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Foreword 

Jade Jenkinson, Francesca Leveridge and Tamsin Parnell 
University of Nottingham 

Welcome to Issue 5 of the Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, an 
interdisciplinary postgraduate-run journal hosted at the University of 
Nottingham which focuses on literary interventions, translating 
cultures and performance contexts. 2021 has certainly been a 
tumultuous year to work on a journal, especially with all 
communications moving online. Yet, one positive effect of this 
reformulation has been the expansion of the team along national and 
international horizons. We have new members from up and down the 
country and all over the world. The pandemic, it seems, has also 
prompted academics and postgraduate researchers alike to turn to 
publication. The journal has received more submissions than ever 
before. Not only have we reaped the fruits of these nobly toiling 
academics, but we were also able to reinstate our annual conference in 
an online format in the Spring of 2021. It was truly inspiring to listen to 
the wide and wonderful array of research efforts occurring despite 
concurrent limitations.  

With our team moving from the local to the global, it was also 
important to expand the journal’s reach. Thus, being accepted into the 
Directory of Open Access Journals was a significant achievement. With 
our content available on the DOAJ database and the marketing team’s 
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never-ceasing endeavours to ensure sustained online presence, the 
journal’s reach has become wider than ever. One of the strengths of the 
LTS Journal has always been its interdisciplinarity and its ethos to 
provide a platform for early-career researchers across a range of fields. 
Despite our globalised world, it seems that isolation and polarity are 
increasingly on the rise. Therefore, providing a space that privileges 
connections and promotes intertextual, cultural and linguistic 
understanding is no mean feat. We are therefore proud to present 
articles, book reviews and translations addressing topics including 
medieval literature, linguistics, stylistics, texts in educational contexts, 
and even a quantitative approach to discourse analysis. We hope that 
whoever the reader is, they will find something engaging and insightful 
to muse upon.  

An important topic that appears prevalent in contemporary 
discourse is miscommunication across both linguistic and cultural 
boundaries. Miscommunication is touched upon in many of our pieces in 
this issue. Miyo Oyama’s analysis of Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the 
Floating World (1986) through the principles of the Zen garden disrupts 
the widely held critical interpretation of the book, in which it is read in 
terms of Buddhist nihilism. Oyama’s culturally informed understanding 
of the novel offers an alternative critical explanation to protagonist Ono’s 
journey. Hamish Pottinger similarly works with miscommunications and 
divergent receptions to language in examining how Scots, a language 
with no written standard, is used and interpreted on Twitter. Viewing 
literacy as a social practice, Pottinger’s article suggests that the tendency 
to seek out more prestigious or ideal orthographic features within Scots 
is a repercussion of the language’s status in the Scots-English power 
dynamic. 

Sarah Almutairi also turns to Twitter to analyse 
miscommunications by looking closely at Saudi disagreements on the 
platform. By highlighting and explaining cultural mores, Almutairi can 
interpret and rank the level of impoliteness intended in specific Tweets 
whilst adding to a larger corpus of knowledge on linguistic strategies used 
by Saudis to express disagreement. William Smith turns to a 1985 
literary text, Assia Djebar’s L’Amour, la fantasia, to analyse how the 
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author tackles and traverses linguistic binaries in postcolonial texts 
written in the language of the former coloniser. Just as Almutairi 
demonstrates that some tweets are more impolite than they first seem 
because of specific cultural protocols, Smith shows how deconstructing 
cultural binaries in language can offer alternate interpretations and new 
forms of understanding, particularly of identity in postcolonial contexts.  

Amélie Doche’s work supplies a self-conscious analysis of the role 
of the translator and the decisions behind her translation of poetry in 
Johnathan Davidson’s A Common Place: Bricks, Apples & Other People's 
Poems (2020) from English to French. Humorous and informative, 
Doche’s work refocuses on the translator in the act of translation whilst 
explaining why English phrases, notably that of the “curtain twitcher,” 
don’t always translate into other languages because of their cultural 
contexts. Antonia Yanxi Wu’s translation of a short story, Huang 
Weikang’s The Future of Ma Lei, from Chinese to English looks at the 
psychological dislocation arising from relocation when Ma Lei moves from 
China to the capital of the Maldives, Malé. This touching short story 
centres not only on physical dislocation but also familial 
miscommunication as Ma Lei reminisces on his estranged relationship 
with his adopted father via writing that wittily captures the 
embarrassment and pathos of parent-child relationships.  

A second theme to emerge in a period that has prompted much 
reflection is the analysis of both myth and legacy over time. LTS authors 
have reflected on the reinterpretation and reception of texts and cultural 
events. For example, Stuart Haw investigates how the 2012 Olympic 
Legacy has been configured and how ideas about legacy evolve over time. 
Haw analyses how media outlets from across the political spectrum have 
reported on this event. Indeed, Haw’s work is important in demonstrating 
how the media intervenes in the understating and reception of legacy. 
Kimberley Pager-McClymont, meanwhile, investigates how the 
fetishistic tendencies of the protagonist of Guy de Maupassant’s La 
Chevelure (1884) have been received and censored over time. At the time 
of the story’s publication, Pager-McClymont explores how fetishism is 
featured to avoid French censorship. However, she also demonstrates 
that censorship is still prevalent in the story’s use in the contemporary 
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French curriculum and provides a valuable overview of the story’s 
multiple interpretations and the ideologies that may underpin them. 

Tia Caswell’s anthology, containing translations of Romantic-era 
German poetry, also tackles the issue of reception. Like Doche, Caswell 
also explores the role of the translator and the possible obstacles in 
ensuring the poems emotionally resonate with a contemporary 
Anglophone audience as well as they do in their original language 
context. Finally, Jacob W. Runner takes us on a journey underground like 
his subject, the figure of Orpheus. Runner argues that the figure’s 
divergent treatments and evolving receptions can inform us about the 
literary environments that reshaped Orpheus and evidence the figure’s 
malleability in a study that employs the literary to cross-examine the 
cultural.    

We are also happy to showcase a wide range of book reviews. 
Fransina Stradling, Marina Theodora Galanou and Katy C. Humberstone 
provide in-depth responses to academia, exploring linguistics and 
literature. These in-depth summaries will undoubtedly be useful to other 
researchers in the field. Tamsin Parnell and Paris Fawcett turn their 
attention to politics, reviewing works that examine the relationship 
between Britain and Europe and how this informed Brexit as well the 
ideologies fuelling UK rap, respectively. Finally, Caroline Ridler and Amy 
Bouwer review scholarship that re-interprets or uncovers literature 
through new lenses by examining underground literature and gender and 
queer theory.  

To conclude, we would like to thank all of our editing team, peer 
reviewers and contributors for their hard work in creating our fifth issue 
and would like to commend them for the work achieved despite 
disruption, disease and the dastardly deeds of Boris Johnson.  Looking 
forward to Issue 6, 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 want 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 
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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.     





Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2021), 
19-42. © 2022 by Miyo Oyama. 

Appreciating Emptiness and Reality as 
One: The Understated Philosophy of the 

Japanese Zen Garden in Kazuo 
Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating World 

Miyo Oyama 
University of Nottingham 

Introduction 

Kazuo Ishiguro’s early works, which focus on the lives of people who come 
to terms with their past deeds and memories after World War II, have 
been praised for their spare elegance and tranquillity. Western reviewers 
find an exotic mood in the novels’ emotional restraint and in the 
aestheticism of ellipsis that deliberately leaves out the vital point.1 These 
cultural specificities have often been associated with images of Japanese 
Zen Buddhism and Zen gardens. For example, in comparison with 
“exuberantly descriptive” contemporary European novelists like Zadie 
Smith and Jonathan Safran Foer, Jennie Rothenberg Gritz writes that 
“there is something eerily spare about Kazuo Ishiguro’s fiction. The 
sentences are so uncluttered, the emotions so understated, the physical 
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details so sparse that one might be tempted to compare his prose to a Zen 
garden” (n.p).2 However, these ideas are usually based on stereotypical 
impressions which arise from cultural preconceptions and do not bring us 
closer to understanding the novels or the content of Zen principles. Zen 
was brought from China to Japan in the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries during the Kamakura period as one of the schools of Buddhism. 
It survived through the radical modernization and Westernization of 
post-war Japan and it endures in the heart of Japanese people until the 
present day with the native religion, Shinto.3 One of the most prevalent 
Zen practices is a selfless deep meditation involving seated contemplation 
(zazen). Through concentration, one defeats hesitation or discursive 
thoughts and reaches enlightenment by dismissing worldly concerns. The 
ultimate goal of Zen practice is to realize the ‘emptiness’ of things, since 
–– as Bret W. Davis asserts –– “One awakens as one’s ‘true self’, and yet
the true self is selfless . . . in the sense of empty of [sic] a determinate and
substantial ego” (190).

 Zen Buddhism is crucial to Ishiguro’s second novel, An Artist of the 
Floating World (1986), due to featuring the notion of the ‘floating world’ 
throughout the text, which is integral to Zen philosophy. In Zen, when 
one accepts selflessness, “one awakens to the nature of reality,” realizing 
that things “do not have their being on their own but exist rather as 
impermanent events” (Davis, 190). This is the original meaning of 
“floating world (Ukiyo)” in Japanese culture, the sorrowful nature of a 
fleeting life in the present mundane world. An Artist illustrates the 
quality of this naturally mutable present world by a long meditative 
narrative of the protagonist, Masuji Ono, who slowly attempts to 
reconcile his egoistic self, which is full of hesitation, delusions, and 
doubts, with the incessant shifting of the values of society. Surprisingly, 
however, no critics (with the exception of John Rothfork), provide an 
analytical reading of the novel by using Zen philosophy as a critical 
methodology. Rothfork argues that Ono’s teacher Moriyama, frequently 
called Mori-san, “plays the part of a Zen master” (90) in the novel, by 
preaching to Ono that “[t]he ground for the existence of things is temporal 
and as insubstantial as light” (89). While supporting these claims, this 
essay foregrounds a new perspective which Rothfork leaves out: that the 
interrelation of emptiness and reality are strongly suggested in the novel 
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as the constituting elements of the floating world. At first, they are simply 
expressed as opposing values of futility versus practicality that influence 
Ono’s view before the war, during the war, and after the war, and the way 
in which he sees the society from which he is estranged. Yet, Ono is 
awakened by degrees to a new meaning of emptiness and reality in the 
course of his psychological development. As suggested earlier, the notion 
of emptiness has its origin in Zen thought. It has been a distinctive 
feature of Japanese people’s mentality and is based on their culture: as 
Shunmyo Masuno, a Japanese Zen monk and a landscape architect, 
writes, “[i]t is impossible to talk about Japanese gardens or beauty in 
Japan without mentioning ‘empty space’” (15). The relationality of 
emptiness and reality is a core principle in Zen gardens and the gardens 
are designed to visually display contrast and balance within a spatial 
composition. Interestingly, the Japanese gardens depicted in An Artist 
are carefully crafted to express the characters’ inner selves and also to 
suggest their relationship with their social circumstances, as if imitating 
the Zen garden principle. Thus, in this study, I will introduce the image 
and principle of Zen gardens not just as a means of praising Ishiguro’s 
nuanced and elliptical writing style but also as a way of reading through 
the understated ideas of the novel.  

 However, it should be stressed that Ono is not just helplessly and 
nihilistically wandering in the uncertainties of the world. While 
introducing a Zen perspective, my concern in this study is to highlight 
Ono’s unresigned, self-assertive behaviour which is prominent in his later 
life, for Ishiguro emphasizes that “there is something dignified about Ono 
in the end” (Mason, 11). Ono’s craving for his dignity prevents him from 
thoroughly committing himself to the Zen attitude that refuses to possess 
such an attachment. This approach to life offers an alternative 
perspective to the Buddhist nihilism which has often been the standard 
reading of the novel and highlights a new worldview which Ono finally 
gains.  

1. Ono’s pursuit of the ‘Real’ and his rejection of ‘Emptiness’ 

Ono is a once-respected, now retired, painter who confidently narrates
what he has achieved in his lifetime; yet, his self-protective narrative
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hints at his gesture of hiding something he has done in the past for which 
he feels guilty. Ono’s aspiration and unyielding spirit as an artist begins 
to grow from the time of his childhood when he was criticized for valuing 
art by his father, who was inclined towards business and commercialism. 
In the early part of his career, Ono produces artworks under the 
supervision of Seiji Moriyama and he endeavours to capture the sensual 
and evanescent beauty of the nocturnal world and to express it in 
traditional Japanese paintings. Ono recounts that his focus in those days 
was “spending much time exploring the city’s ‘floating world’ –– the night-
time world of pleasure, entertainment and drink which formed the 
backdrop for all our paintings” (Ishiguro, 144-45). Notably, Ono’s way of 
defining the floating world here is not adequate, and may mislead non-
Japanese readers into thinking that it is a specific world which the demi-
monde and bohemians live in. After seven years of apprenticeship, Ono 
encounters a man named Chishu Matsuda, who advocates militaristic 
nationalism. Matsuda changes Ono’s mind immensely and Ono begins to 
doubt Moriyama’s hedonistic lifestyle and finds that kind of artwork not 
worth devoting his skill and passion to. One day, Ono determinedly 
breaks away from Moriyama by saying: “artists must learn to value 
something more tangible than those pleasurable things that disappear 
with the morning light. It is not necessary that artists always occupy a 
decadent and enclosed world. My conscience, Sensei, tells me I cannot 
remain forever as an artist of the floating world” (180). Ono’s words here 
strikingly remind us of the title of the novel, though the larger irony they 
suggest is left unrevealed.  

 Ono is persuaded to pursue his career through supporting the 
nationalistic government with Matsuda, and he passionately produces 
militaristic and patriotic artworks with direct political messages in the 
1930s. Ono believes that collaborating with the nation’s regime connects 
him to the real social problems; therefore, he finds a meaning for his life 
in producing the works of political art. He succeeds with the radical 
change of direction as an artist and gains a high reputation as a result. 
These days still have a supreme glow in Ono’s life until the time of the 
narrative in 1948, and the memories still make him triumphant and 
deeply satisfied.  
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 However, Ono begins to notice that he is now displaced in the social 
paradigm shift after World War II: his past deeds have turned out to be 
no longer praise-worthy and his dignified identity is estranged from the 
ongoing real world. Due to the arrival of the new reality, Ono retires into 
emptiness and is left again in the clouds of hesitation. The past events 
are narrated by “Ono’s biased reconstruction and filtered understanding 
of them” (Shaffer, 40) and this expresses Ono’s attempts to mask his 
situation with his unreliable narrative, being unwilling to deny the days 
in which he devoted himself to political art. Yet, Ono is excessively 
concerned with the upheaval caused by the collective tension of the 
younger generation, which accuses the older generation of wartime 
culpability. In order to support his younger daughter Noriko’s marriage, 
the aging man knows that he needs to face up to the world with changed 
values and make a public apology. Hence, he agonizes about being unable 
to reconcile his self-respect with the condemnation he receives from the 
eyes of the world. 

 Alongside Ono’s narrative, the space of gardens features effectively 
and pervasively in the novel by symbolically implying the characters’ 
states of mind. The garden, which Ono works on daily, matches his 
archaic Japanese-style mansion and the reader finds a close relationship 
between Ono’s concealed emotions and the symbolic display of elements 
in the private space of his garden. One example of this is the scene in 
which Noriko quarrels with Ono by saying that his unnecessary cutting 
of the bamboo and pruning of the shrubs in the garden has made them 
totally unbalanced. Noriko criticizes her father by saying, “You should 
have left things as they were” (Ishiguro, 107). Ironically, however, Ono 
has visited his former student Kuroda’s house that day for her sake, in 
an attempt to persuade him not to leak any unfavourable things about 
Ono’s past to the detective so that it won’t effect Noriko’s marriage. Not 
only does Ono end up being coldly denied a meeting with Kuroda, but he 
is also condemned for what he had mercilessly done to Kuroda in the past. 
Ishiguro insinuates that Ono had secretly reported Kuroda as a 
government traitor to the imperialist police in wartime and this explains 
why Kuroda was taken into custody and his paintings burnt. Therefore, 
the appearance of the garden represents Ono’s helplessly confused 
feelings and the unbalanced gardening reveals his unbalanced position in 
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post-war society. The spoilt garden and Noriko’s criticism that her father 
is not all-knowing ring ironically, for they suggest that Ono’s self-esteem 
as a man of high reputation exists in truth in his imagination inside his 
narrow world. With regard to the characteristics of Ono’s garden, 
Japanese gardens maintain an abstract and minimalistic condition 
compared to the flower-filled gardens in Western countries. Generally, 
people in Japan have a cultural mannerism of projecting their mental 
state onto the space of the garden. Traditional Japanese gardens are 
unique in their closed sacredness and are highly meditative and self-
reflective places where the viewer’s mind can contemplate. Although the 
space looks simple, reduced and empty, it signifies a microcosm of the 
viewer’s mentality and so the garden scenes are rich with allusions to the 
characters’ contemplative gestures. 

 The other example of the garden representing the characters’ minds 
occurs when Shintaro, who used to be Ono’s subordinate, comes to see 
him. Shintaro pleads with his teacher to sign the document to prove that 
Ono had no influence on him during the China Crisis campaign. Shintaro 
does this to conceal his support for Japan’s imperialistic invasion of 
China. Unable to hide his anger and loneliness at being abandoned by his 
last student, Ono asks Shintaro, “[w]hy don’t you simply face up to the 
past?” (103), though ironically, Ono turns his back to Shintaro and gazes 
out into his garden in a defensive manner. Shintaro responds, “I am a 
man in the midst of my career. It is all very well to reflect and ponder 
when one is in retirement. But as this happens, I live in a busy world . . 
.” (104). His words sharply denigrate his former teacher, who 
irresponsibly confines himself in an empty past and does not face up to 
the changes in the world. Ono narrates, “[i]ndeed, as I watched, a breeze 
shook a branch of the maple tree, shaking off most of the snow. Only the 
stone lantern at the back of the garden had a substantial cap of white on 
it” (104). In this situation, the maple tree represents the way in which 
Shintaro denied Ono’s past achievements and dismissed him. The 
lantern, which is still covered with snow, symbolizes that Ono is clinging 
to his past honour and authority. Indeed, one can draw parallels between 
the elements in the garden and the contrasting circumstances of the 
young man and the old man. Again, the state of the garden and Ono’s 
psychological nuances act in unison and the characters’ speeches suggest 



 ..................................................................... Appreciating Emptiness and Reality as One 25 

 .................................................................. Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2021)  

that they realize the manner of appreciating Japanese gardens. 

2. Understanding ‘Emptiness’: The features and spirit of Zen gardens in An Artist 

While private gardens in the domestic context are effective as a reflection
of one’s inner self, the Zen garden is consummated as a sacred spiritual
place where the most serene state of mind is represented in the miniature
landscape. It is itself a form of art within Japanese culture that
profoundly expresses the Zen spirit and aesthetics. Masuno introduces
the theories used in Zen gardens as follows: “[t]hese garden styles each
prescribe one or more methods of scenic composition: the use of ‘borrowed
views’, reduced scale, and symbolism” he continues “[Symbolism] is
utilised to create a greater spiritual awareness of man’s relationship with
nature. This was a direct consequence of the meditative elements of Zen
Buddhism” (Madej, 54). These distinctive features, mainly used in stone-
and-sand dry gardens, represent the dynamism of emptiness and reality
in a scenic composition.

 Although critics see Moriyama in An Artist as an exceptional Zen 
master, I argue that Matsuda, who was Ono’s great friend and a rival 
through his career, is another key person who teaches the Zen perspective 
to Ono via repetition of the ideas of emptiness and reality. Notably, most 
of the scenes in which Matsuda appears are in garden settings and the 
way he faces the garden space evokes Zen sensibility in an allegorical 
way. The first encounter of Ono and Matsuda, thirty years ago from the 
narrative viewpoint of 1948, occurs in the courtyard of Moriyama’s 
decaying villa when Ono was still in his apprenticeship. Since Moriyama 
believes that the ephemeral events in the pleasurable night time are what 
an artist should perceive as beauty, the way of life there was closely 
related to Moriyama’s extraordinary aestheticism. One morning, Ono 
finds Matsuda standing in front of the veranda in a dignified attitude in 
order to headhunt him from Moriyama’s place. Matsuda’s dandyish figure 
and clinical attitude, combined with a vivid image of sunlight just after 
the rainfall, demolish the empty, cloistered world which Ono has 
inhabited until then and spray him with a bright new shower of 
enlightenment. Matsuda insists that his concern is with artists who 
inhabit “that enclosed little world” and that the society he works for “was 
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concerned to wake up artists and introduce them to the real world” 
(Ishiguro, 172). Matsuda often teases Ono by saying “[t]here’s a certain 
kind of artist these days, . . . whose greatest talent lies in hiding away 
from the real world” (171), and he succeeds in taking him out from the 
empty world of art to the pragmatic world of political and social reform 
which he firmly believes in. Although Ono opposed Matsuda at the 
beginning, he is gradually persuaded through being instilled with right-
wing political ideals, and as a result, the two start to agree with each 
other by becoming militaristic thinkers and leading “something like that 
New Japan Campaign” (199). 

 However, when Ono visits Matsuda’s house in 1948, he finds that time 
has changed his friend greatly: Matsuda now realizes that the war has 
brought immense sacrifice and he lives in isolation, suffering from illness. 
Ono notices the utopian quality of Matsuda’s garden and listening to the 
sound of the pond, he remarks, “I can tell just listening to it that we’re 
out of the city” (92). Matsuda replies, “I hardly remember what the city 
sounds like. This has been the extent of my world for the past few years. 
This house and this garden” (92). Although he used to overestimate 
himself, Matsuda’s modest words confess that he did not have enough 
foresight to see the consequences of his beliefs: that the New Japan 
Campaign’s contribution to society was merely marginal. Ishiguro states 
in an interview that the main concern of this novel is the characters’ 
“parochial perspective” that fails “to see beyond [their] own environment 
and to stand outside the actual values of [their] time” (Mason, 9). 
Ishiguro’s comment can be related to the affinity which he creates 
between his characters’ “parochial vision” and the enclosed garden, in 
contrast to the large expanse far away from their territory. The two old 
men reunite and renew their friendship, and it is just before Matsuda’s 
death that they look back at their lives in the garden of Matsuda’s house 
in both a nostalgic and a cheerful mood. Ono says:  

‘But then I for one never saw things too clearly. A narrow artist’s 
perspective, as you say. Why, even now, I find it hard to think of the world 
extending much beyond this city.’ 

 ‘These days,’ Matsuda said, ‘I find it hard to think of the world 
extending much beyond my garden. So perhaps you’re the one with the 
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wider perspective now, Ono’ (199). 

With his self-mocking remarks, Matsuda likens the realm of the garden 
again to the narrowness of his vision and laughs at himself, because, 
living in seclusion in the now empty world, he is much the same as Ono, 
whom he mocked in the early days.  

 Here, their words reveal that there is a change in Matsuda’s and Ono’s 
recognition of the notion of emptiness. In their younger days, emptiness 
was no more than a futile notion for them, not worth devoting themselves 
to, and thus Ono has been obsessed with escaping from its idleness and 
pursuing reality instead. It tormented him to admit that all of his past 
achievements turned into a useless effort and that he has wasted his 
time, and accordingly, Ono’s self-defensive narrative contradicts the real 
world. However, by realizing the narrowness of his perspective, Ono’s 
recognition has dramatically changed and he now accepts the idea of 
identifying his view and himself with emptiness. Regarding the aim of 
deep meditation in Zen practice –– namely to achieve a selfless state –– 
emptiness in Zen is ultimately a representation of no-self. Robert Moore 
explains that in the Mahayana school of Buddhism in India, “the notion 
of no-self” extends “to all phenomena with the conception of ‘emptiness’: 
not only is the self an illusion, so is every discrete phenomenon, and 
therefore, there are no real objects to become attached to in the first place 
and there is no real self to do the grasping” (704) and so the 
enlightenment in Zen means the realization of the true nature of 
emptiness. Through the course of his life, Ono’s recognition of emptiness 
manifests a transition from a hateful notion of futility to a conceptual 
space where he condenses his mind and devotes himself to meditation.  

 Significantly, although the old men apparently stand together in the 
same situation now, their points of view on life are different from each 
other. A family event separated their perspectives since Matsuda did not 
have a child. Noriko’s marriage meeting with the Saito family does not 
let Ono hide from reality for good: it is an opportunity for him to finally 
escape from his hesitation by announcing that his past propagandistic 
works deserve condemnation. At this point in the novel, the time has 
come for Ono to face up to his task of trying to secure his daughter’s 
happiness. On the day of the marriage meeting, Ono becomes wildly 
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obsessed with fear of the offended gaze of the Saito family and believes 
that they are going to persecute him. Since his nerves can no longer 
endure the situation, he finally admits his defeat by saying that all of his 
past contributions to society were a mistake. Ono’s act at the marriage 
meeting provides him with a chance to bring an end to his long hesitation 
and face up to the past.  

 Similar to the relationship of the enclosed emptiness and the outer 
reality that constructs the character’s viewpoint, the Zen garden does not 
just display the finitude of its space, but represents an infinite expanse 
at the same time. The garden with borrowed scenery (Shakkeishiki teien) 
does not conclude with its partitioned private space, and the interrelation 
between the exterior and interior of the garden signifies a confrontation 
of two heterogeneous, contradictory qualities. For example, the garden of 
Entsū-ji temple demonstrates a style which borrows and incorporates the 
surrounding grand landscape into the composition of a garden (fig. 1). The 
beauty of external nature, such as distant mountains or rivers, contrasts 
against the artificial beauty of the interior garden. In most gardens with 
borrowed views, a wall or a hedge is built between the two spaces. Allen 
Weiss writes:  

These walls are the imperfect, irregular elevation or background against 
which appear the perfect forms of the garden in its projection, the chaotic 
ground of the sublime intuition. Yet the walls do not function as pure 
enclosures, like the frames of Western paintings or the alleys of formal 
gardens, . . . [It is] a middle ground that articulates the foreground of the 
garden and the background of the environs (125).  

 Importantly, this barrier does not serve as pure obstacle or definitive 
limit but has a profound meaning in Zen gardens. Taro Okamoto, an 
acclaimed Japanese artist, emphatically states that the wall of borrowed 
view gardens reinforces a dynamic, dialectical juxtaposition of emptiness 
and reality with a great artistic quality: “[t]he medium creates a 
discontinuity between the garden and the scenery, though at the same 
time they interact organically beyond the obstacle” (191; my translation).4 
Okamoto continues: 

It does not simply maintain a continuous or a unitary balance but 
expresses a technique which combines nature and the artificial elements 
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together and simultaneously keeps them in an opposed condition. This is 
exactly the contrast of reality and emptiness. An intense tension stretches 
between the spaces, which works beyond mere discontinuity (191; my 
translation).5  

 The confrontation of emptiness and reality one sees in Zen gardens is 
analogous to Ono’s vision which draws a line between the two confronting 
worlds. Before Noriko’s marriage meeting, Ono has been making an 
alternative judgement on emptiness and reality. He was always destined 
to make choices between the two: the barrier he built between the two 
worlds made him stay in his comfort zone, and he shut out what was going 
on in the real world. After he has overcome his past at the marriage 
meeting, however, Ono has stopped turning his back to the current world 
of the young generation. His recognition of emptiness and reality has 
changed: the emptiness is no longer an exclusive space that hides him 
from reality, though it coexists and dynamically interacts with the real 
world beyond the barrier. Ono forgives himself for living in an empty 
world, and furthermore, he invites the real world into his viewpoint, in 
contrast with the gesture of Matsuda, who gives up seeing the vast space 
beyond his garden.  

3. The philosophy of dry gardens: The simultaneity of ‘Emptiness’ and ‘Reality’
predominating over space 

After Noriko has married, Ono visits the apartment which she lives in 
with her husband, though he cannot help but express his 
uncomfortableness about her modern living space. The newly-built 
apartment blocks are “unimaginable and constrictive” (Ishiguro, 156) to 
Ono who, by contrast, lives in an old extravagant mansion. This 
uncomfortable feeling arises from the doubts which are still rising in 
Ono’s mind about the too hasty state of Japan after the surrender, which 
sweeps away the old customs and senior employees from the companies 
by blindly following the way of the Americans. The features of Noriko’s 
too convenient and practical apartment seem to Ono to symbolize the 
rapidly Americanizing and modernizing Japan. However, at the dinner 
table in the apartment, he is told by Noriko’s husband Taro Saito that he 
has nothing to worry about concerning the future which Japan is 
approaching. Taro tells his father-in-law that the future is filled with 
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bright prospects and there is no need to doubt its validity. This leads the 
readers to anticipate the repetition of history by reminding them of young 
Ono and Matsuda, who likewise used to blindly believe in progress. 
Timothy Wright points out that the same discourse is used repeatedly 
throughout the novel: “the new Ono equally fails to recognize how 
embedded he is in a historical context, the extent to which his actions, 
and the actions of all those around him, are still complicit in structures 
of power” (78). This is partly true when seeing Ono’s life from a larger 
historical point of view. However, the novel does not hint at the possibility 
that Ono is destined to become a victim of history or the social system 
once again, since he does not get involved in the mainstream society and 
chooses to stay in his self-contained world. As if expressing his resolution, 
Ono chats with his grandson Ichiro that night:  

‘Is Oji staying the night?’ 

‘No, Oji’s going to his own house soon.’ 

‘Why can’t Oji stay here too?’ 

‘There’s not enough room here, Ichiro. Oji has a large house all to himself, 
remember’ (188). 

The place which Ono returns to alone is a grandiose Japanese-style 
house, slowly recovering from war damage, and his garden is also an 
empty world, as before. 

 The scenic composition of emptiness and reality applies not just to 
gardens but also to the images of ruined buildings which recur 
throughout the novel. From the earlier discussions, one should remember 
Moriyama’s villa and Ono’s mansion as ruins; moreover, they include the 
changed townscape of the entertainment district which Ono frequently 
visited in the old days. In 1913 when Ono was new to the city, the district 
used to consist of dilapidated small factories and warehouses. The area 
had temporarily flourished before the war with bars and restaurants, and 
then became a ruin once again due to being destroyed in the war. The 
district had thus experienced the same successive phases as Ono, from 
emptiness to fullness and falling into emptiness again after the war 
(Furukawa, 46). Although it now displays the atmosphere of a graveyard, 
the space invokes Ono’s memories at a bar named Migi-Hidari where he 
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used to spend the most glorious nights of his life. It is a place where he 
received a passionate celebration from his pupils and colleagues, after 
being presented with the Shigeta Foundation Award in 1938, which he 
recalls as the highest honour for a militaristic artist in those days. 
Looking at the last scene of the story set in 1950, the vacant lots of the 
pleasure district have been reconstructed and completely changed into 
new office buildings. The bar, Migi-Hidari, has been reborn as the front 
yard of several offices. Brian Shaffer writes that “the little that remains 
of the old pleasure district amid the new development resembles, like Ono 
himself, a refugee from a former world, ‘looking oddly incongruous in its 
new setting’” (47). Yet, Ono selflessly immerses himself in the space, 
although it does not fit into the busy world of today. Ono refers to a bench 
in the midst of the space which he sometimes comes to sit on and where 
he would “[remain] for a while, observing the activity around [him]” 
(Ishiguro, 205). He narrates:  

For whose benefit it has been placed there, I do not know, for I have never 
seen any of these busy people ever stopping to relax on it. But it is my 
fancy that the bench occupies a spot very close to where our old table in 
the Migi-Hidari would have been situated, and I have taken at times to 
sitting on it (205). 

