “[documented,] and disseminated [her] urban annotations 

and reflections […] via literary magazines […] for the simple reason that 

consciousness-raising was part of the community’s infrastructure of 

resistance and contestation” (ibid.).  Following the example of such 

women as Jane Jacobs and Dawn Powell, Brennan took note of the 

changes happening around her and documented their effects, spatial and 

social, using the subversive power of the word.  She further resisted the 

conventions of domesticity and motherhood, exposing herself to the 

hazards of a reconfigured environment hostile to her very existence.  In 

this paper, I contend that Brennan went on to experience homelessness, 

fragmentation, and even a kind of historical erasure, as a consequence of 

the disintegrative cycles of renewal in twentieth-century New York City 

(Neculai 34). 

Robert Moses 

All cities change, modernise, adapt, and for a megalopolis like New York, 

change is something of a permanent quality.  Yet according to Ann 

Peters, “the fifties and sixties were a particularly traumatic moment in 

[New York’s] history” (5).  The Housing Act of 1949 – a part of Harry 

Truman’s Fair Deal – led to massive urban renewal efforts.  Its Title I 

provision for slum clearances was to pave the way for decades of urban 

upheaval, as dozens of square blocks of Manhattan’s low-income housing 

were levelled to make way for roadways, vast monolithic office blocks, 

and upmarket apartments.   

The decade that followed the Second World War witnessed a flight of 

capital and labour forces away from cities, as returned war veterans and 

middle-class families migrated in their millions to new mass-produced 
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suburban neighbourhoods (Siegal 3; Spiegel 186).  Yet in those same 

years, “New York’s paradigmatic exceptionality would only grow in 

intensity” (Neculai 32), managing by dint of “a phenomenal postwar 

building boom” (Peters 5) to baulk the trend that defied even its harshest 

critics (Spiegel 186-189).  The visionary architect of much of that change 

was Robert Moses, City Parks Commissioner, Chairman of the 

Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority, and powerhouse of New York’s 

urban development and regeneration for more than half a century.  

Moses believed that, “Man is the creature of his environment.  His 

outlook on life is conditioned by what he sees from his windows” (Moses 

133).  Indeed, his own vision was as absolute as it was deeply flawed.  

With Machiavellian abandon, he tore through whole sections of poor and 

slum neighbourhoods, ostensibly driven to improve the living conditions 

of white, middle-class New Yorkers.  Though, as his biographer Robert 

Caro contends, this in no small way satisfied his own insatiable greed for 

power (Caro 849; Walker 305).   

If Moses’ racial prejudice were not already obvious in the 

implementation of many of his civic developments, there is little doubt 

that his grander urbanist vision deliberately excluded the city’s poor, 

African-American and immigrant communities beyond that of their 

dismantlement and dispersal (Walker 305).  In the case of at least two of 

the ten enormous city swimming pools, construction of which he oversaw 

in the 1930s, Moses sought to forestall racial integration by employing 

“only white lifeguards and attendants” (Caro 514), and maintaining a 

water temperature well below the “comfortable” (ibid.) seventy degrees 

Fahrenheit, in the belief that African Americans were less tolerant of cold 

conditions than their Caucasian compatriots (ibid.).  Indeed, Caro went 

as far as to write that Moses had not, “the slightest interest in building 

anything for the poor” (610).   

The advent of Title I shifted Moses’ focus away from freeways and 

urban parks to slum clearances and large-scale public housing.  Most 

slum communities were easily subdued, inordinately composed of poor 

immigrants living well below the poverty line.  Their mass eviction and 

consequent destitution is well documented by later critics.  The building 

of the Cross-Bronx Expressway, for example, took fifteen years and 
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required “seven miles of people […] to be removed […] from homes which 

in a time of terrible housing crises in New York were simply 

irreplaceable” (Caro 848; Sedensky 8).  Moreover, the building of 

Manhattantown, one of Moses’ most ambitious housing projects, provides 

a clear example of the extraordinary abuses of power of which he was 

capable.  Caro offers a detailed account of the corruption and 

mismanagement, which saw the eviction of over 3,600 families from the 

slum site, its subsequent sale at a fraction of its value to a developer who 

proceeded to partly-demolish the site, continue taking rents from sitting, 

or in some cases rehoused tenants, while refraining from undertaking 

any maintenance or new building work, until a Senate hearing, six years 

after evictions began, forced its sale to a new contractor (962-965, 971-

977).  Less obvious, however, are the insidious ways in which Moses’ 

designs transmogrified the urban environment for women, particularly 

single women, seriously threatening their existence within the city.  

Indeed, there is a strong argument to be made that women suffered more 

from the kind of swingeing urban reforms spearheaded by Moses than 

many other groups.   

Post-war deindustrialisation as part of the shift from a Fordist to a 

Post-Fordist economy, led to a gradual eradication of central, affordable, 

and safe accommodations for women in the city, consistent with patterns 

of creative destruction (Neculai 22-25, 52-53).1  These patterns of urban 

disintegration – both a response to and an imitation of cycles of growth 

and decline in the capitalist regime – would later contribute to New 

York’s “steady and sure journey on the slope of decline and despair,” 

which followed from the 1960s (ibid. 32).   

Yet the early 1940s witnessed an unprecedented demand for women’s 

labour, as the United States entered the Second World War in December 

1941.  Its mass mobilization of manpower left many vacancies in 

occupations traditionally off-limits to women.  Recent scholarship has 

challenged the conventional belief that the Rosie the Riveters – the 

millions of working women who supported the war effort – “gave up their 

 
1 Neculai employs the Schumpeterian concept of “creative destruction” – the process by which 

the socio-spatial environment responds to the ever-evolving needs of capitalism – to define the 

relentless cycles of degeneration and regeneration in the urban sphere (Metcalfe; Neculai 24, 

25).   
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jobs to returning veterans and returned to the home […] Immediately 

after World War II” (585).  Women’s expansive entrance into the labour 

market during the years of the Second World War led to “a large and 

persistent increase in [their] participation […] in the labor market” 

(Bellou & Cardia 136) after 1945.  Yet despite the fact that, both during 

and after the war, the city became less inimical to women’s presence, 

there was nevertheless a significant push towards the reinstallation of 

women in the home in the years immediately following the war.  The 

millions of working women who found themselves suddenly redundant 

were dispatched to the suburbs, “to build up [an] infrastructure that 

would house the millions of children [they] were busy making” (Traister 

64).  Now, as “Mrs. Consumer,” women would play as “significant [a] role 

in the restructuring of the postwar economy” (Spain 586) as they had 

done in the preservation of the wartime economy.  Rebranded as 

“guardians of taste” (Wilson 112), suburban housewives were expected to 

uphold traditional family values, and to forego personal fulfilment in 

favour of an “‘everyday life’” (ibid. 114), which consisted in consuming 

“commodities intended to symbolise happiness” (ibid.).  Yet the mass-

produced suburbia that emerged in the 1940s and ‘50s was intended to 

“reproduce patterns of nuclear family life” (Spiegal 189); this suburban 

space by its very nature excluded the old, the homeless, and crucially the 

unmarried, who were all, writes Spiegel, simply “written out of these 

community spaces [and] relegated back to the cities” (ibid.) – the same 

cities, she might have added, which were already so hostile to their 

presence.  

Maeve Brennan  

At seventeen, Maeve Brennan left Ireland in 1934, when her father was 

appointed the first Free State ambassador to Washington.  In her early-

twenties, she moved to New York City to pursue a career in writing, 

penning her first novella within only a few short years of the move.2  

 
2 The Visitor, Brennan’s only-known novella, was likely written around 1944-’45.  It was 

posthumously published in 2000, a few short years after its discovery at the library of the 

University of Notre Dame (Bourke 150). 
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Brennan wrote for the New Yorker magazine for over twenty years.  It 

was to be the home of all but a handful of her fiction, and a channel for 

her creativity for what were arguably the most prodigious and productive 

years of her life.  She published dozens of short stories, in addition to a 

series of epistles, journalistic in style, later published as her Notes from 

The New Yorker (1969.)  As the pseudonymous Long-Winded Lady, she 

meditated upon the lives of her fellow New Yorkers – glimpsed at a bar, 

on the street, or through a restaurant window – and chronicled the many 

faces of the mercurial metropolis itself.3  The entire oeuvre left by 

Brennan is small.  In her lifetime, she published only three books.  Her 

final publication, Christmas Eve (1972), was released in the springtime – 

hinting, as Angela Bourke puts it, “at the author’s [confused] condition” 

(267).  Indeed, Brennan’s mental health struggles, and the subsequent 

breakdowns she suffered, are well documented in Bourke’s biography.     

‘The Long-Winded Lady’ 

One such communication, “The Solitude of Their Expression,” appeared 

in 1969.  In this brief evocation, Brennan – here, the Long-Winded Lady 

– marvels at the whimsical behaviour of her tower-dwelling neighbour, 

who carelessly tosses sheets of paper from a letter she has just finished 

reading out her tenth-floor window.  Earlier in the story, the narrator 

watches an old man shuffle along past a garish, glitzy Broadway 

nightclub, indifferent to everything around him, carried along, she 

writes, almost “by the solitude of his expression” alone (Lady 10).  Yet in 

and between these seemingly trivial vignettes is a wealth of detail, 

equally trivial, but shamelessly, consciously, almost provocatively so.  

From her eleventh-story vantage point, it is as though the narrator is 

impatient to describe everything she sees; for everything she sees is of 

equal import, from the fit of the old man’s trousers at the waist, to the 

 
3 Brennan adopted the nom de plume for her literary dispatches in “The Talk of the Town” 

section of The New Yorker, later gathered together for publication as, The Long-Winded Lady: 

Notes from The New Yorker (1969/2016) (hereafter Lady.).  A rather ironic choice of name, 

given most of the ‘notes’ were brief, pithy, what the author herself describes as “snapshots.” 

(Lady 1).  Brennan published forty-seven of them intermittently over a period of fifteen years or 

so, from the mid-50s until 1969, after which point little more than a handful were printed over 

more than a decade. (ibid.). 
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“square of white cloth” which the old lady sometimes dries beneath her 

geranium pots, that comes to life “with little flutters” (ibid. 13).   

Brennan universalises the trivial and trivialises the monumental, so 

that a sudden shift in the evening light deprives the “ugly length” (ibid. 

12) of the Empire State Building of “its air of self-satisfaction” (ibid. 13), 

and nothing in all she surveys is “really certain anymore” (ibid.) but the 

row of motionless pigeons by her balcony.  This power to invert, to 

perceive the virtue of the commonplace and the exigency of the passing 

moment, recalls the everyday practices of Michel de Certeau. De 

Certeau’s description of such actions as “talking, reading, [and] moving 

about,” (xix) as “tactical in character” (ibid. 91), and victories of the 

“‘weak’ over the ‘strong’” (ibid.), are typified by the exactitude of 

Brennan’s prose, and the suggestion that the words on the page connote 

their substantial obverse and a great deal more besides.  De Certeau 

himself, viewing New York from the 110th floor of the ill-fated World 

Trade Center, observes its mutation “into a texturology” (ibid.).  

Surveyed from above, the city becomes singularly comprehensible, 

afforded what Kevin Lynch describes as “legibility” (3), something simply 

not practicable at street level.  Looking down, de Certeau notes the 

“contrasts between yesterday’s buildings, already transformed into trash 

cans, and today’s urban irruptions that block out its space” (91).  He 

continues: 

Unlike Rome, New York has never learned the art of growing old by playing 

on all its pasts.  Its present invents itself, from hour to hour, in the act of 

throwing away its previous accomplishments and challenging the future 

(ibid.). 

This image of intrinsic obsolescence in the city’s architecture is 

apposite.  Yet, where de Certeau sees in it a certain virtue, Neculai 

relates it to the pernicious cycles of capitalism, a symptom of its parasitic 

impetus.  These cycles of creative destruction are, she argues, “the 

essential fact about capitalism” (Neculai 25).  Indeed, much of what the 

Long-Winded Lady sees is framed by an awareness of the incessant 

shaping and reshaping of her environment.  In the same story, she 

mentions “a narrow shaft of light” (Lady 11) that shines through a small 

gap where the behemothic towers, “do not quite meet, or are prevented 
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from meeting by some small stubborn survivor like the old five-story 

Forty-eighth Street houses down here at my feet” (ibid. 11-12).  Implicit 

in this image is both the promise of looming change and the quiet 

acknowledgement of defeat.  Survival for these houses will be short-lived, 

just as the old man who shuffles along the riotous sidewalk is little more 

than a stubborn anachronism.  Although he walks the busy Broadway 

thoroughfare “as though it did not exist” (ibid. 10), it is really his 

existence that is in question, as transient as the “shaft of light” (ibid. 11) 

that slips between the “big buildings” (ibid.), as fleeting as the fluttering 

descent of a sheaf of paper tossed from the old woman’s window.   

Brennan’s ‘notes’ may be read as a kind of resistance, or the sort of 

subversive “consciousness-raising” (11) identified by Neculai, penned 

with a deftness that allowed her to drive the subtle knife even deeper, 

right from the heart of the middlebrow magazine culture then at the 

height of its powers.  She concludes with the observation: “A good many 

of the ordinary ways of living go when people begin to live up in the air” 

(Lady 14).  A subtle denunciation, it expresses the same concern for the 

preservation of an urban way of life as those held by Jane Jacobs, 

journalist, activist, and one of Moses’ fiercest opponents.  Indeed, 

Brennan may well have been aware of Jacobs’ seminal treatise on urban 

planning when she wrote those words.  Jacobs inveighed against the 

flawed ideology of contemporary urban planners, most of them raised on 

the Le Corbusier model, and eager, she said, “to build slum towers in the 

sky, towers that bred crime and isolated people from the street life below” 

(Peters 8).  Her monograph on the patriarchal folly of urban planning, 

The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961), was considered 

revolutionary from the moment of its publication.  Jacobs’ approach to 

urban planning was often as innovative as it was practical.  It included 

such expressions as "eyes on the street," a simple but effective approach 

to neighbourhood watch that regarded those with a vested interest in the 

street as those best suited to keeping a watch over it.  She further 

criticised the “sameness” in the city’s built environment, which she 

regarded as being “always the byproduct of renewal projects” (Rowan 

604).  Her fears for the homogenising effects of urban renewal are 

reiterated by Brennan’s Long-Winded Lady, whose sentiments in turn 

echo those of preservationist Morris L. Ernst: “People cannot take root 
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when they live more than six or eight stories off the ground,” he said 

(Ernst quoted in Peters 72).  In fact, Brennan had begun to document 

these changes from her eighth-floor apartment years before Ernst’s 

pronouncement, before Jacobs’ notoriety, even at the high-point of the 

dystopian machinations inextricably linked to Moses’s urbanist vision 

(Caro 984-1004).   

Flâneuse 

While her ‘Long-Winded Lady’ missives, written over more than twenty-

five years, do in a sense chart the author’s own history of fragmentation, 

they are moreover a form of “dynamic mapping,” a cartography of the 

order of urban decay that hastened it (Manolescu 3).  In addition to 

“actual geographical maps” (ibid. 6), Manolescu’s definition of 

cartographies encompasses “walking and other forms of urban mapping 

that have an ironic and subversive component” (ibid. 2).  For Brennan, 

walking, in addition to and as a means of observing the urban 

environment and recording its manifold changes, was both a subversive 

and defiant act.  Elkin’s recent study seeks to reclaim the arcane practice 

of strolling, or flânerie, wresting the early image of the woman in public 

away from the department store and the tea shop, and returning her to 

the streets and avenues of London, Paris and New York.  It cleaves a 

separate image for women from that of the familiar portrait of the male 

flâneur.  Brennan’s strolling, loitering, and observation as the Long-

Winded Lady aligns her with those of the neglected coterie of nineteenth- 

and early-twentieth century flâneuses, or female strollers, that included 

George Sand and Virginia Woolf (Elkin).  Elkin avers: “[T]he flâneuse is 

not merely a female flâneur, but a figure to be reckoned with, and 

inspired by, all on her own” (22). 

Both Hessels and Simmels recognised the disruptive, and “politically 

charged” (Frisby 36-37) activities of strolling and observation.  The 

flâneuse revels in the urban environment, while simultaneously resisting 

its false urgency.  She refuses to be hurried, nay harried, by the 

“industrial social controls” (Buck-Morss, ‘The Flaneur’ 136) of the city.  

Brennan’s flâneuserie was, in itself, a defiant act, as New York’s urban 

reconfiguration privileged roads over sidewalks.  Indeed, Moses’s urban 
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vision actively excluded the pedestrian, favouring the car-owning middle-

class family time and again, evidenced by his attempts (unsuccessful) to 

drive a freeway through Greenwich Village and Washington Square 

Park, and in one infamous instance to bulldoze a cherished Central Park 

playground to build a one-acre car park for the local tavern.4  Nature and 

recreational areas were places to be accessed outside the city, in the 

conveyance of the motor car, for which a network of arterial parkways 

and highways, extending to hundreds of miles, was constructed, causing 

irrevocable change and in some cases outright destruction to many urban 

communities, mostly poor ones (Caro; Nonko).  “[T]he detached stranger’s 

view,” writes Frisby, “‘contains dangerous possibilities’” (36-37).  By 

walking the streets and avenues of Manhattan, Brennan engaged in the 

dissident acts of recording and observing.  Like Charles Meyron’s 

sketches of Paris pre-Haussmannisation, Brennan’s “snapshots” (Lady 1) 

were composed as a way of capturing “the essentially fleeting character 

of modern history, and commemorating the suffering of the living by 

recording its traces” (Buck-Morss, 'Dialectics’ 96).   

The Last Days of New York City 

In “The Last Days of New York City” (published in July ‘55), Brennan 

sits in her two-roomed apartment, musing on the perversity of a house of 

cards – an impulse purchase from earlier that day – that is bound to 

outlive the bricks-and-mortar home it occupies:  

All my life I’ll be scurrying out of buildings just ahead of the wreckers, and 

I can’t afford to start wondering, every time I have the place painted, if 

the walls will speak up after the room has been laid open (Lady 219).  

What might have prompted a woman in her thirties, successful, 

talented, and desirable though she was, to look to the future with such 

foreboding eyes may be explained by an indirect reference in the 

preceding passages. 

 
4 The ‘Tavern on the Green’ incident saw Moses oppose a cohort of upper-middle-class, white 

women, some of them writers and artists, many more besides the wives of celebrated artists.  

His persistent, and in the end successful, attempts to tear down the small wooded playground, 

despite the private and public obloquy it engendered, signalled the end of his puissance (Caro 

984-999). 
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With something of the familiar, confidential tone of an intimate in 

which she was wont to address the reader, Brennan writes that, recently, 

she has heard “talk of cutting an underpass through Washington Square” 

(ibid. 216).  “It is only a rumor” (ibid.), she tepidly concedes, adding with 

more than a hint of the elegiac quality that pervades the rest of the story, 

“It will hardly look the same after that” (ibid.).  With the subversive force 

of an oblique assault, Brennan is here addressing a number of rumoured 

proposals, which were in fact part of official efforts to completely overhaul 

Manhattan’s transport system – including the construction of the Lower-

Manhattan and Cross-Brooklyn Expressways (B. Sagalyn; Peters 72).  

Amongst the more ambitious proposals conceived by Moses, these 

projects are notable for their failed implementation, thanks in no small 

part to the activism of women like Jane Jacobs.  Peters avers that it was 

often middle-class women who issued the clarion call for reform.  Indeed, 

Jacobs herself, in her Death and Life, credited local activist Shirley 

Hayes, mother and Washington Square resident, as having sustained the 

battle over many years (Jacobs 471), while fellow resident and former 

First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt was also a vocal opponent (New York City 

Department of Parks & Recreation). 

The preservation of Washington Square Park represented an early 

example of the successes of civic mobilisation to oppose divisive urban 

planning.  It was the first of a number of major public works Moses 

envisaged for Manhattan, which would later be shelved indefinitely, or 

decisively scrapped, during the course of the 1960s.  But in the summer 

of 1955, staring down from her high-rise, two-roomed apartment at an 

already much-altered Greenwich Village, Brennan would have had little 

cause for such optimism, prompting her to remark with bitter irony: “The 

hotel in which I now live is elderly, and last night I wondered, not for the 

first time, whether its last days might not be approaching” (Lady 217). 

It is well she might have wondered, for the construction of the Cross-

Bronx Expressway, begun in the late-1940s, and lasting well over a 

decade, had already caused untold damage to significant sections of the 

South Bronx, most notably to the East Tremont neighbourhood.  Vested 

with Title-I powers, Moses’ bulldozers had already razed extensive tracts 

of slum settlements to make way for his Manhattantown development, 
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forcefully evicting thousands of families from an impoverished though 

“stable” community, into ever more marginalised and destitute 

conditions (Caro 963, 966, 970-971).  It is worth noting that the slum 

communities he evicted for Manhattantown were racially-integrated, 

something that appealed to most African American residents, both for 

reasons of communal harmony and because they were aware that public 

services were “far better in non-segregated areas” of the city.  The slum 

conditions they had been living under were enviable compared to those 

in Harlem, where many residents feared to go, and where many more of 

them ultimately finished up (ibid. 971). 

 Residential hotels and SROs (Single Room Occupancy) 

“The Last Days of New York City” was published at a curious time both 

in the city’s and the author’s life history.  Evicted from her “little Ninth-

Street apartment” only the year before – it was “torn out from under [her] 

by the wreckers” (Lady 218) – Brennan decided to marry and move in 

with fellow writer St. Clair McKelway – possibly as a consequence of her 

eviction (Bourke 180-181).  But the marriage was ill-fated.  Dogged by 

their own personal demons, issues of addiction and depression, married 

life with McKelway arguably exacerbated Brennan’s sense of isolation.  

Ultimately, it failed to insulate her from the challenges of single life faced 

by countless women across the city, which she experienced with a new 

intensity following an amicable divorce in 1959, little over five years after 

the wedding.  Another of her ‘Long-Winded Lady’ missives, penned 

shortly after the separation, finds her walking alone at dawn, 

fulminating over Sixth Avenue’s failings:5 

During those hours, in the silence and the nice clean light […] anyone 

walking alone through that ugliness can see without any trouble that Sixth 

is not a human thoroughfare at all but only a propped-up imitation of a 

thoroughfare, and that its purpose is not to provide safe or pleasant or 

beautiful passage for the people of the city but to propitiate, even if it is 

only for a little while, whatever the force is that feeds on the expectation 

 
5 Bourke writes that The New Yorker “kept stories in its ‘bank’ for years,” awaiting the marriage 

of time and circumstance for publication, meaning that this essay, “Sixth Avenue Shows its 

True Self,” published in November 1961 was likely written in or around the time of Brennan’s 

divorce (194).  No ‘Long-Winded Lady’ essays were published in 1959 (ibid.). 
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of chaos.  Those blocks, as far as you can see, offer nothing except the 

threat, or the promise, that they will come tumbling down.  The buildings 

have about them nothing of the past and nothing of the future, no 

imitation of lives spent or to come, but only a reminder of things that 

should not have happened and a guarantee of things that should not 

have come to pass (Lady 123-124). 

Gone is the disconsolate tone of “The Last Days of New York City.”  

The invective is as emphatic as the italicised “things,” signified here by 

whole blocks of the avenue that “will” be demolished.  She writes with a 

sense of desperation and contempt for the disintegration that appears to 

pursue her, the “chaos” (ibid.) that underpins her anxieties, past, present 

and future, and which sounds a subtle discordance in so much of her 

urban commentary.  Here, the apprehensions expressed five or six years 

beforehand have become all too real, as an entire avenue becomes little 

more than an ugly “imitation” (ibid.), trapped in a cycle of perpetual 

transience, a palimpsest of infinite presents, each one worse than the 

last.  The destructive imagery is potent, reinforced by an imagined 

obliteration of the avenue beneath “tons and tons and tons of snow” 

(ibid.), which she says, “should always be falling there” (ibid.) (a subtle 

homage to Joyce’s “The Dead”).6 Brennan imagines the ugliness of the 

useless buildings suddenly shrouded in an ocean of “desolate” (ibid.) 

snow.  As the buildings retreat into nothingness, she concedes:  

Sixth Avenue possesses a quality that some people acquire, sometimes 

quite suddenly, which dooms it and them to be loved only at the moment 

when they are being looked at for the very last time (ibid. 126). 

If Brennan appeared to worry unduly for the future, she may well 

have had good cause.  Without knowing it, she was then facing into her 

most productive and successful years.7  Yet according to Bourke, “Maeve’s 

 
6 Brennan would have been very familiar with the final passage of Joyce’s extended short story, 

“The Dead,” which begins, “[S]now was general all over Ireland” (Joyce, J., & Brown, T.). 
7 The New Yorker published more of Brennan’s fiction in the 1960s than in any other decade.  

Additionally, two collections of her stories were published in book form in 1969, In and Out of 

Never-Never Land and The Long-Winded Lady: Notes from The New Yorker, while her short 

story, “The Eldest Child” had been included amongst the Best American Short Stories (1968) 

only the year before (Bourke 248-249). 
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position at The New Yorker had been ambiguous when she was young 

and spellbindingly attractive” (248).  Now, married and divorced in her 

early forties, the road ahead was littered with uncertainties.8  A near-

ubiquitous theme in her ‘Long-Winded Lady’ pieces, the question of home 

and stability was never too far from her mind.  Alone once again, she 

faced the vexing issue of finding affordable, ‘decent’ housing in the city, 

an issue that had concerned women for decades, bound by implication to 

the larger question of women alone living in cities.    

As far back as the 1920s, matters of affordability and “virtue” (Byron) 

were paramount for young, single women hoping to make a success of city 

life.  Historian Rosalind Rosenberg holds that there were no viable 

alternatives to the string of women-only residences dotted around the 

city, which housed and fed debutantes and young working girls, safely 

and inexpensively, until – following a ‘logical’ progression – they “married 

and moved out” (ibid.). Wage disparities ensured that affordability 

remained an issue for women, who were forced to compete for an ever-

diminishing supply of furnished rooms and SROs with an ever-increasing 

number of the city’s poorest.     

The history of the SRO is intimately allied to the housing crises that 

bedevilled New York over the second half of the twentieth century.  Long 

a staple of unmarried adults and childless couples, the city’s supply of 

residential hotels and SRO buildings was as crucial to women’s 

independent existence in the early decades of the twentieth century, as 

their wholesale demolition in the fifties and sixties would be to post-war 

efforts to reinstall women in the home (Peters 70, 79). 