 Although no one who works in the busy world pays any attention to 
the bench, it is a special seat in Ono’s empty world, and seems to be 
prepared for him. Ono enjoys the luxury of sitting on the bench at the 
very last moment of the novel. Silvia Tellini argues that “[t]he place 
where Ono used to spend pleasurable hours has now become an empty 
field, a passage alley, where new life struggles to be born; while he 
observes the trees from a bench, he understands they are not there for 
contemplation [by busy people]” (9). Ono notices the three young 
businessmen who spring out from a glass office building across the road 
and they apparently overlap with the three boys in the blueprint which 
Ono had once drawn in his militaristic propaganda poster, who are ready 
to fight for the country. Ono is simply awestruck by the young men full of 
optimistic energy, and their innocence revives the good old days in him. 
Watching from the bench, Ono entrusts the bright future of Japan to the 
three lively businessmen with dazzling white shirts and cheerful laughs, 
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and there is no more doubt in him, as in the young men. Tellini writes 
that observing the new generation “at a distance, their cheerful talk takes 
him back to the crowd that he used to meet at the Migi-Hidari in the past, 
and a thought suddenly comes to him: that that place had been the bridge 
between two contradictory worlds all along” (9). Considering that Ono 
satisfactorily retires to his empty world and the businessmen live in the 
ongoing reality, he and the young men are occupying different worlds, 
even though they exist in the same place. The opposing notions of 
emptiness and reality overlap and are condensed in the same space.  

 Again, the structure of Ono’s vision coincides with the principle of Zen 
gardens: a dry garden most clearly represents the notion of simultaneity 
in Zen. It presents the concept of emptiness and reality differently from 
the garden with borrowed scenery. The dry garden, which is famous at, 
for example, Ryoan-ji temple and Daisen-in in Daitokuji-temple, 
represents broad hills by arranging rocks and carpeting the ground with 
white gravel and sand in the form of streams (fig. 2). The highly abstract 
appearance of those gardens possesses an impressive aura and moves our 
poetic sentiments more than those that are actually filled with water. By 
emptying one’s self through the process of meditation, one achieves a 
particular sensibility of hearing the murmur of a dry brook or the roaring 
sounds of a dry cataract over the rock surface of the garden. The 
prevailing emptiness in the garden arouses an infinite expansion of our 
ontological viewpoint and calls us to see things beyond absence and to 
listen to sounds beyond silence. Seeing existence through nothingness 
thus reflects an idea of Zen concerning stillness being one with 
movement. Soetsu Yanagi writes about the philosophy of emptiness in a 
dry garden as follows: “[t]here is no wordy explanation. There must be 
the ‘speech without words’ of Zen. . . . In its placidity there must be 
movement; it lives in that no-man’s land where eloquence and silence are 
one. Without both it dies” (114). As Yanagi implies, in terms of Zen, the 
sets of binary notions are not easily reducible to the idea of dualism. 
While Zen rejects binary notions as a means of judging the world in an 
either/or situation, it persuades us to accept the dynamism of 
simultaneity. Reginald Horace Blyth defines Zen philosophy as 
ultimately an “at-the-same-time-ness” (10) and “the resolution of two 
intellectually incompatible facts” (211). He expresses the absoluteness 
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that is attained by a state of selflessness as follows: “[t]he Zen view, and 
the right one, is that beauty exists when and only when I am the picture. 
Though the picture is a bad one, or even a black canvas, there is still Zen, 
if and when I am the canvas, but beauty arises when the canvas has 
already suffered a sea-change, a universe-change” (16), which explains 
the attitude of appreciating emptiness and reality as one. Returning to 
the novel, the readers find Ono going through a Zen experience of 
appreciating the reality inside emptiness, as if he is facing the dry garden. 
Seating himself on the bench, Ono sees through the glorious and 
flourishing reality surrounding him: passionate speeches of patriotism, 
fervent applause from colleagues, and the sound of clattering tea utensils 
and Japanese wooden clogs (geta) which are not around anymore. Every 
time he sits on the bench, losing himself and concentrating on the space 
and time, the people’s voices of eulogy in the old times might be audible 
to him, now and forever. Sitting there connected with the space, he senses 
the blankness and fullness of life as one.  

4. ‘Remaining’ forever as an artist of the floating world

However a sense of self-assertiveness, which is intensified in Ono’s
narrative in the later part of the novel, gives readers an impression of
incongruity with the Zen view he has gained. After he has carried out his
duty at Noriko’s marriage meeting, Ono returns to a self-praising
narrative, claiming that “there is certainly a satisfaction and dignity to
be gained in coming to terms with the mistakes one has made in the
course of one’s life” (Ishiguro, 124-25) and reassures himself that he is an
impressive character. He thus regains his self-esteem by believing that
he has accomplished the honourable deed of admitting his failure, and he
feels himself ennobled by regarding himself again as a man of integrity.
Ono’s strong desire for life is contrasted with the self-negating gesture of
the influential people who committed suicide in order to apologize for
their responsibility in the wartime. It is also contrasted with the attitude
of Matsuda, who had become rather nihilistic due to his physical
feebleness. Accordingly, while Ono’s view is enlightened by the
detachedness of Zen, his narrative still reveals an attachment to his
pride. One reason for this is that he is just an artist, not a trained Zen
monk; the other is that it is a lesson Moriyama has taught him in the past
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that gradually echoes in Ono’s life. When Ono was working under 
Moriyama, he met Moriyama’s old friend, an elderly man named 
Gisaburo. Gisaburo often visited a pleasure house with Moriyama to 
enjoy drinking and entertainment with women. Their undisciplined way 
of living makes the young, aspiring painter concerned about consuming 
his life for no practical purpose. While Ono rejects their pleasure-seeking 
lifestyle as wasteful, Moriyama backs up his friend and teaches Ono that 
although Gisaburo is seemingly an unfortunate man who has lost all of 
his fame and talents, he still demonstrates the feats he used to perform 
in the old and brilliant days and immerses himself in the pleasure of the 
night.  

Those women [of the pleasure district] would tell him all the things he 
[Gisaburo] wanted to hear, and for the night anyway, he’d be able to 
believe them. Once the morning came, of course, he was too intelligent a 
man to go on believing such things. But Gisaburo didn’t value those nights 
any the less for that. . . . What people call the floating world, Ono, was a 
world Gisaburo knew how to value (149-50). 

According to Moriyama, a man of the floating world does not mean a man 
who just fancifully escapes into a world of pleasure as Ono has been 
presuming, but a man with a faith who immerses himself in a specific 
world in which he finds reality. It was too rash for young Ono to judge 
that the world Gisaburo valued as an amusing pastime for a sad, old man. 
Rather, it is a world which he can concentrate on wholeheartedly, no 
matter how meaningless it is from an objective point of view. 

 Indeed, the way of living which Moriyama promotes involves a desire 
for attachment and does not entirely reflect the idea of utter detachment 
in Zen. Although he urges Ono to embrace the fluctuating nature of the 
world, he suggests that his pupil should appreciate the glory of his life 
itself without doubt. Like Ono, Moriyama recounts that he had a doubt 
and a sense of guilt about immersing himself deeply in the beauty of the 
nocturnal world when he was younger. He remarks, “I suspect the reason 
I couldn’t celebrate the floating world was that I couldn’t bring myself to 
believe in its worth. . . . It’s hard to appreciate the beauty of a world when 
one doubts its very validity” (150). Hence, his doubts appeared in his 
paintings and he has been producing works which “are all fatally flawed” 
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(149) by trivial concerns. Regardless of Ono, who does not show
understanding of Moriyama, Moriyama self-reflexively repeats the idea
that one can perceive the reality of things on the first occasion when one
empties one’s mind and is selflessly incorporated with it. It might be a
meaningless thing when seen from the point of view of others who deny
its worth, or even by oneself when one cannot believe in its validity.
Nonetheless, it gains weight and value only when one comes to appreciate
it as it is –– and then it exposes itself as a reality. For Moriyama and
Gisaburo, it is a world in which they capture sensual beauty, whereas for
Ono and Matsuda, it is a world in which they devoted themselves to the
country during the wartime. Therefore, the notion of a man of the floating
world does not just refer to the lives of Moriyama and Gisaburo, which
Ono has despised, but becomes a living lesson to himself in an ironical
way. Mark Tiedemann suggests that Ono’s situation parallels that of
Gisaburo: “[a]s Ono sits on the bench in the end it is [as] if he is Gisaburo,
the morning after a night in the pleasure district, shorn of his hangover,
realizing that though the illusory night of his glory is gone, there was still
value in it” (83). From his masters, Ono learned to embrace his life itself
without doubt or hesitation, and he further enlarged this attitude in his
self-assertive narrative as a way to survive the unfortunate situation of
a catastrophic society. Appreciating the beauty of the world to which he
has devoted the best time in his life, he now lives as an artist of the
floating world.

 Before Matsuda’s death, Ono and Matsuda reassure each other that 
they are mutual witnesses who can praise each other’s efforts and the 
way they have fought with courage. After overcoming his friend’s death, 
Ono realizes his passion for life once more: he claims, full of pride, that 
“the likes of him and me, we have the satisfaction of knowing that 
whatever we did, we did at the time in the best of faith” (Ishiguro, 201-
02) and that there is no reason to die in the condition of having lost one’s
confidence. Perhaps, in the future, the time will come when the young
businessmen in the final scene find that their endeavor has become
worthless and condemned by the world. Yet, no matter what cataclysm
should occur, the novel conveys an aestheticism of being absorbed into a
moment of “real satisfaction” that one “at least acted on what [one]
believed and did [one’s] utmost” (204). Ono’s self-affirmation about his
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life does not let him choose death or fall into nihilistic defeatism but 
guides him to forgive himself, for he has lived the earlier days in the best 
of faith. It recalls the following words of Moriyama: 

‘But I’ve long since lost all such doubts, Ono,’ he [Moriyama] continued. 
‘When I am an old man, when I look back over my life and see I have 
devoted it to the task of capturing the unique beauty of the world, I believe 
I will be well satisfied. And no man will make me believe I’ve wasted my 
time’ (150-51). 

 Although Ono has continued to oppose his teacher, he was actually 
living out the most important lesson which Moriyama has taught him: he 
lives with a strong satisfaction at having exerted himself in the past, in 
all sincerity, even though he experiences an ultimate downfall. Ono 
smiles in satisfaction from the special seat of his empty world, watching 
the brightness of the real world: he now deserves to remain forever as an 
artist of the floating world.  

Conclusion 

This study has reassessed traditional perspectives found in earlier 
studies and reviews that metaphorically relate Ishiguro’s novels to 
Japanese Zen Buddhism by clarifying their relation to the concrete 
contexts of Zen gardens and their philosophical meanings. Earlier studies 
overlooked Ishiguro’s techniques of creating spaces that tellingly evoke 
Zen philosophy: the correlation of emptiness and reality which is 
fundamental to understanding the floating world. By examining the 
content of the novel through the dynamic pattern of emptiness and 
reality, my analysis has pointed to the way in which these notions acquire 
religious and philosophical meanings in the course of the characters’ lives 
in accordance with their discovery of the concepts of Zen.  

 It seems to be an irony embedded in the text that critics who are 
unfamiliar with Zen ideas express their doubts about the texture of the 
floating world displayed in the novel, describing it as slippery and 
unreliable. “[N]ever one place, nothing to lose, the floating world betrays 
its narrator, and it everywhere betrays ‘us’” (1072), Rebecca Walkowitz 
critiques. On the contrary, Moriyama’s teaching — that Ono should 
selflessly appreciate things without doubt — conquers Ono’s fear of being 
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betrayed by the unstable social values and arbitrary historical 
consciousness of the public. Moreover, it provides him with a place to live 
in the current world that eventually leads him to take a different path 
from the suicidal characters in Ishiguro’s fiction. What Ishiguro has 
actually depicted is not Buddha’s teachings of complete self-renunciation, 
but a man who does not follow these ideas in the end, still having the 
earthly joy of feeling pride in one’s self. 

 Things do not always display their fixed nature in the floating world. 
Nonetheless, the characterization of Ono and the philosophy of his life 
indicate that to accept one’s emptiness does not imply a pessimistic 
negation of self but unfolds as a generative relationship of the small 
individual with the vastness of the ever-changing world.  

NOTES 

1. See, for example, Bruce King (207). Rebecca Walkowitz (1053-
4) and Ayaka Nakajima (51, 54-5) juxtapose various
quotations from Western reviews at the time when An Artist
was first published, which exaggeratingly romanticize the
Japaneseness in Ishiguro’s writing style.

2. Leslie Forbes also writes, “his books are Zen gardens with no
flowery metaphors, no wild, untamed weeds threatening –– or
allowed –– to overrun the plot (n.p).”

3. Zen philosophy “has been influential in shaping Japanese art
and culture” (Cali, 9) through history, not only in gardens but
also in the art of the tea ceremony, temples and garden
architecture, sculpture, calligraphy, and paintings. Since we
can learn Zen through appreciating such Zen-inspired
artworks, the principle has been familiar to modern people and
has been passed down for centuries.

4. The original text is as follows:「庭と遠景とのあいだに一つの断

絶的な空間をおいた、しかもそれを乗り越えて有機的に対応し、

構成されている」(Okamoto, 191).
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5. The original text continues as follows:「それは庭つづきの一元

的な均衡をたもつのではなく、自然と反自然的要素とを対立のま

ま結合する技術です。それこそ、まえにふれた虚と実の対比、い

わば無を媒介とし、断絶を前提とした高次な緊張なのです」

(Okamoto, 191).
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FIGURES 

Figure. 1. A garden with borrowed scenery, at Entsū-ji Temple, located in Kyoto, 
Japan (“Karesansui garden,” 79). 
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Figure. 2. A dry garden at Daitokuji-temple, Daisen-in, located in Kyoto, Japan 
(“Karesansui garden,” 48). 
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Introduction 

Some of the most influential scholars of colonialism agree that unequal 
power structures within colonial discourses promoted a multifaceted, but 
ultimately false, binary between the coloniser and the colonised (or the 
‘subaltern’ [Spivak]). As Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin 
explain, these discourses were fabricated to control and dominate 
(culturally as well as politically) colonised populations, elaborating that 
“the binary logic of imperialism is a development of that tendency of 
Western thought in general to see the world in terms of binary 
oppositions that establish a relation of dominance” (19).  
 The study of what has since been classified the ‘postcolonial’ would, 
then, imply some form of evolution from these binary oppositions. This 
has proven difficult, however, as research has often replicated the 
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colonial power structures of the “self versus other” (Ochoa 221) mentality. 
For some, the term itself feels inherently binary, with the prefix (‘post’) 
indexing a temporal boundary which is exclusive of the stem (‘colonial’), 
yet chronologically vague, and for many others, inaccurate. Graham 
Huggan critiques the “semantic vagueness” (1) of the term ‘postcolonial’, 
arguing that its basic denotation is insufficient for assuming the complex 
and often conflicting identities of those whose work would traditionally 
fall within the bracket. Peggy Ochoa disregards the temporal aspect of 
the postcolonial altogether, suggesting that: 

If we are able to recognize the "post" of "postcolonialism" as not just 
moving beyond the historical conditions of coloniality, but also 
moving beyond the very structure of colonial thinking, we should be 
able to envision postcolonial writing as that space where new 
possibilities are presented for consideration (228).  

 This article takes up Ochoa’s call for a move “beyond the very 
structure of colonial thinking” (ibid.) by showcasing a different approach 
for deconstructing linguistic binaries in postcolonial texts written in the 
language of the former coloniser. 

L'Amour, la fantasia 

The main focus for this article is the work of Algerian author, translator 
and filmmaker Assia Djebar - specifically, her semi-autobiographical text 
L’Amour, la fantasia, first published in 1985. Oscillating between first 
and third person narrators, L’Amour, la fantasia introduces a composite 
of historical events, personal anecdotes, and informal interviews, that all 
contribute to the author’s autobiography. Ranging from letters detailing 
first-hand accounts of the 1830 French conquest of Algeria, to 
transcriptions of oral testimonies from women who reveal their pivotal 
roles during the War for Independence (1954-62), Djebar plays with 
historiography in order to create an autobiographical narrative that 
makes the reader question the linearity of identity. Within this, the text 
covers themes such as colonialism, feminism, and the construction of the 
‘self’, often showcasing multiple perspectives in a way that tackles and 
traverses colonial binaries. 
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 Published in 1985, L’Amour, la fantasia arrived after the original 
wave of postcolonial literature, where literary binaries (written-oral, 
coloniser-colonised, male-female, historiography-folklore, native tongue-
mother tongue…) could be easily identified and analysed. Indeed, 
discussions around some of these binaries can still be found in Djebar’s 
autobiographical writing, particularly those linked to the writing of her 
postcolonial autobiography in the language of the former coloniser. 
Researchers and interviewers often pay excessive attention to this 
‘paradox’, a phenomenon that Djebar herself confronted in 1999, in the 
‘Avant-propos’ (‘Foreword’) of Ces voix qui m’assiègent, assuring that 
questions along the lines of “pourquoi écrivez-vous en français?” (“why do 
you write in French?” [my translation]) are fundamentally posed “pour 
rappeler que vous venez d’ailleurs” (“as a reminder that you come from 
elsewhere” [my translation]) (Djebar, ‘Ces Voix’ 7):  

La francophonie a un territoire multiple certes; mouvant et 
complexe, certainement. Elle est en outre censée avoir un centre 
fixe, d'où parlent, écrivent et discutent des Français dits « de souche 
(ibid.)  

(Francophonie has a diverse territory, certainly; it is changing and 
complex, certainly. It is also supposed to have a fixed centre, from 
which the so-called 'native French' speak, write and discuss [my 
translation]). 

 In contrast, Djebar situates her writing as both “en marge” (ibid.) (“on 
the margins” [my translation]), and “en marche” (ibid.) (“on the move” 
[my translation]), actively transcending the mother tongue-foreign 
tongue binary of writing her postcolonial autobiography in the language 
of the former coloniser. For example, in the opening chapter, she 
describes the image of her father taking her to the colonial school as “un 
fez sur la tête, la silhouette haute et droite dans son costume européen” 
(11) (“a tall erect figure in a fez and European suit” [Translation by: Blair
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3 1 ), mimicking the combination of French and Algerian aspects of 
Djebar’s upbringing with her father’s dress.  
 Despite this early affirmation of a nuanced and somewhat liminal 
narrative perspective, it is possible to find striking examples in the 
secondary literature of L’Amour, la fantasia that still focus on literary 
binaries, or at least incorporate them into the researcher’s argument(s). 
Nancy von Rosk relates the male-female (or masculine-feminine) binary 
in the text to the linguistic binary of Arabic-French (or mother tongue-
foreign tongue), considering Arabic as the female opposition to the 
‘French’ patriarchy (and seemingly ignoring Berber). Monica Garoiu 
extends the importance of the male-female binary, referring to 
“l'opposition binaire du masculin et du féminin sur laquelle repose 
l'ouvrage tout entière” (12) ("the binary opposition of masculine and 
feminine on which the whole book is based” [my translation]), although it 
is worth noting that both von Rosk and Garoiu consider the potential 
hybridity that the text opens up.  
 Other critics infer that the binary oppositions in the text revolve 
around violence and/or confrontation. In the small section of his book 
Absolutely Postcolonial: Writing between the Singular and the Specific 
that is dedicated to L’Amour, la fantasia, Peter Hallward argues that the 
postcolonial perspective of Djebar’s autobiography creates binary 
oppositions that become “rivals within the field of interested, competitive 
alternatives” (332), as she “pits one gaze against another in a series of 
staged confrontations” (ibid.). In a similar line of argument, Beth Gale 
posits that the binary oppositions in the text, particularly those that she 
infers from Djebar’s writing of her postcolonial autobiography in the 
language of the former coloniser, represent “[les] paradoxes de 
l’autobiographie postcoloniale” (title) (“[The] Paradoxes of a Postcolonial 
Autobiography” [my translation]). Indeed, as the secondary literature 
would suggest, Djebar explicitly and emotively confronts questions of 
language in L’Amour, la fantasia. This article, however, argues that a 

1 From this point on, unless stated otherwise, all translations from the text are taken from 
Dorothy Blair’s 1993 translation Fantasia: an Algerian Cavalcade, and page numbers for the 
translated extracts are given in italics. 
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more fluid approach to language would help researchers and students 
alike to better grasp Djebar’s complex relationship with language.  
 Such an approach to L’Amour, la fantasia was hinted at by Rachel 
Rothendler, who views language in the text as a “temporal, physical and 
imagined space” (296), and concludes with the hypothesis that Djebar’s 
use of language allows “an opportunity for expression that need not be 
restricted to our constructed categories of French, English, Arabic, and so 
forth” (299-300). 

Mother Tongue Ideologies 

Rothendler’s concluding suggestion mirrors an approach to language that 
has been gaining ground in sociolinguistics since the early John Gumperz 
studies of the 1960s - evaluating and critiquing the supposed mother 
tongue ideologies that have become naturalised in European discourses 
of geographical borders and the nation state. As Kristine Horner and 
Jean-Jacques Weber elaborate: 

In combination with the one nation-one language ideology, the 
belief that speakers have one and only one ‘mother tongue’ leads 
to such generalizations as (for instance) ‘The mother tongue of the 
Luxembourgers is Luxembourgish’, with all Luxembourgers being 
(erroneously) perceived as having only one mother tongue, which is 
or should be Luxembourgish (23). 

 Deconstructing these mother tongue ideologies is particularly relevant 
to this article (and to postcolonial studies in general) as they have falsely 
informed beliefs about language ownership and ‘nativism’ in communities 
whose linguistic heritage is (at least in part) tied to European colonialism. 
Adrian Holliday, writing from an anglophone perspective with a focus on 
‘Global English’, explores the inherent “us-them” (6) (or native-foreign) 
binaries tied to this ideology of nativism, elaborating that this mentality 
undervalues the language practices of so-called non-native speakers, 
whilst simultaneously implying an inaccurate norm of standardised 
monolingualism.  
 Marilyn Martin-Jones, Adrian Blackledge and Angela Creese go 
further that Holliday by exposing the historical links between the 
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linguistic categorisations that make mother tongue ideologies possible 
and European colonial missions: 

The practices of standardizing, codifying and setting boundaries to 
languages were closely bound up with the development of 
discourses about states, nations and empire, and with the 
definition and discursive regulation of citizenship […] the practices 
of mapping, codifying and labelling languages were exported to 
other regions of the world by missionaries, colonial administrators 
and anthropologists (2). 

In this way, deconstructing mother tongue ideologies takes on a further 
importance in postcolonial studies - it can prompt researchers to distance 
their work from the frameworks established by the leading imperial 
powers. This is true of France perhaps more than anywhere else, where 
even regional languages of the metropole were suppressed under the ‘one 
nation, one language’ movement (Le Roy Ladurie), and the Alliance 
française [pour la propagation de la langue nationale dans les colonies et 
à l'étranger] [for the propagation of the national language in the colonies 
and abroad] became intent on using language as a way of anchoring long-
term influence abroad (Horne).  
 Unfortunately, these ideologies still exist in some circles of power 
(particularly in France), and the supposition that we are all born with one 
inherent, ‘native’ language has formed the basis of thinking and research 
in other countries, where it is even less applicable. In literary studies, 
this has materialised in the automatic incorporation of mother tongue 
ideologies to literary and linguistic analysis, hence the prevalence of 
questions such as “pourquoi écrivez-vous [dans la langue de l'ancien 
colonisateur]?” (Djebar, ‘Ces voix’ 7) (“why do you write [in the language 
of the former coloniser]?” [my translation]). This mentality not only 
reiterates any ‘us-them’ binaries between different speakers of a given 
language but enforces beliefs of language ownership in the former 
colonial power, despite the fact that there are more French speakers 
outside of France than within France itself.  
 However, as work in sociolinguistics began to incorporate movements 
in the social sciences (notably ‘social constructivism’), some scholars, 
particularly those writing in this century, have been interrogating the 
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supposed ontologies of language, highlighting the inaccuracy of concepts 
such as ‘mother tongue’ outside of official state documents and policies. 
In a similar line to Huggan’s questioning of the ‘postcolonial’, 
sociolinguist Ana Deumert examines the “semantic vagueness” of the 
term ‘mother tongue’, asking: 

Is your mother tongue the language(s) you learned first, the 
language(s) you know best or the language(s) you use most? Or 
does the concept of mother tongue transcend all these definitions 
based on origin, function and competence? (395). 

 Indeed, even this basic interrogation correlates with the complexities 
of Djebar’s own relationship with language; Berber was the language that 
she associated with her maternal heritage (Djebar, ‘Territoire des 
langues’ 74), whereas Arabic was the main language of her home 
(Mortimer 301). French, although the language that she learned 
chronologically last, was the language in which she was predominantly 
educated, and so became the language of her career, both academically 
and authorially (Djebar, ‘Territoire des langues’ 78). 
 Djebar’s biography provides an ideal example of multilingual 
language-in-practice, the like of which has led sociolinguists to develop 
different ways of thinking about language that reflect the global norm of 
multilingualism, and which allow researchers to transcend the 
Eurocentric entities of defined and prescribed ‘languages’ and mother 
tongue ideologies. This article follows an interdisciplinary approach, 
combining language analysis in L’Amour, la fantasia with the idea of a 
linguistic repertoire – an inherently individual combination of all the 
linguistic tools that any one speaker (or in this case, writer) has at their 
disposal. 
  The foundations for repertoire approaches to language were laid by 
Gumperz as early as 1964, who declared that: 

[The Linguistic repertoire] contains all the accepted ways of 
formulating messages. It provides the weapons of everyday 
communication. Speakers choose among this arsenal in 
accordance with the meanings they wish to convey (138). 
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Since then, various scholars have had an input into the evolution of the 
term, often focusing their research on individual language practices. 
Brigitta Busch (340) expands the linguistic repertoire to incorporate 
people’s “lived experience of language,” and Horner and Weber reiterate 
that linguistic repertoires are “biographically assembled” (118), shaped 
by an individual's experiences and perceptions of the world. This 
conceptualisation is significant in postcolonial studies as it goes beyond 
official state language policies (such as in somewhere like Benin, where 
French is the sole official language) to focus on how individuals use 
language in the real world. 
 To demonstrate this, the following quotation is Djebar’s own 
acknowledgement of linguistic diversity in Algeria in L’Amour, la 
fantasia:  

[Il y a] le dialecte de nos montagnes d’enfance. Les vocables de 
tendresse, les diminutifs spécifiques au parler de notre tribu 
d’origine - à mi-chemin du berbère des crêtes et de l’arabe de la 
cité proche (116).  

([There is] the local dialect of the mountains where we spent our 
childhood. The expressions of endearment, the diminutives 
particular to the speech of our tribe – half-way between the Berber 
language of the highlands and the Arabic of the nearby city” [80]).  

At this point in the text, Djebar associates languages with particular 
spaces (see also: Mortimer, and Salem), and recognises the interplay 
between various languages in her repertoire. Later in the text she adapts 
this to a somewhat playful explanation of the different roles of languages 
in her multilingual context:  

Nous [les jeunes filles] disposons de quatre langues pour exprimer 
notre désir, avant d’ahaner : le français pour l’écriture secrète, 
l’arabe pour nos soupirs vers Dieu étouffés, le libyco-berbère quand 
nous imaginons retrouver les plus anciennes de nos idoles mères. 
La quatrième langue, pour toutes… demeure celle du corps (254).  

(We [the young girls] have at our command four languages to 
express desire before all that is left for us is sighs and moans: 
French for secret missives; Arabic for our stifled aspirations towards 
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God-the-Father, God of the religions of the Book; Lybico-Berber 
which takes us back to the pagan idols – mother-gods – of pre-
Islamic Mecca. The fourth language, for all females… remains that 
of the body [180]). 

Djebar’s use of the verb “disposons” here is particularly powerful, perhaps 
even more so in Dorothy Blair’s translation “have at our command,” as it 
implies that Algerian women have control over their language practices, 
using different parts of their repertoire to navigate different settings. It 
is also interesting to note that Djebar uses this description of female 
multilingualism to introduce some of the key themes of the text: 
feminism, religion, and tradition, underlining the central role of language 
in the construction of her autobiography.  
 To frame this within the wider sociolinguistic context of post-
independence Algeria, this idea of language, space and role is also 
explored by Algerian historian Rabeh Sebaa, who elaborates: “Les rôles 
et les fonctions de chaque langue dans ce continuum ne sont ni définies 
ni données une fois pour toutes” (57) (“The roles and functions of each 
language in this continuum are neither defined nor given definitively” 
[my translation]). Sebaa’s use of the word “continuum” is particularly 
consonant with modern approaches to linguistic repertoire, as theorists 
seek to blur the boundaries between defined language entities and 
instead place them along a linguistic continuum, which, as Sebaa also 
suggests, is neither defined nor finite. 
 Indeed, as previously mentioned, Djebar’s own linguistic repertoire 
transcends the boundaries of mother tongue ideologies and combines all 
of her personal experiences with language, including the tensions and 
anxieties inflicted by the legacy and lasting effects of French colonialism. 
The remainder of this article uses the concept of a linguistic repertoire, 
as outlined earlier, to analyse and deconstruct linguistic binaries in 
L’Amour, la fantasia, before demonstrating the fluidity of language in the 
text by focusing on representations of Djebar’s own linguistic repertoire. 
In general, it invites an interdisciplinary approach to understanding 
language in postcolonial literature that can work to distance the 
researcher from European classifications of language(s).  
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Deconstructing Linguistic Binaries 

Amongst the most prominent and emotive consequences of linguistic 
binaries in the text are Djebar’s personal linguistic anxieties. 
Interestingly, Djebar’s anxieties in L’Amour, la fantasia are a reversal of 
what researchers of this century sometimes refer to as ‘foreign language 
anxiety’ (Oxford), or xenoglossophobia – she does not react to Eurocentric 
discourses around so-called ‘foreign’ accents and is not concerned about 
how French people will react to her use of ‘their’ language. Instead, 
Djebar’s linguistic anxieties stem from internal debates of language and 
identity, and from how her French-language education has alienated her 
from her contemporaries. However, just as notions regarding language 
ownership are being deconstructed by developments in sociolinguistics, 
linguistic binaries can also be delegitimised in postcolonial literature.  
 The first binary to interrogate is the supposed opposition between 
French and Arabic in Djebar’s autobiography. The story Djebar wants to 
tell, that of her own personal life interwoven with testimonies of Algerian 
history, is so intricately layered within the fabrics of French colonialism 
that one language cannot suffice to reach all corners of her 
autobiographical tapestry. Even though the dominant language of the 
narrative is French, Djebar makes the reader aware that she feels unable 
to express feelings of love in it:  

Cette impossibilité en amour, la mémoire de la conquête la 
renforça. Lorsque enfant, je fréquentais l’école, les mots français 
commençaient à peine à attaquer ce rempart. J’héritais de cette 
étanchéité ; dès mon adolescence, j’expérimentai une sorte 
d’aphasie amoureuse (183).  

(The impossibility of this love was reinforced by memory of the 
conquest. When, as a child, I went to school, the French words 
scarcely made any impact on this stronghold. I had inherited this 
imperviousness; from the time of my adolescence I experienced a 
kind of aphasia in matters of love [128]). 

 In this extract, Djebar discloses to the reader that the connotations of 
the French language remain too inherently entrenched in the colonial 
conquest of Algeria for her to be able to express or receive any words of 
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affection in it. This complex between love and war, or love and occupation, 
is introduced in the possible interpretations of the wordplay in the 
subtitle of the “Première Partie” (Part One): “La Prise de la Ville [Alger] 
ou L’amour s’écrit” (“The Capture of the city [Algiers] or Love Letters” 
[1]). In the original French, the potential homophonous reading 
(particularly when reading aloud) of the word “ou” (meaning ‘or’, with ‘où’, 
pronounced the same, meaning ‘where’) hints at the eroticisation of the 
colonised land by the French colonisers (‘The Capture of the City where 
Love Is Written’), with the passive reflexive construction “s’écrit” (“is 
written”) implying a non-consensual and unrequited defilement. 
Moreover, the conjunctive interpretation of ‘ou’ (meaning ‘or’ as opposed 
to the other common conjunction, ‘et’, meaning ‘and’) supposes a mutual 
exclusivity between love and war (‘The Capture of the City or Love Is 
Written’) that reiterates the “aphasie amoureuse” (183) (“aphasia in 
matters of love” [128]) that Djebar experiences in French. Later, in an 
interview with Lise Gauvin, Djebar elaborates on this metaphor, stating: 

Le français devenait un désert. Je ne pouvais pas dire le moindre 
mot de tendresse ou d’amour dans cette langue […] ce désert est 
investi des scènes de violence et de la guerre des ancêtres, de la 
chute des cavaliers qui sont tombés dans le combat. (Djebar, 
‘Territoire des langues’ 79). 

(French became a desert. I could not say a single word of 
tenderness or love in this language [...] this desert is invested with 
scenes of violence and the war of the ancestors, with the fall of the 
horsemen who fell in battle [my translation]).  

 Interestingly, this idea that Djebar cannot use French to talk about 
love appears somewhat paradoxical, considering the role of French in her 
“premières lettres d’amour” (86) (“first love-letters” [58]), where she 
explores the presumed freedom of writing romantically in French. 
However, by taking a more fluid approach to linguistic binaries in the 
text, it is possible to begin deconstructing the other so-called binaries that 
are explored here (modernity-tradition, male-female…): Djebar is telling 
the reader than even though she is fully aware of the sexually liberating 
potential of French, it is unattainable for her, as a (post)colonial subject, 
beyond the superficiality of sending secret letters to strangers. Soheila 
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Ghaussy approaches this so-called paradox from a similar point of view, 
claiming that the French language generates discourses of empowerment 
in Algeria, but equally raises questions with regard to how appropriate it 
is for the colonised. To elaborate on this, the binary opposition between 
French and Arabic cannot be applied here, as French is not for Djebar 
that which it would be for women in France of a similar age. To use a 
well-known example of a French feminist who also worked on 
autobiographical literature, Djebar’s autobiography is not French in the 
same way that Simone de Beauvoir’s would be, and hence her use of 
language cannot be confined to the ‘French’ side of any linguistic binary 
in L’Amour, la fantasia. 
 Similarly, Isis Butôt argues that the French language cannot tell some 
stories of Algerian history in L’Amour, la fantasia as it is a “direct 
reminder of the violence committed [by France]” (77). However, Djebar’s 
use of French in the Voix (Voice) chapters of the book allows the stories of 
local women, who had previously rebelled in silence, to be heard. Djebar 
acknowledges that: 

Écrire en langue étrangère, hors de l’oralité des deux langues de 
ma région natale – le berbère des montagnes du Dahra et l’arabe 
de ma ville -, écrire m’a ramenée aux cris des femmes sourdement 
révoltées de mon enfance, à ma seule origine (285).  

(Writing in a foreign language, not in either of the tongues of my 
native country – the Berber of the Dahra mountains or the Arabic of 
the town where I was born – writing has brought me to the crisis of 
the women silently rebelling in my youth, to my own true origins 
[204]).  

In other words, Djebar transcends the binaries of written language and 
oral tradition and uses this hybridity to her advantage, exploiting her 
own multilingualism to incorporate stories that have been historically 
silenced into her autobiography. This ‘power over language’ recalls the 
earlier section of the text where Djebar states that women in Algeria 
“disposons [de]” (254) (“have at [their] command” [180]) different 
languages, implying that language can be a means of resistance against 
colonial and patriarchal structures.  
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 That is not to say, however, that there is harmony within Djebar’s 
linguistic repertoire. In fact, there are many points in the text where she 
resents her French-language education for alienating her from her female 
contemporaries, subduing her in a culture that disregards Berber 
traditions and criticises Islamic values. In the chapter La Complainte 
d’Abraham (239-245) (The Ballad of Abraham [169-173]), Djebar recalls 
the religious rituals Algerian women were expected to observe at 
weddings and funerals. In a more personal and geographically specific 
extract, she explains a weekly ceremony at the tomb of her hometown’s 
patron saint, confessing: 

Sur ce seuil d’émotions criardes, je ne me sens pas saisie 
d’exaltation mystique ; de ces récriminations des fidèles voilées (…) 
je sentais l’âcreté des plaintes, l’air de victimes des chanteuses… 
Je les plains ou je les trouve étranges, ou effrayantes (240).  

(As the women launch into their shrill vociferations I do not feel any 
mystical exaltation; the recriminations of these veiled worshippers 
(…), the bitterness of their lamentations, make the singers appear 
to me as victims… I pity them or find them strange, or frightening 
[170]). 

Djebar feels she has been ‘westernised’ by language, alienating her from 
the traditions which she feels should form part of her autobiography, as 
a woman of that particular town. In this way, her education is 
represented as a form of linguistic colonialism, to which Mildred 
Mortimer infers “the day that Assia Djebar’s father escorted her to 
school… he set her on a bilingual, bicultural, indeed an ambiguous 
journey that freed her from the female enclosure but sent her into a form 
of exile away from the majority of her sisters” (302). 
 Indeed, the scene to which Mortimer refers is a pivotal moment in the 
text that instigates the framework of binaries within which Djebar 
negotiates her autobiography – the conflict of being an Algerian woman 
who has grown up within a francophone system. Throughout the text, she 
expresses feelings of anxiety around her language practices, be it the 
inherent ties between French and her country’s colonisation or the 
cultural alienation she feels because of her mastery of the language. 
Internally, she talks about her “cohabitation” with French, and alludes to 
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a motif of marriage and family life that is used to mould her relationship 
with language: 

Je cohabite avec la langue française: mes querelles, mes élans, 
mes soudains ou violents mutismes forment incidents d’une 
ordinaire vie de ménage. Si sciemment je provoque des éclats, c’est 
moins pour rompre la monotonie qui m’insupporte, que par 
conscience vague d’avoir fait trop tôt un mariage forcé, un peu 
comme les fillettes de ma ville « promises » dès l’enfance (297-8). 

 (I cohabit with the French language: I may quarrel with it, I may have 
bursts of affection, I may subside into sudden or angry silences – 
these are the normal occurrences in the life of any couple. If I 
deliberately provoke an outburst, it is less to break the unbearable 
monotony, than because I am vaguely aware of having been forced 
into a ‘marriage’ too young, rather like the little girls of my town who 
are ‘bespoke’ in their earliest childhood [213]). 

Indeed, the image here is that of a somewhat reluctant family setup, 
within which there is an obvious power-struggle between the two sides.2 
This metaphor is then extended when she refers to French as her “langue 
marâtre” (298) (“stepmother tongue” [my translation]): 

Le français m’est langue marâtre. Quelle est ma langue mère 
disparue, qui m’a abandonnée sur le trottoir et s’est enfuie ?... 
Langue mère idéalisée ou mal-aimée, livrée aux hérauts de foire ou 
aux seuls geôliers! (298).  

(French is my ‘stepmother’ tongue. Which is my long-lost mother 
tongue, that left me standing and disappeared?... Mother tongue, 
either idealised or unloved, neglected and left to fairground barkers 
and jailers! [214]). 

 This mother/stepmother analogy that Djebar adopts at various points 
in L’Amour, la fantasia to describe the relationship between Arabic and 
French in her linguistic repertoire embodies her internal quarrels with 
language. Indeed, it seems that her father is something of a catalyst in 

2  In France, ‘Cohabitation‘ can also refer to a system of divided government whereby the 
Président represents a different political party to the majority of the député(e)s. 
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this relationship, as it is his position as “instituteur à l’école française” 
(11) (“a teacher at the French primary school” [3]) that foreshadows
Djebar’s affiliation with French, and it is his chaperoning of her to the
colonial school that opens the text. Being Algerian himself, the “langue
marâtre” (“stepmother tongue”) analogy implies that French is the
language he ‘met’ later in life, the language that he supposedly ‘left’
Arabic for, to extend the matrimonial metaphor. Here, Djebar’s lexical
choices are interesting – she does not refer to French as her father’s
maîtresse (mistress), nor does she refer to a polygamous family set up,
with French as a co-épouse (co-spouse) – she maintains that French is her
“langue marâtre” (“stepmother tongue”). This not only implies a degree of
officiality to the relationship, but her specific word choice (‘marâtre’ as
opposed to ‘belle-mère’, both meaning ‘stepmother’) carries negative and
potentially pejorative connotations in the French language much as it
does in English, calling on references in fairy-tales and children’s stories
to la méchante marâtre (the wicked stepmother), illuminating the feelings
of victimization that Djebar feels as a result of her relationship with
French.

Although this conflict remains unsettled in the text, this power 
struggle between languages could be seen as a reflection of the so-called 
‘postcolonial world’ into which L’Amour, la fantasia was released in 1985 
– it is not surprising that Djebar debates the language of her
autobiography when her own relationship with language is the product
of a complex, abusive history. In other words, to confine the story that
Djebar wants to tell to the practicalities of mother tongue ideologies
would be inherently artificial. Instead, Djebar’s story transcends the
binary of French versus Arabic to mirror the cultural struggles of her
biography. In line with Adlai Murdoch’s assumption, neither French nor
Arabic would suffice to tell all of Djebar’s story – just as she herself is not
monolingual, her autobiography cannot be told in just one language.

Linguistic Repertoire 

With this in mind, the final part of this article attempts to piece together 
Djebar’s linguistic repertoire within her use of language in the text, 
exploring how her own appropriation of French combines all of her 
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linguistic capabilities to create a language that is instinctively her own. 
This hypothesis also takes into account Mark Sebba, Shahrzad 
Mahootian and Carla Jonsson’s work on multilingual discourses in 
written texts, inferring that multilingualism in literature is not 
essentially intended to be an exact replica of how an 
author/narrator/character would speak, but is instead reflective of the 
norm of multilingualism and symbolic of a particular perspective. As its 
springboard, this section uses Dominique Ranaivoson’s étude de l’œuvre 
(study guide [my translation]) for L’Amour, la fantasia, in which she lists 
examples of the so-called “situation linguistique” (22) (“linguistic 
situation” [my translation]) and “imaginaire des langues”  (78) 
(“imaginary of language” [my translation]), so as to “faire découvrir et 
étudier les œuvres des grands auteurs francophones du Sud” (“encourage 
the discovery and study of the works of the great francophone authors of 
the South” [my translation]), as outlined in the blurb. However, the close 
analysis of the extracts from L’Amour, la fantasia in this article 
highlights the limitations of such a deductive approach to language in the 
text, instead framing examples from Ranaivoson within a repertoire 
approach to language. 
 Djebar manipulates French lexicon and semantics in her 
autobiography, mixing French with other languages or applying 
(predominantly) Arabic definitions to French words. Ranaivoson explores 
this on a rather enumerative basis, categorising these linguistic tools as 
“le double lexique” (38) (“dual lexicon” [my translation]). Indeed, this term 
itself has semantic ties to binary thinking, assuming that there are just 
two linguistic codes at play in Djebar’s narrative. Moreover, this titling 
seems to ignore the etymology of the examples given by Ranaivoson, as 
some of the terms she categorises as “les mots arabes [qui] renvoient aux 
titres militaires ou administratifs” (39) (“Arabic words that refer to 
military or administrative titles” [my translation]) cannot easily be 
confined to the ‘Arabic’ side of a French-Arabic binary. For example, 
Ranaivoson (39) points out that Djebar uses the term “Agha” three times 
to refer to an army general or military officer, a word that is originally 
derived from Turkish (or Old Turkic). Likewise, she identifies Djebar’s 
use of “le bey” to refer to leaders of specific territories or districts, a word 
with similar origins in Old Turkic (39). This brief consideration of 
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linguistic etymology not only delegitimises the binary logic of the so-
called “double lexique,” but also correlates with developments in 
sociolinguistics, often incorporated into linguistic repertoire approaches, 
that seek to move beyond categorising ‘languages’ as bound, static 
entities.3 Indeed, Djebar’s incorporation of these supranational proper 
nouns (i.e., titles that can be found in more than one culture and 
language) in her autobiography may not be surprising on a purely lexical 
level, due to their recognisability in multiple (especially Islamic) cultures, 
and the difficulty in finding direct translations in other languages. 
However, along with Sebba, Mahootian and Jonsson’s conclusions, these 
multilingual discourses reflect a part of her identity that standardised, 
‘European’ French would struggle to accommodate.  
 This becomes more apparent in other lexical borrowings from Arabic 
that denote the local cultures and traditions amongst which the story is 
set. Again, Ranaivoson counts and lists such examples, including “le 
mufti hanéfite,” “le nay,” “la medina” and “la Casbah” (40), but overlooks 
the cultural significance of this beyond the possible comprehension 
difficulties. Whilst some of these words have become common neologisms 
in many European languages (“medina” and “Casbah” hardly need 
translations or footnotes in French nor in English), other examples, such 
as “le mufti hanéfite,” refer to famous figures in the Muslim world that 
may be unknown to some readers. Similarly, “nay” refers to a North 
African wind instrument made from reeds, similar to a flute, but Djebar’s 
lexical distinction reminds the reader of the setting of her autobiography. 
Whilst Ranaivoson’s method can be useful for comprehension purposes, 
the format of her étude (study) could be said to promulgate the linguistic 
binaries, listing examples of Arabic (or ‘non-French’) words that ‘litter’ 
the French in the text. A linguistic repertoire approach, on the other 
hand, moves beyond the “double lexique” (“dual lexicon” [my translation]) 

3 In fact, Arabic itself is a very fluid and diverse language, with a classical form, a modern 
standardised form, and various spoken varieties which are not always mutually intelligible. 
Moreover, it has borrowed considerably from other languages (including English and French in 
modern times), and has influenced the evolution of many European languages, particularly 
Spanish. 
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to consider Djebar’s multilingual narrative as a composite component of 
the story she wants to tell, and the identity she wants to depict. 
 Moving from lexicon into semantics, Rainaivoson extends her scope, 
noting that Djebar sometimes applies Arabic meanings to French words 
and expressions. For example, the nudity alluded to in the chapter La 
mariée nue de Mazouna (119-145) (The Naked Bride of Mazuna [83-101]) 
does not refer to nudity in the European sense of not wearing any clothes, 
but the Arabic sense of not having any jewellery on (Ranaivoson 42). To 
situate Ranaivoson’s point here within the context of the chapter, when 
retelling the tale of the ambushed wedding of the tribal chief’s daughter, 
Badra is reported as screaming “je suis nue!” (141) (“I am naked” [99]), 
but in the previous sentence, her figure had been described as 
“enveloppée de sa robe émeraude” (141) (“clothed [only] in her emerald 
gown” [99]). To incorporate Ranaivoson’s analysis into a repertoire 
approach, these examples of mixed lexicon and semantics reflect the 
socio-cultural context of Djebar’s autobiography – she uses her linguistic 
repertoire to index the various cultures that influence her life and 
identity.  
 This linguistic indexing also holds a more political dimension - Djebar 
employs the Algerian names for conflicts, translated into French, 
throughout the text. As Ranaivoson explains, “nommer les guerres 
revient aussi à afficher depuis quel camp on les regarde ou les célèbre” 
(43) (“naming wars is also a way of showing from which side they are
being viewed or celebrated” [my translation]), and Djebar makes it clear
in her use of language that she aligns herself with Algerian struggles. For
example, what is called ‘la conquête de l’Algérie’ (1830) (‘The Conquest of
Algeria’) in France is referred to as “la première guerre d’Algérie” (114)
(“the first Algerian War” [78]) in L’Amour, la fantasia. Similarly, ‘La
Guerre d’Algérie’ (‘The Algerian War’) is described, more appropriately,
as “la guerre qui aboutira à l'indépendance” (38) (“the war which was to
bring us independence” [23]). These linguistic cues allow Djebar to
reappropriate the language of the coloniser in order to position her
autobiography as a political opposition to French colonialism.

As a result of this linguistic reappropriation, the language Djebar uses 
in her autobiography becomes distinctively her own. To apply some 
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linguistic repertoire concepts to this appropriation, language in the text 
has been plucked from Djebar’s “biographically assembled” (Horner and 
Weber 118) repertoire, reflecting the individual nature of her use of 
language and implying its naturality. Indeed, unlike Ranaivoson in her 
étude de l’œuvre, Djebar offers few definitions of these lexical and 
semantic variations, supposing that they are a natural part of her 
language practices that are consonant with her autobiography.   
 There is, however, some amount of disagreement in the secondary 
literature of L’Amour, la fantasia with regard to appropriation. 
Rothendler argues that Djebar appropriates the voice of both the 
colonised and the coloniser to create a hybrid language that is 
instinctively her own. Blair goes further in the introduction to her 
English translation of the book, supposing that Djebar “colonises the 
language of the coloniser” (xviii). Ghaussy, on the other hand, disagrees 
semantically with the term ‘appropriation’, instead viewing language in 
the text as “a means by which we are made aware of the existence of 
Arabic” (460). Whilst Blair’s statement errs on the side of (post)colonial 
sympathies, supposing some equality in the power relation between the 
colonised and the coloniser in order for reciprocal appropriation to be 
possible, a linguistic repertoire approach to language exceeds Ghaussy’s 
analysis. In this sense, Djebar’s use of language does more than just 
“[make the reader] aware of the existence of Arabic” (Ghaussy 460) – she 
integrates other languages into her French in a way that is natural for 
her, associating the language of her autobiography with her complex, 
composite identity. The result of this is a narrative voice that 
incorporates and reflects the composite, rhizomatic nature of her 
autobiography. 

Conclusion 

As the analysis of extracts from the text in the previous two sections of 
this article has demonstrated, the concept of a linguistic repertoire can 
be applied to L’Amour, la fantasia in order to facilitate the deconstruction 
of linguistic binaries in a way that simultaneously gives space to the parts 
of Djebar’s identity that have been obscured by her personal experiences 
of colonialism. By moving away from the mother tongue ideologies that 
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associate predefined languages with nation states and empires, it is 
possible to read L’Amour, la fantasia with a much more fluid approach to 
language. In terms of the postcolonial, this represents a further effort to 
“move beyond the very structure of colonial thinking” (Ochoa 228), 
allowing researchers to distance postcolonial literature from the language 
of the coloniser in which it is written. That is not to say that a linguistic 
repertoire approach heals any colonial wounds or overcomes the historic 
struggle for language rights, but instead that it enables analysis within 
the liminal spaces in which postcolonial identities are often negotiated. 
 In many ways, this concluding remark mirrors the rhizomatic model 
of identity alluded to by Édouard Glissant, through which he explores the 
various roots that interact and contribute to what he calls ‘creolized’ 
identities. Although Glissant was working in a Caribbean context, he 
advocates for his approach to be considered elsewhere, where linear, 
atavistic cultures have been delegitimised by the interactions between 
different cultures. Djebar’s own autobiography, in which she details the 
long-term effects of being brought up in Algeria under a French colonial 
system, could easily be applied here. Indeed, it is no coincidence that the 
word “composite” has appeared five times in the main body of this article 
– Glissant positions culture composite (composite culture) as the creolised
opposition to culture ativique (atavistic culture), a conceptualisation that
dovetails with linguistic repertoire critiques of mother tongue ideologies
as showcased in this article. In a similar framework to how Djebar’s
linguistic repertoire was analysed in the final section, Glissant advocates
that researchers view identity not as a static and linear concept, but
instead consider “l’identité comme rhizome… non plus comme racine
unique mais comme racine allant à la rencontre d’autres racines” (23)
(“identity as a rhizome… no longer as a single root but as a root going in
search of other roots” [my translation]). Speaking of language specifically,
Glissant elaborates that “on ne peut plus écrire une langue de manière
monolingue” (112) (“one can no longer write a language in a monolingual
manner” [my translation]), expanding this to declare that “on ne peut
plus écrire son paysage ni décrire sa propre langue de manière
monolingue” (113) (“one can no longer write one’s landscape nor describe
one’s own language in a monolingual manner” [my translation]).
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 As a final intrigue, this article invites further study on linguistic 
repertoire approaches to language in postcolonial fiction, alongside 
Glissant’s rhizomatic model of identity, so as to enable and facilitate 
analysis that deconstructs European models of language, culture, and 
identity, whilst simultaneously delegitimising the colonial binaries these 
models have reinforced. Although this article has been tailored to a 
francophone context, further study could equally apply these concepts to 
anglophone or lusophone contexts in Africa, or to multilingual contexts in 
other parts of the world that might not necessarily have a colonial 
linguistic legacy.   
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Introduction 

It has been reported that many Saudis view Twitter as an “online 
parliament” (Alkarni 70), which shows that Twitter is not just a platform 
for socializing and sharing personal updates; it is a space where views on 
different political and social matters are discussed. In these Twitter 
discussions, it is natural, and certainly inevitable, for disagreements to 
occur. By investigating Saudis’ Twitter disagreements and (im)politeness 
in political and sociocultural trending hashtags from 2017-2018, 
disagreement strategies and types can be revealed. This paper is part of 
ongoing research that follows a triangulation methodology involving 
corpus analysis, online questionnaires and follow-up interviews. 
However, the specific focus for this paper is examining the types of 
disagreements found in the corpus of tweets and the linguistic strategies 
used by Saudis to express disagreement. It also looks at how these 
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strategies can be classified in terms of their (im)politeness. The analysis 
reveals that most Saudis’ Twitter disagreements in the corpus belong to 
the aggravated (i.e., strengthened) type, and 24% were linguistically 
unmarked, while 6.7% were mitigated (i.e., softened) disagreements. 
There are 11 disagreement strategies used by Saudis and the most 
commonly used in the corpus are act combination, verbal attack, 
explanation, verbal irony/sarcasm and counterclaim. 

Overview of Twitter use in Saudi Arabia 

New technology has offered societies great opportunities for self-
expression that traditional media cannot accommodate. In the Arab 
world, although both new and traditional media are censored to varying 
degrees across Arab countries, social media platforms are less controlled 
than traditional media. Twitter, in particular, has gained considerable 
recognition in the Gulf region, and specifically among Saudis, making 
Saudi Arabia one of Twitter’s biggest markets (Sreberny). Westall and 
McDowall report that in Saudi Arabia, Twitter is popular among young 
people between the ages of 18 to 24, followed closely by users in their late 
20s to early 40s. At least 55% of Saudis are Twitter users. They also state 
that Twitter usage is split roughly between Saudi men and women. The 
majority of users access Twitter via mobile phones (Sreberny). Alsaggaf 
and Simmons claim that the issue of filtering and regulation of online 
content might be the reason behind Saudis migrating to platforms that 
are more difficult to regulate, such as Twitter. 
 In Saudi Arabia, Twitter, more than any other social media platform, 
is the main public platform used by many members of the Saudi royal 
family, politicians, academics and clerics, among other influential 
individuals and groups. It is evident that Twitter hosts many world 
leaders, influencers and policymakers, both nationally, like King Salman 
(@KingSalman), and internationally (e.g., @JustinTrudeau). In addition, 
Twitter is also used in many online movements, like the campaign for 
women’s right to drive cars in 20131. In 2016, Twitter was the main 

1 Online campaigns advocating Saudi women to drive go back to at least 2008 when Wajeha 
Alhuwaider posted a video of herself driving a car in a rural road asking for a reconsideration of 
the driving ban on women. Another campaign took place in 2011, when Manal Alsharif set up a 
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platform used to organize a boycott against the Saudi Telecom Company 
(STC) as the public was furious at the company’s restriction on internet 
data or what is also called fair use. In 2018, Twitter was used effectively 
alongside traditional media to introduce the Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammad bin Salman’s 2030 vision reform plans, and – according to 
the France-based social media monitor Semiocast – there were around 
860,000 tweets produced by 46% of Saudis discussing the vision on 
Twitter (Westall and McDowall). These examples demonstrate that 
Twitter is certainly used for spreading awareness, sharing information, 
and having a public dialogue on social and political matters (Konnelly). 
Hence, it is indeed a rich source of naturally occurring data, and, more 
importantly, it is a place where many disagreements undoubtedly occur. 

Disagreement in (im)politeness research 

Early politeness theories, despite their epistemological differences, 
unanimously see politeness as a conflict avoidance strategy (Kasper 194). 
Eelen points out that this notion of conflict avoidance is evident in the 
work of Lakoff as well as others, but it has a more dominant presence in 
Brown and Levinson’s model. Based on this conflict-avoidance view of 
politeness, disagreement was mainly classified as impolite given its 
disruption to social harmony. To clarify, Leech in Principles of 
Pragmatics (1983), for instance, classifies politeness into four categories 
depending on the illocutionary speech act used in the situations. In this 
classification, disagreement, like reprimanding and threatening, belongs 
to the conflictive category of illocutions where the social goal (comity or 
equilibrium) conflicts with the illocutionary goal (disagreement). In this 
scenario, “politeness is out of the question, because conflictive illocutions 
are, by their nature, designed to cause offence” (105). This classification 

Facebook group, sharing a video of her driving the car and calling on women to drive. There was 
no mass movement but about 40 Saudi women across the country drove in the streets to support 
Alsharif’s call. In 2013, Twitter hashtags such as #Women2Drive were trending and Saudis were 
fiercely debating the matter. In the following years, the issue was frequently trending on Twitter 
using hashtags like #women_driving_cars, #I’ll_drive_I’ll _drive. Finally, in 2017 King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz issued a statement recognizing Saudis’ women right to drive, and declaring that 
licenses were set to be issued on June 2018. On Twitter, Saudis celebrated the lift of the ban 
through hashtags like #allowing_women_to_drive.      
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evidently shows that Leech considers politeness as a “strategic conflict 
avoidance” emphasizing the consideration of others (Watts, ‘Politeness’ 
50). Leech observes that “there is a tendency to exaggerate agreement 
with other people, and to mitigate disagreement by expressing regret, 
partial agreement etc.;” hence, he noticed the need for a Maxim of 
Agreement (138). 
 Almost two decades later, Leech still maintains that disagreement is 
dispreferred; he explains that in cases where a speaker has to disagree, 
this disagreement is unlikely to occur without mitigation devices such as 
indirectness and hedging. Thus, he considers the use of mitigation 
devices with disagreement as a sign of the unfavourableness of 
disagreement. In a similar tone, Thomas states that people tend to be 
more direct in expressing agreement and indirect when expressing 
disagreement; she describes direct disagreement as a failure or perhaps 
a refusal to consider others. However, she emphasizes the vital role of the 
nature of the situation and the relationship between interlocutors when 
analysing disagreement. Similarly, Brown and Levinson see 
disagreement as an inherently face-threatening act (FTA) because it 
negatively affects and weakens solidarity among interlocutors. In their 
model, disagreement belongs to those FTAs that threaten the addressee’s 
positive face-wants,2 showing that the speaker is not considering or 
ignoring the addressee’s feelings, wants, etc. (Brown and Levinson). 
 This view of disagreement has been challenged by several scholars 
(e.g., Angouri and Locher; Kakavá, ‘Negotiation of Disagreement’; 
Georgakopoulou; Schiffrin; Tannen and Kakavá; Sifianou, ‘Politeness 
Phenomena’). These studies show that disagreement does not have to be 
always perceived negatively and it does not necessarily cause conflicts, 

2 The notion of face is one of the central, yet most debatable, concepts in (im)politeness research. 
The notion of face was introduced into social theory by Goffman who defines face as “the positive 
social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during 
a particular contact. Face is an image of self, delineated in terms of approved social 
attributes…”(5). Building on this definition, Brown and Levinson describe face as that which 
‘consists of two specific kinds of desires (“face wants”) attributed by interactants to one another: 
the desire to be unimpeded in one’s actions (negative face), and the desire (in some respects) 
to be approved of (positive face) (13). 
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on the contrary, it can strengthen relationships and signal intimacy. In 
the postmodern or discursive approaches of (im)politeness (e.g. Locher 
and Watts; Watts, ‘Power in Family’), which were generally developed as 
remedies for the shortcomings of the traditional approaches, politeness 
and impoliteness are not treated as polar opposites. It is argued that the 
two concepts operate differently, and that politeness should not be always 
marked as positive and impoliteness as negative. Overall, (im)politeness 
here is seen as a situated evaluation; hence, it is difficult to decide a priori 
whether a disagreement is polite or impolite (Sifianou, ‘Conflict’). In fact, 
a number of studies have demonstrated that the expression and 
evaluation of disagreements are influenced by different factors related to 
context, culture, medium, etc. (e.g., Angouri and Tseliga; Baym; Graham; 
Habib; Netz; Shum and Lee).  