After the United States’ intercession in the Second World War, major 

urban centres saw a massive influx of workers looking to fill the 

manpower void left behind by drafted servicemen.  New York landlords 

responded to the surge in demand for housing by further subdividing the 

brownstones and “greystones” from habitable two- and three-family 

townhouses into what effectively became tenements, sheltering as many 

as ten families per building (Siegal 3-4).  Over time, the rudimentary 

 
8 “For a divorced woman without property or a private income, a sense of lowered 

consequence was probably inevitable […]” (Bourke 220).  Bourke further notes that it was, “no 

small thing” for her to have abandoned the prospects of marriage, as Maeve did in her forties, 

“with no prospect of alimony” (ibid. 216). 



 ................................................................................................ In the Path of the Wreckers 51 

 

 

 .................................................................. Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 4 (2020) 

 

SRO became a haven for the marginalised: lesbian and gay couples, able-

bodied persons with mental health issues, “quasi-familial arrangements 

of older women, and alcoholic men” (ibid. 5).9  These people were 

“peripheral to the mainstream of the life of the city” (ibid.), alike in their 

“isolation, loneliness, and tendency to personal disorganisation” 

(Zorbaugh quoted in Siegal 6).  Moreover, they were equally peripheral 

to the emerging phenomenon of suburban space.   

Between the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the woman in 

the hotel made the transition from a disreputable to a respectable figure.  

Single women of all hues – unmarried, divorced, widowed, young and old 

– found in the hotel a space to reject the conventions of marriage and 

domestic servility.  Before the emergence of safe houses (literal and 

figurative), such as the Martha Washington Hotel and The Trowmart 

Inn, in the first years of the twentieth century, women “who lived on their 

own in cities, or who roomed with other women” (Traister 90) ran the risk 

of being taken for prostitutes, which was “one of the greatest risks” (ibid.) 

they faced.  Women were, Spain attests, “suspect” (583) when alone out 

of doors.  What institutions like the Trowmart did for women, notably 

single women, was to enable them to live independently, “free from the 

suspicion of amoral behaviour” (ibid. 87).  Opened in the mid-nineteen 

twenties, The Barbizon quickly became one of the city’s most desirable 

residential, women-only hotels, boasting a veritable who’s who of former 

residents, that would include a future princess and First Lady, dozens of 

models and movie stars.  Boarding houses such as these catered to 

“respectable” young women, many of them aspiring to a permanent 

career in the city, many more bolstered by wealthy parents, and – by an 

overwhelming majority – most of them white (Biondi 16).  Writers like 

Edna Ferber and Dorothy Parker found there a safe and comfortable 

space to work freely, while to author Dawn Powell the hotel was a space 

for “urban exploration and sexual freedom” (Peters 78).10  Powell’s novel 

 
9 No less than seven individuals – at “a minimum” – were expected to share a single bathroom 

and kitchen (one toilet, one stove, etc.), in each SRO “unit” (Siegal 3-4). 
10 Edna Ferber was a Pulitzer Prize-winning author.  Born 1887; died 1968.  Ferber’ novels 

included Show Boat (1926) and Giant (1952), both of which were made into blockbuster 

Hollywood films. 
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Angels on Toast (1940) sees the protagonist experience a sense of being 

“out in the world” (ibid.), simply by taking an elevator down to the hotel 

lobby, bar or restaurant.  In her later fiction, Powell took to eulogising 

Manhattan’s “upper- and middle-class hotels – the Astor, the Brevoort, 

the Lafayette, [and] the Hotel Imperial” (ibid.) – as Brennan would later 

eulogise the cheap, serviceable hotels of Greenwich Village and the West 

Village in the fifties and sixties.   

Writers such as Parker, Powell and Brennan, who celebrated the hotel 

as an instrument of independent living – what Peters calls their 

“voluntary homelessness” (ibid. 79) – recognised in its destruction 

something that went beyond mere physical demolishment, to a greater 

obscuration of the hotel “as architectural space and cultural idea” (ibid. 

75).  As the grand old hotels and the mid-range hotels came tumbling 

down, the city’s SROs and furnished rooms gained a newfound 

importance, not just for women but for the vast numbers of the poor and 

underprivileged from the slums, evicted by Moses’ bulldozers and 

rendered homeless by the monolithic office blocks and upscale 

apartments that supplanted them.11 On the essence of urban renewal, 

Charles Abrams wrote, “[It] tears down slums to make way for higher 

rental projects while the slum dweller is relegated to the residual supply 

and forced to pay higher rents” (24).  Certainly, Moses bore this out with 

many of his housing developments, not least of all his magnum opus the 

Lincoln Center, the construction of which saw him demolish 7,000 low-

income homes over eighteen square blocks, to be replaced by 4,400 new 

homes, more than nine-tenths of which were “luxury apartments” (Caro 

1013, 1014). 

Yet to the extent that, even in the 1950s and ‘60s, the SRO could be 

seen as a viable option for those of limited means to maintain a home in 

the city, it would not prove to be a long-term solution.12  By the mid-

 
11 The remaining section of The Brevoort was demolished the same year as “The Last Days of 

New York City” was published (1955), and The Holly Hotel had been demolished the year 

before. 
12 A study carried out in the 1980s by Crystal and Beck surveyed almost 500* residents of New 

York City’s rooming houses, residential hotels and SRO buildings.  Their findings indicated that 

long term, elderly residents were least likely to have experienced psychiatric hospitalisation in 
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1960s, the SRO was considered by some in state governance to be a new 

kind of slum dwelling.  In 1965, the Deputy Mayor of New York wondered 

whether the SRO could even be considered “lawful housing,” and 

broached the possibility of “phasing [it] out of existence” (Crystal & Beck 

684). In the ten-year period, 1972 to 1982, “100,000 SRO units 

disappeared” (Peters 14).  By the time the New York City Council saw fit 

to address the issue, “by imposing a moratorium on conversions, 

alterations and demolitions of single-room occupancy dwellings” (Crystal 

& Beck 685), the city was contending not merely with a housing crisis, 

but also with a homelessness crisis of calamitous proportions.   

Brennan spent years regretting the destruction and reconfiguration 

of her adopted city.  From the Whitney Museum to the Holly Hotel, the 

Brevoort to Wannamaker’s department store, she traced a pattern of loss 

that was at once private and indiscriminate, observing and recording the 

wholesale destruction of landmark buildings scattered around the city.13 

Stepping out for lunch one afternoon, the narrator remarks upon the 

sudden disappearance of an entire block of Sixth Avenue: “It is very 

disconcerting to have a gap suddenly appear in a spot where you can’t 

remember ever having seen a wall” (Lady 218).  Brennan’s awareness of 

her environment was absolute, her sorrow for its ceaseless mutation 

habitual.  Her experience of this progressive loss is manifested in feelings 

of disorientation, illustrating what Lynch saw as, “the [crucial] need to 

recognize and pattern our surroundings” (4). 

Decline 

 
the past.  Additionally, the same older residents, “by a strong majority” indicated a stronger 

attachment to, and a greater feeling of safety in, their SRO dwelling (Crystal and Beck 684-685). 

* 485 respondents were interviewed; “87% of SRO hotel units in the sample were in Manhattan” 

(ibid. 684). 

13 Brennan openly professed to having little or no knowledge of vast tracts of the city, tending to 

find lodgings in the same familiar neighbourhoods time and again. She favoured the cheaper 

accommodations around Manhattan’s Midtown district, as well as some of the more affordable 

neighbourhoods of the lower-west side. In “The Last Days of New York City”, she refers to the 

smaller hotels clustered around Washington Square, a number of which she had inhabited at 

one time or another (Bourke 216-219; Lady 2, 216-217). 
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The history of New York’s decline and despair was not merely a history 

of the poor, the immigrant and African-American communities.  For 

much of the twentieth century, women too – women of immense privilege 

and none – occupied the margins of society.  Women like Brennan, who 

failed to conform to expectations of motherhood, marriage and 

domesticity, were overlooked in the onward march of progress, and the 

“paradoxical narrative of ‘disintegrative revival’” (Neculai 34) which 

came to define late twentieth-century urban renewal in New York.  

Brennan’s later life was marred by a kind of fragmentation, which in 

many respects mirrored that of the city itself, her life’s predicament and 

inspiration. The itinerant trail of her final years is incomplete, obfuscated 

by long stretches of homelessness. Her chronicles of the social and spatial 

disintegration of New York in the 1950s and ‘60s failed to protect her 

from the fate she shared with thousands of other New Yorkers, un-homed 

by the cycles of urban decay, cast adrift and left to disappear.  In one of 

her final dispatches as the ever-prescient Long-Winded Lady, Brennan 

records an encounter with a “respectably dressed middle-aged woman” 

(Lady 258), singing and dancing on a traffic island in the heart of rush-

hour Broadway.14  She waves her umbrella of beige silk – “to match her 

gloves” (ibid.) – slamming it down onto the roof of a passing taxi, gaily 

bellowing the words of Bei Mir Bist Du Schön to “an audience she alone 

could see” (ibid.).  Yet the effect of her burlesque is tragic, not comic.  Her 

antic behaviour infects the onlooker with fear, not laughter.  Somehow, 

the mask has slipped from her face, taking with it all semblance of dignity 

and sanity.  And in its place, a glimmer of madness sends the Long-

Winded Lady scurrying into the nearest bookshop, leaving the woman 

stranded out on the flimsy isthmus of reason.  All her finery will not alter 

the fact that she is drunk, broken, alone, little more than the “shrubbery 

wither” (ibid. 260) at her feet, amidst a “wasteland of tin cans and wine 

bottles and dirty scraps of cloth and paper” (ibid.).  The woman’s fate is 

a two-way mirror, reflecting the city’s history of urban disintegration, 

and the author’s own shadowy fate in the years ahead.   

 
14 Published in January 1970, “On the Island” would be followed by just three more ‘The Long-

Winded Lady’ pieces over an eleven-year period (Lady 258-262). 
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“I wonder,” writes Brennan, delivered at last from the apparition, 

“how she came to be helpless like that in public.  I wonder at the power 

of her nightmare – that it could wait for years and then trap her when 

she was finding her way home” (ibid. 262).  Little wonder that she might 

have been haunted by this woman, or that she might have looked away 

from her so fearfully.  Now in her late middle-age, alone and vulnerable, 

tormented by her past, and uncertain of her future, she understood this 

woman perhaps more than she cared to admit.  In spite of its countless 

beauties, its vast concessions to freedom, Brennan understood the city’s 

ruthless indifference to her plight, as she understood its hostility to 

women who lacked the basic securities of family and home.  Walking 

home to her furnished rooms, Brennan comforts herself with the thought 

that, “Kind memory will fail her, to save her” (ibid.).  It is little enough 

consolation, but one she was no doubt grateful for when the mask finally 

slipped from her own face.   

Conclusion 

The life cycles of urban renewal raised a path of devastation through 

urban communities for much of the twentieth century.  The brand of 

bogus regeneration espoused by Robert Moses wrought a homogenising 

influence over the social and architectural order of New York for more 

than forty years.  It privileged the car over the pedestrian, the wealthy 

over the poor, the office block over the family home, and raw, 

functionalist design over what Jane Jacobs called “the cheerful hurly-

burly” (Jacobs & Epstein xv) of city streets.  Jacobs saw New York as “a 

cornucopia of possibility and improvisation” (ibid. ix), and in this she 

shared a vision with fellow writer Maeve Brennan.  Like Jacobs, Brennan 

mounted her own resistance in “the act of documentation” (Neculai 11), 

recording the streets and avenues she knew, moment by moment, 

precisely, at times even fastidiously.  These “moments of kindness, 

moments of recognition” (Lady 3), have about them a frantic, almost 

frenetic quality, capturing a way of life through snatches of overheard 

conversation, the glossary of a person’s clothing, the minutiae of place 

and circumstance, and the buildings which were in some instances 

disappearing beneath her very feet.   
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The history of creative destruction in New York City is intricately 

linked to post-war deindustrialisation and the rise of the service 

economy.  Answering the unprecedented need for office space, Moses 

gaily swung his axe, demolishing slums, rooming houses, and indeed 

entire blocks of the city’s low-income housing.  In the decades that would 

follow, New York became increasingly inimical to those who lacked the 

conventional securities of family and property.  In the foreword to her 

collected ‘Long-Winded Lady’ essays, Brennan likens New York to a 

“capsized city.  Half-capsized, anyway, with the inhabitants hanging on 

[…] to the island that is their life’s predicament” (Lady 1).  By the time 

of its publication in 1969, Robert Moses was over eighty years of age.  His 

power was decidedly on the wane, and many of his most ambitious plans 

for Manhattan had been permanently scrapped.  But change came too 

late for Brennan, and many women like her.  She was to become a waif, 

ever more dependent on the city’s dwindling supply of residential hotels, 

and SROs – the few viable accommodations left for single women in the 

city.  In the midst of the demolition – often in the very path of the 

wrecking ball – Brennan documented and publicly denounced the wisdom 

of ersatz urban renewal, the effects of which have persisted in many parts 

of New York to this day.  Her fate is one of innumerable afterlives of the 

city’s transmogrification, and a salient reminder of the very real human 

damage that may persist long after the event has left off.   
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Introduction 

“If I wish to define myself, I must first of all say: “I am a woman”; on this 

truth must be based all further discussion.” (de Beauvoir, xvii) 

The above quote, taken from Simone de Beauvoir’s La Deuxième Sexe, or 

The Second Sex, has often appeared during discussions on feminism, the 

concept of gender, and social inequalities. Upon its translation into 

English, however, a certain amount of sociocultural and linguistic 

context is lost - namely, that in de Beauvoir’s native French, any and all 

ways in which she might have chosen to refer to herself would carry a 

gendered denotation. To phrase this otherwise, she could not have 

referred to herself as “intelligent”, “polyamorous” or as a “philosopher”; 

rather, she would have needed to refer to herself as “an intelligent 

woman” (“intelligente”), “a polyamorous woman” (“polyamoureuse”), or as 

a “female philosopher” (“une philosophe”). There is a certain validity, 

therefore, to the idea that while de Beauvoir was commenting upon a 



 ............................................................................................................................ Para Todes 61 

   ...............................................................  Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 4 (2020) 

certain universality of female experience, as is commonly held, she may 

have also been commenting upon the interplay between gender within 

linguistic and social settings.  

Portuguese, as another Romance language, has two grammatical 

linguistic genders: masculine and feminine. Although linguistic gender 

is separate from the social concept of gender, the two typically accord 

when one is talking about a person; feminine forms of address, nouns, 

and adjectives for a woman, and masculine forms for a man. This raises 

issues when one considers the rising number of people who identify 

outside of the gender binary. There are, therefore, movements led by 

gender-nonconforming, nonbinary and transgender individuals that seek 

to adapt the language; which is to say, grassroots-level movements to 

introduce a third, grammatically-neutral gender with the aim of better 

suiting the needs of the language’s speakers.  

This article seeks to profile and examine some proposed changes to 

the Portuguese language, the ways in which these changes would 

function, and the resulting public and academic responses to each. To 

further explore this, however, it is important to establish what is meant 

by the concept of grammatical gender. 

Defining grammatical gender 

This paper takes the position that gender, in a grammatical sense, can 

be “defined as a classificatory feature of all nouns of a language that is 

obligatorily signalled by agreement” (Corbett 4). This is in contrast to a 

social conceptualisation of gender as a series of social categories, while 

gender identity is a person’s identification as belonging, or not, to each 

category. That is to say, the articles, adjectives, and other satellite 

elements of language associated with a gendered noun themselves 

indicate the gender of the noun. However, in Gender Across Languages, 

Hellinger and Bußmann note that “class membership is anything but 

arbitrary in the field of animate/personal reference”, explaining that “for 

a large number of personal nouns there is a correspondence between the 

“feminine” and “masculine” gender class and the lexical specification of a 

noun as female-specific or male-specific” (5); a position shared by 

Motschenbacher. It is important to highlight, therefore, that this article 

will be concentrating on the use of personal nouns - these being pronouns 
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associated with a particular grammatical person, such as I for first-

person, you in second-person, or he, she, or they in third-person - and of 

the corresponding linguistic concordance of satellite elements, in the case 

of Portuguese, adjectives, articles, pronouns, numerals and prepositions. 

Grammatically-gendered and natural-gender languages 

Now that the concept of grammatical gender has been defined, this being 

something which affects the subsequent behaviour of words associated 

with said nouns - we must define the terms “grammatically-gendered” 

and “natural-gender” with regards to language. For the purpose of this 

work, “natural-gender” shall be used to refer to languages where 

grammatical gender only applies in the personal case - to rephrase, when 

used to refer to a person - and otherwise a neutral gender is used, such 

as is the case within English and Swedish (Prewitt-Freilino et al.). To 

give an illustrative example, English qualifies as a natural-gender 

language as it only applies a grammatical gender in the personal case, 

and not the impersonal case - objects are exclusively referred to using it 

or that, for instance, whereas individuals are referred to exclusively 

using she, he, they, etcetera. 

Conversely, “grammatically-gendered” shall be henceforth used to 

refer to those languages in which a system of noun classification exists 

but where the rules for gender classification do not differentiate between 

personal (i.e. human) and impersonal (i.e. nonhuman) referents. This is 

the case for many languages, those most pertinent to this work being 

Portuguese, Spanish, and Catalan, but also including languages such as 

German and French. 

Grammatical gender in Portuguese 

It is important, at this point, to touch briefly upon the Portuguese 

grammatical gender and grammatical structure. As noted above, all 

nouns in Portuguese carry either a masculine or feminine grammatical 

gender, and satellite elements such as articles, adjectives, number, and 

preposition reflect the gender of the noun to which they are referring; in 

the case of referring to a person, the gender of an overwhelming majority 

of nouns, pronouns, and satellite elements will correspond to that 



 ............................................................................................................................ Para Todes 63 

   ...............................................................  Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 4 (2020) 

person’s social gender identity, such as terms such as “she”, “her” and 

“girlfriend” for a woman, or “he”, “him” or “boyfriend” for a man (ela, dela, 

namorada; ele, dele, namorado respectively). In most cases, this 

grammatical gender is typically, although not always, signified by a 

variable gender marker at the end of a noun or adjective, with -o (or in 

some cases, -or) denoting the masculine and -a (or in some cases, -ora) 

the feminine; contrast namorada (f) and namorado (m) above. In cases of 

mixed-gender groups, or for unknown individuals, or groups where the 

gender balance is unknown, the masculine is used as a default; use of the 

masculine is sometimes referred to as a “false generic”, as there is a 

gendered assumption being made that may not be accurate. 

Grammatical gender and gender identity: non-binary identities and misgendering 

An inherent difficulty with a binary-oppositional masculine-feminine 

grammatical gender system, therefore, arises when one considers those 

who fall outside of the male-female social gender binary, such as 

nonbinary individuals, who identify neither as male nor female 

(Genderqueer and non-binary identities; Ford; CBS News). Given that, 

as referenced above, social gender identity overwhelmingly corresponds 

to the grammatical gender used to refer to the individual, languages with 

such a binary gender designation can often fail to meet the needs of their 

speakers, which Goetze and Fricker suggest constitutes a hermeneutical 

injustice:  

the concrete situation... is such that the subject is rendered unable to 

make communicatively intelligible something which it is particularly in his 

or her [or their] interests to be able to render intelligible (Fricker, 162).  

Indeed, studies such as those by Capodilupo et al., Nordmarken, and 

McLemore suggest that the inability to have one’s gender identity 

recognised or articulated can cause psychological harm, and can be a 

significant contributing factor towards the development of mental health 

conditions such as anxiety and depression.   

Further to this, studies such as those by Wasserman and Weseley, 

Hornschiedt, and Motschenbacher have all suggested that a masculine-

feminine contrast in grammatically-gendered language may lead to what 

is termed dominance thinking. Dominance thinking refers to a system of 
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binary oppositions, where both terms in each dyad are defined 

relationally. In such a system, one referent is superior, and the other 

inferior or subordinate; in this case, the linguistic preference or 

privileging of the masculine is likely to both mirror and influence the 

social views within speakers of that language. In support of this, 

Gustafsson Sendén et al. found that very quickly following the official 

adoption of a gender-neutral personal pronoun into the Swedish 

language, general public opinion very swiftly changed from one of 

opposition to one of support, with participants reporting both much 

greater familiarity with such language and also a much higher personal 

preference towards its use in the three years since its adoption into 

mainstream Swedish language. 

Gender-specification, neutralisation, and balancing 

Given the above, it is highly understandable why one would seek to 

address the lack of a third, or neutral, grammatical gender within 

languages such as Portuguese. Motschenbacher suggests that 

Portuguese would best be served following a policy of neutralisation, 

which refers to the linguistic practice of avoiding the specification of 

gender, where possible, in order to avoid gender bias or unfortunate or 

potentially-sexist connotations. In contrast with gender specification - 

the attempt to increase the visibility of minority genders within a 

language, such as the addition of feminine inflections to a masculine 

generic, or masculine inflections to feminine generics - Motschenbacher 

describes neutralisation as the process of “making men just as invisible 

as women”.  

It is important to note that grammatically-gendered languages with 

no neutral gender, such as Portuguese, may have difficulty implementing 

this practice, due to the language’s heavy reliance on masculine false 

generics. Even so, there have been recent guidelines such as the Manual 

para o uso não sexista da linguagem (“Manual for non-sexist language 

use”) (Perusso) intended for use in education in Brazil, that innovate and 

propose practices to avoid the use of masculine generics, such as the use 

of specific epicenes and feminine generics, such as as crianças (“the 

children”) rather than os meninos (“the [male] children”), a cidadania 

(“citizenship; the citizen body”) rather than “os cidadãos, (“the [male] 
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citizens”). The Manual also suggests practices such as the use of the 

gerund to avoid the generic: for example, votando por esse partido 

ganharemos pouco (“We have little to gain, voting for this party”) in place 

of constructions such as se as eleitores votarem por esse partido, 

ganharemos pouco (“We have little to gain if the voters vote for this 

party”). In this way, it is possible to avoid using the masculine generic, 

as its referent can be eliminated from the sentence without impacting 

meaning.  

Another proposed method of accomplishing this is the increased use 

of reflexive or passive constructions, which rarely see use in 

contemporary Portuguese: for instance: na costa, se come muito peixe 

(“On the coast, much fish is eaten”) in place of os caiçaras comem muito 

peixe, (“those [men] who live on the coast eat much fish”). This practice 

is particularly noteworthy here for its innovative nature: it involves the 

use of already-existing structures and practices within the language in 

order to circumvent the use of gender-specific phrasing, while 

neutralisation, as mentioned above, has been theorised to be difficult and 

highly-limited in grammatically-gendered languages such as 

Portuguese. One could, however, raise the issue that gender-neutral 

language – especially constructions such as this - can be used to 

invalidate a person’s gender identity in a “socially-acceptable” manner; 

that is to say that for instance, the passive voice could be used to sidestep 

the use of specifically-inclusive language, much in the same way as 

gender-neutral language is often used to deny the authenticity of a 

transgender person’s gender identity.1 Another potential point of interest 

is that the passive construction as suggested here, is only used rarely 

within Portuguese, and is also a relatively formal construction. 
 Neutralisation in grammatically-gendered languages is considered a 

difficult task – with critics such as Motschenbacher suggesting that such 

practices would not be feasible within languages with no neuter 

grammatical forms, owing to the degree of change necessary, not only to 

vocabulary but to grammar and in some cases structure. It can be argued, 

however, that one could work within the existing language structure, to 

 
1 For more discussion on this point, please see my MA thesis on the subject:  

http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/id/eprint/60330, p.47. 
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create a third, complementary neutral gender that conforms to the 

existing grammar of the language – a process that Gustafsson Sendén et 

al. refer to as “balancing”. Balancing of a language typically involves the 

adding of a feminine form to a masculine generic; however, the addition 

of a neutral form would follow the same goal of increasing specific 

visibility; in this case, of being directly inclusive of minority gender 

identities. 

It is of note here that the platonic ideal of such practice would have to 

conform to certain expectations, or would need to accomplish certain 

things. It is appropriate, therefore, to progress onto what this article 

would expect of a theoretical neutral gender within Portuguese. 

Expectations of a neutral gender within Portuguese 

1. The proposed neutral gender must be distinct from the grammatical masculine or 

feminine, at least in cases where there is a grammatical gender distinction.  

This expectation precludes the existence of a gendered ‘false generic’ such 

as the existing practice of masculine-as-generic for reasons detailed 

above, but allows for the existence of dual-gender or epicene nouns, such 

as estudante (“student”) or adjectives, such as fervente (“zealous”). 

Allowing for dual-gender and epicene nouns is important, as they can be 

said to be the closest to “true” gender-neutral terms within Portuguese; 

it would perhaps not be unreasonable to consider these a sort of “halfway 

point” between existing Portuguese grammar and a theoretical “true 

neutral” gender.  As such, these constructions may well be used as a 

theoretical starting point for the implementation of a neutral gender and 

gender-neutral practice. 

2. The proposed neutral gender must, where possible, conform with the existing 

grammar of the Portuguese language.  

Conformity with existing Portuguese is perhaps one of the easiest ways 

to ensure its assimilation into the language, and to facilitate its adoption 

outside of marginalised communities and entry into mainstream use, due 

to the comparatively-lesser degree to which the existing grammatical 

framework would need to be altered to allow for this new neutral gender. 

Acceptance into the mainstream is an important factor to be considered 
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if a newly-introduced linguistic practice is to become commonplace, and 

involves such factors as ease of use, and ease of implementation, with the 

latter being what is relevant to this specific point. Grammatical 

conformity is not the only factor governing mainstream acceptance of 

gender-neutral language, however, with studies such as those by 

Gustafsson Sendén et al. finding the largest governing factors to be time 

and exposure. 

3. The proposed neutral gender must be intelligible to speakers of Portuguese 

unfamiliar with its use.  

The proposed neutral genders have, for some time now, seen use within 

transgender and certain political-activist communities, but in order for 

the practices to become commonplace, they must be easily understood, 

and their meanings evident, to those outside of these communities.  

4. The proposed neutral gender should mirror existing vocabulary and linguistic 

practice.  

Similarly to the previous two criteria, this reduces the risk of the neutral-

gendered language appearing “marked” or incongruous with current 

practice, and therefore removes, or at least mitigates, one of the possible 

barriers to implementation in the Portuguese language.  

5. The proposed neutral gender must function in terms of use as a singular, specific 

personal noun, alongside functioning as a more generalised group noun; this is to 

say, it must account for the existence of individuals outside the gender binary.  