Disagreement research in DMC 

When scrutinizing the extensive literature on disagreement, it appears 
that disagreement has been approached from different angles. For 
example, disagreement has been studied in the areas of conversation 
analysis (CA) (e.g., Pearson; Pomerantz), social-psychological pragmatics 
(e.g., Muntigl and Turnbull), speech act theory (e.g., Sornig), early 
politeness theories (e.g., Brown and Levinson; Leech), postmodern 
politeness theories (e.g., Locher, ‘Power and Politeness’), second language 
learning (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig and Salsbury), and digitally-mediated 
communication (DMC) (e.g., Baym; Bou-Franch and Blitvich; Harb). In a 
more general sense, disagreement studies can be divided into two broad 
categories: studies that examine disagreement in offline communication 
(e.g., Kakavá, ‘Opposition’; Netz; Pomerantz; Rees-Miller; Sornig) and 
studies that look at disagreement in online communication (e.g., Angouri 
and Tseliga; Baym; Georgakopoulou; Graham; Harb; Langlotz and 
Locher; Shum and Lee). The focus here is placed only on the latter 
category, particularly studies that examine the intersection between 
disagreements and (im)politeness in DMC. The literature reveals that 
the majority of the earliest studies on disagreement and politeness online 
were based on the classical politeness models, especially the politeness 
model proposed by Brown and Levinson as found in (Georgakopoulou); 
therefore, these studies will not be covered in this paper. Moreover, (and 
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in attempt to narrow the discussion) I will focus on covering studies that 
draw on the relational work model proposed by Locher and Watts in their 
analysis of online disagreements. 
 The expression as well as the evaluation of online disagreements were 
reported to be influenced by some key technical and social factors (e.g. 
Angouri and Tseliga; Bolander). Among the technical factors identified in 
previous studies are the features or the nature of the medium itself, the 
level of anonymity, the lack of social context cues, and synchronicity. On 
the other hand, some of the social factors that were found to be significant 
are participant relationships, topics, participation framework, and frame 
and culture. In her examination of disagreement and (im)politeness in e-
mail messages sent to a ChurchList, Graham stated that the participants 
form what is known as a community of practice (CoP) (e.g. Eckert and 
McConnell-Ginet; Lave and Wenger), in which participation is governed 
in many ways by expectations for the behaviour of the members who 
affiliate with the Anglican Church. Disagreements which led to 
conflictive exchanges were caused by differing expectations and 
interpretations of (im)politeness norms in the group. These 
disagreements were valuable because they generated active negations of 
these (im)politeness norms, thus giving the members a chance to 
renegotiate the identity of the group. Graham concluded that 
disagreements were influenced not only by the medium but also by the 
power relation within the group alongside the relational history (i.e., 
prior communications among the members). Similarly, Angouri and 
Tseliga investigated disagreements and (im)politeness in two online fora, 
each representing a different CoP (Greek students and professional 
academics). They specifically focused on unmitigated (i.e., strong) 
disagreements and how impoliteness is lexicalized, especially through 
punctuation and unconventional spelling. They noted that emotions in 
disagreements can be accentuated through punctuation and 
unconventional spelling due to the absence of paralinguistic cues in 
online communication (see Langlotz and Locher looking at ways to index 
emotional stance in disagreements). Overall, their findings revealed that 
interactants tend to hold different judgments of what is considered a 
marked behaviour. They concluded that impoliteness is not only 
embedded in the strategies used by interactants, but also the social 
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context—including the norms of the group, the topic and purpose of the 
communication, the relationship between the participants, and the 
dynamic group identities.  
 In line with the above studies, Bolander investigated disagreements 
and agreements in personal blogs with special attention to the effects of 
participation framework and message formatting in blogs. She looked at 
how the responsiveness of disagreements and agreements is 
constructed—that is, how interactants signal the target(s) or indicate to 
whom the response is directed. Bolander found that in the absence of 
built-in technical affordances, interactants make use of various 
referencing strategies—some explicit and some less explicit—such as 
quoting, naming, order and participant roles, and format tying. The 
selection of one of these strategies seems to be influenced by the 
participation framework in blogs and the existing and emerging 
participant roles. She also found that most comments were readers’ 
responses directed to the blogger. Likewise, and drawing on the work of 
Muntigl and Turnbull on the interactional order of disagreement, 
Langlotz and Locher analysed the participation framework in the online 
commentary section of the MailOnline. They found that the majority of 
the comments in their corpus were directed to the main character 
mentioned in the news article or an issue in the article. The identification 
and signalling of the disagreement target(s), especially on Twitter, is 
further discussed in preparation and coding of the corpus.  
 Other studies were more focused on examining the different types and 
strategies of online disagreements and how these disagreements were 
evaluated in terms of (im)politeness and (in)appropriateness. For 
instance, Shum and Lee investigated disagreements among Hong Kong 
communicators in two fora, and Harb looked at disagreements among 
Arabs on Facebook. Both studies reported that 10 to 11 disagreement 
strategies were used, and they found that the majority of these strategies 
expressed unmarked disagreements which were generally evaluated as 
politic. Shum and Lee used questionnaires and follow-up interviews to 
assess the participants’ perceptions of the identified disagreements. They 
noted that although the majority of disagreements were direct and 
unmitigated, they were generally perceived by the participants as politic 
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or appropriate since they are not negatively marked. Harb, on the other 
hand, examined the influence of topic and gender on the expression and 
evaluation of disagreements among Arabs and found that the two social 
factors are influential. Generally, it seems that the findings of these two 
studies support the claims that disagreement is not always a face-
threatening act (FTA) and that the production and perception of online 
disagreements are affected by different factors. Therefore, to achieve 
grounded understanding of online disagreements, the analysis should 
take into consideration the impact of both social and technical factors.  

Significance of the study 

Graham and Hardaker highlighted that, despite the prominent role 
Twitter plays on political and social levels, pragmatic research into 
Twitter remains thin compared to other digitally mediated 
communication (DMC) contexts, such as e-mails and blogs. Moreover, 
existing literature on Arabic speech acts and (im)politeness has given 
little attention to cultural-linguistic behaviours in DMC. Arabic studies 
on disagreement and (im)politeness are scarce, especially in Saudi 
Arabia, compared to other speech acts such as requests, apologies, 
compliments, and invitations. The literature of Arabic speech acts and 
(im)politeness has largely been focused on cross-cultural investigations 
(e.g., Almusallam; Alzumor; Bataineh and Bataineh; Nelson et al.; 
Nureddeen; Tawalbeh and Aloqaily). Also, the speech act of disagreement 
has not been extensively addressed; to my knowledge, there are very few 
recent studies on Arabic disagreement. For instance, Harb’s study 
investigates Arabic disagreements on Facebook, through which he 
stresses the need for further research on disagreement in Arabic, 
especially in online communication. The second study, conducted by 
Alkheder and Alabed-Alhaq, looks at disagreement strategies in 
Jordanian Arabic through investigating the data collected from 
university students using discourse completion task (DCT). Thus, this 
study seeks to address this lack of research on Arabic disagreement and 
(im)politeness, especially in Twitter communication among Saudis. In 
addition, there seems to be a general assumption that Saudis on Twitter 
are more aggressive in their disagreements. Alghathami points out in his 
book, Twitter Culture, that one of the apparent practices among Saudi 
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Twitter users when disagreeing is severe verbal exchange without 
consideration or discretion—this practice is commonly known as  قصف 

 .qasˤf a:lӡabha/, literally translated as shooting the forehead/   الجبھة
Therefore, the present study further investigates this assumption about 
the pervasiveness of unmitigated disagreements among Saudi Twitter 
users. 
 Finally, since this paper is part of an ongoing research, it only aims to 
answer two of the research questions through investigating the compiled 
Twitter corpus for this study: 

1. What are the strategies and types of disagreement used by
Saudis in Twitter communication?

2. What is the dominant type of disagreement in Twitter
communication among Saudis discussing political and
sociocultural topics?

Theoretical framework 

Definition of Twitter Disagreement  

Building on how disagreement was defined in previous studies and 
taking the nature of Twitter communication into consideration, I define 
Twitter disagreement as a post expressing a (written) incompatible or 
different position to the one expressed in the main tweet or a prior reply 
in the thread of replies. It could target all or some aspects of the main 
post or a prior reply. Hence, the connection between the disagreement 
and the targeted post should be explicit and direct through the use of 
replying to @username or mentioning by @username. Based on this, the 
identification of disagreement on Twitter is focused on directly expressed 
written disagreement to the exclusion of disagreement expressed by 
images, videos, or GIFs. The reasons behind this decision: (1) even though 
the internet has enriched people’s means of communication, text-based 
communication remains the most popular in DMC (Herring); (2) for a 
proper classification of online disagreement, disagreement has to be 
stated explicitly and directly (Baym; Bolander). Baym reports that 
quotations with reference or reference to others’ talk were used with 
every instance of disagreement in her corpus of posts taken from a 
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newsgroup called rec.arts.tv.soaps (r.a.t.s). These two strategies are used 
to establish an explicit connection to the prior message. However, on 
Twitter the primary reference strategies used to link the disagreement 
with the prior message are usually shown in the use of the reply option, 
which then marks the top of the tweet with replying to @username, or the 
use of the mention function, which appears as @username and can be 
found either at the beginning or the end of the tweet, as well as 
sometimes in the middle.3 
 Twitter communication is highly intertextual and multimodal; 
therefore, when examining disagreement, it is essential to identify who 
is the target of the disagreement (i.e., to whom the disagreement is 
directed). This necessitates looking at the nature of the structural order 
of disagreement on Twitter. One of the first studies that looked at the 
structural order of disagreement was that of Muntigl and Turnbull. They 
looked at both the structure and the strategies of conversational 
disagreements—termed ‘arguing exchanges’ (227)—as an interactional 
activity which was proposed from the social-psychological pragmatics 
point of view. The structure of disagreements they proposed is presented 
in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Conversational order of disagreement derived from  Muntigl and Turnbull 
(1998). 

 Although Muntigl and Turnbull’s account of the conversational turns 
of disagreement was based on dyadic face-to-face data, it can be adopted 
to analyse online disagreement taking into consideration the unique 
characteristics of online interactional order on a specific platform. 

3 Disagreement on Twitter can also be linked to other tweets through the use of the quoting 
function; however, these quoted tweets do not show up in the thread of replies as they are 
treated as retweets with comments, which is different from replying.  
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Langlotz and Locher describe Muntigl and Turnbull’s tripartite turn-
structure of disagreement as a sophisticated and helpful basis for 
systemising the discursive structure of disagreement; however, it 
requires careful adjustments when applied to online disagreement. They 
used Muntigl and Turnbull’s framework of disagreement to examine 
disagreements and emotional stance in the commentary section of the 
MailOnline. The model was also used in other studies of online 
disagreement, such as those of Shum and Lee on forum discussions and 
Harb on Facebook, both of which noted that online disagreements occur 
mostly in two turns and rarely in three turns. This also seems to be the 
case in this study, as the majority of Twitter disagreements found in the 
corpus occurred in T2 and very few in T3. More details are provided in 
the discussion of Figure 5.  
 In this study, the above model was helpful with the referencing 
between the disagreement and its target(s) on Twitter. However, the 
model was slightly altered to fit the nature of communication on Twitter. 
The 12 main tweets4 collected from the 6 trending hashtags were coded 
as T1 as they occupied the first conversational turn. The replies to the 
main tweet were coded as T2, T3, etc. depending on the conversational 
turns these replies occupied within the main thread of replies. For 
instance, if the reply in T2 generated a sub-thread of the replies, then 
this reply was labelled as T1/2 because in terms of its relation to the main 
tweet it occupied the second turn, whereas it occupied the first turn for 
the replies in the sub-thread. 

Disagreement taxonomy  

The literature offers different taxonomies for classifying disagreement 
strategies. Although these taxonomies share some similarities, they still 
lack uniformity, thus making comparing frequencies very challenging 
(Netz). The taxonomies consulted in the study are those found in the work 
of (Alkheder and Alabed-Alhaq; Harb; Rees-Miller; Shum and Lee). These 
taxonomies were chosen for the clear classification of the types of 

4 Can be described as a parent tweet as it generates all the replies in the thread of tweets. This 
tweet is also referred to as the ‘triggering event’ (Bousfield 203). 
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disagreements as in Rees-Miller’s taxonomy; the application of the 
taxonomy on disagreement and (im)politeness in online communication, 
as in (Harb; Shum and Lee); and the description of disagreement 
strategies in Arabic (as in Alkheder and Alabed-Alhaq; Harb).  
 In the present study, it should be noted that taxonomies of 
disagreements alone would not have been sufficient to provide a clear 
account of Saudis’ Twitter disagreements unless theories of 
(im)politeness were taken into consideration. Therefore, the next 
subsection gives more insight into Watts and Locher’s relational work 
model as well as Culpeper’s impoliteness model, which were used to 
account for the (im)politeness aspect of online disagreements on Twitter. 

The relational work model 

The current research follows the discursive approaches to (im)politeness. 
In particular, it takes the relational work model (Locher and Watts; 
Watts, ‘Politeness’) as the main theoretical framework to analyse the 
data. Generally speaking, the discursive approaches are focused on 
(im)politeness in context from a social perspective. These approaches are 
more concerned with the contextual analysis of interactants’ perceptions 
and how interactants reach specific evaluative decisions of whether a 
certain behaviour is polite, impolite, etc. Among the different discursive 
approaches, the relational work model was chosen because of its detailed 
categorization of communicative behaviours in terms of 
(im)politeness/(in)appropriateness as explained below. Furthermore, the 
relational work model has been used effectively to analyse disagreement 
and (im)politeness on Facebook (Harb) and forum communication (Shum 
and Lee), but not on Twitter. Therefore, I believe testing the model on 
Twitter can contribute to the discursive movement, which appears to 
need more empirical research given its relative newness.  
 Watts offers a diagram that fully maps the whole spectrum of 
relational work (see Figure 2). In this perspective, the relational work 
embraces the notion of markedness, focusing on whether behaviours in 
an interaction are marked or not. Markedness here is associated with the 
notion of appropriateness, and it implies that there are some shared 
social or cultural norms against which behaviours are judged (Locher, 
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‘Power’ 85-86). Behaviours can be unmarked or marked either positively 
or negatively. Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that the 
distinction between markedness and unmarkedness is not rigid; it allows 
for individualistic variation in perceptions and understandings of norms, 
hence the different evaluations of (im)politeness. In fact, the boundaries 
between all the categories in the relational work spectrum are somewhat 
fuzzy—the dotted lines between the categories represent the negotiable 
discursive nature of assessments within the relational work (Locher and 
Watts 12; Locher, ‘Polite Behavior’ 256-58). 

Figure 2. Relational work model by © Watts (xliii). 

 In the present analysis of disagreements, I adopted Rees-Miller’s 
classification of disagreement types: (a) mitigated disagreement, which 
she refers to as softened disagreement; (b) unmitigated disagreement, 
referred to as not softened or strengthened disagreement; and (c) 
aggravated disagreement. I then attempted to specify the correlation 
between these three types and the relational work model. As displayed in 
Table 2 below, aggravated disagreement (column 1) is negatively marked. 
Disagreement strategies in this category involve the use of aggravation 
devices such as degrading remarks and calling others names, which are 
classified as impoliteness strategies (Bousfield; Culpeper, ‘Towards an 
Anatomy of Impoliteness’). Aggravation is defined as both linguistic and 
non-linguistic devices used to intensify and amplify the negative effects 
of disagreement. Impoliteness strategies, especially aggravators, are 
described as “communicative strategies designed to attack face, and 
thereby cause social conflict and disharmony” (Culpeper et al. 1546). On 
the other hand, the mitigated disagreement (column 3) is positively 
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marked. It contains disagreement that makes use of mitigation devices 
such as token agreement and hedging (Kreutel). Mitigation is usually 
employed to soften an utterance, thus reducing its potential negative 
effects on face (Czerwionka). Nonetheless, it is important to note that in 
some contexts mitigated disagreement may not be perceived as polite as 
shown in column 4 in Table 1. Lastly, unmitigated disagreement (column 
2) contains unmarked disagreement strategies that are neither
aggravated nor mitigated.

Table 1. Theoretical framework 
Aggravated 

disagreement 
Unmitigated 

disagreement 
Mitigated 

disagreement 
(Sarcastically) 

mitigated 
disagreement 

negatively 
marked 

unmarked positively 
marked 

negatively 
marked 

Second-
order terms 
which are 
unlikely to 
appear in a 
lay person’s 
judgments 

non-politic politic politic non-politic 

Some 
possible 

first-order 
assessment 

impolite polite polite impolite 

inappropriate appropriate appropriate inappropriate 
rude rude 

In addition to the above, the examination of impoliteness in this study is 
generally based on the impoliteness model proposed in (Bousfield), which 
is a revised version of Culpeper’s model. The model can be simply 
paraphrased as follows:  

1. On-record impoliteness: (a) an explicit and unambiguous
attack/aggravation to one’s interlocutor’s face that (b) denies
the interlocutor’s face wants, needs, etc., and (c) constructs the
interlocutor’s face in a conflictive and inharmonious way.

2. Off-record impoliteness: an indirect way of attacking or
aggravating an interlocutor’s face conveyed through an
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implicature (Grice) that can be cancelled, denied, etc. This 
class of impoliteness contains two sub-classes:   

a. Sarcasm or mock politeness: the use of strategies
that seem appropriate on the surface but are taken to mean 
the opposite; this is seen in disagreements which are 
sarcastically mitigated in column 4 in Table 1. 

b. Withhold politeness: in contexts where politeness
would be accepted or mandatory, withholding it is seen as off-
record impoliteness. 

Methodology  

Building a corpus of tweets 

To answer the two research questions, an investigation of a Twitter 
corpus was carried out. The corpus of tweets collected for this study 
consisted of 12 engaging5 main tweets extracted from 6 hashtags that 
were trending in 2017 and 2018 in Saudi Arabia.  Every main tweet had 
at least 50 replies (i.e., responsive posts), thus giving a total of 1556 posts, 
as shown in Table 2 below. The 6 trending hashtags were identified based 
on reports in local news accounts on Twitter, such as (@SaudiNews50, 
@sabqorgand, and @HashKSA), and were based on my observations as a 
Twitter user. The hashtags chosen fall within political (POL) and 
sociocultural (SOC) categories as these topics are more likely to provoke 
disagreement given the major political and social changes the country 
has been undergoing. Noman et al. (38) noted that Twitter is serving 
different groups within Saudi society by allowing them to express their 
views regarding many political and social issues.  
 Another category that is intertwined with the selected categories is 
religion (R); however, in the current study, exclusively religious topics 
were not selected for the following reasons. Chiefly, religion (usually 
Islam) is very integrated into the lives of Saudis; hence, it is difficult to 
separate it from other elements of life, such as politics or education. 
Therefore, the categories POL and SOC are in fact not entirely religion-

5 Khan states that engagement can be seen as an individual's interaction with a post, and it has 
two forms: active (participation) and passive (consumption). 
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free. Furthermore, religion as a topic is not limited to Saudi Arabia, and 
hence it would be more challenging to control the data as the primary 
interest was in tweets posted by Saudis.  

Table 2. List of hashtags and number of replies for each main tweet 
CATE
GORY 

HASHT
AG 
CODE 

HASHTAG NO. 
OF 
REPL
IES 

SHARED 
MEDIA IN 
MAIN 
TWEET 

SOC SH1.1 #alsihaimi_ 
calls_for_closing_mosq
ues 

118 a short video 

SH1.2 #alsihaimi_ 
calls_for_closing_mosq
ues 

149 a short video 

SH2.1 #hijaz_identity 96 - 
SH2.2 #hijaz_identity 216 a short video 
SH3.1 #women_driving 219 -
SH3.2 #women_driving 116 a short video 

POL PH1.1 #the_king_fights_corru
ption 

85 - 

PH1.2 #the_king_fights_corru
ption 

97 a short video 

PH2.1 #royal_decrees  60 photo 
PH2.2 #royal_decrees  202 -
PH3.1 #gulf_crisis 128 -
PH3.2 #gulf_crisis 70 a short video 

TOTA
L 

12 1556 

*Table a.1. In the appendix provides a description of the accounts from which
main tweets were retrieved. 

Preparation and coding of the corpus 
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The tweets in the corpus were prepared for the analysis through coding 
the replies for (1) the linguistic variant used6; (2) the geographical 
location, which contained three categories (Saudis, Non-Saudis, 
Unidentified); and (3) the speech act expressed—disagreement (Dis), 
agreement (Agr), and undetermined (U)—which basically encompass all 
instances of replies that are off-topic, irrelevant, and unlikely to be 
agreement or disagreement. Finally, (4) the tweets were coded for their 
conversational turn in the thread of replies, using (T1) for the main tweet, 
which always occupies the first turn in the thread, (T2) for the reply, and 
so on. 
 The location needed to be identified to limit the analysis to Saudis’ 
posts. However, Twitter users do not always clearly share their locations; 
therefore, a closer examination of individual accounts was carried out as 
necessary. The examination involved looking at a poster’s7 profile, shared 
media, tweets and replies, with the aim of finding a country affiliation 
through content and dialect used when posting. Nevertheless, in some 
instances, identification seemed difficult (e.g., when the account had very 
few tweets), and hence the location for this poster was classified as 
unidentified (U). Figure 3 displays the total occurrence of tweets in the 
corpus based on location.  

6 There are three main categories: 
Fusˤћa: includes both Classical Arabic (CA) and Modern Standard Arabic (MSA); also referred to 
as the standard or the formal form of the Arabic language. 
ʕammijah includes the different Arabic vernaculars (i.e., dialects); also referred to as the non-
standard or the informal form of the Arabic language. 
Mixed refers to the mixed style between the standard and the non-standard forms. 
Other (O) refers to the use of links, emojis, etc. 
7 Unlike passive users, also known as lurkers, an active user or poster is someone who 
participates by commenting/replying, liking, sharing etc., thus showing an active participation 
(Khan; Takahashi et al.). 
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Figure 3. General classification of tweets based on location. 
 (Note: main tweets are not included in the count.) 

 As stated above, tweets were also classified into the Dis, Agr, or U 
categories. The analysis was then applied only to replies that expressed 
disagreement, thus excluding any reply belonging to the other two 
categories. Figure 4 shows the total occurrence of each category in the 
corpus. It appears that disagreement has the highest percentage of 
occurrence in the corpus at 48.7%, whereas agreement has the lowest 
percentage at 19.5%.  

Figure 4. The total occurrences of each category in percentage. 

 Now, examining the disagreement instances in the corpus reveals that 
82.7% of disagreements were expressed by Saudis (625 instances of 
disagreement). Also, most of the identified Saudis’ disagreements 
occupied the second conversational turn (T1/2 and T2) as shown in Figure 
5. This finding concurs with the findings of previous studies (Harb; Shum
and Lee) that online disagreements can be identified in two-turn
conversations. Hereinafter, the analysis of Saudis’ disagreements is
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limited to those in T1/2 and T2, thus excluding about 7.1% of 
disagreements which occurred in other conversational turns.  

Figure 5. Frequency of Saudis’ disagreements in each conversational turn. 

 The final phase of the data preparation was identifying the target of 
the disagreement (i.e., to whom the disagreement was directed), taking 
into consideration the highly intertextual and multimodal nature of 
Twitter communication. As Langlotz and Locher pointed out in their 
study of disagreements and emotional stance in the commentary section 
of the MailOnline, it seems that the direction of disagreement and 
precisely identifying the target in online communication can be 
challenging and probably impossible in some cases. Hence, in my 
analysis, I focused on the explicit linkage between the disagreement and 
the preceding main tweet and replies. This connection between 
disagreement and what comes before it was emphasised in previous 
studies (e.g., Baym; Bolander; Langlotz and Locher). The analysis reveals 
that there was indeed more than one possible target for the online 
disagreement; based on the results, I generally divided them as follows: 

1. Disagreements directed to one or more elements in the
main tweet, such as the main poster, content of the main
tweet, and/or content of shared media.

2. Disagreements directed to one or more elements in the
previous reply, such as the poster, the content of the reply,
and/or content of shared media.

3. Disagreements generally directed to the posters in the
thread of replies.
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The majority of the disagreements fit under the first group, while 7.81% 
fit under the second group and only 2.08% belonged to the last group.   

Findings and discussion 

The examination of Saudis’ twitter disagreements revealed that 
aggravated disagreement (Agg.Dis) has the highest occurrence in the 
corpus, followed by unmarked disagreements (Un.Dis) and, finally, 
mitigated disagreement (Mit.Dis) has the lowest occurrence (Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Total occurrence of each disagreement type in the corpus. 

 The general finding here shows that 69.1% of Saudis’ disagreement 
belongs to the aggravated category, and this differs from Harb’s finding 
in which the majority (54%) of Arabs’ disagreements on Facebook were 
unmarked. This difference might be the result of the platform influence, 
since on Facebook most posters in a group/page usually know each other 
on some level and the relationship has to be reciprocal; therefore, they 
might put more effort into maintaining social harmony. On the other 
hand, the majority of users on Twitter do not necessarily have a personal 
connection with each other, and the relationship does not have to be 
reciprocated. Hence, on Twitter there might be less pressure towards 
maintaining social harmony when disagreeing with others. Squires (247) 
notes that there is a clear distinction between the focus of the two social 
media sites: ‘Facebook is about connecting with friends while Twitter is 
more about finding out what is happening’. Unlike Facebook, Twitter is 
more about reaching a broader audience and communicating with people 
one would not usually connect with (Squires).  
 Oz et al. stated that some of the previous studies found communication 
on Twitter to be generally with strangers or weak-tie acquaintances while 
on Facebook it is usually with pre-existing relationships. In addition, Oz 
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and his team reported that the level of impoliteness on Facebook and 
Twitter seems to be different, especially in morally loaded or sensitive 
topics, with Twitter discussions tending to be more impolite. Similarly, 
Alsaggaf and Simmons noted that disagreements in sensitive topics 
among Facebook users in Saudi Arabia were not aggravated as users did 
not engage in flaming, sarcasm, or attacking the other; they described the 
interaction on Facebook as “peaceful” while YouTube comments, on the 
other hand, included more aggravated communication (10). They 
postulated that longevity and regularity of interaction among Facebook 
users might have influenced the relationships and allowed genuine 
relationships to develop over time; with regular communication, 
strangers can become online friends.  
 Furthermore, besides the longevity and regularity of interaction, I 
would argue that the length of the messages might have an impact on 
how disagreements are handled on Twitter. Twitter limits its users to 280 
characters per post but does not limit the number of tweets a user can 
post—in fact, a user can use a thread of replies to write more. However, 
the corpus analysis shows that most Twitter disagreements occurred as 
one post in the second conversational turn, T2. Therefore, this might 
indicate that Twitter users are generally more interested in expressing 
their views rather than engaging in back-and-forth interaction.   
 Based on the short discussion above, it seems that the platform and 
its affordances have an influence on the level of aggravated Twitter 
disagreements among Saudis. However, this does not tell the full story 
since the analysis requires a close-up investigation of the platform's 
influence as well as other factors such as education and topic sensitivity. 
Therefore, the next step of this project is to collect more information from 
Saudi Twitter users through online questionnaires and interviews to gain 
further insight on the influence of both technical and social factors on 
their expression and the evaluation of Twitter disagreement.   

Disagreement strategies  

In the current study, several taxonomies of disagreement strategies were 
consulted as stated earlier. The analysis of the corpus shows that a total 
of 11 disagreement strategies were utilized by Saudis when disagreeing 
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on Twitter. Figure 7 shows the frequency of occurrence for each strategy 
in the corpus. In general, verbal attack had the highest frequency, 
followed closely by the act combination strategy. In what follows, I 
provide a detailed account for the top five strategies that occurred in the 
corpus: act combination (AC), verbal attack (VA), explanation (EX), 
verbal irony/sarcasm (VI/S) and counterclaim (CC). The remaining 
disagreement strategies are briefly described in Appendix A.2.   

Figure 7. Disagreement strategies used by Saudis in the corpus. 

Act combination (AC) 

Act combination refers to the use of two or more of the disagreement 
strategies. In the corpus, 24% of the disagreements were expressed 
through AC. Around 65.5% of the instances were aggravated, while 7.2% 
were mitigated.  It appears that classifying this strategy as politic and 
unmarked, as found in Harb’s study, does not hold here, mainly because 
AC can be used in different ways (i.e., politely or impolitely), thus 
prompting different evaluations depending on its use. The examples 
below show how AC might be evaluated differently. 
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[Main tweet:  An angry neighbour enters the masjid (i.e., mosque) in the 
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loudspeakers, even during religious lectures and lessons #alsihaimi_ 
calls_for_closing_mosques8.]   

Poster-7- T2   [SOC, SH1.1, Un.Dis] 
ات  إغالق المساجد و�سكات صوت األذان غ�ي وخفض أو   ات الخارج�ة أثناء الصالة وأثناء المحا�ض إغالق صوت المك�ب

 غ�ي .ال تخلطوا األمور. 
[Closing mosques and silencing the call for prayers is different from lowering the 
volume or turning off the outside speakers during lectures. Do not mix things up.] 

In example 1, Poster-7 used two strategies to express disagreement: 
explanation and mild scolding. The disagreement here is neither 
mitigated nor aggravated (i.e., unmarked); thus, it is mostly likely to be 
classified as appropriate (i.e., politic). Poster-7 explained what is 
perceived as wrong in the content of the main tweet: equating silencing 
the call for prayers with turning off the outside speakers during religious 
lectures or lessons. Poster-7 then directly reprimands the main poster 
and others who are in agreement with the main tweet, telling them not 
to mix the two matters.  

Example 2 

[Main tweet: Prior to the #Gulf_crisis, Saudi Arabia was on Twitter, a 
source of the finest and most appealing accounts in (science - 
jurisprudence - culture - politics - and literature). Today, however, it has 
become a source of the most insignificant, sordid, dirty, stupid and bad 
mannered accounts. The misfortune is that they believe that this change 
is (soft power) #ignorance.] 

Poster-50- T2   [POL, PH3.1, Agg.Dis] 
الساقطین لكن الرجال لبعض ونمشیھا  نسكت یمكن ؟!؟!؟! لكم نسكت وتبون السافلھ بألفاظكم علینا تغلطون مشكلھ وهللا

الطاجیكي  وخویك انت أشكالك مثل حدھم عند ونوقفھم لھم نمشیھا ما  

8 The shared video shows an imam giving a short lecture inside the masjid after what is most 
likely to be Salat Alisha. The lecture was broadcast through the outside speakers. A man 
approaches the imam and requests that he turns off the speakers as the loud sound is disturbing 
his sleep.  
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[Indeed this is a dilemma, you insult us with your vulgar words and you want us to say 
nothing?!?!?! We sometimes might brush the insults aside, but when it comes from 

low men, like you and your Tajik pal, we do not let it pass and we stop you from 
crossing lines.] 

The aggravated disagreement in example 2 is directed to the poster of the 
main tweet, who is from Qatar. The disagreement is expressed through 
exclamation and explanation. The use of (us, we) in the reply reflects 
Poster-50’s sense of national collective identity and treatment of the other 
as an outsider (you), probably here not just an outsider but also a 
nemesis. The disagreement in the reply is bold on-record impoliteness; 
however, it might be argued that the impoliteness and the explicit 
insulting nature of the main tweet may have played a role in triggering 
the impoliteness in the reply. In other words, Poster-50 employed 
impoliteness as a defence mechanism against the impoliteness in the 
main tweet (i.e., the damage of the addressee’s face in the process of 
saving one’s own). The example here represents an impolite offence met 
with an impolite defence (see Bousfield on choises of reponding to 
offensive event 193). 

Verbal attack (VA) 

This strategy is solely composed of offensive or abusive language to 
express disagreement, and it mainly aims to attack the other’s face with 
an explicit disregard for the negative impact of the attack. As Harb 
stated, VAs differ from aggregators, which are used in the vicinity of 
other disagreement strategies in order to intensify the disagreement. VAs 
are used independently without the need for other strategies. 
Disagreements expressed in VAs are aggravated as they are intrinsically 
negative, aiming to hurt and damage the other’s face; thus, VAs are 
classified as impolite/inappropriate or even rude as they fall under the 
category of on-record impoliteness. Out of the 580 instances of 
disagreements in the corpus, 21.6% were expressed in the form of VA. As 
the examples below reveal, it seems that VAs are not employed to express 
disagreements with the purpose of having a rational discussion but 
rather to voice a strong emotional response.  
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Example 3 

[Main tweet: The poster shared a short clip of a TV interview with 
Alsihaimi9 along with the news of his suspension. The tweet states that 
The Ministry of Culture and Information officially announced suspending 
the writer Muhammad Alsihaimi and that he is being investigated 
regrading media violations.] 

Poster-90- T2   [SOC, SH1.2, Agg.Dis] 
 هللا �لعنه و�لعن اشكاله 

[May Allah damn him and damn those like him.] 

Poster-90 in this reply appears to be provoked by what Alsihaimi was 
saying in the interview regarding his suggestion to reduce the number of 
mosques because the calls for prayers from all these mosques ‘scattered’ 
in each neighbourhood are disturbing and causing fear. Despite the news 
of his suspension and investigation, Poster-90 still felt the need to express 
disagreement in a strong way by cursing and damning Alsihaimi, as well 
as others who shared his mindset. The disagreement is aggravated and 
personalized, and it is on-record impoliteness. Religiously and culturally, 
damning someone is prohibited and frowned upon10. The phrase means 
that Poster-90 is wishing Alsihaimi to be deprived and excluded from 
God’s mercy. 

Example 4 

[Main tweet: The poster used the hashtag #royal-decrees to post a list of 
requests such as cancelling the general entertainment authority; 
nullifying the law allowing women to drive and enter football stadiums; 
and revoking the value-added tax, especially for real estate purchases.] 

9 Alsihaimi is a Saudi journalist and writer. In the interview, he was talking about how the sound 
of the call for prayers coming from all the mosques is spreading fear in the country and scaring 
children. Alsihaimi was also stating the need for decreasing the number of mosques in 
neighbourhoods to increase the number of worshipers inside the mosques. He relates this to the 
Alsahwa Movement (Awakening Movement) which he claims to have manipulated the religion 
and used it to engrain fear in the society.    
10 The Prophet (Peace be upon him) said ‘curing a believer is like killing him.’ 
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Poster-119- T2   [POL, PH2.2, Agg.Dis] 
ف ل خ ت م  

[B a c k w a r d.] 

This example is interesting due to the way the word ‘backward’ was 
typed. Through letter-spacing, Poster-119 emphasised a certain prosodic 
stress of the word which, in a way, firmly reflects his or her disgust or 
disdain towards the main poster’s list of demands.  The reply attacks the 
main poster personally by calling him backward because the list shows 
the main poster’s desire to go back in time instead of moving forward. 
The list in the main tweet seems to show some resistance or resentment 
towards some of the social, cultural, and economic changes happening in 
the country. The disagreement expressed by Poster-119 is aggravated 
and on-record impoliteness as it attacks the main poster’s positive face.  

Explanation (EX) 

Explanations are described as conversational moves to answer explicit or 
implicit ‘why’ questions. Koczogh defined explanation as an “umbrella 
term” that includes giving or asking for reasons or examples showing that 
the previous proposition is not accepted as it is (83). She stated that 
explanation has a mitigation effect, which might clarify the pervasive use 
of explanations as an indirect and mitigated strategy employed in 
refusals and rejections (e.g., Abed; Campbell; Nelson et al.). Nevertheless, 
the corpus analysis here reveals that explanations do not constantly have 
this mitigating effect; explanation can be expressed in a variety of ways 
with different effects depending on the context of the social situation 
(Turnbull).11 The analysis shows that 12.70% of the explanations were 
mitigated, while the majority (50.79%) of the instances were unmarked. 
Other instances were used to express aggravated disagreements.  

11 Turnbull illustrated that asking for and giving explanations could be tricky. For example, in the 
academic context, someone might refrain from asking for an explanation to avoid 
embarrassment or looking unintelligent. Also, the explanation-provider might need to phrase the 
explanation in a way that does not threaten the questioner’s positive face by implying that the 
explanation-seeker is ignorant or incapable of deep understanding. 
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Example 5 

[Main tweet: Same as in Example 3.] 

Poster-29- T2   [SOC, SH1.2, Agg.Dis] 
التي السعاده من ففیھ كثر لو حتى الصدر ویشرح القلب یریح اآلذان , ضرار المساجد إن یقول أن قبل لسانھ هللا قطع

... التذكر  

[May Allah cut his tongue for saying that mosques are causing harm, the call for 
prayers calm and relieve the heart. Even if there are many calls for prayers, they are a 

source of indescribable contentment….] 

The disagreement in the reply is directed towards Alsihaimi in the 
interview. It is expressed through explanation; however, this explanation 
is aggravated as it is preceded by an aggravator device that is invoking 
Allah’s wrath on the target. The disagreement as a whole might be 
classified as inappropriate or impolite since the aggravating part of it 
overshadows the explanation. 

Verbal irony/ sarcasm (VI/S) 

Verbal irony12 as a strategy can be delineated as saying “something that 
is superficially interpretable as polite, but it is more indirectly or ‘deeply’ 
interpreted as a face-attack—as impolite” (Leech, ‘Pragmatics of 
Politeness’ 232). Leech, like Culpeper, classifies irony as mock 
politeness,13 which is described in the (im)politeness model above. The 
impolite evaluation of this speech act is derived from the formed 
implicature, but it is also argued that not every sarcastic statement is 
necessarily offensive (Bousfield).  The corpus analysis of Saudis’ tweets 
revealed that all instances of verbal irony or sarcasm, that is 68 posts, 
seem to be aggravated, and this is similar to Harb’s finding. However, the 

12 Leech (232-233) highlights his preference for the term conversational irony while Culpeper 
uses sarcasm, especially in the context of impoliteness. Leech explains that irony is a broad term 
including both (1) non-verbal events such as “irony of fate;” and (2) verbal events in which irony 
is too widely compared to sarcasm, which can be narrower in scope. 
13 On the other hand, Leech describes banter as mock impoliteness because the apparent 
impoliteness serves to maintain social harmony.   
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evaluation of these instances as impolite appears to be tricky mainly 
because, as Bousfield noted, the offense is not direct. 

Example 6 
[Main tweet: Instead of the hashtag #Hijaz-identity, the poster stated that 
the #eject-the-racists is more appropriate because neither Hijazi nor a 
tribal person would agree with those participating in the #Hijaz-identity. 
Tribal people or Hijazi participate in this #eject-the-racists to let them 
understand that we are one country and one religion.14] 

Poster-78- T2   [SOC, SH2.1, Agg.Dis] 
ال ام حجازي انت ھل  لتعرف اوال اسمك اقرا  

[First, read your name to know if you are a Hijazi or not.] 

Instead of a direct disagreement, Poster-78 chose to disagree indirectly 
through sarcastically pointing out the main poster’s distinct classification 
of Hijazi and tribal people. In the reply, Poster-78 is telling the main 
poster to read his name first to see if he has the right to call himself a 
Hijazi. The main post is created by a Saudi of Turkish descent, and his 
last name clearly reflects his Turkish origin. It looks like Poster-78 is 
mocking and ridiculing the main poster for including himself in the Hijazi 
category and excluding tribal people who are originally from the Hijaz. 
Therefore, the sarcasm employed by Poster-78 is indeed offensive and 
thus might be seen as impolite or even rude. 

Counterclaim (CC) 

This disagreement strategy proposed by Muntigl and Turnbull refers to 
the use of an alternative claim that does not directly contradict or 
challenge the other’s claim. They argued that the use of CC tends to give 
room for further negotiation, and that CC is usually preceded by 
mitigation devices such as partial agreements. However, Netz noted that 

14 Generally speaking, the term Hijazi includes both tribal and non-tribal Saudis. It refers to those 
residing in the west region of Saudi Arabia. The  non-tribal Saudis come from different 
backgrounds (e.g., Egypt, Yemen, Turkey, Burma, Indonesia, India, and many other countries).  
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these characteristics are not obligatory. Along with Muntigl and 
Turnbull, Harb also classified CC as the highest mitigated disagreement 
strategy (i.e. polite). In the current study, 7.8% of the corpus comprises 
instances of CC, and of these CCs (48.9%) were unmarked and (8.9%) 
were mitigated. Hence, it seems that classifying CC as a mitigated 
strategy does not apply here. 

Example 7 

[Main tweet: The poster shares a short video of a TV interview with Adel 
Aljubeir, the former Saudi Minister of Foreign Affairs and the current 
Saudi Minister of State for Foreign Affairs. In the interview, he was 
discussing the government plan of fighting corruption. He stated that 208 
individuals who were caught in corruption cases were informed to return 
the stolen money, or they would appear in court.] 

Poster-30- T2    [POL, PH1.2, Un.Dis] 
بھم ویشھر المنھوبة األموال ویعیدون للقضاء یقدمون  المفروض  

[They should go to court, return the embezzled money, and be defamed.] 

The disagreeing reply is targeting what Aljubeir stated in the interview, 
that the 208 accused were asked to return the embezzled money, or they 
would go to court. Poster-30 does not directly contradict or oppose 
Aljubeir’s statement, but rather, proposes an alternative claim: that the 
accused individuals should not be given the option to return the money 
or go to trial. The disagreement in the reply is not aggravated nor 
mitigated; hence, it can be classified as appropriate or politic.   

Final Remarks 

In this paper, I investigated disagreement strategies and (im)politeness 
in Saudis’ Twitter posts in political and sociocultural hashtags trending 
in 2017-2018. The corpus analysis revealed that most Saudis’ Twitter 
disagreements occurred in the second conversational turn (T2). It also 
showed that mitigated disagreements have the lowest frequency while 
the aggravated ones have the highest frequency; hence, a high level of 
impoliteness seems to be indicated. The pervasiveness of aggravated 
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disagreements in the corpus appears to partially support Alghathami’s 
claim that Saudis' disagreements on Twitter are mostly aggravated. 
Based on the findings of previous studies, I presented some possible 
explanations suggesting that aggressiveness and impoliteness on Twitter 
might be a product of the communication between strangers or weak-tie 
acquaintances. It may also be the result of the short and irregular 
interaction between Twitter users. The corpus analysis showed that most 
of the disagreements were expressed in one post (limited to 280 
characters). Although Twitter users can post more than one reply, in my 
corpus, it seems that they rarely use threaded replies to express 
disagreements, and there is minimal back-and-forth interaction between 
disagreeing parties.   
 Furthermore, the analysis unveiled that Saudis employed 11 
linguistic strategies when expressing disagreements on Twitter; 
however, in this paper, I discussed only the first five strategies with high 
occurrences: act combination, verbal attack, explanation, verbal 
irony/sarcasm, and counterclaim. All instances of verbal attacks are 
aggravated and most likely to be perceived as impolite or rude since they 
are used to cause damage to the other’s face with disregard for the 
negative impact of the attack. Similarly, all instances of verbal 
irony/sarcasm in the corpus are aggravated; however, the evaluation of 
this strategy seems to be complicated since the offense is implied and may 
not be recognized straightforwardly. The remaining three strategies were 
used to express mitigated, unmarked, and aggravated disagreements; 
hence, the evaluation of (im)politeness in these strategies largely depends 
on the context.  

The corpus analysis did help in answering the two questions in this 
paper; however, the picture remains incomplete. There are now more 
questions regarding the key factors that might influence Saudis' 
expressions and evaluations of disagreement and (im)politeness on 
Twitter. Besides, how Saudis' evaluations of disagreement strategies in 
terms of (im)politeness may vary. Therefore, the next phase of this project 
will be looking at the data collected through online scaled-response 
questionnaires and follow-up interviews to gain further insight and 
provide a thorough explanation by shedding light on the influence of 
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Twitter on Saudis’ construction of disagreement and how they 
conceptualize disagreement and (im)politeness online. The collected data 
will also help in analyzing Saudis’ evaluations and metapragmatic 
assessments of disagreement and (im)politeness on Twitter. 
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APPENDIX 

A.1.  List of hashtags and number of replies for each main tweet
CATEGORY HASHTAG 

CODE 
HASHTAG NO. OF 

REPLIES 
SHARED 
MEDIA IN 

MAIN TWEET 

DESCRIPTION OF THE 
MAIN POSTER’ 

ACCOUNT 
SOC SH1.1 #alsihaimi_ 

calls_for_closing_mosques 
118 a short video Saudi, has more than 

3000 followers mostly 
shares news usually 
with personal 
comments. 

SH1.2 #alsihaimi_ 
calls_for_closing_mosques 

149 a short video Saudi, has more than 
1 million followers 
mostly tweet quotes 
and occasionally share 
news. 

SH2.1 #hijaz_identity 96 
- 

Saudi social media 
influencer, has more 
than 78 thousand 
followers, posts news 
and personal updates. 

SH2.2 #hijaz_identity 216 a short video Saudi engineer, has 
more than 26 thousand 
followers, shares 
information and 
personal videos. 

SH3.1 #women_driving 219 - Saudi, has more than 
177 thousand 
followers, shares 
information, news, and
posts personal views 
on different matters.

SH3.2 #women_driving 116 a short video Saudi, has more than 
38 thousand followers, 
shares news and posts 
personal views on 
different matters.  

POL PH1.1 #the_king_fights_corruption 85 - Saudi economist, has
more than 70 
thousand followers, 
posts, quotes, news, 
and personal views.

PH1.2 #the_king_fights_corruption 97 a short video Saudi, has more than 
7 million followers, 
posts exclusive and 
breaking news about 
the country affairs. 

PH2.1 #royal_decrees  60 photo Saudi, has more than 
13 million followers, 
posts news and 
updates on the country 
affairs. 

PH2.2 #royal_decrees  202 - Saudi, has more than
28 thousand followers, 
shares news and 
quotes, and posts
personal views on
different matters.

PH3.1 #gulf_crisis 128 - Qatari journalist, has
more than 1 thousand 
followers, shares news
and personal views.

PH3.2 #gulf_crisis 70 a short video Kuwaiti professor, has 
more than 1 million 
followers, posts 
information, news, and 
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personal views on 
different matters. 

TOTAL  12 1556 
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A.2 List of other disagreement strategies

1. Supplication
This strategy refers to the use of a strictly religious language to

express disagreement, indicating one’s disapproval of the 
claims or propositions made in the previous turn. For instance, 
the use of al-ћawqalah   �با إال  والقوة  حول  ال  /la: ћawla wa la: 
quwata illʔ billa:h/, which could be translated in English as 
‘There is no power or might except by Allah’. 

2. Giving advice or suggestion
Giving advice can be defined as ‘proposing a course of action to be

taken by [the Other] O, but it is quite different from directives 
like open the door: the action proposed is supposed to be for 
the benefit of O, rather than at a cost to O’ (Leech, ‘Pragmatics 
of Politeness’ 204). Therefore, giving advice is not like 
requesting, but more like telling the other what is best for 
her/him. Giving advice and suggestions are similar speech acts 
as both give the other the option of not carrying out the 
proposed action.  Furthermore, both speech acts involve a risk 
of showing an opinionated behaviour thus imposing on the 
other (ibid).   

3. Contradiction
Contradictions, also referred to as denials, can be expressed

either in the negated or affirmative form, depending on the 
proposition expressed by the previous claim. 

4. (Mild) scolding
This strategy is similar also to what is referred to as reprimand.

Scolding or reprimand is a way of pointing the wrongdoing of 
others usually in short phrases without too much explanation. 

5. Challenge
Bousfield (240-244) defines challenge as the act of asking the

addressee a challenging question, critically questioning 
her/his position, stance, beliefs, assumed power, obligations, 
rights, previous actions, etc. There are two types of challenges: 
(1) Rhetorical challenges and (2) Response-seeking challenges.

6. Exclamation
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Exclamations are utilised to express one’s disbelief, surprise, 
astonishment, and wonder at the prior claim or proposition. 
They are usually emotionally loaded reactions.  
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Unstandardised Language: The 

Orthographies and Ideologies of Scots 
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Introduction 

Human interaction now includes frequent instant messaging, Facebook 
posts, Twitter threads, and YouTube comments which – occurring daily 
for many of us – are increasingly the subject of sociolinguistic research 
(Androutsopoulos; Danet and Herring; Squires “Twitter;” “Computer-
mediated;” English). This type of everyday reading and writing can be 
carried out and regulated by anyone, anywhere, and some language users 
choose to deviate from written norms in many ways for many reasons. 
Examining these ways and reasons falls within the field of New Literacy 
Studies (NLS). This paper explores how and why spellings in Scots – a 
variety of codes with no written standard – are used among a small 
number of Twitter users. It does so on the assumption that deviation from 
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orthographic norms (in this instance, from those of standard English) 
usually carries observable social meaning (Sebba Spelling; 
“Orthography”). 
 Scots is a language for which the definition, social currency, visibility, 
and education are all currently in contested positions. In August 2020, 
the indeterminate status of Scots in a written context was brought to 
wider public attention when it was revealed that around half of the Scots-
language Wikipedia entries had been authored by an American teenager.  
In the wake of this scandal (for it was truly scandalous to some), 
discussions of best practice regarding spelling Scots online have 
proliferated. This investigation asks: how do two specific groups spell 
Scots on Twitter, and why might they choose to do so? These questions 
are posed through the lens of NLS – that is, the perspective that instances 
of reading and writing are practices embedded in a wider social context. 
 The prevailing research into Scots orthography in the context of 
Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) is characterised by 
quantitative accounts of sociolinguistic variation or relatively speculative 
analyses of covert ideologies. Of course, these have been useful in 
describing macro-level variation in Scots (Shoemark et al. “Topic;” “Aye;” 
Tatman) or showing how ideologies of Scots orthography are expressed 
and contested (Cutler). This paper foregrounds the role of language 
attitudes in shaping language itself. Through direct contact with authors, 
detailed responses to linguistic and ideological questions revealed certain 
conflicts from which motives for the orthographic choices of Scots users 
online – for which there has been no account thus far – emerged. This is 
triangulated with a linguistic analysis of tweets, which showed different 
orthographic trends for different groups, and any covert attitudes evident 
within those tweets. Combined, the data for one of the groups show a 
correlation between ideology, stigma, and the use of specific, more 
‘correct’ or ‘ideal’ linguistic features. 
 This paper takes the following structure. Firstly, literature on 
sociolinguistic approaches to non-standard orthography and CMC is 
reviewed, with an overview of written Scots in its present context. A 
section on methodology then provides details of the research design, data, 
participants, and the limitations of the investigation. This is followed by 
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an analysis of linguistic features and ideological findings. These two 
analytical foci are then brought together in a brief discussion, followed by 
some concluding comments. 

Context 

Social Approaches to Orthography 

Orthography is tied up in the practices of reading and writing. These 
literary practices are connected to the way we write, the words we choose, 
and the social structures that define them and which they help to define. 
This idea is what motivates the conception of orthography itself as a 
practice in which values, attitudes, and social relationships become 
important, as does one’s awareness of orthography and literacy (Jaffe et 
al.). 

Standard English spelling suppresses optional variability in pursuit 
of linguistic uniformity (Milroy and Milroy). Deviation from uniformity is 
the concern of variationist sociolinguistics, which takes as its premise the 
idea that linguistic choices usually contain social meaning. Traditionally, 
spoken language has been the preserve of this type of investigation, 
assumed to be the primary domain in which variation and its association 
with cultural politics, national/regional identity, and social identity, are 
manifested. Despite efforts to create written uniformity, there is – 
perhaps increasingly – orthographic variation in English as speakers of 
non-standard varieties put their languages into writing. 
 While some might invoke the sound of a particular language variety, 
there are also non-standard orthographic variants that indicate no 
phonological change according to the conventions of standard English. 
One example is the use of <wuz> instead of <was> in graffiti (Sebba 
Spelling) which, no more economical than the standard variant, becomes 
a primarily symbolic feature of sociocultural significance; authors of 
British Creole have used these to consciously present their language as 
an ‘anti-standard’ (Sebba “Phonology”). Similarly, non-standard spellings 
in German fanzines were found to include “purely graphemic 
modifications” (Androutsopoulos “Non-standard,” 514), said to be 
associated with a desire to deviate subversively from the dominant 
culture and its conformity to standard spelling conventions. 
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 Sebba outlines a framework which accounts for authors’ motives, 
viewing orthography as part of “a symbolic system embedded in culture, 
shaping and yet also shaped by a set of cultural practices to which it gives, 
and by which it is given, meaning” (Sebba Spelling, 13). Within this 
system lie various conventions, notably the association between spelling 
and sound, which happens to be a rather complex one in English – a deep 
orthography (Ziegler et al.) in which two words with the same spelling 
may sound different, and two with different spellings may sound the 
same. With conventions come deviations to varying degrees of legitimacy. 
Licensed variation, such as the option to use <learned> or <learnt> is 
hardly disputed, whereas the unlicensed use of <u> for you in a formal 
letter is deemed unacceptable. A social orthographic approach is 
primarily concerned with the latter, though these are more constrained 
by norms than they might seem; although <was> can be and is written as 
<wuz>, it cannot be <zbx>, as this deviates too far from sound-spelling 
conventions. Sebba (Spelling) therefore suggests a zone of social meaning 
as the site of investigation – an area of creative innovation between the 
extremes of total adherence to orthographic convention and completely 
unregulated spelling, in which the deviating orthography is 
simultaneously recognisable by its proximity to the standard as well as 
its distance from it. 
 What this zone suggests is that spelling conventions are not an 
autonomous system but are instead defined by social forces. This 
positions such a view of orthography within NLS, which sees literacy as 
“patterned by social institutions and power dynamics” (Deumert and 
Lexander, 526). For instance, bilingual writers may wish to use separate 
codes for the same reasons they might be used in speech – such as to 
distinguish in-group and out-group relations (Gumperz). However, we 
must bear in mind that these writers are often confronted with 
orthographies that they are not educated in, that may have no standard 
written form, or that may be deemed illegitimate; in addition, as 
explained above, they have graphemic resources available to them that 
do not represent speech. Therefore, it is overly simplistic to apply (to 
writing) sociolinguistic approaches to speech. This is because there are 
considerations unique to the written word. For instance, non-standard 
spellings appear more often in domains where variation is more 
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acceptable, such as in literature (Sebba “Phonology”). Within the informal 
domain of SMS messaging, Deumert and Lexander found that, despite 
the extra effort required to use ‘proper’ written forms of various African 
languages, authors could ‘show off’ to peers by not approximating their 
spellings to the conventions of English or French. 

Social Media and CMC 

NLS takes digital media, where most of our reading and writing practices 
occur today, as one of its key sites of study. Increasingly, our days are 
bookended by our mobile phones (Schroeder), through which anything 
can be published and subsequently viewed by anyone (Hauser) – such is 
the access to and efficiency of platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, 
and Twitter. Thus, the scope for and relevance of research into CMC and 
how it acts as an arena for non-standard orthographic negotiation have 
expanded rapidly, contributing to a fuller understanding of “the linguistic 
and social properties of contemporary English and its speakers” (Squires, 
English: 3). 
 Social media is considered to be one of the major phenomena 
associated with globalisation, a process in which the broadening of 
human networks and prevalence of the English language are often cited 
as causes of a homogenisation of culture. Online content is dominated by 
“high-tech industrialised countries influenced by Western culture” in a 
one-sided communicative relationship with minority cultures and 
communities (Hauser, 5-6). Thus, much of the understanding of media 
language “is that of a centripetal force whose effect on language in the 
community can only be imagined as a pull towards homogenization” 
(Androutsopoulos “Theorizing,” 283). However, Hjarvard’s theory of 
mediatisation shows the relationship between digital media and cultural 
identity to be a complex one, with homogenising effects present at a global 
or national level, but also differentiating ones at a local or individual 
level. The investigation of sociolinguistic differentiation in CMC might 
include the “deployment of features from one or more dialects or registers 
in constructing speaker persona [and] the voicing of social identities and 
intergroup relations in media performance” (see Back and Zepeda), as 
well as the ideologies associated with certain language varieties and 
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representations of them, from the perspective of both users and 
audiences. 
 Language mediated by electronic devices is predominantly written, 
bringing about a mass literacy in which “more people write, people write 
more, and unregimented writing goes public” (Androutsopoulos 
“Theorizing,” 288). Everyday communication is no longer the preserve of 
speech. Orthographic resources available to social media users include: 
(1) capitalisation/punctuation and users’ varying degrees of
standardness, (2) graphic symbols beyond the typical repertoire of writing
scripts (symbols such as *@^# and emojis/emoticons), and (3)
“orthographic spelling variations which signal social (indexical) meaning”
(Squires “Computer-mediated:” 480), with particular reference to the
‘purely graphemic’ variants mentioned earlier. Of course, CMC and
speech are connected in important ways, and many users exploit the
informality of social media to convey speech through writing; vernacular
variation within CMC has been researched, notably in Jamaican Creole
(Hinrichs) and AA(V)E (Ilbury; Jones “Toward;” “Tweets”), in which users
aim to ‘write as they speak’.

However, work on identity and orthographic variation within English 
CMC often lacks detailed accounts of authors’ motives, which tend to be 
interpreted covertly from online data, usually provided by users unknown 
to the researcher. Though this can be revealing when linguistic ideologies 
are discussed explicitly on online forums, as in Heyd and Mair’s study of 
Nigerian Pidgin, such insight is rare. The social meaning of authors’ 
orthographic deviations from standard English are perhaps best accessed 
via a combination of both online and ‘offline’ data sources, as Deumert 
and Lexander have done. The potential for research of this type is great, 
although a sufficient account of how and why Scots is written online is 
lacking, despite the influential online presence of advocates and writers 
of the language: makars (Kathleen Jamie), performers (Iona Fyfe), 
journalists (Alistair Heather), and spoken-word poets (Len Pennie) – to 
name but four. 

Scots 

Scots has been defined as a West Germanic language continuum ranging 
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from ‘dense’ Scots (varieties such as those spoken in Orkney, which are 
less intelligible to English-speaking monolinguals) to Scottish Standard 
English (Corbett et al.), comprising numerous regional and other social 
varieties that overlap. Once the national language of Scotland, Scots 
enjoyed prestige in spoken and written forms, particularly in the early 
period (1375-1450), before suffering a general decline from the mid-
sixteenth century onwards. It was at this point that written Scots began 
to be replaced by English, though most Scottish people continued to speak 
their local dialects. However, power was increasingly centralised around 
Westminster following the 1707 union of parliaments, causing most of the 
Scottish urban middle classes to gravitate linguistically towards a ‘new 
order’ in which “[t]hroughout the 18th century, English was taught as 
essentially a second language throughout Scotland” and “[s]elf-help 
manuals abounded, listing Scotticisms to be avoided” (Millar “Scots,” 
239). The social and political influence of the English-speaking upper 
middle classes subsequently affected the language of print and, to varying 
degrees, the literary practices of the lower middle and working classes. 
 In Scotland today there is a desire to bolster both the status and usage 
of Scots in response to (perceptions of) stigmatisation and erosion. Unger 
has reported that in “bottom-up” discourses, Scots is simultaneously 
celebrated and viewed as “deficient;” it is a language with a position on 
the “linguistic market” (Bourdieu) that is dependent on the variety and 
context in which it is employed (Lowing)1, and even on the spellings used 
(McClure “The Debate”). One clear case seems to be that of Glesca, which 
bears the brunt of negative attitudes (Macafee “Traditional”). Policy 
moves – such as the (re)introduction of Scots into primary and secondary 
school teaching, promotional campaigns by The Scots Language Centre, 
recognition of the language by the European Charter for Regional and 
Minority Languages – have increased public awareness, although it is not 
certain how far these translate to positive change in education (Costa; 
Lowing) and in government (Millar “Burying”). Despite its shortcomings, 
the question on Scots in the 2011 Census in Scotland has “gone some way 
to establishing” the legitimacy of the language, “not only at the state 
level, but also among the public” (Sebba “Named,” 360). There is also a 

1 Shoba (2010) also reports a complex situation regarding status in the context of education. 
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wealth of basic information and learning resources available courtesy of 
the Scots Language Centre, Aye Can, Oor Vyce, and more recent attempts 
to guide speakers in using Scots appropriately in writing (see next 
section). 
 While the range of language varieties in Scotland related to English 
are appropriately captured by the idea of a continuum, there are some 
issues with calling them all Scots. Including all these varieties would 
show Scots to be in widespread use in Scotland, though it “appears to be 
in terminal decline, at least as an entity separate from Scottish English” 
(Millar “Scots,” 241). In a journalistic article responding to a reader’s 
letter, Trudgill makes the same distinction: “Mr ______ used the terms 
“Scots” and “Scottish English” in his letter as if they are interchangeable. 
I would like to suggest that they are not.” Elsewhere, Stuart-Smith and 
Douglas have labelled the continuum itself as “Scottish English,” with 
“Scots” being a predominantly working-class set of varieties lying within 
it. For the most part, it seems that Scots is conceived of as a set of codes 
in which lexis, syntax, and orthography are different from that of Scottish 
Standard English. 
 This conceptual confusion, along with ambiguities surrounding status 
and the problem of stigmatisation/marginalisation, had implications for 
the 2011 Census in Scotland and its conclusions about speaker numbers 
(Niven; Sebba “Named”). The census question on Scots was based on self-
reported ability to read, write, and speak, and so the issues of what is and 
is not “Scots,” what constitutes competence in it, and the interaction of 
these two subjectivities give us cause to question the findings. 
Nevertheless, we might conclude from some quantitative data – for 
instance, that 70% of respondents claimed they could not speak the 
language – that Scots is not something the Scottish population 
understands to be in common use. 