Several current practices in Portuguese involve the construction of 

phrasing so as to omit personal gendered nouns, instead opting for use of 

a generalised group noun where appropriate, such as referring to a group 

of students as “o alumnado” (“the student body”) rather than “alunos e 

alunas” (“[male and female] students”). This practice, although 

important, does not allow for the existence of a singular personal noun 

outside of the male-female gender binary – that is to say, while “o 

alumnado” allows for and designates a neutral collective, this approach 

does not provide a neutral equivalent to “aluno” or “aluna” in the singular 

-  and thus only partly addresses the issue. The proposed gender will, 
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ideally, account for the existence of gender-neutral, non-binary and non-

conforming individuals. 

6. The proposed neutral gender must function in both written and spoken contexts.  

The majority of existing practices within Portuguese apply only to 

written Portuguese, and the importance of a written neutral gender 

should not be undermined. However, it is important to consider that 

gender-neutral language, especially that which pertains to the specific 

reality of certain individuals - namely gender non-conforming, 

genderqueer and non-binary individuals - must be a language that is 

capable of being spoken, as spoken language generally forms a much 

larger part of most people’s everyday existence than written language. It 

is interesting to note here that previously suggested practices in this vein 

have included the use of the -x and -@ as alternative gendered markers, 

although their use will not be further explored here for wordcount and 

time constraints.2 Such proposals, however, have faced criticism for the 

difficulty in pronouncing or vocalising them – for instance, @ is not a 

linguistic symbol and has no associated phoneme, while -x as a marker 

would introduce a number of consonant clusters that do not appear 

within contemporary Portuguese (Woodstock). 

Neutral practices: The -e as a gender marker 

One such proposed neutral practice, for the Portuguese language, is the 

establishing of -e as a neutral gendered marker for personal nouns and 

adjectives, as a complement and contrast to the -o and -a. There are, 

however, several considerations to take into account with this proposal, 

as there are many instances in which this approach would either be 

confusing to an audience, or in which this would fail to convey the desired 

neutrality. As an example of the former, “e” would not work contextually 

as a singular definite article in the same vein of the Portuguese “o” or “a”, 

as it means “and”, and such a duality would lead to unclear or confusing 

language use; as an example of the latter, “ele” is already the masculine 

third-person singular pronoun, contrasted with the feminine “ela”, and 

 
2  For a discussion on the use of the -x and -@ as gendered markers, see my MA thesis on the 

subject: http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/id/eprint/60330. 

about:blank
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so in order to avoid a false masculine generic as outlined above, an 

alternative would be required. There are many such instances of the 

latter issues, both pronominal and prepositional, for which there are 

various proposed solutions (Espectrometria não-binária), some of which 

are listed below:  

- The proposed equivalents for “ele” and related prepositions (“dele”, 

“nele”, et al.) include “elu”, the phoneme for [u] being partway 

between the latter [e] of “ele” and the [a] of “ela”, with the 

prepositional equivalents being formed in the same manner as 

their alternatives (“delu”, “nelu”, et al.).  

- The proposed equivalent definite article would be “le”; as an 

illustrative example, the equivalent to “o menino” or “a menina” 

(the boy, the girl) would be “le menine” (the children). 

- As suggested by previous proposals, this approach advocates the 

omission of definite personal articles, and thus the suggested 

equivalent to “pelo” or “pela” would be “por”, although there seems 

to be no clear consensus whether this approach is preferable to 

other existing suggestions of using “pele“ or “pelle”, corresponding 

with the above framework. 

- Words ending in -ã or -ão, such as “irmã” or “ irmão” will have an 

equivalent of -ane, such as “irmane”, as the logical suggestion of -

ãe presents some difficulties in its resemblance to “mãe”, meaning 

“mother”. 

- Words ending in -go or -ga have their equivalent in -gue, such as 

“amigue” has the equivalent to “amigo” and “amiga”. Similarly, 

words ending in -co or -ca have their equivalent in -que, such as 

“técnique” for “técnico” and “técnica”.  

- Words ending in -r in the masculine and -ra in the feminine have 

an equivalent in -re in the singular (“professor”, “professora”, 

“professore”) and -ries in the plural (“professories”). This is, again, 

to avoid the potential masculine false generic of -res 

(“professores”), and is based on the wide online use of the term 

“não-binaries”, used interchangeably with, and as a shorthand for, 

the term “gente não-binária”/”pessoas não-binárias”.  

- First-person singular possessives, “meu” / ”meus” and “minha” / 

”minhas” have two proposed alternatives, “mi” / ”mis” and “minhe” 
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/ ”minhes”, such as in the phrase “meu namorado” / ”minha 

namorada” / ”mi namorade” / ”minhe namorade”. There does not 

seem to be a general consensus on which is preferred, although 

both seem generally well-understood and well-received. 

- Second-person singular possessives, “teu” / “teus” / “seu” / “seus” 

and “tua” / “tuas” / “sua” / “suas”  will have similar equivalents in 

“tu” / “tus” / “su” / “sus” and “tue” / “tues” / “sue” / “sues”, with the 

same general reception as the first-person possessives. 

These suggestions, taken from online gender-variant communities’ 

efforts to catalogue their language use, naturally involve the sort of large-

scale change to the language mentioned earlier within this article. As 

such, it is important to analyse the thought processes and decisions made 

in the process of creating, or forming, this grammar. For this reason, this 

grassroots practice will now be evaluated against the criteria detailed 

above. 

1. The proposed neutral gender must be distinct from the grammatical masculine or 

feminine, at least in cases where there is a grammatical gender distinction. 

Of immediate note here is the comparison of proposed neutral words 

ending in -e with dual-gender epicene nouns, such as “estudante”. This 

comparison will be of relevance throughout this evaluation, and so it is 

important to establish this similarity at this early point. 

The use of the -e as a gendered marker is both audibly and visually 

distinguishable from the current grammatical masculine and feminine, 

and uniquely, does not suffer from the phonological difficulties 

encountered by other proposals detailed within this work. 

2. The proposed neutral gender must, where possible, conform with the existing 

grammar of the Portuguese language.  

The use of the -e conforms with existing grammar within the language, 

with established framework already existing in Portuguese to 

circumvent any difficulties that could be encountered, grammatically 

speaking, by this use. For example, use of the -e turns the masculine 

amigo into amigue, where the hard [g] sound is preserved by the addition 

of the u; similarly, técnico into técnique, psicólogo into psicólogue.  
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3. The proposed neutral gender must be intelligible to speakers of Portuguese 

unfamiliar with its use.  

On this count, there is a lack of consensus regarding intelligibility. In the 

comment detailed here, a user hereafter referred to as R of the internet 

discussion forum Reddit details their experiences with using the neutral 

-e; they have been understood, for the most part, but in spoken use, the 

neutral -e was often mistaken for the masculine -o. 3 

 

Figure 1: Reddit user’s comments on intelligibility (with transcript below) 

Source: 

https://www.reddit.com/r/NonBinary/comments/7b5jmh/about_genderless_use

_of_language_in_latin/dpfg46q/ Accessed: 09 August 2019. 

Hey! So in Portugal we have the exact same problem where grammatical 

gender is present everywhere and it's really difficult to come up with 

gender neutral alternatives. I identify as non-binary and recently started 

using gender-neutral pronouns. In Portuguese (as you've been doing in 

Spanish), I've been trying to change all of the a/o ending words for an e 

but that's quite easily mistaken for o. When it comes to pronouns, when 

referring to me people tend to use my name only instead of pronouns. 

It's really difficult to neutralize these languages unless we come up with 

a whole new structure to it. I've been trying to brinstorm new pronouns 

 
3 Username masked for purposes of anonymity. 
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constantly but it's really tricky to come up with something that works for 

everything as in something that will work as a pronoun will not necessarily 

work as a neutral adjective ending. In Latin languages countries this 

discussion is so needed especially within the field of linguistics and I 

agree with you that there still isn't enough conversation about these 

topics. But I also feel that that might be cultural seeing as we're still 

cultures that are very attached to gender rules. P.S.: There are a few 

interesting papers about how grammatical gender can influence our 

thinking in the sense of how we view the world and gender. I can add 

them on to this thread if anyone is interested! 

 

From this arise two questions: One, if R, here being used as a wider 

allegory for users of this gender-neutral Portuguese, had their language 

use generally understood_but misconstrued, to what extent can it be said 

their language use was intelligible? If the neutral gender is misconstrued 

as the masculine, then does this proposition suffer from the same 

downsides as the use of the masculine as a false generic? And two, to 

what degree can any proposed neutral gender be reasonably expected to 

be immediately intelligible to language users unfamiliar with its use?  

However, there also exists a line of argument to the contrary; the 

language used by R  seems to have been understood as referring in some 

capacity to their gender identity, which has led to the use of their name 

in place of a gendered third-person pronoun such as ele  or ela; as such, 

it could be argued that their use of this neutral -e has served its 

functional purpose in both avoiding misgendering through use of the 

masculine or feminine, as well as communicating, if not their gender 

identity, then at least a preference for gender-neutral language which 

seems to have been generally recognised as a result.  

4. The proposed neutral gender should mirror existing vocabulary and linguistic 

practice.  

Of contemporary proposals, the neutral -e is perhaps the practice that 

most mirrors existing grammar and linguistic practice, with rules 

already existing within Portuguese grammar to conserve sounds when 

vowel change would change phonemes (such as the aforementioned “go 

→ gue” change). It also best mirrors existing vocabulary, since alongside 

using word stems from pre-existing words within Portuguese, the 
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majority of grammatically gender-neutral terms within Portuguese 

already end in -e; e.g. estudante, ajudante. This leads to a grammatically-

neutral Portuguese that fits within the contemporary language while 

causing the least possible disruption. 

5. The proposed neutral gender must function in terms of use as a singular, specific 

personal noun, alongside functioning as a more generalised group noun; this is to 

say, it must account for the existence of individuals outside the gender binary.  

It is a specific and deliberate choice that use of the -e in the singular 

personal specific sense centres nonbinary and gender-variant language 

users, while eliminating gender bias when used in the plural.  

6. The proposed neutral gender must function in both written and spoken contexts.  

Uniquely among contemporary proposals, the neutral -e not only 

functions in both spoken and written contexts, but unlike similar 

practices such as use of the -x or -@, is clear from its written form how it 

is intended to be pronounced, a fact which further normalises its use 

within regular (phonetic) Portuguese. 

Case study: Avon Brasil’s 2016 campaign “#SintaNaPele” 

From this, we now move to look at a case study where the gender-neutral 

-e ending was employed. AVON Brasil, the Brazilian branch of the 

renowned cosmetics company AVON, launched an advertising campaign 

for their new product, BB Cream Avon Color Trend on the 28th June, 

2016. The commercial for the product consists, in short, of several well-

known public figures dancing a group choreography, as short 

descriptions of the product flash up on the screen. However, there are a 

great many aspects of this particular advertising campaign that could be 

considered noteworthy, and so the campaign merits further analysis. 

Primarily, and perhaps of greatest relevance to this paper, is the use 

of the gender-neutral -e marker within the campaign. The product itself 

- a BB or “blemish balm” cream, an all-in-one combination of a range of 

products such as moisturising cream, primer, foundation, and concealer 

- is of a class of cosmetics that sees wide use among persons of all genders 

and gender expressions, rather than being seen as a “woman’s thing”, as 
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makeup and cosmetic products so often are. AVON Brasil takes this 

concept of a unisex cosmetic and runs with it - the final phrase that 

flashes up on the screen during the commercial proclaims the product to 

be “para todes” - “for all”, using the proposed gender-neutral -e, rather 

than the masculine and false-generic “para todos”, or the feminine “para 

todas”. Indeed, the typesetting used revels in and spectacularises this 

use - the “E” of “TODES” is coloured magenta, attention-grabbing and 

unignorable among the remainder of the word in white.  

 

 

Figure 2: AvonBR, BB Cream Color Trend e a Democracia da Pele | Avon Apresenta.  

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Imd5MyfGbo&feature=youtu.be. 

Accessed: 14th August 2019. 

Immediately upon viewing this commercial, the use of the -e as a 

linguistic choice is something made readily apparent, the importance of 

which cannot go unacknowledged. With this piece of advertising, AVON 

allies itself squarely with the queer community; the queer linguistic 

practice of “todEs” breaks into a more mainstream community, the public 

figures featured in the ad campaign - such as Jessica Tauane, Liniker, 

Assucena Assucena and Raquel Virgínia - are all well-known and active 

within the sphere of queer politics, and the video was posted on YouTube 

with the message:  

A pele não tem gênero nem preconceitos. Essa é o recado que o Novo 

BB Cream Matte Avon Color Trend tem para você.”  
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“Skin has no gender, nor prejudice. That’s the message that the new BB 

Cream Avon Color Trend has for you.4  

Avon’s message of inclusivity in this campaign continues - not only 

are the public figures featured active within queer politics, many of them 

are transgender, genderqueer, or gender non-conforming. Indeed, the 

commercial serves well to forge a link in the viewer’s mind between 

“todes”, gender non-conformity, and unisex: 

 

 

Figure 3: AvonBR, BB Cream Color Trend e a Democracia da Pele | Avon Apresenta.  

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Imd5MyfGbo&feature=youtu.be. 

Accessed: 14th August 2019. 

 

Figure 4: AvonBR, BB Cream Color Trend e a Democracia da Pele | Avon Apresenta.  

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Imd5MyfGbo&feature=youtu.be. 

Accessed: 14th August 2019. 

 
4 Translation mine. 
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Figure 5: AvonBR, BB Cream Color Trend e a Democracia da Pele | Avon Apresenta.  

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Imd5MyfGbo&feature=youtu.be. 

Accessed: 14th August 2019. 

In its use of the neutral -e, Avon therefore brings the concept to a 

wider audience, while making visibly clear its meaning as an all-

encompassing neutral tool, and well-establishing its links to queer 

politics and the gender conversation. Even the launch date of the product 

seems to have been carefully curated in order to achieve this - 28th June, 

anniversary of the Stonewall riots, perhaps the most famous queer 

political protest, a protest with heavy involvement from transgender 

figures such as Marsha P. Johnson, Zazu Nova and Jackie Hormona 

(Carter). This begs the question, however: how did the general public 

respond to the use of the neutral -e? Was it understood, and what 

criticisms or opposition did it face? The comments on the Youtube video 

carry a range of responses, from users praising Avon for the campaign, 

to those complaining about the quality of the product. What is notably 

absent, however, is any complaint about the use of the word “todes”. The 

closest comment is below, by a user under the name of Fernando Costa 

de Campos: 

 

 

Figure 6 Comment from a Youtube user regarding the Avon commercial 

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Imd5MyfGbo&feature=youtu.be. 

Accessed: 14th August 2019. 
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Espertinha e oportunista a Avon: faz um comercial que não pode ser 

criticado publicamente. Se você critica, é um nazista. Entendeu o truque? 

Tem que achar lindas (lindes?) todas as pessoas que participam do filme. 

Very clever and opportunistic of Avon: making a commercial that cannot 

be openly criticised. If you criticise it, you’re a Nazi. You see the trick? You 

have to find all the participants in the film beautiful.5 

Campos here, while invoking Godwin’s Law, criticises the stance 

Avon takes in allying itself with the queer community; by pandering to a 

marginalised group, Campos claims, Avon renders itself immune to 

criticism on any ground - regardless of its legitimacy - because of the 

“protected political status” enjoyed by that group. 6 

Co-opting of language and profitability: criticisms of capitalist “lip service” 

Distasteful historical comparisons aside, this interpretation - of Avon 

purely paying lip service to the queer community in order to sell 

cosmetics, of capitalising upon a social movement that is rapidly gaining 

traction, for reasons of financial gain rather than any genuine political 

stance - is seemingly widespread. There is an angle to be considered here, 

however, regarding the idea of media representation, especially within 

advertising, as a marker of social progress: Harms and Kellner note that 

through advertising campaigns, businesses seek to sell “socially-

desirable ways of life”, more than any individual product. If we are to 

accept this premise, it must logically follow that Avon - a multinational 

and successful business enterprise - in looking to sell a product seemingly 

aimed at specifically the queer and gender-variant community, is 

presenting such as “socially-desirable”; the question that follows is what 

the implications of such a business decision may be. Avon is a business, 

and thus, as a business, aims to sell products - in this case, gender-

neutral cosmetics - and to profit from doing so. Avon are looking to profit 

from gender-neutral cosmetics; thus, it can be reasonably surmised that 

Avon believe gender-neutrality to be a profitable concept. For a business 

to directly and explicitly engage with the gender conversation - a socially-

 
5 Translation mine. 

6 An internet adage; "As an online discussion grows longer, the probability of a comparison 

involving Nazis or Hitler approaches 1". 
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divisive topic - it must follow that that business believes it to be in their 

best financial and/or social interest to do so; i.e that doing so will 

increase, rather than decrease, their customer base. Through this line of 

thinking, it can be claimed that this marketing decision by Avon 

constitutes at least a tacit level of support for gender-neutrality, which 

is compounded by the explicit centering of transgender and gender-

nonconforming individuals and use of concepts such as the neutral -e, 

“Para todes”. 

Returning to criticisms of co-opting and exploiting political causes 

that have been levelled against Avon, the following comment was made 

on the official AVON Facebook page following the launch of the 

commercial: 

 

 

Figure 7: AVON. Facebook. Source: 

https://www.facebook.com/avonbr/videos/10154064384211195. Accessed on: 13 

August 2019. 

Fernanda Detoni: ~migues~, não caiam nessa, capitalismo tá pouco se 

fodendo pra lacração e representividade, as empresas vão se apropriar 

de todas as causas APENAS PRA VENDER MAIS. 

Avon: Por trás de uma tela existem pessoas reais, assim como você, com 

questões reais, preocupações reais e lidando com os mais diversas 

questões e causas. Claro que tem um cunho voltado ao produto, afinal 

somos uma marca de beleza lançando um produto. Mas são as mais 
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diversas verdades presentes que tornam esse video real, isso faz parte 

de cada um que auxiliou a tornar isso verdade. Representividade 

importa, assim como a inclusão também importa  

Fernanda Detoni: ~Friends~, don’t fall for it, capitalism is slowly falling 

victim to political correctness, businesses are going to take advantage of 

any and all causes JUST TO SELL MORE PRODUCTS. 

Avon: Behind every brand there are real people, like you, with real 

difficulties, real worries, and dealing with many different problems and 

causes. Of course we have a vested interest in selling the product, at the 

end of the day we’re a cosmetics brand launching a product. But it’s those 

diverse realities that make the video real, it’s part of life for everyone who 

helped make this happen. Representation matters, just like how 

inclusivity matters too.7 

It is, of course, understandable why a person might hold this 

viewpoint, why they might be suspicious or sceptical of a business acting 

in this way. It is not, however, within the scope of this work to divine 

whether or not the aims of the Avon campaign are genuine or self-

serving. Instead, perhaps, it may prove enlightening to discuss this 

marketing strategy in further depth. As discussed above, BB cream is 

seen as one of the more unisex cosmetic products - and in which case, it 

would be in the company’s best interests to actively market the cream to 

as many demographics as possible; not only this, but also to communicate 

to these demographics that the cream is for use by all. In doing so, it 

would make sense to use language that, at least in theory, all users would 

be able to identify with - hence the use of the neutral -e, which also grants 

the possibility of a political angle from which to market the product. 

It has been suggested by socioeconomists that advertising campaigns 

aim to sell not only a product, but rather “socially desirable ways of life”, 

and that the unisex designation of products is perhaps a way of engaging 

the queer consumer demographic, while avoiding alienating, and 

minimising resistance from, more traditionalist or conservative 

stakeholders.   

Of potential note, however, is the ease with which the neutral use of 

the -e is picked up, even by those who oppose the business practices of 

 
7 Translation mine. 
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the company using it. Examples of this can be seen in the comments 

above - Detoni using “migues” - a shortened form of amigues - and De 

Campos using “lindes” to describe the video participants. The criticism 

within these comments appear to be levelled at Avon’s business practices, 

rather than their use of language - although there may be many reasons 

for this, and it must be noted that a lack of vocal dissent does not 

necessarily equal tacit acceptance. 

Conclusion 

It is to be expected, as can be surmised from works such as those 

referenced above, that the Portuguese language’s status as a 

grammatically-gendered language problematises and complicates the 

introduction of linguistic practices that afford its users a greater degree 

of gender-neutrality. It is equally important to recognise, however, that 

this status does not preclude nor disqualify attempts at gender-

neutrality, especially from grassroots movements led by those who are 

most affected by the existing lack of gender-neutrality, in particular, 

queer, transgender and nonbinary individuals. Language is, after all, 

self-deterministic - its active use is what governs and determines its 

legitimacy. It is important to note, also, that the practices and proposals 

detailed and analysed within this work provide only a contemporary 

picture of gender-neutral queer linguistic practice within Portuguese - 

this work is by no means exhaustive, nor are the proposals detailed here 

necessarily the only options for gender-neutral linguistic practice. It can 

be expected that, as these proposals are discussed, and further trialled 

and implemented, new methods and practices may be devised. 

In this author’s opinion, the proposal relating to the use of the neutral 

-e could perhaps be the one most likely to enter common practice, for the 

reasons discussed above regarding not only its ease of understanding and 

conformity to Portuguese grammar norms, but also - quite crucially - its 

emerging adoption outside of queer communities and circles, as shown 

here by its use within the #SintaNaPele advertising campaign by Avon 

Brasil. Regardless of whichever practice may become commonplace in the 

future, and whichever practice may, eventually, become officially 

accepted and acknowledged by the relevant language academies, these 

contemporary practices and proposals constitute an important and well-
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needed step towards the institution of greater gender-neutrality within 

the Portuguese language, to the great benefit of those who need it - and, 

especially, for transgender and nonbinary language users. 
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Introduction 

Taking a concept history approach, this article explores how the 

“Kingdom of Heaven”, one of the core concepts in the Bible to advocate 

good conduct, was turned into a political slogan that promoted the 

bloodiest rebellion in Chinese history when it was translated and 

remolded during the Taiping Rebellion Movement. This paper first 

investigates the original connotations of two concepts, “Kingdom of 

Heaven” and “Tian Guo” in their specific cultural contexts, before 

introducing how they came into dialogue to form a new concept of “Tian 

Guo”. During this process, the attitude of Taiping leadership towards the 
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concept experienced what I categorize as a three-phase change: they 

utilized it as a political slogan, hesitated about its long-term function, 

and weakened its influence in political plans. By analyzing how the two 

concepts interacted, this article presents the differences between 

Confucian and Christian culture: one emphasizes the achievements of 

“this life” while the other anticipate the land-after-death to a higher 

degree. 

The late Qing Dynasty (1840-1911)1 was a period of external and 

internal turbulence, and a space of frequent exchange of ideas. When 

Protestant missionaries came into China, they brought the Bible’s 

concepts and ideologies, some of which were never accepted by local 

people, while others blended into the Chinese language system. 

“Kingdom of Heaven” was among the concepts that trigged great social 

and political change in China. One event closely connected with this 

concept is the significant Taiping Heavenly Kingdom Movement from 

1851 to 1864.  

The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom Movement was also called the 

Taiping Rebellion. The major founder of this rebellion was Hong Xiuquan 

(洪秀全, 1814-1864). When he was young, he laid hopes on the imperial 

examination to get an official position, which was a common practice 

among young literati at that time. However, he failed the examination 

consistently and after the fourth failure, Hong became seriously hurt, 

both mentally and physically. While he was ill, he dreamed of an old man 

who told him that he was selected and ordered by the deity to kill the 

demons and evils in man’s world. When he was recovered, he read a 

compiled brochure (i.e. Good Words exhorting the Age, 劝世良言) by Liang 

Fa about the Bible’s ideas. He connected the content in the brochure with 

his dream, and firmly believed that he was the son of God and was sent 

by God to save the poor people of China. Subsequently, Hong began to 

preach his understanding and interpretations of the Bible in the 

Guangdong and Guangxi provinces, and even established the Bai Shang 

Di Hui (the Congregation of God Worshippers) to take in followers.  

 
1 It is generally held by historians who study Qing Dynasty that the beginning of late Qing Dynasty 

was the year 1840 when the First Opium War broke out, and that this period ended when the 

Qing Dynasty was overthrown in 1911. 
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In 1850, Hong and other core members decided to fight against Qing 

Dynasty and in 1851 they launched the uprising in Guangxi. They 

declared themselves to have founded a state and named it Tai Ping Tian 

Guo (Taiping Heavenly Kingdom). This rebellion was a war of the largest 

scale in Chinese history. Although there are different estimations as to 

the accurate number of deaths, it was generally agreed that as a result 

of this rebellion, about seventy million people (nearly 40% of the total 

population of the time) were dead, migrated, missing or hurt. This 

rebellion was damaging to the military power of Ba-qi Force (the Eight 

Banner system,2 which the Qing’s Manchuria noble class depended upon) 

and ended an economically, militarily and politically flourishing age that 

had been maintained for more than one century since the emperor 

Kangxi (1654-1722). Notably, researchers such as June et al. and Platt 

have suggested that this rebellion movement signified the beginning of a 

political modernization process against feudalism and feudal oppression 

in China.  

From the story of Hong, it is clear that there was a close relationship 

between Christian ideas and the founding of his state. Such a relation is 

also evident linguistically. The beginning of the rebellion state’s name, 

Taiping (太平), means the greatest and most widespread equality and 

fairness in the world, followed by “Tian Guo” (Heavenly Kingdom in 

English and 天国 in Chinese, Tian for 天and Guo for 国), which clearly 

demonstrates the religious character of this political force and Biblical 

influence. In fact, the title “Tian Guo/Heavenly Kingdom” was exactly 

borrowed from the first sentence of Chapter five, the Sermon on the 

Mount of Gospel of Matthew: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is 

the Kingdom of Heaven” (Matthew 5:3).  

In 1823, when the Missionary Robert Morrison finished translating 

and publishing the Bible into Chinese for the first time in Chinese 

history, the concept “Kingdom of Heaven” was first connected with the 

religious concept “Tian Guo”. In traditional Chinese philosophy, such as 

Confucianist and Taoist thoughts, Tian Guo was an unreal, illusory and 

 
2 The Eight Banner system consisted of eight banners, each with about 300 people. These 

people were the elites of the Qing Dynasty, and they enjoyed priorities in many fields, such as 

imperial examinations, economic operation, and promotions in official positions. 
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fabricated Holy Land. The same can be said for the phrase “Kingdom of 

Heaven” in the Bible, with researchers widely accepting that the concept 

“Kingdom of Heaven” points to an abstract country of God. This article 

explores the remarkable story of what happened when the two religious 

concepts were connected by the missionary’s translation and became a 

tangible entity. It examines its political and material appeal for the 

people who revolted against the Qing Dynasty for more than ten years, 

in the hope of reaching this land. 