Scots Orthography 

After technological developments in eighteenth-century printing, written 
Scots came under further pressure from anglicisation. However, 
resistance to this came in the form of an “aggrieved national sentiment,” 
which motivated the publication of texts in Scots as “an explicitly Scottish 
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means of expressing cultural identity” (Bann and Corbett, 62). High-
quality Scots literature began to appear precisely in the period when the 
language was suffering its decline, with Robert Burns being “only the 
most famous of a number of 18th and 19th century poets using Scots” 
(Millar “Scots,” 239), such as Robert Fergusson and, to some extent, 
Walter Scott. Growing mass literacy in the nineteenth century again 
caused orthographic practices to approximate standard English, before 
the ‘Scottish Renaissance’ of the early twentieth century, and most 
popularly modernist C.M. Grieve (‘Hugh McDiarmid’), revived a literary 
form of written Scots based on eighteenth-century written norms, often 
referred to as Lallans. It is important to note that, at least since Scottish 
society became urabanised during the industrial revolution, this type of 
traditional Lowland Scots (or some imitation of it) has been viewed as a 
respectable opposite of ‘slovenly’ urban dialects (Aitken “Bad Scots;” 
McClure Scots). While the function and status of urban dialects are 
complex – as are those of other spoken varieties, none of which are 
accurately represented by Lallans – certain forms of traditional Scots 
writing possess a comparatively clearer and more prestigious function in 
literature. 
 Literary orthography tends to combine Old Scots with representations 
of pronunciation2 using the sound-spelling conventions of standard 
English.3 Unstandardised, and with writers relatively free to include or 
exclude adapted, conservative, urban, or archaic forms as they see fit, 
contemporary Scots writing can be rather idiosyncratic. However, this 
may be changing. The Wikipedia scandal threw the importance of 
spelling into sharp focus; following the realisation that around half of the 
Scots language pages were linguistically unsatisfactory, eager editors 
soon realised that they themselves were unsure of how to contribute in 
the absence of a written standard. Historically, those who have shown the 
most interest in the standardisation of Scots orthography are 

2 Most commonly realised as vowel respellings. Aitken (“Scottish Accents;” “Scots”) has 
mapped 19 Scots vowels across different varieties of speech. 
3 For instance, while down might be rewritten as <doon>, good is still realised as <good> 
according to common Scottish speech. Hence, the combination of Old Scots elements such as 
<guid> with innovative ones like <doon>, which some writers may choose to do in order to 
emphasise visual difference from standard English. 
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orthoepists/linguists, lexicographers, literary commentators, and 
language activists, who all face the same issue of high variability. 
Dictionaries have been digitised for various purposes, though the most 
comprehensive of these – Dictionary of the Scots Language (DSL) – offers 
long lists of spelling alternatives,4 as does the Scottish National 
Dictionary (SND). Often, spelling reform projects are political/ideological 
efforts to raise the status and academic respectability of Scots, with the 
accessibility and functionality of the orthographic system an afterthought 
(Bann and Corbett). While there is not scope in this paper to attempt to 
assess their utility, guides to Scots writing and spelling abound; of the 
various publications – official, academic, and grassroots – apparently, the 
most cited among language advocates online are Andy Eagle’s.5 With 
support from the Scottish Government, the Scots Language Centre 
recently conducted its own research to inform a detailed guide to writing 
called Scots Warks. 
 An orthographic history that predates notions of an English written 
standard and the longevity of its literary legacy makes Scots an 
intriguing case when compared with research into other varieties of non-
standard English orthography online. The position that Scots is an 
independent language with independent practices (and therefore not an 
unlicensed deviation from English) is a perfectly reasonable one, held by 
the participants at the centre of this study.  Nevertheless, the widespread 
ambivalence surrounding Scots within Scotland, and a lack of awareness 
of the language more broadly, remind us that it exists within a social and 
historical power dynamic in which standard English is the dominant 
written variety and regional aberrations are often viewed as illegitimate. 
While attitudes may be changing, until recently, those who spoke urban 
dialects at school were mocked, its speakers sometimes subject to 
physical punishment (Millar “Scots”). The effects of marginalisation on 
written Scots are perhaps even greater since far more people have 
reported using Scots as a spoken language than as a written one (Scottish 

4 Graphemic combinations not generally available in standard English, such as <kk> in makkin, 
further broaden the range of spelling alternatives. 
5 For instance, Aw Ae Wey – a review of suggested pan-dialectal orthographic norms that leans 
on 18th and 19th-century models. All resources are available at https://www.scots-online.org/, 
accessed 1st November 2021) 

https://www.scots-online.org/
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Government Social Research). 
 Indeed, the use of Scots orthography can subvert this power dynamic 
(Jaffe), particularly when introduced to new and legitimating contexts 
such as official political documents (McGugan); until recently, written 
Scots was largely confined to particular literary domains – in which it 
thrives and which have overwhelmingly been the focus of academic 
research – and comic narrative (Corbett et al.). However, more recently, 
“social media has given rise to a new genre of casual, communicative 
writing that is potentially visible to large and diverse audiences, 
providing both a platform and an impetus to express one’s identity” 
(Shoemark et al. “Aye,” 1241) in written Scots. 

Scots Online 

Quantitative corpus-based research has shown Scots orthography online 
to encode phonetic variation, with evidence of style-shifting and some 
regional variation (Tatman). Shoemark et al. (“Topic;” “Aye”) have 
reported on the influence of topic, audience, and political identity; pro-
independence tweets in the lead-up to the 2014 Scottish independence 
referendum used slightly more Scots vocabulary and pronunciation 
respellings, though much less than in more informal tweets to smaller 
audiences, regardless of political affiliation (Shoemark et al. “Aye”). 
 Associations between written Scottish language and humour in CMC 
is evident in the popularity of social media pages dedicated to ‘Scottish 
Tweets’.6 Here, ‘Scottishness’ is most commonly identified via 
pronunciation respellings and/or Scots lexical items understood broadly 
in the United Kingdom (wee, aye, etc.). The influential BuzzFeed article 
(Bailey) that is said to have brought ‘Scottish Twitter’ into broader 
recognition (Mitchell) described it as “the wildest place on Earth.” 
 Bann and Corbett predict that digital technologies will not 
homogenise Scots orthography, arguing that the highly variable spellings 
do not present communicative issues and that norms are unlikely to be 
established in relatively unregulated online spaces.  It is also suggested 
that the presumed desire to communicate broadly as a consequence of 

6 See @ScottishPatterr, @ScottishPeople_ and #ScottishPeopleTwitter. 
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globalisation “constrains the impulse to retain individual and community 
identity” (Bann and Corbett, 146), reflected in findings by Shoemark et 
al. (“Topic;” “Aye”) that show a preference for addressing a wider audience 
in standard English, rather than Scots. However, some norms are indeed 
being established in precisely those online spaces – I suspect due to 
ideological forces rather than communicative obstacles – and the global 
resource of social media has brought about a community of practice 
dedicated to the language and its use. 

Methodology 

Research Questions and Design 

This paper reports on two research questions taken from a larger 
investigation of Scots orthography online: 

a) What orthographic patterns can be found among groups of
Scots-language Twitter users online?

b) What are the motives for and attitudes towards Scots
orthography, and how are these reflected in orthographic
practices?

I address them in two analytical stages, respectively: 

1. Analysis of orthographic and lexical features, using Aitken’s
(“Scots”) and Bann and Corbett’s models, in tweet data from
two groups. Written features are characterised as
pronunciation respellings, historical spellings, and/or ‘ideal’
spellings. The authors’ frequency of non-standard spellings
and use of a distinctive Scots lexicon is also considered.

2. The linguistic findings are then cross-referenced with
questionnaire responses of the Scots Language group (see
‘Authors’), working within an NLS framework (Sebba
“Phonology;” Spelling) that aims to uncover the social
meanings behind non-standard orthographic practices.

 This approach provides an account of differentiation within Scots 
orthography online that emphasises the role of ideology in determining 
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the non-standard orthographic practices of the Scots Language group. 
Such ideologies, while central to the understanding of language variation, 
are absent from quantitative studies of bilingual online contexts and 
rarely explored in depth through interviews or questionnaires in 
qualitative ones. 

Data 

Tweets are short messages of up to 280 characters often containing 
images, videos, or an embedded ‘retweet’ from another user. The 
constraint on characters does not appear to influence the use of Scots 
since (1) most Tweets are kept well within the character limit, and (2) 
non-standard spellings do not appear to use fewer characters. A marked 
advantage of tweet data is that the problem of the Observer’s Paradox 
(Labov) is overcome, as in the present case, by using tweets taken from 
before the point of contact with the researcher. Scots is not listed as a 
language on Twitter, nor is it yet so on popular digital devices with inbuilt 
dictionaries and auto-correcting spellcheckers.7 
 For the linguistic analysis, the ten most recent public tweets from 
twelve separate Scots users were manually selected. Since the frequency 
of posts varied greatly from user to user, tweets were not taken from the 
same timeframe, with the earliest dating back to 20th May 2019 and the 
latest 7th June 2020. Of particular interest are three factors: 

1. The percentage of non-standard spelling variants used by each
author, as opposed to standard English ones. ‘Text language’,
acronyms, emojis, hashtags, abbreviations, and names are
excluded from the data, as are any translations offered by the
author.

2. Whether these spellings included any variants that do not
appear to have been used in order to represent the
pronunciation of the author (labelled ‘possible non-phonetic
spellings’).

3. Whether Scots lexical items were present that are not likely to
be known to a non-Scots speaker. Included here are items

7 In 2021, Mozilla Firefox published a Scots-language web browser. 
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listed in the DSL and considered to be not in use outside 
Scotland by the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) – either 
because they are not listed at all or labelled ‘obsolete’ and/or 
exclusively ‘Scottish’.8 

 The twelve users were also invited to complete a questionnaire (see 
Appendix A) for stage two of the analysis. The questionnaire was emailed 
to willing participants and was designed to elicit attitudes towards and 
motives for Scots orthography, as well as some ethnographic data – age, 
occupation, and where each respondent had grown up. Certain 
respondents were also asked about specific tweets in which particular 
instances of non-standard orthography were of interest. 
 This approach allowed me to access both overt and covert beliefs about 
language, providing a more complete analysis of the authors’ complex 
attitudes and motives. Hence, a combination of ‘screen data’ (tweets and 
comments) and ‘offline’ data from questionnaires has been used, 
revealing meaningful inconsistencies (see ‘Discussion’) that arise 
between datasets and even within a participant’s questionnaire response. 

Authors 

When selecting appropriate authors, this investigation used what 
Androutsopoulos (“Online,” 241-242) has described as a “roam around” 
style of observation in order to identify different styles of Scots from 
different Twitter sources. Beginning with the official pages of The Scots 
Language Centre (@LairnScots and @scotslanguage) and a ‘Scottish 
Twitter’ page (@ScottishPeople_), authors who regularly employed Scots 
variants were identified using Twitter’s ‘who to follow’ suggestions, 
retweets posted on these three pages, and through associated comments 
and threads. Six were selected from the Scots Language Centre pages 
(henceforth the ‘Scots Network’ group) and six from @ScottishPeople_ 
(the ‘Scottish Twitter’ group). 

All users were sent consent forms requesting the use of public tweets 

8 Alternate standard English spellings were also searched. For instance, when <puckle> was 
entered as <pickle>, entries were found in the OED indicating that its meaning as ‘a small 
amount’ may be generally intelligible to a non-Scots user. 
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and questionnaire responses for analysis and academic publication. Five 
users returned these along with the questionnaire. Since the ideological 
themes of this paper can cause disagreement within Scots-speaking 
communities, steps were taken to anonymise all users. As such, the 
original tweets of the questionnaire respondents have not been quoted 
and personal information has been removed. All Twitter handles in this 
paper are anonymous monikers.9 This paper recognises as an ethical 
issue the fact that Twitter users are not necessarily aware of the 
availability of their data for use in research and, as a policy of best 
practice recommended by Fiesler and Proferes, attempts were made to 
obtain consent from all users. 
 The five questionnaire respondents – all from the Scots Language 
group – stated that they lived and had grown up in different regions of 
Scotland. Those with whom contact was not possible had their Twitter 
location set to somewhere in Scotland. The willingness of these 
participants was considered in the analysis; during correspondence, they 
were often eager to promote the Scots language and ensure that I had a 
sufficient understanding of it in order to carry out the investigation. 
 Gender has been excluded as a sociolinguistic factor due to the 
insufficient number of participants who were able to confirm their 
gender. There is a need to better establish the relationship between CMC, 
gender, and standardness, building on work done by Lauren Squires, and 
this would no doubt be a worthy line of investigation with regards to 
Scots. The attribution of gender pronouns in this study is based solely 
and somewhat arbitrarily on the Twitter handles of each author. 

Limitations 

The application of traditional sociolinguistic methods to CMC raises some 
issues. Many of these10 are naturally overcome through: (1) a focus 
predominantly on orthography, (2) requesting basic ethnographic 

9 These include the <^> symbol, which cannot be used in real Twitter handles. The names used 
in the monikers were chosen at random and any coincidence with real Twitter users is by 
chance 
10 Androutsopoulos (Data Collection, 237-238) has listed some of the most common 
methodological obstacles to sociolinguistic research of CMC 
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information through contact with users, and (3) the fact that this 
investigation does not take an interactional approach and is not 
concerned with large datasets. An inherent problem with Twitter data is 
the ambiguity regarding audience, of which social media users are never 
entirely aware since posts intended for an intimate readership can be 
viewed and circulated invisibly, while those that have been written with 
an awareness of this fact may only be read by a close network of followers. 
For this investigation, however, it is sufficient to know an author’s 
intended audience, which was elicited in the questionnaire. 
 Nevertheless, two shortcomings remain. Firstly, speech does have its 
part to play with regards to the phonetic or non-phonetic nature of certain 
variants, which could not be confirmed through observation. Where 
relevant, pronunciation has been discussed with participants as best as 
possible. This brings us to the second methodological issue: contact was 
only possible with five authors. It is regrettable that none of these 
belonged to the Scottish Twitter group; the views of these apparently less 
traditional, more urbanised authors would greatly inform the 
investigation. I have therefore focussed primarily on those who did 
respond to the questionnaire, and authors who did not are included only 
where appropriate. 

Findings and Analysis 

Linguistic Features 

Research Question A – what orthographic patterns are emerging in Scots 
orthography online? 

The results of the linguistic analysis from the two groups are as follows: 
Twitter 
Handle 

Scots vs 
English 

Possible 
non-
phonetic 
spellings 

Distinct 
lexis12 

Occupati
on 

Age Stated 
location of 
origin 

12 Many more items of lexis from the Scots Network users that do not appear here were listed 
as ‘rare’ in the OED, with quotations chiefly from Scottish texts, such as <gaur>/<gar> for 
make. 
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variants11 
@Rhuriadh
^Paterson 

6/10 
tweets 
34/184 
items 
(18.47%) 

<guid> 
<schuil> 

<ken> 
<bleester> 

Teacher 54 Perth 

@Anne^La
mont 

10/10 
tweets 
34/50 
items 
(68%) 

<greet> 
<stey> 

Teacher 50 Aberdeens
hire 

@Lachlan^
Leslie 

7/10 
tweets 
44/181 
items 
(24.3%) 

<schuil> 
<mune> 
<auld> 
<burd> 

<muckle> 
<braw> 

Writer 61 Clydebank, 
Dunbarton
shire 

@Dr^McBr
ide 

10/10 
tweets 
90/163 
items 
(55.21%) 

<guid> 
<traivells> 
<monie> 
<buke> 
<luikin> 
<through> 
<Yuil> 

<braw> Linguist N/A Scotland, 
not 
specified 

@Jim^Has
tings 

9/10 
tweets 
131/328 
items 
(39.94%) 

<spikker> 
<finisht> 
<chynge> 
<wirds> 
<cauld> 
<efternuin
> 
<bi> 
<auld> 
<uised> 

<braw> 
<stoater> 
<scrieve> 
<chiel> 

Writer 39 Hamilton/ 
Glasgow 

@Robert^D
anielli 

7/10 
tweets 
19/207 
(9.17%) 

<buik> 
<pruifin> 
<puirith> 

<braw> 
<hoolie> 
<smirr> 
<baffies> 

Writer/ 
poet 

54 Ayrshire 

Table 1. Results for the Scots Network Group (found through @LairnScots and 
@scotslanguage). 

11 Provided in this column for each author are: (1) the number of tweets containing Scots 
features, (2) the total number of Scots tokens for all tweets, and (3) the percentage of Scots vs. 
English variants. 
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Twitter Handle Scots vs English 
variants 

Possible 
non-phonetic 
spellings 

Distinct 
lexis 

Stated 
location of 
origin/reside
nce 

@Frankie^Laidlaw 7/10 tweets 
37/312 
(11.85%) 

0 0 Glasgow 

@Stuart^Grey 4/10 tweets 
8/220 items 
(3.63%) 

0 0 Glasgow 

@Martin^Logan 8/10 tweets 
23/141 items 
(16.31%) 

0 <clatty> Glasgow/ 
Munich 

@Gordon^Imlach 9/10 tweets 
26/244 items 
(10.65%) 

0 0 Glasgow 

@Billy^Nichols 5/10 tweets 
7/89 items 
(7.86%) 

0 0 Paisley 

@Gabby^Redpath 9/10 tweets 
25/254 items 
(9.84%) 

0 <wean> Glasgow 

Table 2. Results for the Scottish Twitter Group (found through 
@ScottishPeople_). 

 The differences between the two groups across the three foci of 
linguistic analysis are ratherclear, manifested in many orthographic 
variants and lexical items which were not included in Shoemark et al. 
(“Topic;” “Aye”) or Tatman. These differences can be explained by 
established distinctions between sub-categories of Scots, detailed below. 
 The use of <oo> to represent /ʊ/ or /u:/ in the sound-spelling 
relationship of standard English and RP has various phonetic 
possibilities in Scots; good or school, though more commonly represented 
by Aitken’s Vowel 7 as in /gʉd/ and /skʉl/ (Hughes et al.), may well be 
realised with Vowel 15 (/gɪd/ and /skɪl/) by Central Scots speakers (Aitken 
“Scottish Accents,” 99). Thus, <guid> or <schuil> might be deemed 
phonetic spellings, in accordance with the convention of <ui> to represent 
/ɪ/. Regardless, the consistent preference of <ui>, rather than the perhaps 
more straightforward <i>, has been included in Aitken’s notion of a 
written ‘Ideal Scots’. This is based on “an idealised conservative form of 
spoken Central Scots,” upon which “something like a standard variety of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Near-close_near-back_rounded_vowel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Near-close_near-front_unrounded_vowel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Near-close_near-front_unrounded_vowel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Near-close_near-front_unrounded_vowel
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literary Scots” (Aitken “Scots,” 528) is founded and which, as the name 
suggests, is the preserve of the ‘best’ speakers and writers. This relates 
to ideas of authenticity in Scots literary writing (McClure “The 
Language”) and is often used to support the concept of a Scots language. 
A similar orthographic distinction is drawn between ‘Older Scots Residue’ 
and ‘Innovative Scots’, the latter using phonetic orthographic choices 
more easily identified as pronunciation respellings, including <i> rather 
than <ui> (Bann and Corbett). This feature of Ideal Scots/Older Scots 
Residue, among others such as <ch> for /x/, was evident in the Scots 
Network dataset and absent from the Scottish Twitter group. 
 One Scots Network author further avoided Innovative Scots through 
the use of the diacritic <í>13 in <hístory> for the purposes of not having 
to write the “arbitrarily phonetic” alternative <heestory>. Conversely, 
two of the Scottish Twitter users chose the innovative <heed> over the 
older <heid> for head. Some examples of Innovative Scots did appear 
among the Scots Network group, most noticeably <oo> to replace <ou> 
(<oor>, <doon>, <prood>, etc.), representing Aitken’s Vowel 6, a popular 
feature of speech across different varieties of Scots (Stuart-Smith “The 
Phonology”). However, no Older Scots Residue was seen in the Scottish 
Twitter spellings when an Innovative Scots feature was available. The 
Scottish Twitter dataset also showed variants that did not appear in the 
DSL either as an entry or as a citation, and which were not encountered 
in the literature; these include <awrite> (alright), <magine> (imagine), 
<gee> (give), and <way> (with), presumed to be phonetic innovations.  
 Other spelling choices featured in the Scots Network group signalled 
no phonetic difference from the standard English spelling: 
<burd>/<bird>, <finisht>/<finished>, <mune>/<moon>, 
<traivells>14/travels>, <monie>/<many>, and <throu>/<through>. These 
“purely graphemic” (Androutsopoulos “Non-standard,” 514) variants 
seem to be used to flag the authors’ writing as simultaneously Scots and 
not English in a similar way to British Creole writers (Sebba 

13 This is by no means common practice in Scots and no clear evidence of its usage as such 
was found. It appears to be a carry-over from the use of grave accents in Scottish Gaelic to 
mark long vowels (SQA, 6). 
14 The DSL cited no examples of <ll> in travels after 1700. 
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“Phonology”), though with the added influence of established 
lexicographical, historical, and literary resources; the varied spellings of 
past tense and past participle endings such as <finisht>, for instance, 
were common in Early Modern English (Van Ostade, 256). 
 The difference in lexical ‘thinness’ also indicates different degrees of 
‘readability’, with only two distinctively Scots items appearing in the 
Scottish Twitter dataset. Aitken (“Scots”) organises the lexical overlap 
between standard English and Scots in a 5-column model (see Appendix 
B), of which the first two columns are said to represent Ideal Scots. No 
lexical items from the 19 in Aitken’s Column 1 were found in the Scottish 
Twitter group, whereas <brae>, <bairn>, <ken>, and <gey> appeared in 
the Scots Network dataset, and <een> in the questionnaire data. Of those 
orthographic distinctions specified in Aitken’s Column 2, representing 
word-forms that have standard English cognates, 9/21 were found in the 
Scots Network group, compared to 2/21 in the Scottish Twitter group. 
Beyond Aitken’s Columns, much more distinctive Scots lexis appeared 
among Scots Network users compared to one innovative ‘slang’ form – 
<wean> (Macafee “Studying,” 57) – in the Scottish Twitter group. 
 Though it is unclear whether, given recent changes in political 
sentiment and language policy and planning in Scotland, lexical erosion 
is currently occurring at the “very rapid” rate it was perceived to be by 
Macafee (“Studying,” 53), the difference in the use of traditional lexis 
between the two datasets is perhaps due to the perception of language 
loss; the type of vocabulary which is said to be at risk is exemplified by 
Aitken’s Column 1 and 2 lexis (Macafee “Studying,” 55). 
 The use of <a>/<ah> for a first-person pronoun was common in both 
groups. However, 2/3 of the Scots Network users consistently capitalised 
the variant as <A>/<Ah> when it did not appear at the beginning of a 
sentence,15 compared to 0/4 of the Scottish Twitter users,16 with no 
instances of such capitalisation. When used as a contraction with an 
auxiliary verb, Scots Network users also punctuated the variants 

15 The three Scots Network users consistently used upper-case characters at the beginning of 
sentences. 
16 2/4 of the Scottish Twitter users consistently used upper-case characters at the beginning of 
sentences, while 2/4 used lower-case ones in almost all instances. 
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<ah>/<A>/<Ah> as: <A’v>, <A’m>, <ah’ve>, <ah’m>, and <Ah’m>. This 
occurred in 7/8 cases, alongside one instance of the second-person <ye’re>, 
whereas 0/10 contractions – <am>, <ad>, <ave>, and <av> – were 
punctuated in the Scottish Twitter group.17 Although there seems to be 
no clear scholarly account of capitalisation or apostrophe use for personal 
pronouns, to do so appears to be an act of care in keeping with 
prescriptivist views and concerns over the status of Scots (see ‘Attitudes 
and Motives’). 
 The variant <a> also replaced of for Scottish Twitter users but not for 
the Scots Network users, who consistently use <o>, the preferred variant 
of Burns (1787) and the DSL (Dictionar o the Scots Leid). Indeed, the 
orthographic choices for of represent a clear difference between the two 
groups: 

Variant of ‘of’ Scottish Twitter Scots Network 

<a> 9 0 

<ae> 6 0 

<o> 0 17 

Table 3. Variants of ‘of.’ 

Both <o> and <a> are listed in the DSL as variants of ‘of’ before and after 
1700, while <ae> is not listed as a preposition. 
 Scottish Twitter users employed a <-y> ending for the negative 
contractions <canny> (can’t) and <hasny> (hasn’t). No Scots Network 
users did this, instead preferring the <-ae> and <-a> endings in <didnae> 
(didn’t), <cannae> (can’t), <couldnae> (couldn’t), and <dinnae>/<dinna> 
(don’t). None of these are found among the Scottish Twitter users. 
Although the DSL does not list contractions as specific entries, the <-ae> 
endings can be found in example sentences under other entries, while the 
<-y> endings cannot. 
 The linguistic analysis shows, through a higher rate of non-standard 
spellings and distinctive Scots lexis as well as the use of traditional 

17 It is noted here that all Scottish Twitter users consistently punctuated standard English 
contractions, though the influence of autocorrecting spell-checkers here is unknown. 
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orthographic features of Old Scots Residue and Ideal Scots, the Scots 
Network group’s orthography is more visually distant from standard 
English than that of the Scottish Twitter group. Aitken (“Scots,” 529), 
commenting on the archaisms of Ideal Scots, states: “as is often the case, 
the members of society most strongly conscious of traditions and culture 
are the ‘educated’ – who are perhaps rather better represented among the 
middle class.”18 The occupations of the Scots Network participants 
suggest they are well-educated and/or likely to be members of the Scottish 
middle class. @Robert^Danielli, whose low rate of Scots spellings (9.17%) 
might be considered anomalous, still displayed dense Scots usage (up to 
58% Scots spellings) in tweets outside the dataset. 

Attitudes and Motives 

This section addresses research question B by reporting on the motives 
for orthographic choices among Scots Network users, which at first 
appear to reflect the variable nature of Scots itself. It was not possible to 
interpret the overt or covert attitudes of the Scottish Twitter authors 
since they did not respond to the questionnaire and no references to 
language use were found in tweets. To infer from this an apparent apathy 
towards Scots usage would be excessively speculative. 
 Stated orthographic models included Doric, poems, dictionaries, a 
complex mixture of these, “no model,” and “traditional” Lowland Scots. 
When asked, there was also a difference of opinions among respondents 
over the significance of <ui> to replace different vowel sounds 
represented in standard English by <oo> and <u> in some of the items 
listed in Table 1; these include the phonemes /ɪ/ and /u/, signalling that 
the intended pronunciation is something other than that of RP, awareness 
of register, the authority of dictionaries and old texts as orthographic 
models, and efforts to raise the status of Scots by avoiding overly-phonetic 
spelling, with both positive and negative views towards this. 
 A curiosity arises herein that the various perspectives given by the 
respondents outnumber them, which is not uncommon according to 

18 Associations between certain codes of ‘educated’ Scots and ‘correctness’ are taken here to 
be arbitrary ones with no coherent linguistic basis, but likely based on value judgments. See 
Cameron for value judgments and ‘correctness’ in English and Aitken (1982, 2015) in Scots. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Near-close_near-front_unrounded_vowel
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@Anne Lamont, a self-confessed ‘leid banger’ (a play-on-words with 
‘headbanger’, meaning something like ‘language fanatic’): “if you put 3 
leid bangers in a room you get 7 opinions.” However, all respondents 
seemed accepting of the variability of Scots in terms of orthography and 
speech; when given examples sentences from ‘Scottish Twitter’ and asked 
to comment on the @Scottishpeople_ page, the response was almost 
entirely consistent with the inclusive notion of Scots as a broad 
continuum. 

At first glance, the respondents’ views seem disjointed – not only 
differing from user to user but sometimes within individual questionnaire 
responses. Indeed, the greatest point of agreement is that there is no 
agreement on spelling. How to account, then, for the linguistic 
similarities in the respondents’ tweets? There are important areas of 
consistency; firstly, all agreed that tweets written in Scots were, to 
different extents, not simply a representation of speech. These accounts, 
supported by the linguistic analysis, takes them out of the territory of 
pronunciation respellings. Tweets were also described as a chance to 
improve writing skills, to develop a Scots-speaking community online, to 
establish written conventions, and to incorporate various varieties of 
Scots into a ‘pan-dialect.’ Furthermore, all respondents mentioned the 
recognition or development of the Scots language at some point, with 
some suggestions that this could be achieved by avoiding ‘slang’ and 
certain phonetic variants that might be stigmatised. 
 This perception of stigma is likely the reason why, despite the initial 
acceptance of Urban/Innovative Scots usage, specific prescriptivist 
worries emerge elsewhere in the questionnaire responses regarding the 
grammar, punctuation, and spelling of ‘Scottish Twitter’. Commenting on 
the capitalisation and punctuation of first-person pronouns and their 
contractions with auxiliary verbs, @Robert^Danielli stated: “It’s lazy. No 
standardisation includes such lax grammar.” @Jim^Hastings, who 
deemed such concerns unimportant, still punctuated contractions, 
possibly due to an awareness of the somewhat aggressive implementation 
of orthographic ‘standards’, about which he said: “some people do their 
absolute nut.” It is perhaps the same concern for status that motivates 
objections to ‘Scottish Twitter’ as a concept; all those who gave an opinion 
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on the @ScottishPeople_ page were worried that Scots was not taken 
seriously as a language but instead limited to a humorous and 
illegitimate way of writing English, with one user viewing the tweets as 
“demeaning racial stereotypes unrepresentative of both people & 
language.” Some celebrated the humour of ‘Scottish Twitter’ while also 
aware of the fact that to do so “does little if anything” to raise the status 
of a language, “and may well have the opposite effect” (Sebba Spelling, 
105). 
 Shoemark et al. (“Topic”) showed evidence among Scottish Twitter 
users of style-shifting influenced by audience, with users employing Scots 
variants more when addressing what they presumed to be a Scottish 
audience, particularly smaller ones. 3/5 respondents claimed they 
sometimes tweeted in English when addressing wider, non-Scots 
audiences and 4 answered the questionnaire in mostly standard English. 
There was also awareness of the problems associated with 
accommodating English-speaking monolinguals; it was made clear by 
@Anne^Lamont that an instinct to answer the questionnaire in Scots was 
suppressed only by a reluctance to seem “rude or obtuse,” and she and 
others made efforts to incorporate Scots phrases. The importance of 
domain in establishing a ‘serious’ language was addressed, with 
respondents worried that Scots writing was predominantly used in 
humorous contexts. @Rhuriadh^Paterson expressed concerns about Scots 
being a taboo in formal contexts, stating, of the languages he knows, he 
actively resolved to subvert these taboos, including in the questionnaire 
itself: “I feel empowered tae use ony an ilka een finiver A see fit” [I feel 
empowered to use any and every one whenever I see fit]. @Lachlan^Leslie 
claimed to use an Ideal Scots spelling - <schuil> - in more formal contexts. 
 To sum up, the questionnaire data shows an inclusive definition of 
Scots existing alongside linguistic and ideological concerns. These two 
elements, in their most opposed forms, perhaps present more of a 
contradiction than they would among English speakers concerned about 
language standards, who do not see their language as under threat. The 
respondents sought to welcome any “brave” attempt at putting their 
minority language variety into writing while also emphasising the 
importance of certain linguistic conventions in elevating it. 
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@Jim^Hastings: I don’t think how other people use language is 
really anybody else’s business, and Scots speakers are so 
incessantly stigmatised on the basis of how they speak that the last 
thing they need is somebody like me coming along and pulling them 
up on how they write as well… 

But if you were asking me, in an academic kind of way, where I 
would draw the line between Scots and Scottish English, my feeling 
would be that Scots is Scots when there’s no unnecessary English 
usages in there… I try to avoid using Scots words in otherwise 
English tweets, as I think it tends to confirm the belief that Scots is 
a dialect or slang, rather than a language in its own right. 