As a special product of Christian ideas, the Taiping Rebellion has 

been studied by many western scholars. Thomas H. Reilly’s work The 

Taiping Heavenly Kingdom: Rebellion and the Blasphemy of Empire has 

been particularly influential in recent years. Reilly offers many useful 

insights, such as the source of the title Tian Guo, how Hong utilized it to 

found a kingdom, and how the main guidelines of the Taiping state 

originated from local beliefs of Hong’s birthplace and Confucian world 

views (especially Tian Xia Da Tong, achieving universal peace). However, 

Reilly does not analyze Tian Guo linguistically, nor from the perspective 

of concept history. The same is true for other research on Taiping 

Heavenly Kingdom, including works by Carl S. Kilcourse and Stephen R. 

Platt. Despite the introduction of Hong’s manipulation of God’s heavenly 

kingdom in these works, further research is needed into the Chinese 

concept Tian Guo and how its connotations were changed after the 

introduction of the Bible.  

This paper proposes that through analyzing the history of two 

concepts and how they react with each other, we can ascertain the nature 

of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. This contributes a new path in 

reviewing Taiping history. To use the analogy of a chemical equation, 

this paper regards the Kingdom of Heaven as one reactant, and Tian Guo 

in ancient Chinese literature as another, each with different 

significances and connotations, much like the chemical elements of each 

reactant. The concept Tian Guo in present age is the product of the 

reaction between Kingdom of Heaven in the Bible and Tian Guo in 

ancient Chinese texts. Previous research on the Taiping Rebellion 

presents this formula without an in-depth linguistic analysis of the 

elements of each reactant. Reilly, for instance, only analyzes one 

semantic element: the character of equality in Tian Guo, which echoes 
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with Confucius’s utopian idea of “Tian Xia Da Tong (to achieve universal 

peace and harmony)”. But there were other connotations for the 

traditional concepts of Tian Guo and the Kingdom of Heaven that require 

further research. These are the elements to be analyzed in this article.  

The mutual and dynamic relations between history and concepts 

provides the theoretical basis for this paper’s methodology. For 

researchers of concept history, concepts are regarded as human-like, 

since they also contain their own evolving history and experience. When 

researchers use the term “concept”, they already agree to the fact that 

the connotations of a concept are often obscure (without clear 

boundaries), and that different connotations may exist at the same time 

and compete with each other. Although there are many different methods 

within concept history (for example, see Collingwood, Foucault, 

Koselleck, Lovejoy and Williams), researchers generally agree that by 

studying the changes of a concept during its “travel” in a foreign land, 

researchers can construct a dynamic relationship between this concept3 

and the transition of social structures, thus helping people to better 

understand how history was propelled to a different era. Such a dynamic 

relationship means that this specific concept and social history can form 

a circle: on one hand, the “travel” progress (such as the change of 

meaning, indigenization and spreading) of the concept is inevitably 

influenced by local historical and political context; on the other hand, 

when a concept gradually takes root in people’s minds, it will become a 

new social or political resource that may change the original society. As 

such, concept historians advocate that while history tells the story of 

concepts, concepts also tell the story of history. Ascribing to this 

theoretical viewpoint, this article advocates that by studying the evolving 

process of “Tian Guo”, researchers can reveal more about the nature of 

the Taiping Rebellion Movement.  

As discussed above, there are two significant reasons to study the 

Tian Guo concept. Firstly, Tian Guo was a political symbol that attracted 

 
3 Different researchers use different terminologies for the word “concept”, Lovejoy called it 

“idea”, Foucault called it “discourse”, Williams would like to call it “the keyword”. No matter 

what term they use, they all support the method of investigating the concept to comprehend 

changes in history. 
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millions of people to fight in a terrible and bloody war. It is important to 

examine how an originally religious word should have exerted such great 

political and military influence. Secondly, the concept history of Tian Guo 

and the Kingdom of Heaven is a fascinating case for the interactions 

between concepts and history that will hopefully inspire further 

research. 

Based on the cross-cultural dimension of concept history research, 

this article will discuss the following questions: how was the concept of 

the “Kingdom of Heaven” in the Bible re-constructed or localized in the 

early phase of the Taiping Heavenly Movement? How did the reshaped 

concept differentiate from its initial meanings in “Kingdom of Heaven” 

as well as in “Tian Guo”? Why did this new “slogan” initially promote the 

development of Taiping Rebellion, but was later abandoned by the 

political leaders of Taiping Heavenly Kingdom? Does this story 

illuminate any limits of the spreading of Christian ideas in China? By 

investigating these questions, this article contributes a deeper 

understanding of the dynamic interactions between language, history 

and politics, and of Chinese and Western differences in religion. 

Kingdom of Heaven/God in the Bible 

In the Bible, there are three inter-connected major themes: The Kingdom 

of God/Heaven, God and God’s Will. The concept of the Kingdom of 

Heaven runs throughout the entire New Testament and it first appears 

in the Gospel of Matthew in the sentence: “And saying, Repent ye: for the 

Kingdom of Heaven is at hand” (Matthew 3:2). In Matthew, “Kingdom of 

Heaven” appears thirty-two times, while “Kingdom of God” occurs five 

times. However, none of the other three Gospels use “Kingdom of 

Heaven”, and “Kingdom of God” is used in all corresponding places, such 

as Mark 4:11 and Luke 8:10. At present, most churches consider 

“Kingdom of Heaven” and “Kingdom of God” to be the same concept and 

therefore that they can replace each other. 

According to 基督宗教知识辞典（The Dictionary of Christian 

Knowledge） by Leopold Leeb, the “Kingdom of Heaven” in the Bible is 

not related to a material living place of God, nor the western paradise, 

nor some place in the sky or a concrete country (84). This concept is more 
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likely a verb than a noun: God rules with his principles and orders in the 

Kingdom of Heaven. As such, “Heaven” is just an honorable title for God; 

Kingdom of Heaven does not point to a specific church and therefore it is 

not a real institute in earthly world (Leeb 99). This “kingdom” in the 

Bible is an abstract field of God’s reign, which is invisible, just as Jesus’s 

words: “Neither shall they say, Lo here! or, lo there! for, behold, the 

kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:21). 

Within God’s reign in the Kingdom of Heaven, all relationships should 

follow the principle of equality, as mentioned in the Gospel of Matthew: 

“Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do 

ye even so to them: for this is the law and the prophets” (7:12). Under 

this regulation, all the souls in this kingdom are equal. But it should be 

noticed that such equality is also at an abstract level - there are no 

specific explanations for how to implement such equality or to what 

degree the equality should be guaranteed. Besides, in the text of the 

Bible, the words “Kingdom of Heaven is at hand” occur many times. 

These are not forecasting an upcoming formal country or physical 

organization but reminding people to introspect and repent their sins and 

follow the reign of God.  

In fact, throughout the Bible, there are no detailed descriptions for 

the sceneries or situations in the kingdom, nor specific illustrations about 

how Christian followers get along with each other or how God rules. 

Instead, the Bible makes use of different parables to explain elements 

related with this Kingdom, such as the parable of sowing seed: “The 

Kingdom of Heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field. But 

while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among 

the wheat, and went away. When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, 

then the weeds also appeared” (Matthew 13:24-13:26); the parable of the 

Mustard Seed: “…kingdom of God like…like a mustard seed, which a 

man took and planted in his garden. It grew and became a tree, and the 

birds perched in its branches” (Luke 13:18-13:19). Although many 

different parables are used to explain such a kingdom, its expression is 

still very abstract and obscure overall. 

Although researchers at present mainly interpret Kingdom of Heaven 

from the dimension of religion, it is believed that in real history, this 

kingdom described by Jesus should maintain certain political 
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implications (Wong 202). For example, when Jesus entered into the city 

of Jerusalem with a conspicuously high-profile manner that seemed like 

a king in spiritual world, and put forward the slogan “Kingdom of 

Heaven”, it would be very possible that the local governor and politicians 

such as Pontius Pilate (the fifth governor of the Roman province), as well 

as Jewish leaders were alert to such statement. There should be a 

possibility that, especially from the stance of Jewish leaders and the 

Roman royal class, this so-called “Kingdom-at-hand” may threaten their 

existing political power. The words of Friedrich Engels also present the 

threat of religious slogan as, when describing religious activities in the 

Medieval Ages, he claims: “these risings, like all mass movements of the 

Middle Ages, were bound to wear the mask of religion and appeared as 

the restoration of early Christianity from spreading degeneration…but 

behind the religious exaltation there was every time a very tangible 

worldly interest” (446). There is a possibility that the concept Kingdom 

of Heaven can inspire people and unite them together with a common 

expectation for such a kingdom, which further facilitate a political power 

that may threaten the present one. 

Notably, Jesus’s “Kingdom of Heaven” experienced changes when his 

apostle Paul propagated this concept. When Paul preached the religion 

in the two cities of Thessaloniki and Corinth, he tried to weaken the 

political implication in this concept. It can be rationally inferred that 

Paul may have drawn lessons from Jesus’s experience; he tried to 

attenuate the political significance so that the local officers would show 

less concern, providing more freedom for his missionary work in those 

areas (Wong 210). This inference is supported by real historical texts. For 

example, in the thirteen Pauline Epistles, the word “kingdom” for 

“Kingdom of God” or “Kingdom of Heaven” only appears thirteen times, 

far less than its frequency in the three Synoptic Gospels4, which is 

ninety-three times in total (forty-one times for Matthew, fifteen for Mark 

and thirty-seven for Luke). Apart from the reduction of frequency, the 

Kingdom of God/Heaven was also sanctified by Paul and only appears in 

the context of Christian eschatology. In Pauline Epistles, the Kingdom of 

 
4 The Gospel of Matthew, Mark and Luke share many similarities in text structure, diction and 

viewpoints, and are thus called Synoptic Gospels by the researchers of the Bible. 
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Heaven is merely a spiritual country that only accepts people who repent 

their sins, follow the steps of Jesus and thus achieve a spiritual rebirth: 

“But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for 

they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they 

are spiritually discerned” (1 Corinthians 2:14). By analyzing the texts of 

Synoptic Gospels and Pauline Epistles, we can see the Christians’ efforts 

to modify their core themes out of a caution to relax the vigilance of the 

ruling class. Under this, the political connotations of Kingdom of Heaven 

gradually faded away. However, it was a completely different story when 

it was brought to Qing Dynasty in the 19th century through the 

translation of the Bible. 

Tian Guo(天国) in Chinese Classics 

In Chinese traditional classics, the concept Tian Guo (天国) is of the same 

meaning as other terms such as Tian Ting (heaven, 天庭), Xian Jing 

(Fairyland, 仙境) or Jing Tu (Pure Land or Paradise, 净土). According to 

the authoritative Chinese dictionary Ciyuan (辞源), Tian Guo is the Pure 

Land or Paradise of religious disciples, and the place where deities live. 

Tian Guo also shares the same meaning with Tian Tang, which is 

explained in Ciyuan as “the paradise where the celestial immortals and 

post-mortal souls live” (refer to Ciyuan for the phrase “天国”).  

Tian Ting in classic Confucian school was a system with rank order, 

and it was just like the imperial court of ancient Chinese dynasties. Di (

帝), the emperor of Tian Ting, ranks the highest position and the other 

deities each has his/her own rank position in the Tian Ting. What the 

Confucian school tried to emphasize was the ranking system, and they 

held that this system corresponded with the official ranking system on 

the earth. Li Daoyuan, a Confucian geographer in Chinese Northern Wei 

Dynasty (368-534), once depicted the location of Tian Guo in the famous 

Chinese geographical masterpiece Commentary To The River Classic (水

经注). It says: “there are three levels in the Kunlun Mountains, the lowest 

level is called Fan Tong (樊桐) or Ban Tong (板桐); the middle level is 

called Xuan Pu (玄圃) or Lang Feng (阆风); the highest one is named Ceng 

Cheng (层城) or Tian Ting (天庭) (by Li, written around AD 515-527). 
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According to Li, Tian Ting or Ceng Cheng is the place where the emperor 

of heaven lives.  

In Taoism, Tian Guo is the fairyland that mortals can only access 

after they finish their arduous “cultivation” and become immortal. When 

it is time, these newly cultivated immortals can fly up to the Tian Guo 

and live together with the emperor of Tian Guo, as well as other 

immortals. The cultivation process is extremely tough and arduous, 

including both mental and physical testing. Mental cultivations are often 

related with moral amendments: by continuously checking and changing 

his/her improper and wrong behaviors, the cultivator can improve his/her 

ethic level. And physical cultivation is often related with a healthy body 

and vital energy - some branches of Taoism advocated the use of alchemy 

to concoct pills for immortality. In one Taoism classic Guang Huang Di 

Ben Xing Ji (广黄帝本行记, written in AD 881), which offers a systematic 

summary about how Yellow Emperor cultivated himself and became an 

immortal, there is a record about the city of Tian Guo: Qing Cheng                

(青城) is the capital of Tian Guo. Mount Qing Cheng is located in the 

present Sichuan province and is the cradle of Taoism.  

Tian Guo for Chinese Buddhists is different from that of Taoism or 

Confucianism. Jing Tu (Pure Land) is the corresponding concept in 

Buddhism and it points to a pure land or paradise in the west. Buddhism 

considers all human beings to be trapped within                                                                                                                                                                                                         

the cycle of the Six Realms of Existence (Liu Dao, 六道). Sentient beings 

reincarnate into next realm according to their conduct in this life. A 

human can be reborn in one of the three good realms (realms of deva, 

human and asura) due to good conduct, or reborn in one of the three bad 

realms (realms of animal, hungry ghost, and denizen of hell) because of 

their bad deeds (Jones 4). However, even if they enter the good realms, 

they still have to experience the next judgement of rebirth and continue 

the cycle. The only way of shake off this shackle is nirvana. If the sentient 

being hopes to enter a good realm in the next reincarnation, they should 

cultivate themself. But the real world is constructed on various norms, 

ethics, temptations, and desires, therefore, it is difficult for people to 

practice good conduct without disturbance from external temptations or 

constrains. Then Jing Tu, as a pure land, offers a place where people can 

cultivate wholeheartedly (whereby individuals can concentrate on their 
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cultivation without the influence of the outside secular world), so that it 

is easier for them to reach nirvana or go to good realms in the next life 

(Galen 2). Meditation and the reciting of Amitābha’s name are the two 

main methods to achieve enlightenment and purify one’s mind.  

Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism were the three major 

philosophy schools in ancient China. They remained largely independent, 

despite influencing each other to a certain degree. After the Han Dynasty 

(BC200―AD220), Confucianism gradually became the most favoured 

religion and highly revered by the emperors. Tian Ting in Confucianism, 

the fairyland in Taoism and Jing Tu in Buddhism gradually blended, and 

a special system of Tian Guo took shape in people’s minds. The 

significance and concerns in Tian Ting of Confucianism were mostly 

reserved while the meanings in Jing Tu of Buddhism were largely 

discarded. Tian Guo then became a place for deities of different ranks 

and Yu Huang Da Di (玉皇大帝, which was originated from Dao school) 

ranked as the top position. Such a ranking system was similar to the 

imperial court on the earth, both following strict rules and regulations. 

The deities in such a Tian Guo could descend to men’s world for a 

judgement tour. They gave awards to people with good conduct and 

punished bad conduct. People with very significant contributions, 

impressive morality or high prestige could be elevated to Tian Guo and 

be awarded as a new deity with a particular position. This idea echoes 

the Confucian value which encouraged people to work hard, achieve 

personal value and become prestigious figures in this life.  

In short, Tian Guo in Chinese traditional classics is a sacred place 

that only people with good deeds or great achievements can access after 

they finish their journey in the human world. It was a concept influenced 

by the three main schools of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, and 

Confucianism exerted the greatest influence on its final meanings. From 

the above discussions, we can conclude that Kingdom of Heaven in the 

Bible and Tian Guo in Chinese traditional literatures share certain 

similarities, i.e. they all provide a message that, if people cultivate their 

behaviors before death, the emperor or king of that “Kingdom” or “Guo” 

(国) will guide them to a salvation and supreme glory after the physical 

body dies. It is a reasonable inference that when the missionary Robert 

Morrison tried to find a word from Chinese classics for the Christian 
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concept “Kingdom of Heaven”, he got inspiration from the meanings of 

“Tian Guo” and finally decided to combine them together. 

Difference between Tian Guo and Kingdom of Heaven 

Although the discussed similarities connect the two concepts together, 

they are of course distinct due to different cultural ideologies and 

traditions. Firstly, Tian Guo in Chinese traditional classics is not an 

abstract term. In fact, the Chinese classics have made very detailed and 

vivid descriptions about its landscape as well as construction layout. For 

example, in Classic of Regions Beyond the Seas: West (海内西经), the 

eleventh chapter of the famous mythological geography Shan Hai Jing 

(also called Classic of Mountains and Seas), it says:  

Mount Kunlun lies northwest of the capital of the mortal world under the 

rule of the God of Heaven. It covers an area of 800 square li and rises to 

a height of 80,000 feet. On its top there are rice shoots which are forty 

feet high and five spans wide. On each side of the mountain there are 

nine wells and their railings are made of jade. Each side of the mountain 

has nine gates and at each of these gates there is an animal named 

Kaiming acting as the guard. This is the place where a hundred gods live. 

They stay on the cliffs of the eight mountains adjacent to the Chishui 

River. No one can climb up these steep cliffs except Ren Yi [仁羿, who 

was a great human hero in Chinese myth and famous for the shooting of 

eight suns with his infinite strength] can climb over those high cliffs. (The 

Classic of Mountains and Seas, page 251) 

Such vivid depictions reflect ancient Chinese people’s imaginations 

about the inaccessible world of Tian Guo. In another classic, Shiji (史记) 

or Records of the Grand Historian, there are also detailed descriptions 

about Tian Guo. In the twenty-seventh Chapter Tian Guan Shu    

(天官书，Book about the Heaven Palace), different palaces are properly 

arranged according to the rank order of deities living inside. There are 

palaces for a harem or seraglio, and also latrines, horse parking places 

and sacred temples. Mythical creatures guard the four corners of the 

whole area. Therefore, Tian Guo in ancient Chinese culture is a place 

with very specific, lively scenes. The constructions are in delicate designs 

and are arranged according to the strict ranking order.  
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It can be concluded that there are at least three differences between 

the concept of Tian Guo and Kingdom of Heaven. Firstly, the kingdom in 

the Bible is never connected with a concrete territory or country; the 

abstract term has no visual or material forms and never stimulates 

imaginations of the architectural landscape or rare creatures. Secondly, 

there are hundreds of immortals living together in Tian Guo and they all 

obey a strict ranking order. In Taoism classics, Yu Huang Da Di ranks 

the highest, and below him are deities for water, thunder, flowers and so 

on, which resembles the God and Goddess system in Greek mythology. 

However, the Bible follows a strict monotheism - God is the only ruler, 

the rest are his followers. Everyone is equal and there is no such ranking 

order as a guideline for interpersonal relationships. Finally, the Bible 

always emphasizes that God only reigns in an abstract moral world. 

Conditions such as the rising or demoting of a deity’s position does not 

exist in the Kingdom of Heaven; however, in Tian Guo, an immortal can 

be awarded a higher position if he/she makes some contribution, and may 

be punished to go back to the humans’ world if he/she makes errors. 

Translation and initial re-construction of Tian Guo 

In 1823, the missionary Robert Morrison, of the London Missionary 

Society, finished translating the Bible into Chinese and published it in 

the Guangzhou province. This was the first time that the Bible was 

published in the territory of China. Some other missionaries, such as 

Karl Gützlaff, provided a revised version on the basis of Morrison’s 

translation, which later became the most popular one in Chinese 

Christian Churches. As discussed in the previous section, Morrison 

translated Kingdom of Heaven/God into Tian Guo, which was retained in 

the Gützlaff version. Other versions of the Bible also adopted “Tian Guo” 

to translate “Kingdom of Heaven”, including the Gospel of Matthew 

published by the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom in 1853, the version 

translated by Michael Simpson Culbertson and Eliia Bridgman in 1863, 

as well as the version by Archimandrite Guri Karpov in 1864. According 

to Joachim, it was a general strategy for the missionaries (especially the 

Jesuits) to accommodate or localize European notions through the 

reinterpretation, or occupation, of distinguished Chinese terms (152).  
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With the spread of the translated version of the Bible in China, the 

original meanings of “Tian Guo” and “Kingdom of Heaven” began to 

compete in the Bible readers’ and Christianity followers’ consciousness. 

For example, the polytheism in Tian Guo competed with the monotheism 

in Kingdom of God. The latter succeeded and God became the only master 

of Tian Guo. The ruling relation between the “king” of this kingdom and 

his people also competed. Yu Huang Da Di naturally holds the empery of 

Tian Guo as well as the humans’ world, and he can decide everything, 

and all the people should follow his orders willingly or unwillingly; people 

respect and fear him for his power. However, the relationship between 

God and his followers is more of the preaching persuasion, and God’s 

ruling only exists in the Kingdom of Heaven. Since Yu Huang Da Di was 

gradually replaced by God, the absolute ruling style of the former was 

replaced by the style of preaching in Tian Guo. Moreover, the original 

ranking order contained in Tian Guo was erased by the equal 

interpersonal relations below God. The imagination of spatial 

architectures and mythical creatures also disappeared due to such 

interplay. A small group of people in China (especially those who, once 

reading the Bible, attended the sermons held by missionaries, or who got 

to know Christian thoughts through other channels) gradually accepted 

the idea that Tian Guo was a place ruled by God, and that his followers 

lived equally and peacefully in this kingdom. The original connotations 

of Tian Guo in Chinese classics faded away. This reflects the influence of 

Christian culture in the colonial era. 

Although the translingual practice between Kingdom of Heaven and 

Tian Guo occurred, it did not initially generate much political function or 

social influence. This was because of the limited spreading scope of the 

Bible under the historical background of resisting foreign religion. People 

were indifferent to the outside world, and rejected Christian culture 

(Wang 32). Besides, the abstract moral persuasion could hardly impress 

Chinese people, since there was no such culture or religious tradition to 

support it. They were not concerned with the world after death. For them, 

God was just a fictitious deity.  

However, the story changed when two crucial figures participated in 

this game. The first, Morrison’s Chinese assistant, Liang Fa, who was 

mainly responsible for the Bible’s printing work, rewrote the Bible into a 
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thin religious pamphlet Quan Shi Liang Yan (劝世良言, Good Words 

Exhorting the Age). He made use of simple and easy illustrations to 

explain the core concepts, including the Kingdom of Heaven. He 

specifically added some notes for this concept: “the phrase of Tian Guo, 

firstly refers to the enjoying of happiness in the heaven when people’s 

physical life ends and their souls go to the heaven, secondly points to a 

place where the followers of Jesus assemble to worship the God; the term 

Kingdom of God is of the same meaning” (Liang Fa 21). Liang’s first 

explanation basically conformed to the original meaning of Kingdom of 

Heaven; however, the second one was his own interpretation. He 

substantialized this abstract concept to be a concrete worshiping place. 

Such a subtle change then provided inspirations for another figure, Hong 

Xiuquan, the leader of the Taiping Rebellion and the emperor of Taiping 

Heavenly Kingdom, who found a political basis here for his own kingdom 

after reading the Bible. The author of this paper summarizes three 

phases for the fate of Tian Guo in terms of Taiping’s understanding and 

attitude for this concept in the thirteen-year life of the Taiping Heavenly 

Kingdom. 

Three phases of Tian Guo’s fate in Taiping Heavenly Kingdom 

Phase one: be kidnapped and utilized as a political slogan 

In the Bible published by Taiping Heavenly Kingdom (named 钦定前遗诏

圣书, 1860 Taiping Version of the New Testament) in 1860, Hong divided 

Tian Guo into two parts: one is the Kingdom in the heaven and the other 

is a kingdom on the earth. In this book, he added notes for the concept: 

“there is one Tian Guo in the heaven and also another Tian Guo on the 

earth; they both are the kingdoms of God; the Tian Guo in the heaven is 

the large one while the one on the earth is the small one- the latter is just 

our Taiping Heavenly Kingdom” (Hong 117). Hong claimed that he was 

the brother of Jesus and the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom founded by him 

was the small kingdom of God. By Hong’s manipulation, an abstract 

religious concept became a real nation with formal political departments 

as well as military aims. 

The influential “travelling theory” of Edward Said can be applied to 

explain the cross-culture travel of the concept. According to Said, in the 
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whole travelling of a certain theory, there is first a starting point from 

which the concept can be brought into a different context, then this 

concept should go through a special distance and be sown in the new land. 

Following this, there should be some special conditions for the acceptance 

or reconstruction of the concept, and finally, the remolded concept 

possesses a new function or position in local context (226-227). Robert 

Morrison’s translation is the starting point of this travel, while the 

illustration of Liang and “utilization” by Hong created conditions for the 

concept’s spreading and acceptance. Now the abstract religious concept 

became a political slogan, connecting with concrete organizations, official 

ranks and material rewards. The rebellion group was made up of poor 

lower-class peasants, and they were quickly attracted by the allure of 

this new remodeled “dream”. Those farmers had been exploited for a long 

time and they craved a brand-new value system that could overturn the 

old order and belief (Kojima 117). Both the concept Kingdom of Heaven 

and the term Tian Guo now lost part of their original meanings and were 

replaced by new political functions, as predicted by Said, in the new 

military power: The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Besides competition, 

the two concepts also cooperated with each other: under the religious coat 

of “Kingdom of Heaven”, the ranking order and relationship principles in 

Tian Guo became valid on the earth from imaginary descriptions in 

ancient Chinese classics. 

The exploited peasants were indeed greatly encouraged by the future 

of Tian Guo. If they rose up and fought, they could get material and 

political awards, which were practical and realistic. Even though they 

could not win an official position, they could at least live in a kingdom 

where everyone was equal. In fact, they were more inspired by the 

improvement of living conditions than by the words and promises of God. 

At the end of 1850, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom was officially founded. 

Since then, the call to build “Tian Guo” kept growing from the south to 

the northern parts of China. The rebellion army rapidly occupied the rich 

and prosperous cities of the middle and southern China, ruling about 30 

million people and 600 cities in its peak time.  
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Phase two: a dilemma of further utilization 

The first phase witnessed a fierce spark between Tian Guo and Kingdom 

of Heaven. But when the Taiping kingdom entered a relatively stable 

“plateau” period, many contradictions appeared. On one hand, the 

kingdom still needed this slogan to encourage more people to join in. On 

the other hand, the leaders found that it became more and more difficult 

to advocate and use it. First, an equal Tian Guo was impossible. After 

the kingdom was set up, Hong Xiuquan enacted an agricultural policy to 

fulfill his promises about equality. According to this policy, everyone in 

the kingdom could be allocated a piece of land according to his or her age. 

People under 15 got half the acreage of people over 16. But this one-size-

fits-all approach was too simplistic for a big kingdom with a large 

population. It was very hard to guarantee fairness. Further, this land 

allocation policy was just a general guideline and could not be 

consistently implemented since there were no relevant laws, legal 

system, culture or even manpower to support it in a feudal social 

background in 19th century China. The leaders tried to fulfill their 

promise of equality, but they neither possessed the abilities nor 

conditions to achieve this.  

Secondly, the religious lies weaved by Hong became the sword that 

finally stabbed him. Hong claimed that the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom 

was the small kingdom of God and he was the son of God and the brother 

of Jesus. However, another lord Yang Xiuqing (杨秀清) claimed that he 

was the heavenly father and fell down to earth. Thus, Hong became the 

son of Yang Xiuqing, which was indeed ridiculous. Hong increasingly felt 

his authority challenged and became so frustrated with Yang that he 

killed him. After Yang died, common people realized that they were 

cheated; the almighty heavenly father was also a mortal and could be 

killed. They no longer believed in the so-called heavenly kingdom.  

Thirdly, the initially inciting power of Tian Guo gradually receded. As 

the foundation of the kingdom was abstract religious ideologies, the lords 

and military generals had to come up with other efficient and practical 

measures to control the military army. However, abstract Christian 

thoughts could not help them neither could they walk the path of 

Confucianism that they had fiercely condemned before. The Taiping 

regime was trapped in this dilemma. They hesitated to continue using 
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Tian Guo as a slogan and impetus of the state. They could not fully 

abandon it, but this religious concept could no longer provide sustainable 

and practical resources. None of the promises attached to Tian Guo (such 

as equality) could be realized since there were no long-term plans nor 

suitable cultural, political, legal system for them. 

Phase three: abandoned by Taiping leadership 

As discussed in the last phase, the Christian religion could not provide 

more inciting energy for the expansion of the Taiping power. More than 

that, it began to hinder the development of this state. The Taiping 

kingdom only worshiped God and fought against all the other deities and 

immortals. They disseminated the idea that all men were made by God 

and owed him their life and happiness. However, they took extreme 

vandalistic measures: when they attacked and occupied a new place, they 

damaged all the sculptures or pictures of the deity honored by local 

people and burned the old Confucian, Buddhist or Taoist temples. Such 

mob-like behaviors heavily provoked the Qing government and social 

elites, for whom the Confucian philosophy and values were spiritually 

and culturally fundamental. Different power groups5 within the higher-

class agreed that it was barbaric to ruin the precious architecture and 

traditional civilization, and they should work together to wipe out this 

barbaric force. Throughout China’s history, there were many rebellions, 

but even the bloodiest army would respect the temple of Confucius and 

the statues of Buddha, as well as Yu Huang Da Di. The Taiping army 

was the first to challenge mainstream ideology and thus condemned by 

the upper classes, which restricted their long-term development. The 

leadership therefore had to weaken its negative influence through less 

and less reference to the religious connotations of the concept. 

Since it was impossible to follow the traditional path, the leadership 

of Taiping Heavenly Kingdom had to design a new way. In 1859, the new 

lord Hong Renxuan (洪仁轩), who in Hong Kong had learned western 

political, legal and economic systems, submitted a document about 

 
5 There were many different social and political power groups and they all belonged to the 

upper class. In the matter of Taiping rebellion, they all stood on the same side, which was to 

wipe out the Taiping army. 
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comprehensive reform (资政新篇) to Hong Xiuquan. This reform plan 

recommended political centralization of the Taiping leadership, 

advocated industrial engineering and transportation business to boost 

the economy, and promoted a reform of the legal system. This document 

showed signs of modernization in China and provided a new path for the 

Taiping regime. If we review the history of China in the past 200 years, 

it is evident that modern China is influenced by western political, 

economic and legal systems, indicating that the plan designed by Hong 

Renxuan was a viable path for Taiping’s future. Hong Xiuquan permitted 

the publication and dissemination of this document within the kingdom, 

although it was never fully implemented. In the final years of Taiping 

Heavenly Kingdom, the leadership gradually abandoned abstract 

Christian concepts and sought new ways to develop the state. However, 

before they established a suitable system, the kingdom was conquered 

and perished.  

Even though the Taiping army attracted many peasants with a 

seemingly righteous aim (to reach the greatest and most widespread 

equality and fairness in the world) in the beginning, they gradually lost 

the support of middle and upper classes who had powerful military force. 

Externally, the Taiping regime could not win the heart of social elites; 

internally, they could not establish a system sufficient for the future. 

Moreover, western missionaries also felt insulted because their sacred 

religion was “kidnapped” for a political purpose instead of being used to 

purify people’s mind and persuade the following of God. Later on, the 

Qing Dynasty defeated Taiping army under the help of foreign countries. 

It can be seen that the intertwined concepts “Kingdom of Heaven” and 

“Tian Guo” became a double-edged sword: it helped to found the Taiping 

Heavenly Kingdom, while it also hindered further development of this 

state.  

Summary 

This article traces the “travelling” process of the concept “Kingdom of 

Heaven” in the Chinese Qing Dynasty through the Bible translation by 

the missionary Robert Morrison. The concept Kingdom of Heaven and 

the concept Tian Guo were two independent terms in different cultures. 

Through Morrison’s translation, the first concept entered into a new 
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historical context and after personal interpretation by Liang Fa and 

Hong Xiuquan, the foreign imagination of a land after death was 

connected with local traditional culture. Expectations of entering heaven 

in Christian culture were accompanied by an emphasis on tangible 

values and gains. The result was that an abstract religious theme turned 

into a political slogan, an imagined kingdom in heaven became a real 

political power on the earth. A foreign religious term was 

“recontextualized” to give political energy. 

However, the reconstructed concept was the child of two different 

cultures. The two different value systems competed with each other and 

the result determined the destiny of the rebellion. It can be discerned 

that doctrines in the Bible are based on the present social order, but 

emphasize redemption and happiness of the soul after death, while for 

the Confucian, man’s ethical performance, social contributions and 

achievements in this life are the most important events to be concerned 

with. The present concept of Tian Guo is a linguistic heritage of that 

rebellion, and the present word is comparable to a fossil of that unique 

history. The travelling history of this concept is a good case for the study 

of interactions between language, culture and society. It proves the 

dynamic relationship between language and history: history shapes 

language, while language in turn helps to construct history. 

Subsequently, by analyzing the history of a particular concept, we can 

better understand important events. This article applies this thinking to 

further illuminate an aspect of the Taiping history. 
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Introduction 

“That’s my name, and it fits me just right! 

I am Alma, and I have a story to tell.” 

  Alma and How She Got Her Name (Martinez-Neale 2018). 

Empowering little girls has become a kind of war cry in the parenting 

world. The publication of children’s books like Mudpuppy’s Little 

Feminist Board Book Set and Holub’s This Little Trailblazer highlight 

historical and influential women for children ages 0-5 years old and 

enhance many of the ideologies present in today’s increasingly feminist 

world. While many parents encourage young girls to transgress 

traditional feminine norms, are we placing a similar emphasis on young 

boys to challenge the stereotypical masculine mask in modern society? 

We are beginning to ask questions around gender representation and the 

extent to which change must occur in the way we raise children. 
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 A range of media is produced and targeted towards children to 

support early development, parental bonding, and play. Among these 

tools, picture books are a powerful educational and social tool for adults 

who wish to enhance a child’s cognitive processes, literacy, and social 

understanding. Most parents want every advantage for their children, 

and in a society that appears to be undergoing a shift in its ideological 

normative landscape, it seems that this genre may support the move 

towards molding the little girls and boys that mainstream society 

promotes. 

 As discussions around parenting practices evolve, we are seeing a 

surge in headlines emphasizing the importance of reading to children of 

all ages, with an emphasis on early years and pre-school aged children. 

Headlines from online articles such as Psychology Today’s ‘The Magic of 

Reading Aloud to Babies’ (Denworth) and New York Times’ ‘Reading 

Aloud to Young Children Has Benefits For Behavior and Attention’ 

(Klass) have mainstreamed academic studies around child development 

in the early years. Massaro found a strong correlation between reading 

out loud to children and vocabulary development and suggests that 

‘shared picture book reading offers a potentially powerful strategy to 

prepare children for competent literacy skills’ (520). Similarly, a study 

from Pediatrics journal found that reading aloud to children reduced 

disruptive and hyperactive behaviors and ‘enhanced social-emotional 

development for children in low-income families’ (Mendelsohn, et al. 6).  

 Clearly, these studies offer significant findings and promote positive 

behaviors for parents and children. However, these studies neglect to 

discuss the types of books children read and the power they have to shape 

beliefs. Norman Fairclough argues that ‘using language is the most 

common form of social behavior’ (Language and Power 2), and Frank 

Taylor acknowledges that children as young as four years old understand 

gender to be a basic component of his or her sense of self. Therefore, 

picture books are a significant factor in the socialization of children; 

while not the only factor, picture books offer a child early insight into the 

social practices, ideologies, and norms that permeate society (Pace 

Nilson; Taylor). Therefore, the presence of gender stereotypes in these 

books can greatly impact the way children see the world and themselves. 
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 In order to address these concerns, the focus of this study aims to 

uncover to what extent contemporary American children’s books 

transgress gender stereotypes and support the continued progress 

towards a multiplicity of identities for both males and females. The data 

for this study are taken from the 2017-2019 Caldecott Medal and Honor 

books, which primarily focus on preschool and early years picture books. 

There has been little academic exploration of gender stereotypes in these 

types of children’s books from the decade between 2010-2019. As such, 

this study aims to address the gaps in the field by considering the 

development of gendered themes and characters in the most 

contemporary American children’s books at the time of this publication.  

 To approach this study, I firstly outline the theoretical background 

regarding language and gender. Next, I review previous studies 

regarding gender stereotypes in children’s books from as early as 1500 

AD to the turn of the twenty-first century. Furthermore, the main 

analytical approach provides a comprehensive, quantitative and 

qualitative analysis of the characters in all fifteen books using content 

analysis. I utilize case studies to further exemplify my findings. With 

these ideas in mind, in this paper, I examine the function of thematic 

elements, linguistic components, and visual structures as a means of 

examining the power that language has to shape stereotypes and 

socialize children according to the beliefs and values of society. 

Previous Approaches to Gender and Children’s Literature 

Theories of Gender Identity 

‘There she lay and was so beautiful that he could not take his eyes off 

her. He bent over and gave her a kiss. When he touched her with the 

kiss Little Brier-Rose opened her eyes, awoke, and looked at him kindly’ 

(Grimm and Grimm).  

The handsome prince saves the beautiful, helpless maiden. As children, 

we hear this recurring trope and internalize the social expectations 

placed upon us: men can be active heroes while women wait for rescue. 

This persistent storyline socializes children to adhere to the rigid binary 

structure society prescribes to its members. However, as theories of 

gender shift, so too do the stories.  
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 Historically, attitudes towards gender have shifted and represent four 

key stages in the development of approaches to gender: deficit, 

dominance, difference, and dynamic. Early work by feminist linguists 

emphasized an inherent binary divide between male and female, with 

Lakoff claiming that ‘women are systematically denied access to power’, 

and that ‘“women’s language” is characterized by weakness’ (42) when 

compared to the language of men. Similarly, in 1980, Dale Spender’s 

work, Man Made Language, developed the notion of patriarchal control 

within language, claiming that language is literally produced and 

controlled by men, thus contributing to the metaphorical and often literal 

silencing of women, as seen with Little Brier-Rose.  

 This early work sparked development in the field and led researchers 

to consider a difference approach. Maltz and Borker suggested that the 

differences in spoken discourse can be directly attributed to a ‘cultural 

difference and miscommunication’ between men and women, and 

emphasized that boys and girls ‘are learning self-consciously to 

differentiate their behavior from that of the other sex and to exaggerate 

these differences’ (489). Tannen’s 1991 book You Just Don’t Understand 

popularized this approach for the general public, emphasizing 

stereotypes, such as men being problem-solvers, lecturers, independent, 

oppositional, and status-driven, while women are sympathetic, 

supportive listeners, who seek connection and intimacy (see Talbot). 

Tannen’s book was heavily criticized by gender theorists, with Troemel-

Ploetz condemning Tannen for omitting concepts of dominance, sexism, 

and feminism altogether, and Freed stating that it  ‘perpetuates negative 

stereotypes of women, and excuses men of their interactional failings’ (1-

2). 

 Contemporary theorists (Talbot; Mills and Mullaney; Butler; Bing 

and Bergvall) now work within a more dynamic approach to gender, 

aiming to dismantle the rigid binary of male and female. While sex is 

recognized as biological, gender is a learned, socially constructed 

behavior (Butler; Talbot). Butler argues that ‘gender is the cultural 

meaning that the sexed body assumes’, highlighting that gender may 

respond to external influences and is a product of culture’s ideals rather 

than a seemingly fixed notion, such as sex (Gender Trouble 9).  
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 A dynamic approach to gender creates space for a multiplicity of 

gender identities. We might compare gender to other dichotomies, such 

as war and peace or day and night. Where does one end and the other 

begin? Just as day and night have no distinct boundaries, gender, too, 

cannot be so clearly divided. In this way, gender is ‘better described as a 

continuum with indistinct boundaries’ (Bing and Bergvall 1), one that is 

fluid and flexible. Therefore, if gender is culturally constructed on a 

diverse continuum, then two women, for example, cannot be said to 

encompass a common identity automatically. ‘[Gender] identity can be 

seen as multiple and fluid, and never complete’, thus creating space for 

different femininities and masculinities to arise across cultures and even 

within individuals (Litosseliti and Sunderland 7).  

 Chouliaraki and Fairclough (cited in Litosseliti and Sunderland 17) 

apply this notion to texts and contend that individuals interpret and 

incorporate texts according to their own experiences. Individuals 

continuously create unique identities that can shift and change. 

However, Litosseliti and Sunderland also argue that, in the Western 

world, males lack access to this multiplicity of gender identities. 

Arguably, females can access traditionally masculine experiences with 

fewer societal consequences than males who adopt traditionally feminine 

experiences. While this may not necessarily be the case for economic and 

social opportunities, they emphasize that society has created a barrier 

for men, which feeds into normative, hegemonic masculinity. This, then, 

may be perpetuated by stereotypes in children’s literature. 

Construction and Representation 

The formation of gender identity crucially begins from birth, with picture 

books being a pivotal avenue for the socialization of children. The 

multimodal nature of the children’s book genre allows for messages to 

permeate children’s identities and formulate ‘ideologies, values, and 

beliefs from a dominant culture, including gender ideologies and scripts’ 

(Taylor 301). These messages may emphasize certain voices while 

silencing others, leading children to understand normative behaviors 

and gendered expectations from a young age (Sunderland).  

 The embedded ideologies lead us to question: to what extent is the 

human social world represented or constructed in a text? Sunderland 
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(2011) identifies that representation and construction are often 

synonymous, highlighting that words in a text often work together to 

present a particular representation or to create a new representation (7). 

Fairclough makes a distinction between construction in and beyond a 

text, emphasizing the inherent differences between construal and 

construction: 

The world is discursively construed (or represented) in many and various 

ways, but which construals come to have socially constructed effects 

depends upon a range of conditions which include for instance power 

relations but also properties of whatever parts of aspects of the world are 

being construed (Critical Discourse Analysis 4-5). 

 The social constructivist approach here reinforces the conditions of 

power within society. As attitudes and conditions for women shift and 

the destructive elements of hegemonic masculinity are exposed, one 

might expect the representation of gender in books to evolve. However, 

Fairclough reinforces that the ‘natural and social worlds differ in that 

the latter but not the former depends upon human action for its existence’ 

(Critical Discourse Analysis 4). Therefore, as power and ideological 

structures remain embedded in societal attitudes, the representation of 

the socially constructed world will continue to reflect this “reality.”   

 Approaching children’s literature from a Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) angle allows critical linguists to ‘show how language and grammar 

can be used as ideological instruments’ to examine the categorisation of 

‘people, events, places, and actions’ within texts (Machin and Mayr 2). 

On the surface, these strategies may appear neutral or taken for granted, 

however, CDA works to uncover the buried ideology inherent in texts 

which may shape a particular representation. Fairclough identifies that 

CDA ‘aims to raise consciousness of how language contributes to the 

domination of some people by others, as a step towards social 

emancipation’ (’CDA as Dialectic’ 37). If we consider Kristeva’s term 

‘intertextuality’ (cited in Fairclough ‘Discourse and Text’), the idea that 

there are certain master discourses that get repeated and carried 

throughout history, it becomes clear that ideological expectations and 

representations of gender are perpetuated in stories throughout time. 

The damsel-in-distress and active hero tropes from early fairy tales are 
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certainly present, if not overt, within contemporary children’s stories, 

and through a critical examination of the text these buried ideologies can 

be faced and perhaps subverted. 

Early Gender Representation in Texts 

For generations, Western stories have reflected and passed on traditional 

values to children and adults alike, thus reinforcing strong stereotypes. 

For example, the traditional male work role can be traced in children’s 

stories as far back as the early 1500s (Gooden and Gooden 89). From a 

young age, children learn these ‘behavioral and associative patterns, 

value systems…[and understand] a picture of sexual roles, behavior and 

psychology’ (Lieberman 187).  

 For women, many of these early texts reinforced opposition. In 

traditional European fairy tales, the presentation of the stepmother-and-

heroine dichotomy promoted divisiveness amongst girls. The physical or 

internal ugliness of the stepmother and the juxtaposing beauty of the 

heroine is presented alongside the evil and goodness of the respective 

characters (Lieberman). Gilbert and Gubar call this the ‘angel-woman 

and the monster-woman’ (201) in Western fairy tales, identifying only 

two options for women to pursue, with only the former, or the angel-

woman, being socially desirable.   

 Similarly, many Western fairy tales often represented women as 

powerless within society, preserving stereotypes and establishing tropes. 

The damsel-in-distress archetype emphasised passivity, dependence and 

self-sacrifice, with tales such as Perrault’s ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ and 

the Brothers Grimm's’ ‘Little Brier Rose’ depicting the female as 

powerless to change her own destiny. Similarly, the pursuit of 

domesticity, with marriage as a girl’s ultimate reward, contrasts the 

heroic and bold pursuits available to boys in fairy tales. A meritorious 

attribute in males is conversely rejected in females. While some females 

in fairy tales may in fact display some kind of strength, it generally 

appears in her ability to endure hardships or persevere through trials. 

‘Hansel and Gretel’ (Grimms and Grimms) proves to be one fairy tale in 

which the female character is given an active role in saving her brother. 

However, the character must endure torture at the hand of her oppressor, 

an ugly, powerful witch. In this context, being powerful is associated with 
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a lack of femininity, as the witch is presented as wicked and non-human 

(Lieberman). Rowe suggests that these stories indicate how ‘culture’s 

very survival depends upon a woman’s acceptance of roles which relegate 

her to motherhood and domesticity’ (210). As these stories get passed 

down and even reappropriated, it becomes evident that they had great 

power in shaping what girls believed they ‘could or could not accomplish, 

what sort of behavior would be rewarded, and of the nature of reward 

itself’ (Lieberman 187).  

Gender Representation in Children’s Books: 1950-2011 

With the rise of the second wave of feminism in the 1960s came a focus 

on gender representation in children’s books and a consciousness that 

these stereotypical representations continue to be perpetuated. Fisher 

mainstreamed the dialogue with an article in The New York Times 

documenting the stereotypes observed in libraries and bookstores. She 

noted a ‘conspiracy of conditioning’, where ‘boys’ achievement drive is 

encouraged [and] girls’ is cut off’ (6). The nature of these representations 

reinforces the intertextuality of the gender narrative, uncovering latent 

ideologies and expectations placed upon males and females and 

reinforced throughout time. 

 Empirical studies in this field include Pace Nilson, Gooden and 

Gooden, Jackson and Gee, Wharton, Anderson and Hamilton, Adams, 

Walker and O’Connell, and Sunderland. Picture books offer one medium 

in which to influence children in their crucial identity-forming years, 

socializing children from an early age to understand the rules of gender 

identity and the appropriate roles for males and females (Pace Nilson 

919). Therefore, by examining the changing nature of children’s books 

from the 1950s-2010s, we can better understand the social attitudes 

towards males and females and the identities and roles available to 

children.  

  Studies from the 1970s indicate a significant imbalance in male and 

female representation. In a study of 154 picture books, Stewig and Higgs 

(cited in Sunderland) noted an overrepresentation of male characters 

who participated in a wider range of professional roles than female 

characters despite 40% of American mothers working in factories or 

offices at the time. Czaplinski (cited in Sunderland) identified a similar 
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imbalance in Caldecott, Carroll and NY Times Book Review award 

winners with a 4:1 ratio of males to females identified in written text and 

a 7:3 ratio in images. A 1971 study of 80 Caldecott award and honor books 

indicated that while fourteen books used a male name in the title, only 

four books used a female name in the title. Similarly, while every book 

contained a male character, either human or animal, six books contained 

no female representation, and one quarter of the books contained only a 

token female - a mother who sewed, packed lunches, or cooked food (Pace 

Nilson). A study by Freebody and Baker (cited in Sunderland 123) found 

that when two social actors occurred on a page or in a sentence, the idea 

of ‘male firstness’ generally occurred, meaning the males were positioned 

as the subject rather than the object of a clause, or a male was introduced 

before the female character. These representations arguably elevate 

males as the normative representation of humans within society and 

thus marginalize women (Sunderland 131).  

 Reading schemes, or school readers, present a significant opportunity 

to construct gender, as they are used in most schools and in many homes 

to teach reading. The images offer pictorial clues for word recognition, 

and the repetitive language reinforces vocabulary for early readers. Most 

reading schemes center around families and children, which can serve to 

acculturate vast numbers of children to traditional stereotypes.  

 A study by Jackson and Gee of 100 New Zealand readers from 1950-

2000 noted significant constructions of traditional representations of 

femininity and hegemonic masculinity in the illustrations. Firstly, they 

observed a phenomenon which they called ‘the snuggle factor.’ In all five 

decades, girls are depicted holding objects close to the body, such as 

cuddling, rocking or cradling objects. Conversely, boys consistently hold 

objects away from the body. Where a girl cradles a doll or a teddy bear, a 

boy balances it on his shoulders. Similarly, in a Janet and John book, the 

female character snuggles a kitten while the male character dangles it 

by its paws. Across all five decades, only one story features a little boy 

cuddling his lost teddy bear (120-121). These representations reinforce 

the traditional gender dichotomy, emphasizing the softness and 

nurturing nature of femininity and the emotional distance of 

masculinity. 
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 Interestingly, Jackson and Gee observed an increasing variation in 

the representation of female play over male play. While males engaged 

primarily in masculine activities, such as camping, trucks, or sports, 

females engaged in both masculine and feminine activities (the latter can 

be described as playing with dolls, reading or domestic chores). While 

many characters are observed to engage in non-traditional activities 

throughout the decades, these activities are often depicted with a 

gendered marker. For example, a female pushing a wheelbarrow (a 

traditionally masculine activity) is depicted with dolls in the 

wheelbarrow bed, and a boy playing with dolls is also playing with a train 

set. (124-125). In the 1990s, they noted a complete absence of girls 

engaging in traditionally feminine activities, reinforcing the ‘girl power’ 

ideal of the time; however, boys seem to have ‘less space to incorporate 

traditionally feminine behaviours or activities, imparting the notion that 

masculinity may be compromised by such departures’ (126).  

 When considering visuals, Pace Nilson identifies the lack of a singular 

neuter pronoun in the English language as problematic for illustrators. 

Due to traditional socialization, many individuals implicitly identify the 

masculine form as representative of all humanity. Therefore, many 

animals and even objects are interpreted as being masculine by 

illustrators. For example, the book A Tree is Nice utilizes the second 

person narrative perspective, allowing both boys and girls to visualize 

themselves as the protagonist. However, the illustrator drew twenty-

seven males and only thirteen females throughout the story. One page 

depicts children up in a tree, with eleven boys and only three girls drawn. 

The three girls occupy the lowest branches, subtly suggesting a lack of 

strength and adventure (922). Similarly, there appears to be a disparity 

in the amount of female-to-male animal characters interpreted from the 

text and depicted on the page. These animals are often gendered through 

clothing, accessories, and identifying facial features. Pace Nilson notes 

that illustrators must be aware of this socialized tendency and avoid 

interpreting an animal as a ‘he’ more often than a ‘she’ (921-922). 

 Finally, the representations of fathers and mothers in children’s 

books indicates the pervasiveness of gender stereotypes across the genre. 

Fathers lack representation as nurturing caregivers who engage in 

housework, while mothers continue to be confined to the housewife role 
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(Anderson and Hamilton; Gooden and Gooden). Diekman and Murnen 

(cited in Anderson and Hamilton 145) discuss the representation of a one-

dimensional father, finding that books containing non-sexist portrayals 

of female characters neglected to attribute traditionally feminine 

characteristics to male characters, particularly fathers. A study of 200 

notable American books from 1995-2001 corroborated this finding, noting 

that mothers nurtured babies ten times more than fathers, and older 

children twice as often; similarly, no book depicted a father kissing or 

feeding a baby (Anderson and Hamilton 148). Jackson and Gee found 

that fathers traditionally took on the role of playmate and adventurers, 

and when domestic work was represented in children’s books, it was 

generally an exception. In one such book, a father engaged in housework 

because the mother was at the hospital giving birth (124). In this way, 

the housework is positioned as feminine rather than a shared 

responsibility. However, Adams, Walker and O’Connell extended this 

research of the ‘invisible father’ through a study of 60 bestselling UK pre-

school books from 2008, finding no difference in the action of scolding 

between the father and mother and a lack of disparity in what is 

classified as ‘childcare activity’, such as bathtime, reading, or bedtime 

routines (265). This shift perhaps suggests a movement towards a more 

involved father in the family structure, one that could help to shape a 

more positive and helpful perception of the father role for young children.  

 Despite this shift, the 2008 study displays a persistent stereotype of 

mothers in the housewife role, with 41.7% of the books depicting mothers 

doing the housework and only 8.3% of fathers engaging in the cooking 

and cleaning (Adams, Walker and O’Connell 265). Pace Nilson calls this 

phenomenon, ‘the cult of the apron’ (918). Illustrators rely on the apron 

as a costuming technique to emphasize domesticity. Pace Nilson found 

that, of 25 women depicted in a random study of books, only four did not 

wear an apron; within the books, she even found animal mothers wearing 

aprons (918). Jackson and Gee similarly found that across every decade 

from 1950-2000, mothers cared for children, husband, and home. Despite 

some 1970s picture books displaying non-binary expectations for females, 

adhering to the gender revolution at the time, mothers remained static 

and stuck in the role as housewife (124). It seems that young girls can be 
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powerful and independent, but the message remains that they are 

destined for a life as a mother and housewife.  