@Anne^Lamont: I frequently cringe at the poor grammar – even 
poor in Scots, which is different to English grammar. The 
inconsistent, phonetic spelling worries me... The often complete 
lack of punctuation troubles me. 

I also tend to think that folk need to be encouraged to use the Scots 
they have in writing, so that criticising all of that is not helpful, when 
someone has taken the brave step of committing Scots to writing. 

 The maintenance of older orthographic variants from literary and 
lexicographical authorities appears to be not simply of “antiquarian 
value” (Sebba Spelling, 38), as it might be elsewhere in the English-
speaking world, but something that establishes Scots as more than an 
improvised dialect that perpetuates “the myth that Scots is bad English, 
used only by ill-educated, sweary people” (@Anne^Lamont). The 
awareness of this “myth” drives both sides of the respondents’ message: 
that Scots can be whatever the speaker/writer wants it to be, but Scots is 
more Scots under certain conditions. 

Discussion 

The linguistic data in this investigation showed two distinct styles of non-
standard writing from two distinct social groups. While not much is 
known about the Scottish Twitter group, the Scots Network users are 
language-conscious authors whose concern for the legitimacy of Scots is 
manifested in a more prestigious and visually distinct way of writing. 
When faced with an apparent ‘free-for-all’ of unstandardised 
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orthographic practices, rather than creating new orthographic traditions 
to deviate from standard English – as their Scottish Twitter counterparts 
and AA(V)E users have done online – the authors utilise and preserve old 
ones, while making sure to uphold the conventions of English 
punctuation. 
 Interesting parallels are drawn with other ‘illegitimate’ language 
varieties related to English, though Scots seems to be separated from 
them by a long orthographic and literary history, and the authenticity 
and linguistic legitimacy represented by this history. Hence, for the Scots 
Network group the preservation of ‘Scots’ as an independent entity, with 
a precedence recorded in various dictionaries, was more important than 
the creation of a new ‘anti-standard’. Nevertheless, defined as it so often 
is in opposition to standard English, written Scots on a global platform is 
subversive by default; respondents also emphasised that what they write 
is not standard English, and this sense of opposition likely contributes to 
the desire to include ‘purely graphemic’ or ‘symbolic’ non-standard 
orthographic variants in the authors’ repertoires. 
 So, a “world where Scots is unacceptable exists side-by-side with the 
world where it is to be valued, an important part of cultural heritage” 
(Unger, 152). It is the awareness of this duality that the Scots Network 
users navigate when making orthographic choices on Twitter and which 
is reflected in their internal conflicts: ‘Scottish Twitter’ is linguistically 
acceptable, but not up to certain standards; @ScottishPeople_ is a funny 
and enjoyable page, but also “demeaning”; standardisation is needed, 
though variability is “wunnerfu” and “democratic”; the refusal to 
accommodate English monolinguals is both “rude” and “brave.” Those 
that support the Scots language seem to want to elevate it while 
welcoming its current use in most forms. The dual status of Scots also 
explains why its writers do not operate within a binary Scots-English 
model, but in a trinary one that reinforces the division between the more 
“approvable” Ideal Scots and the more “vulgar,” urbanised “Bad Scots” 
(Aitken “Scots,” 529). 
 Orthographic standards are relevant here in two senses – the first 
concerns ease of communication and ‘readability’, which the Scots 
Network users chose to eschew in various ways. The second concerns 
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standards in a narrower sense – i.e., beyond issues of practicality – based 
on ideology (Milroy and Milroy). The standards and ideologies in question 
are those of the Scots Network authors; the desire to have Scots taken 
seriously appears to motivate the regulation of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ linguistic 
features of Scots19 – a kind of prescriptivism or ‘verbal hygiene’ 
(Cameron) that counteracts the more authoritarian prescriptivism of 
uniformity in written standard English. After all, the “impulse to 
regulate language… takes innumerable forms” (Cameron, 9), which are 
often in conflict with one another. The linguistic standards of this 
‘hygiene’, though still highly variable, appear to favour an orthography 
that looks traditional, distinct, and not “arbitrarily phonetic;” in a 
language that officially and ostensibly has no single notion of standards 
or norms, there exists “an assumed ‘norm’” (McClure “The Language,” 
214) or ‘ideal’ standards (Aitken “Scots”) in writing.

What is more, these eager Scots Network authors are not entirely at
the whim of (further) support from government or official organisations 
in addressing their concerns. Twitter allows for the ideologies and 
orthographies discussed here to be negotiated openly and democratically, 
acting as a neutral online space where Scots is made visible by those who 
might otherwise be confined to their physical speech community. 

Conclusion 

Of research into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ language, Cameron (17) notes: “the 
investigation of normative practices, whether contested or taken for 
granted, has the potential to cast light on the relations between language, 
society and identity.” This study explored those relations with regards to 
the written practices of Scots users on Twitter, repeatedly returning to 
the negotiation of language norms – those which are “contested” as well 
as those “taken for granted.” 
 The findings revealed a desire to adhere to older, more distinctive, and 
more ‘ideal’ linguistic features for those who are concerned about the 
status and legitimacy of Scots. Indeed, it is because of this concern that 
they choose to do so, often in response to a seemingly popular and 

19 Interestingly, these included the use of punctuation and capitalisation according to the 
conventions of ‘Good English’. 
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allegedly damaging belief that written Scots is an attempt to reflect 
speech. The conflict of standards that language-conscious users face is 
indicative of the fact that Scots is either valued or stigmatised depending 
on how it is written, who is involved, and the context in which it is used. 
The data also showed how this conflict extended to: broader cultural 
attitudes; views on standardisation; opinions on other, more ‘urban’ Scots 
authors; and the subtle conventions of interaction with English 
monolinguals. These tensions were made visible through an approach 
which considered overt and covert attitudes from offline and online data, 
which was cross-referenced with linguistic analysis. A certain standard 
is upheld within an unstandardised language, facilitated by the 
informality and accessibility of social media, where ideologies and 
orthographies are contested and regulated; Twitter is a site of active and 
democratic normative regulation for ‘minority’ language users, whose 
contributions extend beyond geographical borders. 
 There are several areas in which further investigation into Scots can 
inform our understanding of written language online. Perhaps most 
pressing is the need to understand the perspective of those who write 
Scots in a more urbanised style, and how this relates to their views on 
language. Those whose innovative orthographies cannot be cross-
referenced with Scots-language dictionaries do not seem to be taken 
seriously as Scots-language users, and it would benefit our 
understanding of Scots writing to know why. Secondly, while the 
enregisterment of Scots CMC has been explored (Cutler), an account of 
performativity such as those given in Back and Zepeda and in Deumert 
and Lexander, not within the scope of this study, would make for a more 
complete analysis of the social media context. Finally, my suggestion that 
there appear to be practices of ‘verbal hygiene’ in Scots requires further 
confirmation and the matter is ripe for exploration on language forums 
used for discussion and (dis)agreement regarding linguistic features. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A – Questionnaire 

1. How old are you?
2. What is your occupation?
3. Which part of Scotland did you grow up in?
4. Who do you expect to read your tweets?
5. Do your tweets represent the way you speak?
6. What do you think of ‘Scottish Tweets’? These are humorous pages

dedicated to retweeting distinctly Scottish tweets - see
@ScottishPeople_ for examples (likely to contain bad language).

7. Do these sentences represent the Scots language? If not, what do they
represent?

‘Love bein fae Scotland nae other place in the world like it’ 
‘If u canny trust ur pals then they’re no ur pals’ 
‘Don’t hink my da gets how to use emojis’ 

8. Do you consider your tweets to be mainly in Scots or English?
9. Do you sometimes use Scots spellings in tweets, and if so, why? If you

cannot express why, that is perfectly ok.
10. Do you sometimes use Standard English spellings in tweets, and if

so, why? If you cannot express why, that is perfectly ok.
11. When writing in Scots, what model do you use and how do you decide

which spellings to use?
12. If there is anything else you would like to add, feel free to do so below.

Appendix B - Aitken’s lexical categories, based on Aitken (“Scots,” 520) 

Scots English 

1 2 3 4 5 

bairn 
brae 
kirk 

ken 

hame 
hale 
mare 

puir 

name 
hole 
before 

soup 

home 
whole 
more 

poor 

child 
slope 
church 

know 
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darg 

cuit 
kenspeckle 

birl 
girn 
mind 
sort 

ay 
gey 
kye 
een 

shuin 
deave 

gaed 

ben the hoose 

muin 

yuis (n.) 
yaize (v.) 

cauld 
auld 
coo 
hoose 
loose 
louse 
pey 
wey 

deed 
dee 

scart 

twaw, twae 
no 

-na, -nae

room 

miss 
raise 

young 
row 
London 
winter 
feckless 
bite 
tide 
tie 

feed 
see 

leave 

agree 
he 

his 
they 

some 

moon 

use (n.) 
use (v.) 

cold 
old 
cow 
house 
louse 
loose 
pay 
way 

dead 
die 

scratch 

two 
not 

-n’t

job of work 

ankle 
conspicuous 

spin 
whine 
remember 
mend 

always 
very 
cows 
eyes 

shoes 
deafen, vex 

went 

in or into 
the inner 

part of the 

house 
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Orpheus as Interpretative Tool:  
Insular Orpheus Narratives Looking 

Back on the Mythic Tradition 

Jacob W. Runner 
Kanazawa University 

Separated by distances of geographical location, time, and language, the 
Middle English romance Sir Orfeo and the Middle Scots Orpheus and 
Eurydice by Robert Henryson are united in that they represent insular 
endeavors during the medieval period to relate the same Classical myth.1 
Yet when read alongside one another, an array of distinctions and 
dissimilarities are produced, ones which range from relatively minor 
differences in detail to major narrative divergences. The most significant 
of these is a fundamental altering of the story’s conclusion. Toward the 

1 In comparison with Henryson who was writing in fifteenth-century Scotland, the oldest surviving 

manuscript to contain Sir Orfeo, the Auchinleck manuscript, is thought to have been compiled in 

the London area c. 1330. The other two (Harley 3810 and Ashmole 61) are from the fifteenth 

century but are reasoned to descend from an earlier exemplar, possibly one coeval with 

Auchinleck. See further Bliss ix–xxvii. In lieu of a specific focus on one particular manuscript 

context, in this article I deliberately consider the Sir Orfeo narrative in a more collective capacity. 
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end of Sir Orfeo, the tale famously breaks with convention; Dame 
Heurodis (Eurydice) is successfully rescued, and she returns with Orfeo 
in triumph to reclaim his kingdom. By contrast, Henryson’s version is 
more in keeping with what is canonically familiar: “He blent bakwart and 
Pluto come annone / And onto hell with hir agane is gone” (ll. 392–393). 
Henryson’s Orpheus loses Eurydice a second time as a result of his glance 
backward toward her. 

 My first goal will be to demonstrate the significance of this backward 
glance. Even when absent, it plays a meaningful role within the storyline 
and structure of different unfoldings of the myth. I will argue that it 
additionally functions as a useful interpretative tool, by means of which 
a central aspect of the overarching mythic and hermeneutic tradition 
surrounding the character of Orpheus can be understood. To do this, I 
will first consider the most influential Classical versions in order to 
explore the origins and developmental process of the myth. I will then 
proceed to argue that both Henryson’s poem and Sir Orfeo ought to be 
read first and foremost as participants in the larger context of a perennial 
Orpheus mythic tradition, since approaching the texts from this 
perspective presents the reader with an opportunity to perceive key 
distinguishing features of their distinctive literary environments. 

 As already noted, Sir Orfeo’s conclusion represents a major departure 
from the ending presented in the Classical Latin texts which describe 
Orpheus’s journey to the underworld: Book IV of Virgil’s Georgics and 
Book X of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The figure and tale of Orpheus antedate 
those two particular works and have their origin in older Hellenic mythic 
traditions. The Latin poets’ may in fact also be indebted to an 
Alexandrian intermediary version of the myth that is now lost (Friedman 
7). Nevertheless, the Georgics and the Metamorphoses contain early 
written accounts of Orpheus’s descent that were influential throughout 
the Middle Ages and Early Modern period.2 No less influential is the 
version contained in Book III, Metrum XII of Boethius’s Consolation of 

2 The influence of these specific texts can also undoubtedly be felt in various notable modern 

reworkings, receptions, and responses to the myth, including among many others: Rainer Maria 

Rilke’s Sonnets to Orpheus (1922), Ann Wroe’s Orpheus: The Song of Life (2011), and Neil 

Gaiman’s The Sandman comic series (1989–1996, 1999, 2013–2015). 
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Philosophy, a foundational dialectical text that was widely read 
throughout the Middle Ages. The Consolation of Philosophy’s extensive 
circulation is testified to by the fact that Alfredian Old English 
translation/adaption of the work survives, that Geoffrey Chaucer himself 
(c. 1340s–1400) drew upon and translated it, and that “Boece” is tellingly 
referenced by name in the Moralitas of Henryson’s poem (l. 415). 

 These Latin versions overwhelmingly came to shape later 
presentations and reception of the character and myth, and yet it is 
crucial not simply to lump the three texts together, even when unpacking 
later interpretations of the myth. Boethius (c. 477–524 CE) was writing 
significantly later than either Ovid (c. 43 BCE–17 CE) or Virgil (c. 70–19 
BCE), and in a much different cultural setting. Fuller understanding of 
the evolution of the Orpheus figure—as inherited from the Hellenic 
tradition and developed within the Latin—adds nuance to one’s view of 
subsequent adaptations and sheds light on the critical significance of his 
backward glance. 

 In an attempt to reconstruct the figure of a so-called Greek ‘ur-
Orpheus’ at the beginning of his seminal Orpheus in the Middle Ages, 
John Friedman determines there to be eight significant aspects which 
serve to define the character and narrative: His Divine Parentage, His 
Role as an Argonaut, His Musical Charming of Nature, His Role as a 
Religious Figure, His Role as a Poet, His Journey to the Underworld, His 
Death at the Hands of the Thracian Women, and His Fate After Death 
(5–10). Among these changing, disappearing, and resurfacing elements, 
it is arguably the katabasis, or descent to the underworld, that came to 
be the most recognized aspect of the narrative.  

 The primacy that this motif acquired is all the more intriguing, 
because the search for a lost individual and descent to the realm of the 
dead is far from unique to the story of Orpheus. Variations on the 
katabasis mytheme can be encountered, for instance, in such disparate 
mythological contexts as Old Norse (Hermóðr/Baldr) and early Japanese 
(Izanagi/Izanami). Within the Roman context, comparisons can be made 
between the Orphic descent and that which is made by Virgil’s own 
Aeneas. Significant parallels can also be drawn to Lot’s flight from Sodom 
with his wife in Genesis 19, and to Christ’s Harrowing of Hell prior to 
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resurrection following his death. Indeed, the comparison of Orpheus with 
Christ is of particular significance to a consideration of versions of the 
myth produced during the Middle Ages. 

 Subsequent to and in resonance with Boethius’s ethically “didactic use 
of the legend” (Friedman 90), the dominant medieval traditions of 
interpretative Christian moralization and allegorical approaches to 
Orpheus and Eurydice would develop and take shape amongst other 
comparable treatments of Classical stories. As Orpheus descends to the 
underworld to save Eurydice, so Christ can be understood as rescuing his 
metaphorical bride the Church, or the individual soul. Sharon Coolidge 
further summarizes, “Not only did Christian writers expound on its 
figural associations with David and Christ, but commentators on Ovid, 
Virgil, and Boethius interpreted the narrative as an allegory of man’s 
spiritual pilgrimage in this world” (64).  

 It is noteworthy that Orpheus should come to be aligned with Christ—
“the Good Shepherd who draws men to Himself by His melodious Word” 
(Coolidge 67)—and also with King David, a fellow musician. For, it is 
Orpheus’s characteristic role as a poetic and musical artist figure that 
most distinguishes his katabasis from other mythic figures. As will be 
shown in greater depth below, an appreciation for this artistic capacity 
can helpfully inform one’s understanding of both the Classical and the 
insular medieval versions considered here. His role as an artist, 
moreover, is what lends Orpheus’s backward glance a unique 
significance, beginning from the version of the story found in Virgil’s 
Georgics.  

 In a comparative assessment of Orpheus’s backward glances in Virgil 
and Ovid, Shane Butler highlights retrospection as a central component 
of the artistic writing process, and he offers the perspective that 
Orpheus’s glance “has acquired a tragic inevitability: Orpheus must look 
back, else this is not his story” (59). Butler’s notion of poetic retrospection 
is valuable, and it helpfully points the way toward what I will outline as 
the metatextuality of the Orpheus myth. However, the view that Orpheus 
“must look back” demands qualification. Though not in the same manner 
as Sir Orfeo, accounts prior to Virgil’s seem by and large to have ended 
happily with the successful restoration of the dead to life (Friedman 7–8; 
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Gale 333–334). 

 On line 491 of Book IV, Virgil’s Orpheus “respexit [looked back],” and 
the use of this Latin verb underscores a double intrusion. Virgil grafts 
the theme of looking back not only into the narrative of the Georgics, but 
also into the metanarrative of the larger Orpheus myth. Through 
reference to other contemporary examples, Monica Gale notes how “the 
crucial verb respicio can mean ‘look back in time’ as well as ‘look back in 
space’” (334). A further applied meaning is ‘look at’ in the sense of ‘cast 
one’s mind back upon’ and even ‘have regard for,’ and it is from such 
senses that the Modern English ‘respect’ and other etymologically related 
terms ultimately originate (Glare, s.v. respicio). Taken together, these 
interrelated meanings neatly embody the respectus of both Orpheus and 
Virgil. Virgil, not unlike his Orpheus, is compelled by the recycling of a 
well-known, inherited character to look back to the traditions on which 
he draws, both with a certain reverence and with an eye to adaptation. 

 Having raised the issue of artist as art subject and made the 
connection that the Orphic backward glance can be representative more 
generally of the poet’s orientation toward the past, one could argue that 
Orpheus’s backward glance signifies artistic acts of imitation, rewriting, 
and revision; or argue for the poet’s role as a preserver of past events; or 
even, as Gale suggests, read it as a warning against excessive idealization 
and ideological usage of the past—“The motif seems essentially to convey 
the idea that excessive attachment to the past is dangerous and sterile” 
(347; see also Butler). Yet Virgil is not engaged in a simple act of artistic 
imitation, grieving for some lost age of literary authority. Nor, however, 
is his mode entirely iconoclastic. Rather, he and the other poets I consider 
here are engaged in an altogether more complex and adaptive creative 
process.  

 Whereas early Greek versions had placed much more of an emphasis 
on Orpheus’s actions as an Argonaut, Virgil’s version—positioned as it is 
toward the conclusion of the Georgics—shifts the focus away from this 
more traditionally masculine sphere and onto the figure of Orpheus as a 
grieving lover (Friedman 8). Thus, while ‘facing backward’ and drawing 
inspiration from collectively shared memories if not also from some 
specific previous version(s) of the myth, Virgil subconsciously updated 
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while he consciously altered and reemphasized. As the narrative of the 
story transforms into a tragic love poem, elements unsurprisingly come 
to reflect contemporary cultural norms and expectations.  

 In an apt metaphor, writing about the Orpheus myth necessitates a 
poetic backwards glance to consider previous renderings, and at the same 
time an acknowledgment of a certain loss. As with other reworkings and 
reinterpretations of familiar characters or narratives, the use of Orpheus 
obliges the narrative and character to be adapted and re-appropriated to 
suit the different performative purposes of a new poet as well as changing 
aesthetics. Yet distinctively in the case of Orpheus, his role as artist 
figure helps to gesture at the ‘hand pulling the strings’; increased 
attention is drawn to the artistic processes on display and the framework 
of presentation itself. This significant dual precedent can be understood 
as a defining feature of the Orpheus metanarrative into the Middle Ages, 
and while perhaps even more readily apparent in relation to the insular 
medieval versions taken up here, it is worthwhile to take note of this 
same dual compulsion to reference and repurpose even within the major 
Latin versions that came after Virgil’s. 

 Although the interval of time between the Georgics and 
Metamorphoses is comparatively smaller, the purposeful reshaping of the 
Orpheus figure is nonetheless evident. Ovid’s Orpheus looks back on 
Eurydice not once but twice—first on line 56 of Book X where she is lost 
for the second time (“flexit amans oculos; et protinus illa relapsa est”), 
and then again on line 66 of Book XI (“Eurydicenque suam iam tutus 
respicit Orpheus” emphasis added). The second time he looks back safely 
in the present tense after the pair is reunited following Orpheus’s own 
death. Just as W. S. Anderson has identified that Virgil “relies on the 
familiar, and introduces his own special emphases,” Ovid too could have 
assumed and even played off of his audience’s familiarity with Virgil’s 
version, deftly creating a “new perception of the mythical figure, a new 
literary appropriation of the myth” (25–27). This notion is particularly 
significant to bring forward. 

 In a simple sense, it furthers the idea that to write the Orpheus story 
was to reflect upon and rework a Classical and well-known myth. More 
specifically, however, it emphasizes the reality that at least from Ovid’s 
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version onward, the reflection and reworking were not simply of an 
archetype but were in response to and intertextually in conversation with 
particular, renowned versions familiar to both poets and audiences, 
although presumably to varying degrees. That is to say, significant 
known texts themselves became bound up in the myth’s reception. To 
write or tell a version of the Orpheus story increasingly became an overt 
interaction with an audience’s ‘horizon of expectations,’ inviting 
comparison to Virgil, and then subsequently to both Virgil and Ovid, and 
so forth.3 As a result, it is the alterations and variations, whatever form 
they take, that distinguish and mark successive narrative versions, 
lending each its unique character. Where Virgil’s Orpheus had been 
presented as a lamenting lover figure, Ovid’s rendering dwells much less 
on grief, diminishes the role of Eurydice, and instead emphasizes the 
tension between Orpheus’s twin functions as lover and artist (Anderson 
48).  

 Another pivotal transformation is seen to have taken place centuries 
later when the Orpheus story was reflected on and repurposed to entirely 
different ends by Boethius. The need to look back and the subsequent 
compulsion to reshape, however, remain consistent, and both activities 
are informed by Boethius’s writing from within a distinct cultural 
environment. Boethius was alive more than four hundred years after 
Ovid, and he was writing at a time when the Western Roman Empire was 
still very much in the process of conversion to Christianity. As Noel 
Kaylor explains in the introduction to A Companion to Boethius in the 
Middle Ages, despite edicts formally halting and prohibiting previous 
pagan practices, there still existed the inclination toward study and value 
of the established Greek and Roman art and literature traditions 

3 ‘Horizon of expectations’ or ‘Erwartungshorizont’ in the sense advanced by the reception theory 

of Hans Robert Jauss: “The shared ‘mental set’ or framework within which those of a particular 

generation in a culture understand, interpret, and evaluate a text or an artwork. This includes 

textual knowledge of conventions and expectations (e.g. regarding genre and style), and social 

knowledge (e.g. of moral codes)” (Chandler and Munday, s.v. horizon of expectations). See first 

Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti (The Harvester Press, 

1982). 
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amongst the educated classes, suggesting that while Boethius was “at 
least culturally a Christian […] he seems also to have been intellectually 
a Classical humanist” (15). 

 It is altogether unsurprising, therefore, that in the hands of an 
individual who participatively transcends theoretically dichotomous 
traditions, the Consolation of Philosophy’s account of the Orpheus story 
should itself display a profoundly dual nature. While Boethius does act 
as a narrator of the tale, his primary role is as an interpreter of the story. 
Orpheus functions as both character and key moral exemplum, and 
Boethius adopts a “more moralistic approach, concerned chiefly with 
spiritual progress” (Friedman 90).4 Moreover, the narrative component 
upon which Boethius’s moral hinges is in fact the backward glance itself. 
Lines 49–54 read: 

Heu, noctis prope terminos 
Orpheus Eurydicen suam 
Vidit, perdidit, occidit. 
Vos haec fabula respicit 
Quicumque in superum diem 
Mentem ducere quaeritis. 

Alas, near the boundaries of night 
Orpheus his Eurydice 
Saw, lost, fell. 
This tale looks back on you, 
Whosoever unto the day above 
Seeks to guide the mind.5 

Boethius proceeds to offer several more lines of ethical explication, but it 
is this pivotal point which offers the greatest insight. Orpheus was 
undone when he looked at and lost Eurydice, but in Boethius’s telling it 
is also the tale itself (“haec fabula”) which looks back (“respicit”) on the 

4 Friedman also considers the alternative allegorical approach of Fulgentius (c. late fifth-early 

sixth century), which was “more concerned with music or rhetoric” and “contained many of the 

features which secular poetry was to give to the Orpheus myth in the twelfth and later centuries” 

(90). 
5 This effectively literal, if also stilted, translation is intended only as an aid to comprehension. It 

and the added emphases are my own. 
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audience, once more employing the same crucial verb ‘respicio’ in the 
present rather than the past. 

 The trend is again towards first a looking back upon previous versions 
of the myth, and then a recycling and adaptation to suit new purposes. 
The significant shift in time period also presents a first important 
instance in which the cultural and linguistic ‘border-crossing’ of the 
Orpheus myth can be observed to function as a sort of litmus test for the 
literary environment in which a specific version was created. Boethius’s 
measured repurposing of Orpheus toward reconciliatory interpretative 
ends illustratively encapsulates central aspects of his influences and 
period of production. Writing while imprisoned during times of political 
upheaval as well as discord between preceding traditions and developing 
forms of Christianity with conflicting theological interpretations, 
Boethius’s Orpheus is no longer entirely the figure from Classical myth, 
nor is he fully the stand-in he would become in certain medieval allegory. 

 To leap forward from this point and discuss the roles of Sir Orfeo and 
Henryson’s Orpheus within this tradition unfortunately means passing 
by numerous significant versions, translations, and moralizations of the 
myth without in-depth consideration. Nevertheless, the essential 
principles evinced in relation to the myth’s roots hold true for its later 
offshoots: 1) use of the recognizable character and narrative effectively 
necessitates a look backwards of sorts, and 2) a rewriting of the artistic 
mythic figure encourages differences to enter the story which can prove 
indicative of altered literary emphases and altered cultural 
environments. 

 The Middle English Sir Orfeo defies easy categorization, and an 
unhelpful trend in much of the scholarship surrounding the work has 
been toward emphasizing its relationship to a single, particular context. 
As Jeff Rider highlights: 

In the case of Sir Orfeo, for example, some critics have thought that the 
poem is best read in a Christian context and explain it in terms of Christian 
history and doctrine. Other critics prefer to read the poem in a Celtic 
context and decode it using Celtic mythology. Yet others read the poem in 
historical, philosophical or poetic contexts. (344) 

The interpretative context of Christian allegory has already been raised 
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above, and correspondences between Sir Orfeo, Celtic story, and the Irish 
The Wooing of Étain specifically have long been suggested and debated 
(Bliss liii; Kittredge). One can even add further instances of different 
critical contexts and cultural influences, such as Dominique Battles’s 
identification of lingering Old English literary conventions, making 
reference to adjustments within and the potential influence of The Old 
English Boethius (181; see also Severs).  

 While the correlations that are discerned and the conclusions 
produced from such scholarly interpretations are nonetheless 
informative, I would promote a degree of hesitation in terms of 
argumentative approach and critical agenda. Additionally, in response to 
Rider’s challenge that, “To claim that a poem receives its best meaning—
or its true meaning—when it is read in a particular context is at some 
level an attempt to annex or capture that poem for that context” (344), I 
would suggest that emphasizing one specific context to the effective 
exclusion of all others belies the very essence of Sir Orfeo and 
misrepresents the internal understanding and presentation the poem 
offers of itself. 

 Leading into the narrative proper, the opening lines of the poem also 
serve a nearly paratextual function of categorization, locating and 
identifying the text for the audience. As edited by Bliss from the 
Auchinleck manuscript: 

We redeþ oft & findeþ [y-write,] 
& þis clerkes wele it wite 
Layes þat ben in harping 
Ben y-founde of ferli þing: 
Sum beþe of wer & sum of wo, 
& sum of ioie & mirþe al-so, 
& sum of terecherie & of gile, 
Of old auentours þat fel while, 
& sum of bourdes &  ribaudy, 
& mani þer beþ of fairy; 
Of al þinges þat men seþ 
Mest of loue, for-soþe, þai beþ. 
¶ In Breyne þis layes were wrouȝt, 

[First y-founde & forþ y-brouȝt, 

Of auentours þat fel bi dayes, 
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Wher-of Bretouns maked her layes.] 
When kinges miȝt our y-here 

Of ani meruailes þat þer were, 
Þai token an harp in gle & game 
& maked a lay & ȝaf it name. 

Now, of þis auentours þat were y-falle 
Y can tel sum, ac nouȝt alle: 

Ac herkneþ, lordinges [þat beþ trewe,] 
Ichil ȝou telle [Sir Orfewe. 