 Author Neil Gaiman once said, ‘I like stories where women save 

themselves’ (cited in TeamEpicReads). While this sentiment certainly 

promotes a view of femininity that goes beyond the classic tropes in 

traditional tales, it still leaves room to question the capacity of men. 

Where are the stories of girls saving boys? Is there space for male 

characters to cry out for help to a strong female rescuer, perhaps another 

male? We cannot fully empower women without also empowering men to 

access the full range of roles available to them. Children’s books offer a 

crucial opportunity to rewrite the gender code and provide a wide 

spectrum of opportunities for all children to access. 

Methodology 

Choice of text for the study 

This study focuses on the fifteen Caldecott Award and Honor books 

selected from 2017-2019. The Randolph Caldecott Medal, established in 

1937, awards the artistic accomplishments of American picture books for 

children published during the preceding year. Each year, the artist of the 

most distinguished book is presented with the Caldecott Medal, and 

three to six books are awarded the Honor medal (“Caldecott Medal”). 

According to Pace Nilson, this prestigious award represents the best of 

American picture books. Once a book has made the Caldecott list, it is 

generally ordered by most librarians across the country. Therefore, it can 

be argued that these books are highly influential in the socialization of 

children.  

 I have chosen to examine the award and honor-winning books from 

2017-2019, as this represents the most recent sample of award-winning 

books at the time of this study. This sampling provides insight into the 

current representation of gender, allowing for a clear evaluation of the 

types of changes that have occurred in the representation and 

construction of gender in children’s books over time.  

 

 

 

 



118 C. Matsuo Post .....................................................................................................................  

  Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 4 (2020) ...............................................................  

Table 1: 2017-2019 Caldecott Award and Honor books 

 

P* Award 

Year 

Title [author] Winner 

or Honor 

Narrative 

M 2019 Hello Lighthouse 

[Sophie 

Blackwell] 

Winner A man and woman begin their family 

while living and working in a lighthouse 

out at sea.  

M 2019 The Rough Patch 

[Brian Lies] 

Honor Evan and his dog do everything together. 

When his dog passes away, he must 

deal with his grief and try to move on.  

F 2019 Thank You, Omu 

[Oge Mora] 

Honor Omu shares her delicious red stew with 

her neighbors and soon finds she has 

none left for herself.  

F 2019 Alma and How 

She Got Her 

Name 

[Juana Martinez-

Neal] 

Honor Alma Sofia Esperanza José Pura 

Candela thinks her name is too long, but 

when her father shares the history 

behind her name, she realizes it fits her 

well.  

F 2019 A Big Mooncake 

for Little Star 

[Grace Lin] 

Honor Little Star and her mother bake a 

delicious mooncake and send it up into 

the night sky. However, Little Star 

sneaks out of bed each night to eat part 

of the cake, which mimics the phases of 

the moon, until a new cake must be 

made.  

F 2018 Wolf in the Snow 

[Matthew 

Cordell] 

Winner A girl and a wolf pup are lost in the snow. 

When they meet, the little girl braves a 

snowstorm to help the pup find its 

family. When she gets caught in the 

snowstorm, the wolves help her in 

return.  

M 2018 Crown 

[Derrick Barnes 

and Gordon C. 

James] 

Honor A young African American boy visits his 

local barber shop to get his haircut. The 

experience connects him to his 

neighborhood and leaves him feeling 

confident. 

M 2018 A Different Pond 

[Bao Phi and Thi 

Bui] 

Honor A Vietnamese immigrant father takes 

his son fishing in the early hours of the 

morning. The boy learns about his 

father’s homeland and what it means to 

take care of a family.  
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F 2018 Grand Canyon 

[Jason Chin] 

Honor A girl and her father trek through the 

Grand Canyon and learn about the 

fossils and foliage of this spectacular 

place.  

N 2018 Big Cat, little cat 

[Elisha Cooper] 

Honor When a new cat arrives, big cat must 

teach little cat about life as a housecat. 

However, as the big cat ages and dies, 

the little cat must now take its place and 

pass on all it has learned to the newest 

cat in the home.  

M 2017 Radiant Child 

[Javaka Steptoe] 

Winner Jean-Michel Basquiat, a famous artist in 

the 1980s, loved art as a child and 

hoped that one day he would become 

famous.  

F 2017 Leave Me Alone! 

[Vera Brosgol] 

Honor A grandmother seeks quiet and solitude 

so she can knit her family sweaters. She 

soon realizes that the chaos of her home 

has more love than the solitude she 

finds. 

N 2017 Du Iz Tak? 

[Carson Ellis] 

Honor When a strange plant sprouts, the 

insects band together to make a fort 

that must withstand spiders, birds and 

the weather.  

N 2017 Freedom in 

Congo Square 

[Carole Boston 

Weatherford and 

R. Gregory 

Christie] 

Honor African Americans in New Orleans 

worked hard all week under the injustice 

of slavery. On Sundays, they were 

allowed a taste of freedom and danced 

the day away in Congo Square.  

N 2017 They All Saw a 

Cat 

[Brendan 

Wenzel] 

Honor A cat walks through life being observed 

by different animals and people. 

Everyone sees the cat in a new way and 

from their own perspective.  

 

 * P = Protagonist: (M)ale, (F)emale, (N)eutral 

Choice of analytical approach  

This study will take a multimodal approach, which falls under the broad 

heading of Critical Discourse Analysis. Content analysis focuses on 

gathering quantitative and qualitative data about the types of characters 

utilized and presented throughout the stories. ‘Content analysis takes 

texts and analyses, reduces and interrogates them into summary form 
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through the use of both pre-existing categories and emergent themes in 

order to generate or test a theory’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 564). 

Using this approach, the fifteen books in the sample have been examined 

with specific emphasis placed on gender representation. Each page, 

excluding the cover and title page, was analyzed using the following 

categories: 

• Types of characters represented 

• Represented clothing  

• Represented activities  

• Represented forms of affection 

• Represented emotions 

Both language and visuals have been accounted for in the data collection. 

People, animals or personified objects whose gender could not be 

determined have been labeled ‘gender neutral.’ 

 Content analysis provides an essential first step in understanding the 

contents of the books in the study. Mills (1995 cited in Sunderland 2011: 

82) asserts that ‘language analysis alone cannot help us to make the link 

between language and ideology, because if we focus on individual 

language items we risk...excluding the context of the text’ (197). 

Therefore, content analysis establishes patterns that can be further 

elucidated through close linguistic analysis.  

Content Analysis 

Quantitative and qualitative content analysis provided a clear 

foundation for further linguistic and visual analysis on gender themes 

and values in the set texts. The examined categories explore the extent 

to which contemporary American children’s books transgress gender 

stereotypes and support the continued progress towards a multiplicity of 

identities for both males and females. 

Represented Characters 

A precursory investigation of gendered characters found that fourteen of 

the fifteen books in the sample included at least one male character, and 

fourteen of fifteen books included at least one female character. As shown 

in table 2, the data consisted of an equal representation of male (6) and 
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female (6) protagonists. This congruence suggests some generalized 

progress in contemporary American children’s books; males and females 

are provided with more equality in terms of representation and depiction 

in the primary role.  

 

Table 2: Types of protagonists and total gendered protagonists 

  

   No. out of 15 books Percentage 

Human Protagonist 11 73% 

Animal Protagonist 4 27% 

 

Male 6 40% 

Female 6 40% 

Neutral 3 20% 

 

 When looking at stories that depict human characters in table 3, more 

females (6) than males (4) have been utilized in the protagonist role. 

Similarly, it is interesting to note that, contrary to previous research 

(Pace Nilson; Kortenhaus cited in Sunderland), only two books utilize 

character names in their titles, and both are female names (Alma and 

How She Got Her Name and Thank You, Omu). These initial findings 

suggest some advancement in the representation of females as actors of 

their own stories and provide more opportunity for young girls to see 

themselves in the characters. 

 

Table 3: Gendered protagonists in human stories: 11 books 

 

 No. out of 11 books Percentage 

Male 4 36% 

Female 6 55% 

Neutral 1 9% 
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 Another interesting statistic to emerge is the visual frequency of 

male, female, and gender-neutral characters, including backgrounded 

characters in the texts (table 4). Though females are finding agency in 

the lead role, males continue to be depicted at a greater frequency, with 

male characters depicted 10% more than females. Many of the stories 

that depict a male protagonist, such as The Rough Patch (Lies 2018), A 

Different Pond (Phi and Bui 2017) and Radiant Child (Steptoe 2016), fail 

to visually represent gender equally, creating a gender disparity. 

Perhaps illustrators have intentionally aimed to target boys, and 

therefore focus on male characters, or perhaps this is a sign that the 

internalized notion that boys will not read stories with female characters 

continues to persist (Sunderland 14-15). Regardless of the reason, it 

appears that illustrators continue to interpret scenes using more males, 

thus reinforcing the socialized tendency to favor males over females.  

 

Table 4: Total gendered characters pictured: 287 pictured characters 

  

 No. out of 287 visuals Percentage 

Male 125 44% 

Female 98 34% 

Neutral 64 22% 

Represented Clothing  

As with the visual depiction of characters, illustrators make clothing 

choices that contribute to the gendered nature of the characters and the 

ideologies in the books. For the purpose of this discussion, I will use the 

terms costume and clothing interchangeably to discuss the visuals in the 

sample set of texts. Tables 5 and 6 provide significant insight into the 

perpetuation and shift of gender norms. 

 

Table 5: Depiction of clothing for female characters. Each costume counted once. 

  

 No. of 

costumes - 

Dresses/skirts 

No. of 

costumes - 

long pants 

No. of 

costumes - 

shorts 

No. of 

costumes - 

aprons 
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Hello Lighthouse 10 0 0 2 

The Rough Patch 1 1 0 0 

Thank You, Omu 0 2 0 0 

Alma and How She 

Got Her Name 

3 2 0 0 

A Big Mooncake for 

Little Star 

1 1 0 0 

Wolf in the Snow 1 1 0 0 

Crown 1 0 0 0 

A Different Pond 0 1 0 0 

Grand Canyon 0 0 1 0 

Radiant Child 7 0 0 1 

Leave Me Alone! 13 0 0 1 

Du Iz Tak? 1 1 0 0 

Freedom in Congo 

Square 

46 0 0 0 

TOTAL 84 9 1 4 

 

 

Table 6: Depiction of clothing for male characters. Each costume counted once. 

  

 No. of 

costumes - 

Dresses/skirts 

No. of 

costumes - 

long pants 

No. of 

costumes - 

shorts 

No. of 

costumes - 

aprons 

Hello Lighthouse 0 1 0 1 

The Rough Patch 0 1 0 1 

Thank You, Omu 0 3 2 1 

Alma and How She 

Got Her Name 

0 1 0 0 

Wolf in the Snow 0 1 0 0 

Crown 0 1 0 0 

A Different Pond 0 3 0 0 
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Grand Canyon 0 1 0 0 

Radiant Child 0 11 1 0 

Leave Me Alone! 0 13 0 0 

Du Iz Tak? 0 2 0 0 

Freedom in Congo 

Square 

0 46 0 0 

They All Saw a Cat 0 0 1 0 

TOTAL 0 84 4 3 

 

 Firstly, when looking at female clothing, it is surprising to note that 

only three books choose to dress female characters in clothing other than 

dresses or skirts. In other words, 80% of the books reproduce gender 

norms and present women in stereotypical clothing. Hello Lighthouse 

(Blackwell 2018) depicts the adult female and her daughter wearing a 

different dress in each frame while the man has only two costume 

changes throughout the story. In Big Mooncake for Little Star (Lin 2018), 

the mother and daughter wear identically patterned clothing, as they are 

meant to represent the stars in the night sky. While the girl wears long 

pants for pajamas, the mother wears a dress. The child is allowed 

freedom from gendered clothing, but the depiction suggests that as a 

female child ages, she will be expected to don more stereotypical clothing. 

One potential anomaly is in the book Freedom in Congo Square 

(Weatherford and Christie 2016). For this text, the number (46 dresses 

or skirts) is not as telling in terms of reinforcing gender ideals; though 

the costuming is highly gendered, the historical nature of the story of 

slavery limits what the illustrator can do with the clothing. For historical 

accuracy, the women must wear skirts or dresses. Unsurprisingly, in all 

of the books, there are no cases where a male character dons a dress or a 

skirt.  

 Pace Nilson’s ‘cult of the apron’ (918) seems to have dissipated 

somewhat in recent years. Only three books, or 20%, depict females 

wearing aprons. In each of these books, the aproned women are 

presented as housewives, mothers or in a traditional caregiver role, 

which aligns with past tradition and stereotypes. However, this portrayal 
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represents a significant shift in the depiction of mothers, as ten of the 

books have at least one mother figure and yet only three are illustrated 

with an apron.  

 Men are also costumed wearing aprons in three books. While this is 

the same figure as the female count, it is important to note that all three 

men who wear aprons do so in a way that does not transgress gender 

norms. There are no men depicted in the kitchen preparing a meal for a 

family while wearing an apron. Thank You, Omu (Mora 2018) shows a 

hot dog vendor wearing an apron, which aligns with his profession. The 

Rough Patch (Lies 2018) depicts the protagonist wearing an industrial 

apron with tools and gardening equipment, thus reinforcing the 

expectation of being a handyman. Finally, Hello Lighthouse (Blackwell 

2018) shows the male protagonist wearing an apron on two pages as he 

awaits the arrival of his wife. He completes domestic chores only on these 

pages. These chores and the presentation of the apron is then passed on 

to the wife when she emerges in the story, thus positioning housework as 

a female responsibility.  

 It appears more acceptable for females to have a variety of clothing 

options than males, as they are depicted wearing both stereotypically 

feminine and masculine clothing. Male characters overwhelmingly wear 

long pants and are often marked with a hat or suspenders. For female 

characters, the options appear slightly more varied. A Different Pond 

(Phi and Bui 2017) costumes the mother, a working immigrant, in long 

pants. Though she is depicted in the kitchen on one page, her clothing 

defies gender stereotypes, which aligns with her role as a working mother 

rather than primarily a housewife. Similarly, Grand Canyon (Chin 2017) 

depicts a father and daughter as mirrored images. Each character wears 

a baseball cap, a solid-colored t-shirt, shorts or long pants, and a 

backpack. This depiction suggests that the little girl is capable of the 

same opportunities and adventures as her father, thus empowering 

young girls to see more limitless opportunities.  

 Though female characters appear to have a greater variety of dress, 

it is interesting to note that dresses and skirts continue to dominate the 

representation of feminine clothing, thus reinforcing traditional gender 

norms for women. Similarly, the data suggests that males continue to be 

restricted within a narrow view of acceptable clothing options, perhaps 



126 C. Matsuo Post .....................................................................................................................  

  Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 4 (2020) ...............................................................  

relating back to previous ideas of ‘difference’ within gender (Maltz and 

Borker 1982; Tannen 1991). With no male characters depicted wearing a 

dress or skirt, contemporary views of what is acceptable in the realm of 

masculinity persist. It would be refreshing to see a male character 

exploring different forms of dress within the pages of a children’s book 

and reflecting the more contemporary dynamic approach to gender (Bing 

and Bergvall).  

Represented Activities 

Characters engage in a variety of activities, and illustrators make choices 

about how to elucidate the text. To distinguish the gendered activities, I 

have drawn from Jackson and Gee’s (2005) criterion of normative 

activities (125). For example, masculine activities are associated with 

activities like sports and trucks whereas feminine activities have a 

normative association of domestic work. I have created my own category 

of gender-neutral activities, which involve activities such as eating and 

sitting. Table 7 shows that characters engage in same-gendered activities 

at a higher frequency than different-gendered activities. In 69% of the 

books, males engaged in traditionally masculine activities whereas in 

80% of the books, females engaged in stereotypically female activities. In 

line with expectations, male characters engaging in traditionally 

feminine activities have the lowest frequency of representation (38%).  

 

Table 7: The total amount of books with a gendered protagonist engaging in a 

gendered activity. 

Gendered Activities Count out of 13 books Percentage 

Males - male 

activities 

9 69% 

Females - male 

activities 

8 62% 

Males - female 

activities 

5 38% 

Females - female 

activities 

10 80% 

Males - gender 

neutral activities 

10 80% 
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Females - gender 

neutral activities 

10 80% 

 

 Only five out of thirteen books (38%) depict males engaging in 

traditionally feminine activities. Of these five books, only three (23%) 

depict a male character engaging in a feminine activity voluntarily. A 

Different Pond states, ‘Dad will put rice in the cooker, and Mom will fry 

the fish’ (Phi and Bui 2017: 25), suggesting that the father contributes 

equally to the dinner. Similarly, Thank You Omu (Mora 2018) depicts a 

little boy giving Omu a floral, homemade thank you card at the end of 

the story. Though brief, this moment balances out the masculine activity 

of playing with a race car, which was performed in a previous frame.  

 On the contrary, two books depict males engaging in feminine 

activities out of necessity. Hello Lighthouse (Blackwell 2018) and 

Freedom in Congo Square (Weatherford and Christie 2018) depict men 

making tea, threading a needle, and scrubbing floors. In the former book, 

the male only engages in these activities when his wife is not physically 

present or is giving birth and is therefore incapable of doing the duties 

herself. The latter depicts enslaved peoples engaging in feminine 

housework, however, due to their status, it is clear that this is forced 

labor rather than a voluntary act.  

 Of the thirteen books, nine (69%) depict males engaging in 

traditionally masculine activities, which transgresses the expectation 

that all of the books would depict at least one male engaging in a 

masculine act. It is encouraging to see writers and illustrators working 

with more gender-neutral activities, such as letter writing, enjoying ice 

cream and reading. In Alma and How She Got Her Name (Martinez-Neal 

2018), the writer seems to have carefully chosen the activities for the 

father and grandfather, as neither of them are traditionally nor overtly 

masculine. With 80% of the books depicting both males and females 

participating in gender-neutral activities, we see progress. If more 

children read stories with characters engaging in a wide range of 

activities, gendered or not, the limits placed upon gender can begin to 

widen, and children will have greater access to a range of opportunities.  
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Represented Forms of Affection 

Traditionally, fathers lack representation as caregivers and nurturers 

(Anderson and Hamilton; Gooden and Gooden). The findings from this 

set of texts displays a shift from the previously one-dimensional father to 

a more two-dimensional caregiver.  

 This part of the study focuses primarily on the forms of affection 

represented between the parent and the child in the story. Of the twelve 

stories that depict a mother or a father, a surprisingly small number of 

affectionate interactions is displayed between parents and children 

(table 8). However, the frequency of affection between a mother and a 

daughter appears most often, with affection between a father and a 

daughter the next most represented.  

 

Table 8: Representation of parents showing affection and physical contact towards 

children 

  

 No. of 

Frames 

Father/ 

Daughter 

Father/ 

Son 

Mother/ 

Daughter 

Mother/ 

Son 

Hello Lighthouse 29 2 0 2 0 

The Rough Patch 31 0 0 0 1 

Alma and How She Got 

Her Name 

19 3 0 0 0 

A Big Mooncake for 

Little Star 

31 0 0 2 0 

Wolf in the Snow 37 1 0 4 0 

Crown 20 0 0 1 0 

A Different Pond 34 0 3 0 1 

Grand Canyon 27 2 0 0 0 

Big Cat, little cat 47 0 1 0 0 

Radiant Child 19 0 0 0 4 

Leave Me Alone 40 0 0 2 0 

Freedom in Congo 

Square 

16 0 0 0 1 
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Total 350 8 4 11 7 

 

 We do see a shift in the way fathers display affection and create 

physical contact with their children. Rather than simply taking on the 

role of playmate and adventurer (Jackson and Gee), we see examples of 

fathers holding hands, cradling a baby, gazing fondly at a child, 

snuggling a child on the couch, touching a child’s nose and carrying a 

child. Each of these displays of affection creates a more two-dimensional 

view of fatherhood, one where the father can act as nurturer as much as 

a mother.  

 Grand Canyon’s (Chin 2017) depiction of affection, and the lack of 

affection, between the father and daughter empowers the child. The 

father holds his daughter’s hand in the final three pages as they come to 

the end of their adventure and overlook the Grand Canyon, suggesting a 

sense of pride and accomplishment. The affection depicted, particularly 

on the final page, indicates that their relationship has become closer 

throughout the trip. Because this hiking trip is mostly physical, it might 

be inappropriate for the father to show more affection and physical 

contact during the adventure. If he had, it could have suggested that he 

thinks his daughter is weak. Because he allows her to hike on her own, 

she is strengthened and encouraged throughout the journey.  

 While it is encouraging to see fathers expressing affection, we must 

also consider the disparity between the father/daughter and father/son 

relationships. The lowest proportion of affection occurs between fathers 

and sons, indicating a greater need for actions such as kissing, hand 

holding, and hugging in children’s books between males. To break down 

the emotional barriers constructed by hegemonic masculinity, fathers 

need to be depicted embracing and emotionally supporting their sons. 

Represented Emotions 

Children’s books provide a pathway for children to learn about the world. 

Gooden and Gooden state that ‘books are often the primary source for the 

presentation of societal values to the young child’ (91). Therefore, to 

disengage from sex-role stereotypes and construct a new emotional 
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reality for young boys and young girls, these books must represent a 

variety of emotions for all characters to access.  

 Each of the books in the sample utilizes a character’s emotions to 

teach a lesson and connect with the reader. Wolf in the Snow (Cordell 

2017) teaches that bravery and compassion are rewarded, Big Cat little 

cat (Cooper 2017) introduces children to grief and the loss of a pet, and 

Crown (Barnes and James 2017) empowers black boys to feel pride and 

confidence in their identity.  

 Nine emotions or states of being have been identified for this element 

of the study. Table 9 demonstrates that male and female characters are 

provided with the opportunity to access a spectrum of emotions, such as 

sadness, worry, curiosity and confidence.  

 

Table 9: Statistics for emotional states of male and female characters - 12 books with 

female characters and 12 books with male characters 

 

Represented Emotions 

 Male Character  Female Character  

Sadness or Grief 4 - 33% 2 - 17% 

Concern or Worry 1 - 8% 3 - 25% 

Curiosity 1 - 8% 3 - 25% 

Anger 3 - 25% 1 - 8% 

Confidence or Pride 2 - 17% 1 - 8% 

Loneliness 1 - 8% 1 - 8% 

Compassion or Empathy 1 - 8% 1 - 8% 

Fear 1 - 8% 0 

Bravery 0 1 - 8% 
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 It is positive to note that male sadness or grief appears as the most 

frequent emotion in all of the books. With four of the twelve books (33%) 

displaying these emotions, and one book (8%) showing a male character 

feeling lonely, we see progress in the presentation of males accessing 

their emotions.  

 Not only do the images depict sadness and loneliness, but in some 

cases the language highlights these emotions for a more overt 

representation. In Radiant Child, the text states, ‘After a car accident, 

he is scared and confused’ (Steptoe 2016: 15), and ‘Jean-Michel is 

confused and filled with a terrible blues’ (16). It is progressive to note 

that the male child experiences sadness, confusion, and fear and that this 

is stated as a fact rather than a taboo subject. However, as the child 

progresses to his teenage and adult years, the only emotions discussed 

are happiness and pride. While this depiction of childhood emotions is 

positive for young boys to understand their own feelings of sadness, it 

also reinforces the normative expectations that adult males lack 

emotionality.  

 Similarly, The Rough Patch (Lies 2018) introduces children to grief as 

Evan must overcome the loss of his pet. Positively, we see the male 

protagonist experiencing the grieving process. However, he is shown 

engaging in aggressive and masculine activities to process grief rather 

than quiet activities which may be perceived as more feminine. He does 

not speak to anyone about his feelings, but rather hacks away at his 

garden and internalizes his emotions. While it is progressive to show a 

male battling sorrow, this depiction of the grieving process further 

solidifies the stoic masculine stereotype. This is a beginning step to 

changing the narrative and showing boys the acceptability of expressing 

their feelings. However, while these emotions are mentioned, they are 

not consistently utilized, nor are they normalized from childhood to 

adulthood. The next step for children’s books may be to depict young boys 

facing a range of emotions and working through them using strategies 

and relying on other people for support.    

 Beyond sadness and grief, males and females are depicted accessing 

a range of emotions that cross gendered boundaries. None of the books 

depict a female feeling fearful, and an equal number of books depict 

males and females feeling compassion or empathy (8%). The latter can 



132 C. Matsuo Post .....................................................................................................................  

  Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 4 (2020) ...............................................................  

be seen for males in A Different Pond (Phi and Bui 2017) when the little 

boy does not want to hook his worm yet is not chastised by his father for 

his sensitivity. For females, it becomes apparent in Wolf in the Snow 

(Cordell 2017) where a little girl fights through a snowstorm to return a 

wolf pup to its family. In both texts, the children feel compassion towards 

an animal, normalizing the role humans play in taking care of the more 

vulnerable beings in the world.  

 While more males do express anger (25%), the presentation is subtle. 

Du Iz Tak? displays a male insect expressing anger at the destruction of 

the fort while the gender-neutral insects display sadness; though this 

expression of anger confirms gendered expectations, the insect is drawn 

quite small on the page and it is therefore a subtle reference. Similarly, 

Freedom in Congo Square (Weatherford and Christie 2016) depicts a 

male slave owner chasing after escaped enslaved peoples. With his fist 

raised in the air and the contrast of his character shaded dark with no 

obvious features, he is portrayed as angry. Despite this display of anger, 

the historical context isolates this moment in time rather than 

reinforcing masculine expectations. 

Conclusion 

Although the sample set represents only a small portion of the children’s 

books available to the American public, I hope to have exemplified the 

role that language and images play in contemporary children’s literature. 

A comprehensive content analysis of the way in which gender stereotypes 

are shaped, reproduced, and transgressed has revealed that many gender 

stereotypes are beginning to break down in children’s books.  

 Positively, we are seeing an increased representation of female 

protagonists, which has created a balance of gender representation in the 

characterization of these books. Similarly, female characters are 

accessing a wider range of activities, wearing more varied costuming, and 

showing that they can be the actors in the narrative. These ideas 

continue to challenge preconceived stereotypes of the passive female and 

the expected role of the housewife for adult women. We are also seeing 

some shifts in the representation of male characters, particularly in the 

way male characters express emotions and affection. Finally, we are 

seeing a variety of gender-neutral characters and activities throughout 
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the texts, indicating that any child may see him or herself in these roles. 

These small steps work together to create a more varied image of female 

empowerment and male vulnerability. 

 We must then consider the implications of these findings. Caldecott 

Award-winning books come with a level of prestige, as the winning and 

honored books are subsequently given a gold or silver sticker on the front 

cover acknowledging the award (“Caldecott Medal’"). Librarians and 

teachers across the United States routinely order Caldecott winning 

books to stock preschool and elementary libraries, and many parents will 

engage with them at home due to the award-winning nature of the books. 

Thus, these books provide an important mechanism for the socialization 

of children across America and the international community. While the 

Western world seems to be engaging in feminist discourse and 

questioning norms, this study reveals that children’s books may not fully 

replicate this dialogue, and therefore require further consideration by 

writers and illustrators to challenge hegemonic norms and reflect these 

progressive ideas. 

 While this study has considered the progress made in contemporary 

American children’s books, it is important to reinforce the limitations 

and opportunities present. In order to gain a more accurate and detailed 

assessment of the progress made in the twenty-first century, it is 

recommended that a full study of the Medal and Honor books be 

conducted. A focus on gender-neutral characters may present a more 

nuanced understanding of the development of gender norms in recent 

years. Furthermore, I have noted the presence of heteronormative ideals 

in the texts with little discussion of the representation of sexual identity 

and other non-binary identities. Another study could be done to further 

investigate the representation of sexuality in contemporary children’s 

literature, as this is a significant component in the development of a 

multiplicity of gender identities for all children.  

 As Janks and Ivanić state, ‘Hegemony depends on the consent of the 

masses. It starts to break down when people refuse to conform’ (330). 

With increased exposure and demand for progressive themes, this study 

suggests that the children’s literature genre will continue to develop and 

promote a wider range of ideologies and identities for everyone. Parents 

and teachers must recognize the power that children’s books provide 
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beyond strengthening literacy skills. It is through this process that we 

can hope to see a more open, receptive, and honest developmental 

trajectory for our children. 
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Introduction 

In recent years there has been a resurgence of interest in the use of 

projects in pedagogical settings. Project-based approaches vary across 

different educational literatures, yet they share the common features of 

being process oriented, emphasising collaborative learning, and resulting 

in tangible products (Park & Hiver). In the context of second language 

acquisition (SLA), projects often fall under the broader banner of 

communicative language teaching. They can be thought of as an 

interlinked series of tasks (including instances of direct teaching, 

Stoller), and as such are also clearly related to task-based language 

teaching (Petersen & Nassaji). Projects have considerable potential to 

lead to positive outcomes (for example in bringing out previously 

‘untapped’ potential, Gallagher & Gallagher, or in relation to students’ 

second language (L2) anxiety and L2 self-efficacy, Park & Hiver). 

However, as yet, there is little support for L2 English teachers wishing 

to incorporate projects into their classrooms. Projects require teachers to 
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act in roles very different to those appropriate for more traditional 

teacher-fronted contexts, and teachers themselves have reported a lack 

of sufficient training in this area (Guo). Outside of the field of SLA – yet 

certainly of relevance to running educational projects in L2 English 

classrooms – initiatives offering this practical advice have begun to 

flourish (‘PBLworks’ is an excellent example of this: 

www.PBLworks.org). 

 Intensive group projects can sometimes lead to the emergence of 

powerful currents of motivation, during which learners devote 

heightened levels of time and effort to their studies, and which can 

sometimes lead students to exceed far beyond their initial expectations. 

These exceptional motivational surges are known as directed 

motivational currents (introduced in more detail below; see also Dörnyei, 

Henry & Muir). In this article, we report on a classroom-based study 

which investigated the feasibility of designing and implementing an 

intensive group project in order to purposefully facilitate such a period of 

intensely motivated behaviour. Drawing from our experience of working 

with the same project design over multiple years (taught in the classroom 

by the second and third authors), we go on to highlight five key issues 

that emerged concerning the design and management of motivational 

group projects. We finish by acknowledging the limitations of this work, 

and by encouraging and highlighting the scope for teacher-led research 

in this area.   

Directed motivational currents and English language education 

A directed motivational current (or DMC) describes a period of intense 

motivation when working towards a personally valued and clearly 

defined goal (see Henry for a recent, concise overview). An example of an 

individual-DMC might be a student, in the final weeks before taking the 

IELTS exam, eschewing regular social events and becoming seemingly 

obsessed with study, focusing all their efforts solely on achieving the best 

result possible. Key characteristics of DMCs include individuals 

investing significant levels of time and effort, the goal constantly being 

http://www.pblworks.org/
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on their minds, and their achieving results often exceeding prior 

expectations, all of which is underpinned by a strong positive 

emotionality (Dörnyei et al.; Muir, ‘Directed motivational currents and 

language education’).   

DMCs can be experienced not only individually, but also in groups. In 

classroom contexts, group-DMCs can emerge organically from the 

introduction of an intensive group project ‘with DMC potential’ (see Muir, 

‘Directed motivational currents and language education’). The latter 

caveat is critical: such motivational emergence can never be guaranteed, 

and certainly not all project designs are likely to be capable of facilitating 

a group-DMC. Examples may include students getting carried away in 

preparing for a group performance in English, filming and editing a short 

film or other media product to present to their peers or to upload to a 

school’s website, or through their investigation of specific topics of 

interest to them and their studies (see Hanks, ‘Integrating research and 

pedagogy’, for discussion of a project of this kind carried out during an 

English for Academic Purposes (EAP) pre-sessional course; we return to 

discuss this further below in highlighting the scope for teacher-led group-

DMC research, and the potentials of exploratory practice. See Muir, 

‘Motivation and projects’ for broader discussion of the theoretical 

underpinnings of motivational projects).  

In the context of group-DMCs, motivational engagement stems in 

part from the powerful group-level motivational processes at play. 

Cooperative learning is capable of generating potent ‘motivational 

systems’ (Dörnyei & Ushioda 28), in which positive emotions can be 

transferred from one group member to another. The development of 

positive group dynamics lays the groundwork for enthusiasm and 

positive emotion to become ‘contagious’ (Barsade). The notion of ‘goal 

contagion’ has likewise been proposed in describing the automatic 

triggering of goal pursuit in social contexts, where goals are inferred from 

the behaviours of others (Aarts & Custers). 

As we have already noted above, not all projects ‘with DMC potential’ 

will result in the emergence of a group-DMC. Our understanding of DMC 
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theory continues to develop, and alongside this is a parallel, 

pedagogically critical avenue of inquiry: to what extent may it be possible 

to design a project (‘with DMC potential’), that is capable of purposefully 

facilitating a group-DMC with a class of language learners? 

Research questions and rationale  

In 2016, Dörnyei et al. presented a set of seven project templates (seven 

‘frameworks for focused interventions’) that they hypothesised may be 

capable of inspiring and maintaining group-DMCs in language 

classrooms. Each of these project frameworks is rooted in the same core 

principles: a clearly defined target perceived by students as both relevant 

and real; a robust structure with regular subgoals capable of acting as 

progress markers and providing opportunities for regular feedback, and 

a strong group dynamic manifesting as a mature and cohesive class 

group. Each project template is distinct because each positions a different 

signature component as bearing primary responsibility for maintaining 

motivated action.  

For this study, we chose to focus on an ‘All Eyes on the Final Product’ 

project framework. The motivational underpinning (the signature 

component) of this project is the existence of a clear end goal, “which 

energises the entire project” (Dörnyei et al. 177). The following were 

posited by Dörnyei et al. as important to successful classroom 

implementation: 

• A project goal which is well-defined, widely recognisable, and 

highly salient. 

• Content which is both real and authentic. 

• A tangible outcome and real audience. 

• Highly developed project roles and norms. 

• Regular subgoals. 

• Explicit links to specific aspects of L2 competence. 

We chose this framework because it mirrored the structure of a 

project the second author had previously carried out with a group of 
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English language learners, during which a strong group-DMC emerged 

organically (see Dörnyei et al., Chapter 8). This study was designed 

around the same project idea, and our research question was as follows: 

Is it possible to design an intensive group project (‘with DMC potential’) 

in such a way so as to purposefully facilitate a group-DMC with a class 

of business English language learners? Through multiple iterations of 

the same project framework, in the same context with different groups of 

learners, we then sought to distil key elements for success from the 

perspectives of project design and management.  

Methodology 

The first iteration of this project was conducted in the summer of 2015, 

and we have since run the project a further three times. We address the 

research question by presenting data collected during 2015, and our 

subsequent discussion draws on findings aggregated from all four 

iterations. 

Participants 

Students completing the 2015 project were a single class of 16 upper-

intermediate business English students studying at a large language 

school affiliated with a prominent university in Eastern Australia. 

Students had six different L1s (Japanese = 8; Spanish = 4; Portuguese, 

Thai, Italian, German = 1) and were aged 18-40 (more than 13 were in 

their late teens or twenties). The male/female split was equal. The school 

itself has a large student body (upward of 700 students) and classes are 

typically structured around five-week courses. Prior to this course, 

students had been at the school for varying lengths of time. Students’ 

plans after the course were varied, including continuing on to another 

five-week course or returning to their home country for work or study. 

Participants in subsequent years were of similar demographics and 

located in the same educational context. 
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Procedure: Project structure 

The goal of this project is the organisation of a charity fundraising event 

for Cancer Research, known in Australia as the ‘Biggest Morning Tea’. 

The project was launched in full on Wednesday Week One, when 

students met with school management and were officially presented with 

their ‘client brief’: to arrange a charity fundraising event that could bring 

together all international students at the school and that could further 

serve to raise the overall profile of the institution. The day of the 

fundraising event itself fell on Thursday Week Four. The final week of 

the course (Week Five) focused on reflection, the celebration of personal 

and group achievements, and on assessment. 

Day to day teaching of the course included both structured taught 

components (typical of more traditional English language teaching (ELT) 

classrooms), and periods which supported students in planning their 

fundraising event. Taught components were designed to be maximally 

relevant for students, tailored as far as possible to reflect the skills, 

content and vocabulary that students needed at each stage of the project 

(language ‘intervention’ lessons, Stoller). The Appendix offers an 

overview of the school’s traditional timetable, and its modification for the 

first week of this project (in subsequent iterations, this project was run 

outside of scheduled lesson time in order to open up participation to 

interested students from across the wider school body). At the start of the 

course students were given an outline of the project, including explicit 

description of the L2 skills and competencies the project was designed to 

develop (based on Beckett & Slater). The balance of more traditional 

taught components to time devoted to the project was weighted 

approximately 40:60 (this balance fluctuated in subsequent years when 

the project was run outside of scheduled lesson time).  

Data collection  

Multiple datasets were collected, in order to allow for triangulation and 

to most effectively capture and record any potential group-DMC 

emergence.  
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Student diaries  

Students completed a structured journal entry on Wednesday and Friday 

of each week, from Wednesday Week One to Wednesday Week Five. Each 

student completed between five and nine entries (with an average of 

eight), giving a total of 129. The student diaries were based on those 

designed by Beckett and Slater. The diaries simultaneously functioned 

as a personalised tool and impetus for the setting and keeping track of 

both language and project goals. 

Student Skype interviews 

Skype interviews with students were conducted by the first author and 

took place at the end of the school day, each lasting approximately 10-12 

minutes. Interviews began on Wednesday of Week Two and ended 

Wednesday Week Five; 32 were completed in total. These interviews 

were voluntary, yet all 16 students were interviewed at least once, and 

many returned for follow up interviews. Nine students were interviewed 

twice, two were interviewed three times and one student was interviewed 

four times. A semi-structured format allowed students to direct 

conversation towards important issues pertinent to each day, and in 

doing so they captured a more nuanced account of students’ day to day 

experience of the project, complementing student diaries. To encourage 

students to speak freely, students were reassured that the content of 

these interviews would not be discussed with their teachers (the second 

and third authors) while the course was ongoing.  

Teacher data 

Data was also collected (by the first author) from the two classroom 

teachers leading the project (the second and third authors). Collection 

occurred via daily teacher journals (completed by the working teacher 

each day; Jessica taught on Monday & Wednesday, David on Tuesday, 

Thursday & Friday), and via several Skype interviews as the project 

progressed. Due to space limitations, in this paper we focus primarily on 
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the student dataset (for detailed discussion of the full dataset, see Muir, 

‘Directed motivational currents and language education’). 

Data Analysis 

Skype interviews were transcribed immediately after they were 

recorded, creating a student interview corpus of approximately 44,800 

words. Digital copies were also created of the student diaries 

(approximately 7,700 words). Thematic analysis began with each dataset 

being read multiple times in order to build familiarity. Key themes were 

identified and coded into non-overlapping, mutually exclusive categories. 

These were then clustered (as appropriate) into wider umbrella groups 

to highlight emerging overarching themes (Braun & Clarke). Key themes 

were identified based on three primary concerns: their relevance to the 

assessment of the success or failure of the project in general terms, their 

relevance to the assessment of students’ perceived L2 progress, and, most 

importantly, their relevance in providing evidence for or against the 

emergence of a group-DMC. In this article we focus on the third of these. 

Results 

Dörnyei et al. describe the following as key indicators of DMCs: people 

surpassing their expectations, investing considerable levels of time and 

effort, the goal being constantly on their minds, the project being 

experienced as something special, and a desire to repeat the experience. 

We consider the evidence for each separately. 

Surpassing expectations 

Evidence of students surpassing their expectations emerged from our 

analysis in diverse ways. A key area in which students reported 

surpassing their own expectations was with regards to their perceived 

language development, with some seemingly achieving breakthrough 

moments in their learning. Matheus (pseudonyms for all students are 

used throughout) described the experience as unique because “for me it 

was the first time that I speak in English! [laughter]” (Matheus, W5D3; 
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W5D3 denotes this was collected day three, i.e. Wednesday, of the fifth 

week of the course.). Although an outwardly confident and accomplished 

speaker, he went on to describe the impact of the project as having a 

significant effect on his confidence in using the language: “Something 

like, I discover that I can, yeah I know that it’s not good but I can speak 

a little bit of English, and before the course, I didn’t know about it!” 

(Matheus, W5D3). Other students described similar emotions, relating 

an uncertainty turned to pride, “Actually I was thinking about changing 

my class, at the first! … but at the end I asked myself that maybe I can 

learn enough … I feel really good that I didn’t change the class” (Prija, 

W5D3). Although language development was not tracked directly 

throughout this study, perceived L2 gains were most notably reported as 

related to developments in productive vocabulary use and oral/aural 

communication skills (see Muir, ‘Directed motivational currents and 

language education’). 

Students’ expectations were also surpassed with regards to discrete 

aspects of the project. For example, the amount of money raised – “I think 

that all of us are surprised because we raised more than 3000 dollars!” / 

“I realised that we underestimate our abilities at the beginning” (Paula 

W4D4/W5D3) – and the levels of support students received from those 

around them, “we have like, I don’t know, like 70 people who are going to 

make muffins for us! So it’s amazing!” (Daniela, W4D2). 

Investing considerable levels of time and effort – and enjoying doing so! 

Students invested significant levels of time and effort throughout the 

project, yet evidence suggests that overall, this was perceived positively. 

Students’ engagement also indicated a far more active involvement in 

their learning. As Masuyo described: 

Ah, actually I try, I always try to do my best … But, it’s a different kind of effort 

[laughter]. I can’t explain very well but, the last session I was just studying for 

the words, for business words, business information, so, that was also very 

useful, but, now I have to use my brain more, much more! (W3D3) 
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Students likewise reported increased levels of effort, “Ah yes, much 

more, much more [than ‘normal’ classes] It’s hard to compare!” (Matheus, 

W5D3), in tandem with greater levels of commitment throughout the 

course: “Normally I wasn’t, I didn’t think about school things after I went 

back home – but now…!” (Sakura, W3D3). 

Goal constantly on students’ minds 

As might be expected from the above, evidence also emerged showing 

that the goal remained on students’ minds, their attention continually 

drawn back to it in an involuntary manner, even when they were engaged 

in other activities. This was not typical of these students’ experience of 

studying English, “Oh no no no – in the last session I didn’t think about 

studying!” (Hotaka, W4D1), and the project appeared to maintain a 

prominent position in their consciousness: “A lot! Yeah a lot, I think in 

that a lot. And also I have talked with my parents, with my brother with 

my boyfriend with friends about all this, about the project” (Daniela, 

W4D2). 

Experienced as something special 

Students described the experience as having contributed not only to their 

language development, but also their personal development: “Through 

this project I learned lots of things and I think I grew up” (Hotaka, 

W5D2); “First, I think I am more mature” (Prija, W5D3). Matheus 

describes the event itself as being “our time”, highlighting the intensity 

and unique nature of the course in his eyes: 

Yeah, I’d give 10. 10 [out of 10]. Yeah, it will be our time, to put in practice 

everything that we have projected until now until this week. So it’s the time to 

see what, what we can do. To see if our work, if we did, if we did our tasks, if 

we did our job properly. It will be our time. (Matheus, W3D4) 

Wanting to repeat the experience 

As a final marker of a DMC, evidence also indicated that students wished 

to repeat the experience. Sakura epitomises this by commenting, “I have 
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one more session in this school, and to be honest I don’t want to take the 

normal class anymore!” (W5D3). She went on to describe the confidence 

built up in other students as though it were contagious, drawing her in 

and pushing her to strive for the same. Although this feeling was also 

reported by other learners – “Yeah – I want to do, if they do the same 

thing next course, I want to do it again” (Ayumu, W5D3) – students also 

recognised the emotional and physical toll this level of commitment 

demanded, expressing a note of caution in potentially diving back in 

again straight away, “Again? Maybe a year later! [laughter] I need to 

rest!” (Hotaka, W5D3). 

There is compelling evidence that a group-DMC did emerge 

throughout these weeks. Evidence can be found in support of all core 

DMC indicators, providing support for the contention that projects might 

be designed in a manner that is capable of purposefully facilitating such 

intense periods of motivation with groups of language learners (i.e., 

projects designed ‘with DMC potential’). It is important to note, however, 

that there was some natural variation in reports of the experience among 

group members (see Muir, ‘Directed motivational currents and language 

education’, ‘Investigating group-DMCs’, for more detailed exploration). 

Finally, there was evidence that the class teachers (the second and third 

authors) likewise became caught up in the emerged current of 

motivation, with evidence of them similarly exhibiting each of the DMC 

markers noted above. This is captured particularly well in the below 

interview extract from mid-way through the project: 

David: I woke up this morning one o’clock heart pounding! Thinking […] we’ve 

got so much to do! Yesterday Jess was spun out her head was exploding, and 

I was going ah it’s ok relax we’ve got it, and then I come to work this morning 

sending Jess a text, my head’s exploding! And she’s going it’s ok, you’ve got 

it…!! 

Jessica: I feel like our colleagues kind of go oop! There they go…! … The 

adrenaline, it’s the adrenaline – it’s pumping. 

David: … We’re exciting ourselves! We’re here early in the morning we’re 

leaving late at night – we’ve only been home once in daylight in 3 weeks!! 
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Jessica: But we’re happy, we’re happy look at us, look at us suckers! We 

worked double and we’re still happy – so let’s just call that a DMC, so we don’t 

sound insane!! (W3D2) 

Discussion: Designing and managing motivational group projects  

The results presented so far offer strong evidence that it may be possible 

to purposefully facilitate group-DMCs in L2 classrooms via a carefully 

designed intensive group project ‘with DMC potential’. From this starting 

point, we set out to refine this project design and implementation in order 

to distil key elements for success. We note that it is testament to the 

overall effectiveness of this project framework in this context that, even 

before the below refinements were made, evidence of a group-DMC 

emerged with this initial iteration. We acknowledge that the following 

lessons learned may not be applicable to all project designs or all English 

language teaching environments, however, we believe they have a broad 

relevance outside of the single project ‘with DMC potential’ presented in 

this article. 

Talking about the goal is not enough! The only way to make it clear to students is 

for them to experience it  

This project was designed to give students a ‘REAL’ experience, 

facilitating Rigorous, Engaging, Authentic Learning. Although students 

were given explicit details describing the project goal, there was a delay 

before they truly took over ownership of the project and they fully 

understood what it involved (in 2015, this did not happen fully until 

Week Three). In later iterations, the organisation of a ‘taster mini 

morning tea’ during Week One – to make the task clear and to give 

students initial experience of such an event – more clearly and effectively 

‘laid down the gauntlet’.  

Get a calendar and fill it in with key subgoals before you start  

Although we pushed students to create SMART goals and subgoals 

(Specific, Measurable, Assignable, Realistic & Time-specific), even small 

‘chinks in the armor’ significantly affected students’ involvement with 
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tasks, their ongoing progress, and their overall engagement. To allow 

students to focus their efforts on aspects of the project most valuable with 

regards to L2 development, students were given explicit checklists that 

they needed to complete at each stage, with all students needing to 

complete all tasks (so concurrently limiting possibilities for ‘freeloading’). 

The overall goal of the project was also limited to a single task – 

organising a charity fundraising event – with all subgoals leading to this 

single outcome. Removing the parallel goals included during the first 

iteration, such as raising the profile of the school through social media, 

also helped to support group cohesiveness: student groupings were kept 

fluid during the initial weeks of the project (i.e., not dividing the group 

up into specific subteams as was initially done in 2015) in order to 

emphasise the fact that all group members were working towards a 

single, collective outcome. 

The Hisashi principle: directly assess and address potential hurdles before they 

occur  

Multinational student groups have contributed significantly to the 

success of this project, yet this has also posed a hurdle, with students 

from different backgrounds at times describing different experiences 

(e.g., ‘I don’t know why no one else is sharing, I’m having to do all the 

work’ versus ‘I had ideas too but I couldn’t share them’). Hisashi was a 

Japanese student who struggled at the outset with cultural differences 

related to communication styles, turn-taking and politeness rules (i.e., 

pragmatic competence). He suggested the following prominent, initial 

awareness raising task: short ‘role plays’ where students watched each 

other run a meeting in the manner that would be typical of their own 

cultures/contexts, with a follow up Q&A with the rest of the group serving 

to highlight specific practices characteristic of each environment. 

Addressing this specific hurdle both explicitly, and at the start of the 

project, facilitated the faster development of a positive whole group 

dynamic (in turn increasing the potential for the earlier emergence of a 

group-DMC). 
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Practice makes perfect! 

Communicating in another language can be an intimidating experience, 

and traditional classroom methodologies cannot always offer sufficient 

opportunities for spoken fluency development. In many contexts, 

students do not regularly use (or have the opportunity to use, see Ortega) 

the language they are studying outside of the classroom, even where they 

seemingly have the opportunity to do so, for example when studying in a 

country where the target language is spoken. To ensure that all students 

participated equally, students were provided ample scaffolding and then 

given specific challenges/‘checklists’ (e.g., ask three people if they would 

be willing to bake cupcakes, approach fifteen people to sell raffle tickets). 

Once they had overcome their initial fears, students often continued on 

further, completing each task more times than they were required. This 

process always followed the same procedure: prepare-do-debrief, 

prepare-do-debrief (repeated as many times as necessary). 

If you know your students, trust in the process  

Teaching through projects requires a very different teaching style than 

that required in more ‘traditional’ contexts. As teachers, it was initially 

challenging to embrace the transformed role required, in that we needed 

to be available without hovering, and part of the team without being 

directive. A teacher’s role is to provide students with sufficient levels of 

scaffolding, continue to be on hand to provide additional, specific 

language support, encouragement, and affirmative feedback, and then to 

stand back (curbing personal enthusiasm!) in readiness to offer further 

support when required. Effective project management in this respect can 

serve to empower students, who often tended to become increasingly 

vocal as projects went on with regards to specific language resources and 

input they required in order to succeed at each stage.  
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Researching intensive group projects ‘with DMC potential’: the scope for teacher-

led research 

There has been a growing movement across the field of second language 

acquisition (SLA) over the past decade, both to make research findings 

better available to practitioners (cf. Marsden & Kasprowicz; Marsden et 

al.), and to more fully acknowledge the value of teacher insight and 

teacher-led research (see Burns for discussion in SLA more broadly, and 

Ushioda in the context of L2 motivation research). It is perhaps 

unnecessary to state that teachers are ideally placed to investigate the 

motivational (and other) possibilities of intensive group projects ‘with 

DMC potential’. Formative experiments have been suggested as one 

potential research approach in this context, because of their deeply 

pragmatic foundation. Formative experiments are rooted in answering 

two questions which are typically omitted from other types of 

experimental designs, yet both of which are fundamental to pedagogy. 

“What factors add to or detract from an intervention’s success in 

accomplishing a valued pedagogical goal?” And secondly, “how might the 

intervention be adapted in response to those factors to better accomplish 

that goal?” (Reinking & Watkins: 384 & 387; in the context of DMCs, see 

Muir, ‘Investigating group-DMCs’). 

In this article, we wish to highlight the potential of exploratory 

practice, an approach which integrates both research and pedagogy 

(Hanks, ‘Exploratory Practice in Language Teaching’). As a type of action 

research (Burns), rather than seeking answers to problems, exploratory 

practice is rooted instead in the notion of ‘puzzling’ and of working for 

understanding (Hanks, ‘Exploratory Practice in Language Teaching’). A 

further hallmark is its positioning of learners alongside teachers as co-

investigators. The study we highlighted at the beginning of this article 

(Hanks, ‘Integrating research and pedagogy’) provides an excellent 

example. In completing a group project during a pre-sessional EAP 

course, students were not tasked with investigating traditional, dry 

textbook topics from which they were unlikely to return any novel (or 

particularly interesting) insight. Instead, they were challenged to 
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collaborate in investigating personalised puzzles related to their own 

language learning journeys. For example, these included ‘Why can't I 

remember and use new vocabulary?’ and ‘Why can't I speak English well 

after studying for a long time?’ 

There is some evidence in Hanks’ discussion that these projects led to 

the emergence of relatively strong currents of motivation, reminiscent of 

group-DMCs. As Hanks reports, some groups continued working on their 

project after class: 

in the class we opened the door and meet each other. But some interviews is 

not in the class because the time is not enough. So we have a date and visited 

in our flats, in our accommodation and sit down [together]. That's a good 

environment […] because they can talk anything and they can think. 

(‘Integrating research and pedagogy’ 45) 

Similar levels of motivation are likewise noted by a participating 

teacher, John. In describing his students’ motivation, John comments, 

they're really enjoying it. To the extent where today, when I asked them about 

10 minutes before the period ended, to ‘Close down everything now, and come 

and sit in your seats’, they didn't come!  […]  in the end I said ‘OK keep going 

and we'll finish the lesson now, but if you want to stay in the classroom and 

continue on, you can. Just lock up when you've finished. (ibid.) 

Reflecting back on the project templates introduced by Dörnyei et al., 

such a design would fall under the ‘detective work’ variant, described as 

a type of “intellectual treasure hunt” (191). Teachers might not only 

encourage learners to puzzle their own questions in this way, but may 

themselves concurrently work for greater understanding with regards 

how they can best introduce projects ‘with DMC potential’ into their own 

teaching and learning contexts. The results of these investigations would 

undoubtedly contribute important insight to our understanding of the 

practical applications of DMC theory, and to the positive motivational 

(and other) benefits potentially on offer for both English language 

teachers and learners. 
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Conclusion  

Data presented in this paper has offered initial, yet compelling, empirical 

evidence that it may be possible to purposefully facilitate group-DMC 

experiences with classes of English language learners. In doing so, it 

contributes to addressing a critical missing link between previous 

conceptual work on DMCs, and discussion of their classroom application 

via intensive group projects (‘with DMC potential’).  

We recognise the limitations of this study. Data was collected from a 

single educational environment, and as such the specific potentials of an 

‘All Eyes on the Final Product’ project variant requires replication 

elsewhere and validation more widely, for example, in different contexts 

and with different end goals, and in learning languages other than 

English. Owing to the motivational focus of this study, no empirical data 

was collected regarding L2 development (this is a particularly important 

avenue of further investigation because considerable perceived L2 gains 

were reported; see Muir, ‘Directed motivational currents and language 

education’), and a further important avenue for future research will be 

to investigate individual experiences of group-DMCs (Muir, 

‘Investigating group-DMCs’). Finally, we acknowledge that our 

collaboration increased our own investment in the success of this project, 

and we are unable to account fully for the extent or the ways in which 

this influenced the outcome. 

Projects are not suited to all educational contexts worldwide, and not 

all group projects ‘with DMC potential’ introduced will lead inevitably to 

group-DMC emergence. However, projects have the potential to facilitate 

considerable learning opportunities, and to revitalise tired learning 

environments through powerful motivational interventions. We believe 

that this study highlights the considerable potential of intensive group 

projects (‘with DMC potential’) in inspiring group-DMCs in instructed L2 

contexts. In doing so, it concurrently highlights the need for further 

research, in order to develop our understanding of how we can best 

achieve this, and how we can better prepare English language teachers 
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so they might be able to realise similar outcomes in their own teaching 

and learning contexts.  
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APPENDIX 

Traditional Course Timetable 
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Lesson Outlines for Week 1:   

The first Monday of every new five-week course is used to test and place 

new students entering the school: delivery of content typically begins on 

Tuesday. 

 

Class MON TUES WED THURS FRI 

L1 

 Project introduction 

-Project idea pitched to 

students / students watch 

pre-recorded Christine 

intro video / details of the 

study explained and 

consent forms signed by 

students / student diaries 

introduced 

-  Introductory ‘get to 

know you’ activities 

Language focus 

-  Key vocabulary / 

phrases introduced  

Presentations 

focus 

- Presentation 

language & 

skills / 

preparation, 

practice and 

feedback / 

signposting 

language & 

pitching ideas 

Project focus 

- Research in 

groups 

(fundraising, 

cancer council, 

the university, 

the ‘biggest 

morning tea’) 

Project / 

presentation 

focus 

- ‘Rough’ 

presentation 

groups formed 

and areas of 

focus for 

presentation 

defined (to 

pitch ideas 

back to 

management 

on Friday) / 

discussion in 

small groups 

Listening 

focus 

- Reviewed 

language and 

structures 

from listening 

homework – 

reviewed 

vocab spelling 

from previous 

work 

Presentation 

/ project 

focus 

- 

Presentations 

finalised and 

practiced  

Jessica 

Florent 

David Leach (& Jessica 

Florent) 

Jessica Florent David Leach David Leach 

Break 10.30-11.00 

L2 

 Reading focus 

- Reading text & 

additional vocab on the 

topics of teamwork and 

fundraising 

Pronunciation/listening 

focus 

- Pair dictation / frequent 

changes in pair/group 

combinations to help to 

establish the class group 

Project focus 

-  Students 

attend a formal 

‘client brief’ at 

the university 

with the key 

stakeholders 

that they will 

be ‘working for’ 

/ project goals 

laid out in 

explicit terms / 

advice given as 

to how to 

approach the 

project / Q & A 

session  

Listening / 

project focus 

- Guest 

speaker: Talk 

given by 

Deborah from 

the Cancer 

Council / Q & A 

session 

Presentation 

/ project 

focus 

-  Pitch back 

to Frances 

with their 

ideas & what 

they want to 

do / Feedback 

and Q & A 

session 

-  Student 

diary entries 

completed / 

goals set on 

Wednesday 

reviewed / 
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new goals set 

for next week 

/ Round up of 

work and 

achievements 

of the week 

Jessica 

Florent 

David Leach Jessica Florent David Leach David Leach 

Break 12.45-1.45 1.00 

 L3 

 Writing focus 

- Email introductions and 

various functions of first 

paragraphs, e.g. 

apologising, asking for 

information etc. Students 

to write David an email 

formally introducing 

themselves 

Listening, 

note taking & 

discussion 

focus 

- Guest 

speaker: team 

building 

workshop 

given by expert 

Neil 

-  First student 

diary entry 

completed / 

goals set for 

Friday/rest of 

week 

Reading focus 

-  Key 

vocab/strategies 

from reading 

homework used 

in ‘ask your 

partner’ 

questions / 

frequent 

partner 

changes to 

make sure 

everybody 

knows 

everyone’s 

name 

Speaking / 

project focus 

-  Teacher-led 

discussion to 

get as many 

ideas on the 

board as 

possible 

inspired by 

Deborah’s talk 

Language 

focus 

- Pair dictation 

/ work idioms  

Friday 

afternoon 

activities 

Jessica 

Florent 

David Leach Jessica Florent David Leach 

Finish 3.45 3.30 
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The “Illness” 

Deborah K. Symons Roldán 

State University of New York, SUNY 

Introduction 

Deborah K. Symons Roldán is a teacher of Spanish language, a writer 

and translator. What follows is an English translation of her Spanish 

short story "La enfermedad".1 The story developed in the author's 

imagination during a particularly tedious meeting, giving birth to the 

character of Armando, who wonders whether he belongs at all or whether 

there is something "wrong" with him. It is very rare to have an author 

translate their own work, and this presents a unique opportunity for 

students of translation to see how an author would translate their own 

story into a different language. 

 

 

 
1 The original story in Spanish can be found in the University of Arkansas’ Literary Magazine 

“Azahares": https://issuu.com/ua_fort_smith/docs/azahares_2020_final. 

https://issuu.com/ua_fort_smith/docs/azahares_2020_final
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“The Illness” 

Spain, 1950. 

Armando was just a regular chap. He had a regular house, and a 

regular job. He tried to be happy in his very normal life which gave him 

everything he needed. And yet, he wasn’t at all happy.  

And this was because Armando had been ill for many years. Nobody 

really knew what it was, nor what it was called. Every once in a while, it 

would attack him and it was, well, quite difficult to live with. Sometimes 

these attacks would come on while he was in the office, sometimes at the 

beach on a holiday. They were terrible. The poor chap didn’t know how 

to contain them. 

They usually came on all of a sudden. Armando would be at a beach 

with family and friends and, while everyone else was talking about the 

most mundane things, like the children, work, the house, paying the bills, 

or the latest programme on the telly, Armando would start daydreaming. 

It was as if some dark, senseless desire had infiltrated his blood. He 

would begin to doodle in the sand with his foot, or grab some sea shells 

brought in by the tide and start building little houses of different shapes, 

and making all kinds of drawings in the sand… 

He first realized that what he had was some strange illness the day 

that his friends, and his beloved wife, stared at him in astonishment at 

Figure 1. The author. © Deborah K. Symons Roldán 
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the beach, and said: What’s wrong with Armando? What the devil is he 

doing with his foot? 

The following week, he had one of his attacks while he was at the 

office. Armando had a great job. His office was in a beautiful building. 

Pristine, really. Beige walls, plexiglass furniture. And very organized.  

One afternoon, when he had almost finished everything for the day, 

one of the unexpected attacks arrived: he was ready to leave when all of 

a sudden, like a sleep-walker who moves unaware, his hand opened the 

drawer. Without hesitating, he grabbed a pen and a piece of paper, 

almost as though he were not in control of his own hand and started 

scribbling what seemed like totally incongruous words, one after the 

other, creating something like a story, a fairy tale, who knows!  

Trembling, almost breathless with anxiety, he finished it and shoved 

it into the drawer, sweating as if he was hiding a murder weapon of some 

sort. Quickly, he locked the drawer with his key with the horrifying 

feeling that he had just committed some kind of sacrilege, a terrible sin. 

These terrible attacks, which he had never heard of before in his life, 

came more and more often, until one day his drawer was filled to bursting 

with papers. Hundreds of sheets. Drawings, doodles, and a never-ending 

stream of stories…  

Even so, when Armando would return home every day to find his wife 

waiting for him in the kitchen, apron on and smiling, with the usual 

home-made meal on the table, his children sitting neatly at the dinner 

table waiting to start: “Hello, daddy. How was work today?” Armando 

would take a deep breath and calm down. And thus, everything would go 

back to normal and he would completely forget about his illness… for a 

while. 

Nevertheless, after a few days, it would always come back. It attacked 

his peace, mercilessly again. Breathless, sweating, he would write and 

write and draw and draw. He could not stop his hand; it felt as if it had 

a life of its own. He buckled under the strain of his own imagination, 

which tore him apart with its evil strength. It would simply dismantle 

his existence, his tranquility, his sanity, it would eat him inside like a 

snake that was inside of him and wouldn’t let him think straight. His 

hand, totally out of control, created stories and drawings one after the 

other, filling blank pages with ideas of all kinds that came out of 
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nowhere, from his guts, perhaps from his soul. Until Armando, out of 

breath and with tears in his eyes, would shove it all into the drawer 

again, and, trembling, would lock it with his key… Nobody could know 

about this. Nobody could find out about his illness. God knows what they 

would think of him. 

Many years went by like this. Until, one day, Armando disappeared. 

For weeks, everyone cried. Anguished, they asked themselves: where 

could Armando be? What could have happened? The neighborhood all 

dressed in black. They thought he was dead, perhaps fallen from a cliff, 

perhaps kidnapped. But, why? And by whom? Who would want to harm 

poor Armando? Everyone loved him. He was just a good man who worked 

very hard and took good care of his family… Where was Armando? 

Unfortunately, after a few days of mourning, and still with no 

answers to any of these questions, Armando’s wife, exhausted, walked 

sadly down to the basement of the house one afternoon and found the 

answer to what had happened. Or, what was perhaps worse: she found 

more questions without answers. That day, she found her husband in the 

basement, and the story of Armando is still an enigma, a story that 

everyone still talks about in that village in Spain. 

In the basement of their house, Armando’s wife found her husband 

dead. Not kidnapped, not murdered, not fallen from a cliff, but collapsed 

and buried under a mass of boxes, all around him. 

Hundreds and hundreds of boxes, full of sweat and tears, filled with 

drawings, stories, tales, ideas… Boxes full of his heart and soul, bursting 

with his untamable imagination. 
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Book Review 

Observing Eurolects: Corpus analysis of linguistic variation in EU law. Edited by 

Laura Mori. John Benjamins, 2018. ISBN: 9789027201706, 394 pp. 

Although often thought of as self-contained, homogeneous entities, all of 

the world’s languages are made up of countless different varieties and 

sub-varieties, which are continually emerging, shifting and 

disappearing. Varieties of the same language can differ with regard to 

their phonetic, lexical, syntactic, or stylistic content, and can be 

relatively close to the so-called ‘standard variety’ or significantly distant 

from it. These variations may be the result of geographical difference, 

such as between British and American English, but can also be due to 

different registers, such as the difference between the language used 

when talking to a friend on the phone and when delivering a formal 

address. This concept of varieties within languages is the central thread 

running through Observing Eurolects, which seeks to answer its 

overarching hypothesis: has the multilingual EU legislation 

environment given rise to a new variety of legal language, known as a 

‘Eurolect’? 

Observing Eurolects is the result of work carried out by the members 

of the Eurolect Observatory Project, which has taken an innovative 

approach in examining variational patterns in legal language. The 

contributors are fifteen academics from universities across Europe. The 

book takes a systematic approach, dealing with each language separately 

in different chapters before bringing the results together to reach a final 

conclusion. The opening chapters provide the details of the methodology 
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used to investigate the languages in question. In order to carry out large-

scale analyses and sophisticated data visualisation techniques, the 

project uses methods from corpus linguistics to compile and analyse 

different EU languages across a ten-year time span (1999-2008). One of 

the greatest strengths of this book is that it standardises the 

methodological framework across the study of all eleven languages 

involved, meaning that the results can be effectively compared and cross-

referenced, enabling more comprehensive conclusions to be drawn. 

In order to explain how the putative new language varieties may have 

developed in practice, the research adopts the concept of translation-

induced language change, which is based on the premise that if 

languages are in contact in a translation environment for long enough 

and if this contact is intense enough, then language change can occur. In 

this context, the multilingual EU environment constitutes an ideal point 

of study, since it has created a ‘sui generis language contact scenario’ (9). 

Huge numbers of legal texts are drafted and translated by the EU 

institutions each year across all the official languages, therefore 

languages are in constant contact with each other in translation. 

Consequently, as attested by the various studies in this book, this 

situation may well encourage linguistic features to be copied across 

different languages to form subtly new varieties. 

In the preface, Ingemar Strandvik discusses the frequent critical 

remarks made about the readability and jargon of EU legislation, which 

often receives the derogatory label of ‘Eurospeak’, despite the fact that 

‘EU law works surprisingly well’ (vii). In opposition to such views, the 

term ‘Eurolect’, first used by Goffin in 1990 (12), rejects the pejorative 

connotations around the language used in EU texts. Indeed, this book 

builds an argument that EU legal language does not differ solely in its 

use of isolated ‘Europeisms’, but in fact displays much wider variation on 

many linguistic levels in comparison to corresponding national legal 

languages (13). 

Each chapter provides an enlightening opening section on the recent 

history of the language in question with regard to its incorporation into 

the EU system, from original founding members to recent joiners, and 

then goes on to compare the language used in EU directives to the 

language of national legislation which implements them. In the chapter 
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on Netherlandic Dutch (Chapter 3), Gert De Sutter and Fee De Bock 

highlight the various lexical differences between EU and national 

legislation. For instance, when addressing issues around migrants, the 

EU texts have a ‘clear preference’ for the term asielzoeker ‘asylum-

seeker’, while the national legislation tends to use the more stigmatising 

vreemdeling ‘stranger’ (55). To show that these differences are not solely 

limited to terminology, they demonstrate how the national legislation 

uses coherence marking more frequently, thereby constituting variation 

in the discursive features across the two varieties (60). Likewise, the 

study on German shows that the EU variety contains many non-adapted 

loan-words, such as the English term recycling in words like 

Recyclingbetriebe and Recyclingmaterial, while the German national 

legislation contains hardly any such occurrences (155). A great many 

English loanwords are also identified in EU Polish, and English is shown 

to influence its morphology and structure too.  

Similar conclusions are reached across a whole range of languages 

including Italian, Greek, Spanish, Finnish and French, as the various 

contributors build a convincing body of evidence that the EU varieties of 

these languages constitute genuinely distinct versions. This appears to 

be largely due to the influence of English on these languages, but the 

section on English itself also demonstrates that a distinct English 

Eurolect has emerged, including loanwords and calques from French 

such as vis-à-vis and competent authorities (74). Rather than relying on 

the assumption that the prominence of English will be the overwhelming 

factor in shaping these new language varieties, Observing Eurolects 

clearly sets out a case that the complex multilingual environment of the 

EU means that there are many, varied sources and directions of influence 

behind the linguistic changes identified. There does however seem to be 

some inconsistency around the contributors’ views on whether this is a 

positive or negative evolution. There has long been a debate in linguistics 

over whether the changes brought about by language contact should be 

considered a kind of contamination of the purity of a language, or simply 

an inevitable process of linguistic evolution. Although Observing 

Eurolects does not address this debate directly, some contributors use the 

negatively-loaded terms ‘interference’ (118) and ‘alienation’ (324), while 

others point to the beneficial aspects of such contact-induced change, 
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such as the chapter on EU Italian, ‘which has been positively affected by 

language contact in multilingual drafting: legislative texts written in 

Italian Eurolect…are better responding to the need for a plain legislative 

language’ (238). The book therefore does little to advance this particular 

discussion in either direction.  

Only two of the languages studied in the book, Maltese and Latvian, 

fail to reach the conclusions that distinct EU varieties have emerged, 

largely due to the fact that there was already large-scale English 

influence on these languages in general, which could not be specified as 

being EU-rooted. Indeed, given the recent political context, the 

discussions in this book force the reader to consider the fate of EU 

English itself within a post-Brexit European Union. Mori notes the power 

of English within the institution, stating that by 2015 ‘81% of the 

documents translated by the DGT of the Commission were originally 

drafted in English’ (7); but will this power wane or will EU English 

continue to diverge from its national legal variety?   

Observing Eurolects is an engagingly written and innovative study of 

contact-induced language change in the specific EU context. It builds a 

strong argument that a new variety of legal language, known as a 

Eurolect, has developed as a result of language contact within the EU 

institutions. This hypothesis is supported by swathes of qualitative and 

quantitative data which highlight the existence of these varieties, 

obtained using a standardised methodology to allow the results across all 

the languages in question to be compared on an equal footing. The results 

can be practically applied to inform EU and national legal drafting and 

translation in these languages in the future. This book is ideal for readers 

with an interest in the interaction of language and law, and anyone 

curious about the evolution of languages and the intricacies of linguistic 

variation.    

 

       Edward Clay 

University of Birmingham 

Wolfson Foundation Scholar 
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Book Review 

Jane Austen: A Style in History. Chris Yelland. Routledge, 2018. ISBN: 

9781138489035, 224 pp. 

As is often noted by reviewers, Jane Austen continues to attract a vast 

(and ever-expanding) body of criticism. Recently, historicist and stylistic 

approaches have both emerged as particularly popular methodologies in 

Austen studies. Chris Yelland’s monograph successfully unites these 

superficially incongruent fields; by taking an historical approach to the 

analysis of Austen’s style, this book proves that historicist and stylistic 

readings can be mutually informative. Jane Austen: A Style in History is 

therefore a valuable addition not only to Austen studies but also to 

broader methodological discussions in literary studies. 

Yelland sheds new light on Austen’s prose by providing a stylistic 

analysis which is rooted in the historical context in which Austen’s novels 

were produced and received. Three historical issues are prioritised: 

Austen’s inheritance from the eighteenth-century, the development of 

her own style between 1811 and 1817, and her reception by the 

Victorians. The central argument is that orality and reading aloud were 

crucial to the development of Austen’s style. This conclusion is supported 

by extensive analyses of quotations from Austen’s prose, and Yelland also 

considers the historical context of her stylistic choices. This thesis is 

clearly maintained across the seven chapters, but the clarity of the work 

may have benefited further from the chapters being grouped into labelled 

sections, for example, prescriptivism, orality, narration, and reception, 

which emerge as key foci. 
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The importance of prescriptivism as an influence on Austen’s style is 

the subject of the first chapter, ‘Prescriptivism, Perspicuity and the 

Female Reader and Writer’. This prescriptivist inheritance is more 

visible in Austen’s lexis than in her syntax. Further specific examples are 

provided in Chapter 2, ‘Abstraction, Synonymy and Metaphor in Jane 

Austen’s Lexis’. Yelland notes Austen’s perspicuity, even in emotional 

scenes in her novels, which he judges as equating to a quality of ‘hardness 

or exactness’ (p. 30). The criticism that Austen’s avoidance of metaphor 

betrays a lack of imagination is successfully refuted: Austen makes the 

stylistic choice not to use them. 

The central chapter of this monograph, both in terms of innovative 

analysis and significance in Yelland’s overall thesis, is Chapter 3, which 

discusses the influence of reading aloud on Austen’s style. Yelland argues 

engagingly and persuasively that audiobook versions of the novels can be 

useful for academic study, where previously they have been generally 

disregarded by the vast majority of critics. Based on an analysis of 

audiobook performances, Yelland finds that readings of Austen’s novels 

are inherently ‘expressive’ but not ‘mimetic’ (p. 75). Orality was a crucial 

part of Austen’s process and stylistic development. The context of reading 

aloud in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century is also 

discussed, in the Austen family as well as in her novels. 

The following chapters provide close analysis of Austen’s use of 

narration and speech. Free indirect discourse, free indirect thought, and 

free indirect speech are all considered. In Chapter 4, ‘Jane Austen and 

Johnsonian Syntax’, Yelland argues that Austen engaged in the 

‘feminisation of Johnsonian syntax’ (p. 120), focusing on her use of 

relative clauses in narration and speech. This analysis provides new 

evidence supporting the claim that there is a clear distinction visible 

between Austen’s Steventon and Chawton novels. Chapter 5 considers 

Austen’s ‘Experiments with Speech and Thought’. Throughout her 

career, Austen increasingly uses a hybrid of direct and indirect speech. 

Yelland argues that Austen’s increasing use of free indirect discourse is 

attributable to the influence of orality. This is clearly demonstrated in 

Chapter 6, ‘Jane Austen and Free Indirect Discourse: A Developmental 

Account’, which traces changes in her use of the technique over time. The 

non-linear development of Austen’s use of free indirect discourse is 
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evidenced by readings of Sense and Sensibility, Mansfield Park, Emma, 

and Persuasion. 

The final chapter, ‘The Victorian (Re)Construction of Jane Austen – 

and a Coda’ provides a different approach to the combination of stylistic 

and historicist methodologies. Yelland argues that the Victorians 

rejected Austen’s eighteenth-century influences, while enjoying her 

novels’ suitability for oral performance. The influence of this oral quality 

on Austen’s style is central to Yelland’s thesis. Austen’s work developed 

significantly throughout her career due to both print and oral influences, 

which explains why she is seen to be a ‘transitional’ writer (p. 206). 

Yelland successfully situates Austen’s style in its historical context. 

An emphasis of the dual importance of print culture influences and oral 

culture is maintained throughout. The historicist readings could be 

improved by additional discussion of the broader context in which Austen 

was writing. Although Yelland claims to contextualise Austen, extensive 

comparison of her style with that of her contemporaries (including less 

well-remembered writers) would have enabled the reader to appreciate 

Austen’s innovation more fully. While the strength of this monograph lies 

in the close analysis of quotations, in line with its stylistic approach, this 

precise examination could allow the reader to lose a sense of the bigger 

picture of why Austen’s style is particularly noteworthy. However, this 

minute focus is the result of the methodology which is also Yelland’s 

innovation: the combination of stylistics and historiography, which 

makes this monograph a useful new contribution which stands out in a 

crowded field. Jane Austen: A Style in History would make informative 

reading not only for students and scholars of Austen, but also stylists and 

historicist critics more broadly, due to its contribution to the literary 

history of style. 

 

       Ruby Hawley-Sibbett 

       University of Nottingham
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The Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society invite submissions of translations 

into English of open-access, peer-reviewed journal articles or conference 

proceedings. We also welcome enquiries and submissions from people 

interested in producing annotated translations of other types of texts (e.g., 

poems, short stories, etc.). Please contact the editors (pg-lts@nottingham.ac.uk) 

with information about the text you would like to translate (e.g., author, 

publisher, year of publication etc.) 

Translation Guidelines 

The translated text should relate to the topics that the journal focuses on, which 

can be found in our earlier Call for Papers and on our webpage. Articles for 

translation can come from any journal, provided that it is open access, the 

original article was peer reviewed, and it relates to the themes of the LTS 

Journal.  

Finding Articles and Languages Supported 

You can use The Directory of Open Access Journals (https://doaj.org/) and 

Scopus (www.scopus.com) to search for open access articles and filter searches 

by subject area and/or language. Currently, to ensure that we can review the 

quality of the translations submitted, we accept translations from the languages 

listed below. Please note that these are only examples and are not the only 

places from which we accept translations. 
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o Revista Tradumàtica  

o Tonos Digital  

• Portuguese 

o Cadernos de Literatura Comparada  

o Revista Portuguesa de Humanidades  

o Cadernos de Estudos Africanos  

• Russian  

o Plural  

o International Journal of Russian Studies 
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o 爱学术 (Ai xue shu)  http://www.ixueshu.com 

o 道客巴巴 (Doc88) http://www.doc88.com/  

o 百度文库 (BaiduWenku) https://wenku.baidu.com/  

o 豆丁网 (Dou ding wang) http://www.docin.com/  
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o China Academic Journal Full-Text Database http://www.cnki.net/  

I’ve found an article I’d like to translate… what next?  

1. Check that the article is suitable – make sure the topic is relevant, 

that it has been peer-reviewed, and that it has not already been 

translated into English. Contact LTS (pg-lts@nottingham.ac.uk) to let 

us know you are starting this project. 

2. Check that you are able to translate the article – contact the authors 

of the article, or the editors of the journal in which the original article 

was published, to obtain their permission. 

3. Translate the article.  

4. Submit your translation to the journal (pg-lts@nottingham.ac.uk). 

5. Following your submission, a reviewer will check the translation and 

you will receive feedback. You will then have the time to make any 

required changes. Once done, you can resubmit the revised 

translation ready for publication. 

 

Please note, all deadlines for translations are the same as for articles and book 
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We are now inviting contributions to the Book Review section for Issue 5 of the 

LTS Journal.  

 

Submissions are invited from postgraduates (Master’s and PhD students) 

working in any field that engages with languages, texts, and society. Reviews on 

any book dealing with the subject matter are welcome. The book can be 

academic or fictional (prose, poetry, and drama accepted) and should have been 

published within the past 3 years. Book reviews should be between 600 to 

1,200 words.  

 

Please contact the editors of the journal (pg-lts@nottingham.ac.uk) to discuss 

potential books for review. As examples, the list below details recently published 

books that are relevant to the interests of the LTS Journal.  

Books for Review 

After Postmodernism: The New American Fiction. Christopher K. Coffman and 

Theophilus Savvas, editors. Routledge, 2020. ISBN: 9780367640101, 158 

pp. 
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Humour Translation in the Age of Multimedia. Margherita Dore, editor. 
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British Media. Eva M. Gomez-Jimenez and Michael Toolan, editors. 

Bloomsbury, 2020. ISBN: 9781350111288, 248 pp. 

 

 

Follow us at LTSJournal     

 

   

https://twitter.com/LTSJournal
https://www.facebook.com/LTSjournal
https://www.instagram.com/ltsjournal/


   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Issue 4 

Winter 2020 

Journal of 

Languages, 

Texts, and 

Society 