(ll. 1–24) 

This introductory passage accomplishes several things. First and 
foremost, it draws the audience’s attention to the artistic process of the 
tale’s unfolding, and it descriptively pinpoints itself as emerging from the 
Breton Lai tradition.6 This is not exclusionary, however. At the same 
time, by making use of the proper name and figure of Orpheus, Sir Orfeo 
unambiguously places itself within the larger Orpheus mythic tradition 
as well. In so doing, the tale begins also to play with expectations by 
tapping into and perhaps borrowing a degree of associative literary 
‘auctoritas’ from the named Latin ‘auctores’ considered above.7 

Shortly thereafter, the localizing identification continues: 

Orfeo was a kinge, 
In Jngold an heiȝe lording, 

A stalworþ man & hardi bo; 
Large & curteys he was al-so. 
His fader was comen of King Pluto, 
& his moder of King Juno, 
Þat sum-time were as godes y-hold 

6 For a discussion of source material and a possible lost Old French or Anglo-Norman Orpheus 

Lai, see first Bliss xxvii–xli. 
7 These Latin terms are borrowed from Alastair Minnis’s Medieval Theory of Authorship: 

Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages and are employed here deliberately rather 

than ‘authority’ and ‘authors’ in acknowledgment of the discordance between different eras’ 

notions of authorship. It is beyond the scope of this article to comment extensively on these 

historical distinctions, but it will suffice to say that forms of deferral to historical authority were 

not uncommon, and that the grounds for what constituted ‘authority’ depended not solely on 

‘authorial’ factors in the modern sense, but also on factors such as theological or spiritual 

‘authenticity,’ etc. As per Minnis’s definition, an ‘auctor’ was both a writer and an authority, 

“someone not merely to be read but to be respected and believed” (75–76). 
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For auentours þat þai dede & told. 
Þis king soiurned in Traciens, 
Þat was a cité of noble defens 
(For Winchester was cleped þo 
Traciens, wiþ-outen no.) 
(ll. 39–50) 

Orfeo is connected to Greco-Roman deities, though not the figures from 
whom he was traditionally thought to have descended in Antiquity. He is 
also presented as a king in England, with Thrace identified as 
Winchester. It hardly seems necessary, therefore, nor is even appropriate 
to understand Sir Orfeo as participant in a single context or tradition, 
since the text itself does not do so. 

 This perspective functions as the most expedient point of entry not 
only to the poem itself, but also to the criticism addressing Sir Orfeo’s 
connection to various interpretative contexts. For, it allows observations 
that have been made to work in conjunction rather than in competition. 
Sir Orfeo should not be read as a distortion or deviation from any one 
particular context, as it cannot justifiably be affiliated with one in a 
unilateral fashion. The Sir Orfeo poet’s backward glance does include 
Classical Greek and Latin elements and the versions already touched 
upon, but there is a captivating ‘blended-ness’ to the poet’s reflection.  

 Far from changes representing an ignorance of source material, Rider 
notes how the Sir Orfeo poet seems in fact rather “well-versed” in the 
greater Orpheus mythic and allegorical tradition: “the poet is clearly 
writing against the tradition of reductive Christian moralization 
represented by [Ovide moralisé (1291–1328) and Bersuire’s Reductorium 
morale (1325–1337)],” two significant works that are roughly 
contemporary with Sir Orfeo (Rider 355). Despite noteworthy narrative 
wanderings such as the disappearance of Classical figures from the tale’s 
Otherworld, the distortion of Orfeo’s divine lineage, and the relocation of 
the tale to English soil, the Sir Orfeo poet nevertheless has still 
performed the obligatory backward glance toward the earlier mythic 
tradition, as well as sideways glances to alternative tellings and contexts. 
The resultant text might very well be called something of an 
‘accumulated’ work. 
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 Not unlike the versions considered above, there is also a noticeable 
shift in focus displayed. The motifs of Orpheus as lover figure and even 
Orpheus as allegorical figure are downplayed to such an extent that, as 
Patrizia Grimaldi notes, Orpheus’s role is almost entirely recast as a 
prototypical medieval Romance figure and much of the poem’s 
“significance lies in [the] trials undergone by Orfeo” (148). Adjusted 
emphases can, moreover, be seen to play out with respect to the centrally 
important backwards glance. 

 At the precise point in the narrative where one expects the glance and 
second loss of the Heurodis, the text provides exceedingly little in terms 
of descriptive detail. Following the fairy king’s acquiescence, lines 471–
476 offer simply: 

He kneled adoun & þonked him swiþe. 
His wiif he tok bi þe hond 
& dede him swiþe out of þat lond, 
& went him out of þat þede; 
Riȝt as he come þe wey he ȝede. 

The terseness here makes the omission all the more palpable for one 
expecting another loss. A. M. Kinghorn describes the sensation thus, “[b]y 
his very lack of description and economy of information [at this juncture] 
the Middle English poet manages to ‘touch the heart’ and at the same 
time completely alters the emphasis of the traditional story” (367), with 
the result being a deliberate foregrounding of relief from built up 
apprehension. David Lyle Jeffrey similarly disagrees with the notion that 
the Sir Orfeo poet simply opted for a happy ending and suggests that “the 
second death of Eurydice has been so artfully anticipated that it is 
effectively ‘there,’ as well as not there, in the structure of the poem” (60). 
Brought together, the cases made by Kinghorn and Jeffrey support the 
interpretation that the poem calculates an audience’s anticipation of the 
second death and effectively holds previous versions in expectational 
suspension with the current story. 

 In addition to their observations, I would additionally raise one other 
possible instance of intertextual playfulness that is apparent in the poem 
and relates to Orpheus’s glance at Eurydice. While Orfeo does not lose 
Heurodis through a backward glance after her successful rescue from the 
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Otherworld, he does gaze upon her during a key pivotal moment that 
takes place earlier. After Heurodis first encounters and is taken by the 
king of the Otherworld while asleep, she awakens in great distress and is 
brought to her bed. It is there that Orfeo “bi-held” (l. 101) the queen, and 
on lines 105–112 he provides a lengthy and intensely visual description 
of her physical form: 

Þi bodi, þat was so white y-core, 
Wiþ þine nailes is al to-tore. 
Allas! þi rode, þat was so red, 
Is al wan, as þou were ded; 
& al-so þine fingres smale 
Beþ al blodi & al pale. 
Allas! þi louesome eyȝen to 

Lokeþ so man doþ on his fo!8 

Following this, Heurodis relates her plight, and then despite Orfeo’s 
martial efforts, she is again taken away. A case might even be made that 
this is in fact Heurodis’s second abduction, and that the anticipated 
abduction that does not take place following Orfeo’s Otherworld 
performance would actually be the third.  

 Whether intentional on the part of the poet(s) or not, this instance 
provides a suggestive counterpoint to the Latin versions, and to Ovid’s 
two glances in particular, especially when considered alongside the other 
departures and idiosyncrasies of the text already noted. In resonance 
with the text’s Middle English literary environment—which if not 
precisely a cultural ‘melting pot’ was at least a fascinating ‘mixing bowl’—
the accumulation of variations witnessed in the Middle English Sir Orfeo 
produce an intrinsically blended character and setting. They also result 
in a complex, referentially destabilized, and perhaps deliberately 
disorienting textual presentation. Orfeo both is and is not the Classical 
Orpheus, just as he both does and does not look upon Eurydice and lose 
her again.  

Situated closer to the end of the fifteenth century, Robert Henryson’s 

8 N.b. while the enticing “bi-held” only appears in Auchinleck and not in Harley 3810 or Ashmole 

61, there are nonetheless comparable visualizations of Heurodis reported by and focalized 

through Orfeo.  
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Orpheus and Eurydice both echoes Sir Orfeo and provides contrast to it 
in many regards. On the surface, Henryson’s version appears to be both 
more ‘Classical’ than Sir Orfeo and to offer a straightforward allegorical 
interpretation in the form of its closing Moralitas. Upon closer inspection, 
however, it reveals a distinct artistic agenda and expression of blended 
influences. Rhiannon Purdie contends that “it seems not unlikely that 
Henryson did, after all, allow the ghost of the very different romance 
tradition of Orfeo/Orphius to flit through his classical tale of Orpheus and 
Eurydice, and that ghost can be most convincingly identified with King 
Orphius” (33).  

 King Orphius, an early Scots Romance which survives only 
fragmentarily in NRS MS RH 13/35 (sixteenth century) and 
transcriptions by David Laing (1793–1878), is particularly worth pausing 
over in this comparative context. First, it bears mentioning that the 
surviving versions display “near-identical narratives but scarcely a 
shared line,” a feature which Purdie suggests is “best explained by the 
continuous minor re-composition that is a feature of oral transmission” 
(26). Equally noteworthy is the fact that King Orphius contains narrative 
departures that are highly reminiscent of those seen in Sir Orfeo, and 
while the two exhibit significant differences, it is ultimately Purdie’s view 
that the King Orphius poet likely knew a lost version that also preceded 
the versions of Sir Orfeo which survive (23–27). From there, connections 
can additionally be drawn to Henryson’s Orpheus and Eurydice. Indeed, 
the element of Henryson’s Orpheus being told about the first loss of 
Eurydice by a maid does not find its corollary in the Classical texts nor 
even in Sir Orfeo, but in King Orphius (Purdie 31–33). 

 It is particularly important to bring forward these observations about 
probable influence from the Romance Orpheus because of the manner in 
which Henryson’s Orpheus and Eurydice interacts with and displays its 
Classical influences. The poem’s seemingly fastidious presentation in this 
regard is such that individual elements can be isolated and, as it were, 
sourced. Whereas Sir Orfeo identified and positioned itself within a more 
blended general context, Henryson dispels any possible doubt concerning 
source material for his poem by referencing two writers by name at the 
beginning of the poem’s concluding Moralitas. On lines 415–424, 
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Henryson ‘cites’ Boethius and the Consolation of Philosophy, as well as 
the commentary on it produced by the English Dominican friar Nicholas 
Trivet (c. 1258–1328) as part of his conscientious backward glance. 

 The poem and Henryson’s broader oeuvre also bear a relationship to 
the works of Chaucer, who himself was influenced by Trivet’s 
commentary. Regarding the figure of Orpheus specifically, Chaucer’s use 
of the figure is limited and somewhat tangential. Chaucer’s Boece 
translation naturally includes the relevant metrum. The Book of the 
Duchess, The House of Fame, and The Merchant’s Tale contain passing 
references to Orpheus as the archetypal musician.9 Troilus and Criseyde 
references the reunion of Orpheus and Eurydice after death depicted also 
in Ovid: “That highte Elisos, shal we been yfeere, / As Orpheus and 
Erudice, his feere” (IV, ll. 790–791). In addition to these minor instances, 
Phillipa Hardman further identifies how Troilus and Criseyde and The 
Knight’s Tale both allude to Boethian passages on love, and Hardman 
argues that they indirectly recall the story of Orpheus: “Chaucer seems 
to have seen and used in the story of Orpheus and Eurydice a narrative 
type of tragic love, and through this, perhaps, a more universal pattern 
of human tragedy” (554). 

 If Chaucer’s Orpheus is tied to a “more universal pattern of human 
tragedy,” then Henryson’s reflective engagement with the figure and 
metatextuality of Orpheus is even more multidimensional. The juggling 
of narrative, referential, and allegorical influences produces an 
altogether distinct presentation. While the Moralitas in Henryson’s poem 
does closely follow Trivet’s commentary, Henryson’s version can hardly 
be called pure historicization or a flat allegorical presentation. Quite to 
the contrary, the role of the musician and artist figure is painstakingly 
foregrounded by descriptions of Orpheus’s playing and by a particular 
passage on lines 226–243:  

Thair leirit he tonis proportionat 
As duplare, triplare, and emetricus, 

9 “Ne Orpheus, god of melodye” The Book of the Duchess, l. 569; “Ther herde I pleyen on an 

harpe / That sowned bothe wel and sharpe / Orpheus ful craftely” The House of Fame, ll. 1201–

1203; “Biforn hem stoode instrumentz of swich soun / That Orpheus, ne of Thebes Amphioun, 

/ Ne maden nevere swich a melodye” The Merchant’s Tale, ll. 1715–1717. 
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Emolius and eik the quadruplait, 
Epogdeus rycht hard and curius. 
Of all thir sex sweit and delicious, 
Rycht consonant, fyfe hevinly symphonys 
Componyt ar, as clerkis can devyse. 
First diatasserone full sweit iwis 
And dyapasone semple and dowplait 
And dyapente componyt with the dys, 
Thir makis fyve of thre multiplicat. 
This mirry musik and mellefluat 
Compleit and full of nummeris od and evin 
Is causit be the moving of the hevin. 
Of sik musik to wryt I do bot doit, 
Thairfoir of this mater a stray I lay 
For in my lyfe I cowth nevir sing a noit, 

Here, Henryson elucidates musical theory, employs complex terminology, 
and then coyly disavows any musical ability. Beyond characterizing 
Orpheus, it also backhandedly draws attention to Henryson’s own 
artistry. 

 Orpheus, moreover, is rendered as a psychologically complex and 
emotionally rich figure, one who is enraged (“inflammit all in yre” l. 120) 
and tearfully overwrought with grief by the loss of Eurydice (“Thair wes 
na solace mycht his sobbing ses / Bot cryit ay with cairis cauld and kene” 
ll. 151–152). John Marlin writes that “unlike many of his predecessors,
[Henryson] sensitively amplifies the humanity and pathos of Orpheus’s
plight”; so much so that it results in “[d]issonance between tale and
allegory” (137–138). The humanizing characterization seems to clash
with or impinge upon the didactic utility of the Moralitas. Marlin’s
ultimate view is that the Moralitas exhibits features of irony as it itself
“is colored by the concerns of a subjective narrator” (148), and he is not
alone in perceiving a dissonance. Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis too observes
that “Henryson’s allegory is so elaborate that his moral is not very
powerful, and the fact that he separates it from the body of his poem has
made critics feel it is gratuitously tacked on” (654).

 Tellingly, both commentators further proceed to propose a connection 
between this dissonance and the shifting intellectual landscape of 
Henryson’s period. On one hand, Marlin suggests generally that, 
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“[p]erhaps here Henryson reflects the anxieties of his own age, a period 
of intellectual turmoil, wherein long-standing scientific, political, and 
religious certainties were in question, and wherein faith in an 
overarching intellectual order that dissolved all contradictions had long 
been on the wane” (149). On the other hand, Gros Louis points to the 
“changing attitude towards allegory, the increasing interest in the 
classical as distinct from the mediaeval” (649), and gradually changing 
attitudes toward the moralization of mythology, which “without the 
strong clerical force that was behind it in the Middle Ages, becomes a 
kind of Renaissance parlor game” (655). Gros Louis further characterizes 
Henryson’s poem and writes that it “combines the two traditions of 
Orpheus in medieval literature with prevailing attitudes and trends, and 
with Henryson’s own interests, is old, yet unique; new, yet traditional” 
(654–655). 

 The dissonance is best encapsulated by the presentations of the 
backward glance first in the tale and then in the Moralitas. 

Thus Orpheus, with inwart lufe repleit, 
So blindit was with grit effectioun, 
Pensyfe in hart apone his lady sweit, 
Remembrit nocht his hard conditioun. 
Quhat will ye moir, in schort conclusioun, 
He blent bakwart and Pluto come annone 
And onto hell with hir agane is gone. 
Allace it was grete hartsare for to heir 
Of Orpheus the weping and the wo 
How his lady that he had bocht so deir 
Bot for a luk so sone wes tane him fro. 
(ll. 387–397) 

Bot ilk man suld be wyse and warly se 
That he bakwart cast nocht his myndis e 
Gifand consent and delectatioun 
Of fleschly lust for the affectioun, 
For thane gois bakwart to the syn agane, 
Our appetyte as it befoir was, slane 
In warldly lust and vane prosperite, 
And makis ressoun wedow for to be. 
(ll. 620–627) 
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The moral interpretation of the backward glance is distanced from its 
narrative rendering by more than two hundred lines of verse, and even 
prior to the beginning of the Moralitas on line 415 Orpheus is afforded a 
dozen lines of closing lament, all of which diminish or at least alter its 
impact (Gros Louis 653). Even before he is stricken with grief, the 
Orpheus of the tale seems emotionally driven at the juncture of the 
backwards glance in a way that calls into question his identification as 
“ressoun” (l. 627) or “the pairte intellective / Of manis saule and 
undirstanding” (ll. 428–429) in the Moralitas. No less intriguingly, the 
action of the backwards glance itself seems to be in counterpoint. Where 
the Moralitas gives warning against an active casting back of the mind’s 
eye (“he bakwart cast nocht his myndis e”), the tale presents not an 
intentional choice but an altogether more passive occurrence. Thinking 
of Eurydice, Orpheus “Remembrit nocht his hard conditioun.” The artist-
lover simply forgets. 

 Again, the adjusted presentation sheds light on the individual 
version’s surrounding literary atmosphere and time period. Henryson’s 
Orpheus is defined as the capital-A Artist and recast as psychologically 
complex in his humanizing characterization. These aspects, coupled with 
the treatment of allegory and Classical sources, seem indicatively 
appropriate. Henryson’s lifetime straddles the conventional dividing 
lines of the Medieval and Early Modern, just as his work destabilizes the 
very legitimacy of such hard and fast periodization. As Friedman 
comments, “Henryson is among the last of the truly medieval English 
writers,” and “[a]lthough his death date brings him well into the period 
of the English Renaissance, his literary technique, subject matter, and 
didactic bent mark him as a man with his face to the past” (195). Like the 
other poets and works considered here, Henryson as an artist faces to the 
past, and the complex anatomy of his Orpheus speaks to its period, not in 
terms of either/or but in terms of both/and. 

 Taken together, all of the examples raised have repeatedly 
demonstrated that a fuller understanding of the Orpheus myth’s 
development helps both to clarify and meaningfully contextualize 
divergences witnessed in individual accounts of the narrative. There is 
critical value in appreciating a poet’s backward glance toward the myth’s 
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continuity. It is not my intention, however, solely to assert the importance 
of continuity at the cost of disregarding or downplaying other possible 
connections, such as those between Sir Orfeo and Romance or Celtic 
traditions, or between the writing of Henryson and Chaucer, etc. As 
indeed, I have also presented the perspective that discrepancies can be 
productively viewed as particular treatments from within a broader 
intertextual tradition. The different Orpheus narratives’ varied 
emphases and strategies themselves prove to be revealing in terms of a 
specific text’s environment of production.  

 Bound up in associative significance and yet at the same time highly 
malleable, the figure of Orpheus has recurringly been a character onto 
which dissimilar artists can project. Poets and performers retelling the 
tale must, in a sense, become their own subject. A revival of the character 
for their audience by varied means of modification, adaptation, and 
intertextual interaction compels artists also to look back in order to 
retrieve the narrative from an extensive mythic tradition. 
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Introduction 

Since the 1980 Olympic Games in Atlanta, sport mega events have 
increasingly received significant investment, spectatorship, and 
academic interest. The Olympic games in Atlanta were considered the 
first to use the term “legacy” to encapsulate these benefits and as a 
subsequent justification for the public expenditure necessary to host the 
games. These benefits are not just viewed as a concomitant of the games, 
but also as occurring in the aftermath of the games, often taking on an 
existence of their own. For instance, many sport mega events have legacy 
programs and development teams focused on continuing the legacy of the 
games as a standalone organisation. For instance, the London Legacy 
Development Corporation (LLDC) was set up by stakeholders associated 
with the 2012 London Olympic Games to deliver the legacy of the games. 

 The increasing use of the term “legacy” by event managers and 
politicians who are bidding or planning to host the Olympic Games has 
been met with limited academic consensus on the benefits of legacy and 
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the “conceptualisation of legacy” (Thompson, 119). Despite the limited 
academic consensus on what defines a legacy, the term has increasingly 
appeared in the media, notably newspapers. For instance, Misener and 
Mason suggest that newspaper coverage has increasing brought greater 
levels of attention to the issue of legacies. There have been studies 
published after the Atlanta Olympic Games where legacy became a focus 
of policy development, and these have developed discourse on the positive 
and negative outcomes of the games. This discourse has used legacy as a 
framing tool to take the emphasis away from the Olympic Games and 
instead add weight to the narrative and historical context of the afterlife 
of each Olympic Games (Misener; Mason). However, the 
conceptualisation of legacy as a framing tool has not been understood 
with regard to the role that the media plays in enhancing the public 
discourse of legacy development. Only Misener and Sant and Mason have 
developed an understanding of the impact that media outlets play in 
developing the legacy discourse of the Olympic Games. These studies 
contained critical discourse on how the media shaped public attitudes 
toward the legacy of the games for disabled and female athletes. 
However, these studies are limited in their coverage of the temporal 
nature of legacy discourse. Grey literature and policy documents that 
explore the tenets of legacy also fail to look at the historical coverage of 
legacy discourse prior to, during, and after the games. Instead, the 
question  of whether a legacy will occur takes precedence during the 
games. It follows that investigation is necessary to explore how the 
coverage of legacy from prominent media outlets may change prior to 
Olympic Games, during the games, and then in the aftermath of the 
games, where such legacy is proposed to be realised.  

 Therefore, this paper investigates the prominence of the term “legacy” 
with reference to the 2012 London Olympics by reporting quantitative 
data from a media search of  British newspapers dating between the 27th 
of July 2005 and the 12th of August 2017. This paper will discuss the 
legacy discourse through a grounded theory approach, where the themes 
and issues found within the articles explored are extracted and studied 
in detail. Again, being grounded means that no theories are projected 
onto the data. Instead, theorising is extracted from prominent issues and 
themes within the data discussed. In taking this approach, I intend to 
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make an important contribution to how Olympic Legacies are 
understood, especially regarding the temporal nature of media coverage 
and the discourses related to this. 

Olympic Legacies and Media Framing 

Legacy has become ambiguous terminology and is relatively recent in 
terms of conceptualisation within the academic discourse of the Olympic 
Games. The concept of legacy has been analysed regarding the impact of 
the Olympic Games on host cities (Cashman). Yet there is no 
standardised definition of legacy as impacts, outcomes, consequences, 
and structures have been used to describe legacies. These are linked to 
something that follows or something that comes afterwards. This can be 
seen in how both Thompson and Preuss address the historical origin of 
the word when highlighting how, in French, legacy means heritage, and 
in German: legacy means inheritance. Both Thompson and Preuss 
explain how the legacy of sport mega events is intended for a wider 
population and not just for the competitors or spectators at the event. The 
population of a host city and country are the intended beneficiaries of the 
legacy; in this way, becoming proprietors to what is inherited from the 
event (Preuss). Legacy documents indicate the connection between the 
games and the increase in jobs for local people during and after the 
games. Therefore, Brown and Massey noted that most legacy studies 
have focused on economic, urban, and infrastructural regeneration, 
which Preuss adds is because there are “tangible needs for the political 
justification of investing scarce public resources in an event” (213). These 
were particularly prominent tenets within the legacy discourse of the 
2012 Olympic Games, where the justification for the biggest 
infrastructure spend in British history was made.   

 These understandings highlight the inconsistencies in 
conceptualisations of legacy (Chappelet; Gratton & Preuss; Preuss). As 
Olympic Games increasingly included legacies, legacy becomes a taken-
for-granted term (Cashman) which is not properly defined, yet the media 
have continually covered legacy with reference to these perceived positive 
outcomes (Cashman; Thompson; Preuss). With media attention, there 
has been an increase in policies in terms of how hosting an Olympic 
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Games will develop a positive outcome for host cities. Organisers have 
been obliged to create organisations that focus on connecting a robust 
legacy strategy to the games. When bidding for the London 2012 Olympic 
Games, The London Olympic Games Organising Committee (LOCOG) 
was required to create the London Legacy Development Corporation and 
publish policies on legacy. Much of this policy emphasis stems from the 
charters of the global organising committee, the International Olympic 
Committee (IOC Legacy Report), for ensuring each games retains the 
values of the modern Olympics. Article 14 of Rule 2 of the Olympic 
Charter states that “the mission of the IOC is to promote Olympism 
throughout the world and to lead the Olympic Movement. The IOC’s role 
is to promote a positive legacy from the Olympic Games to the host cities 
and host countries” (IOC Legacy Report). Additionally, candidate cities 
are given questionnaires so they can formulate what legacy they want to 
create for hosting the games. Within this questionnaire, prospective hosts 
were asked to outline the expected long-term benefits with respect to 
sport for all, competitive sport development, social development, human 
skills, networks, cultural development, environmental benefits, and 
economic benefits (IOC Legacy Report). These legacy ambitions are 
formulated around seven years before the Olympic Games begin in the 
host city, allowing the host city to ensure that the legacy will be delivered 
after the event (IOC Legacy Report).  

 A host city must manage relationships with many stakeholders to 
successfully deliver Olympic Legacy objectives. Additionally, the Olympic 
Games impact study was developed to empirically measure these impacts 
by requiring whole cities to evaluate Legacy in terms of venues, 
infrastructure environment and experience. So, the creation of the 
London Legacy Development Corporation ahead of the London Olympics 
and the London Legacy Master Plan was a clear indication of legacy 
objectives. The focus was around the concept of sustainability with 
strategies for the country relating to five key themes: climate change, 
waste, biodiversity, inclusion, and healthy living. These strategies are in 
addition to the sporting legacy that Olympic host countries typically 
develop objectives for. What is interesting about the legacy strategy for 
the London Olympic Games was that it followed critique from previous 
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governments as to whether legacies for sport mega events could be 
delivered.   

 The way that legacy was framed for London 2012 brings light to the 
strategies used by event managers to sway public opinion in favour of 
hosting the Olympics but also how the prevalence of coverage changes 
depending on how far away the event is. Particularly, given one of the 
aspects of developing a strategy for legacy development is to understand 
the temporal nature of the games and of the legacy (Thompson). However, 
because media interest begins years prior to the Olympic Games, 
audiences are exposed to information that might never have been 
reported if not for media interest generated by the event (Green). To 
understand how this media interest increases, media framing and 
prevalence studies have been conducted (Mason and Misener; Misener). 
Framing and prevalence structures and characterises a situation to 
convey, interpret and evaluate information (Misener). Through 
emphasising specific issues, the media presents theories of what 
happens, exists, or matters (Brewer; Scheufele). The difference in the 
salience of frames and the prevalence of issues in the media can cause 
various issues to have different importance to different readers. 
Bernstein argues that the media does not “simply just cover the Olympic 
Games, they have become an integral part of them” (7).  

 Sport mega event studies have continually ignored the varying 
temporal dimensions of legacy coverage (Roche) despite acknowledging 
the importance of temporality in formulating official legacy strategies 
(Thompson). But there is insight on how the legacies of other sport mega 
events can be understood across different temporal stages. For instance, 
Poulton and Maguire and Falkheimer have investigated the changing 
coverage of sport mega events before, during, and after. Falkheimer 
studied the media framing and coverage of the Pre-Regatta Cup in 
Sweden and found that there were 1800 articles in the eight months 
running up to the event. There is a sparsity in similar research of media 
framing and media coverage of Olympic Legacies that is understood 
across these different temporal dimensions. Misener et al. have 
conducted two studies on the frequency and discourse that the media has 
used and framed Olympic legacy. Misener researched the legacy 
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discourse for the 2010 Winter Olympic and Paralympic Games but leaves 
blind spots by not specifying how many articles are analysed and whether 
they were analysed before, during or after the games.  

Methodology 

To investigate the media framing and temporal dimensions of London 
2012 Olympic Games media coverage, I draw upon the media framing 
practice used by Misener. However, the difference is that the focus of my 
analysis is to explore the change in coverage over time and then conduct 
a grounded analysis of the discourse within the articles included in the 
study. Therefore, this study continues the use of media frame analysis 
from Misener et al. In essence, a media frame analysis is a content 
analysis of Olympic legacy in media publications. Poulton and Maguire 
conducted a content analysis to investigate the way that framing in 6 
daily English newspapers lay bare the construction and representation 
of national identity in Team GB’s athletes. Whilst this study has no 
relevance to the legacy of the London Olympics, it does provide 
knowledge of the wider ways in which media coverage of the games may 
change. For instance, between July 2011 and July 2012, Poulton and 
Maguire found 156 articles on the games media coverage to analyse, 
whereas during the period of the games and for one week after, they only 
found six articles to analyse. The media’s coverage of legacy made no 
comparison between the different time periods or made any reference to 
the London 2012 Olympics (Misener).  

 This discourse analysis is conducted with a grounded approach, where 
data is being collected before any theme or theory is used to make the 
analysis. In this way, the frames and discourse presented by the media 
can be discussed in an unbiased way (Poulton and Maguire; Misener). 
Grounded theory is an approach to conducting discourse analysis via 
pragmatic philosophical assumptions, where a researcher is not making 
assumptions that dictate the methodological position for their research. 
Instead, the methodology is structured on the effectiveness of the 
methods used and the units of analysis applied, hence the deductive 
approach to grounding the analysis in the data that is found within the 
articles (Gray, 27). Due to the pragmatic nature of this research, my 
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approach is neither positivist nor interpretivist, but instead an 
amalgamation of both (Gill and Johnson). Sant and Mason take a 
similarly pragmatic and critical methodological approach when defining 
their sample as “elite” because their focus was to highlight the power 
structures shaping the discourses they discuss (46). Likewise, Misener 
also used media frame analysis to contend with the discourses 
surrounding how para-athletes are viewed in the media. Essentially, 
media frames are used to subtly shape newspaper reader’s opinion of the 
potential legacy of the London 2012 Olympics. Therefore, to open the 
discussion on the agendas and assumptions within Olympic legacy 
discourse, which shapes how the public may view legacy potentialities, I 
have focused the data collection and analysis on four contrasting UK 
newspaper outlets (Thomas, 2). 

Data collection 

Given the two aims of this study, firstly, to highlight the change in 
prevalence in coverage of the London 2012 Olympic legacy and secondly 
to produce a discourse analysis grounded in this coverage, prominent and 
widely read newspapers were included in the sample. Particularly four 
(at the time of conducting the research) popular and varied newspaper 
outlets. These are The Daily Mail, The Guardian, The Telegraph, and The 
Sun. These papers have been selected as they represent the varying 
political ideologies (right or left-wing) within society. These papers also 
vary in nature (broadsheet, tabloid, mid) and ownership; this creates a 
broad and nuanced reflection of the media framing possible within a solo 
study (Hardman). For Hardman, The Daily Mail, The Telegraph and The 
Sun reflect a right-wing identity on editorials, whereas The Guardian 
represented a left of centre ideology. A much more comprehensive study 
would be beneficial in future, which can fully encapsulate the media 
framing of more popular daily UK newspapers, and possibly 
international comparisons, with the analysis being conducted in more 
detail. 

 To gather the articles, I used the Nexis database by Lexis. This is an 
online information database that has newspaper archives that cover the 
period of my study. The database required searches to be made using 
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search terms and allowed up to 4 terms to be used. I used the terms 
“Olympic,” “legacy,” “London”, and “2012” in that order. This meant that 
the results would only be articles where all 4 of the words appeared in 
either the title or the text. I chose the period of results to be between 
28/07/2007 and 12/08/2017 as this date range is five years before and 
after the games. My first attempt at searching for articles returned more 
than 3000 results. Therefore, I searched for articles within 12-month 
periods, and my first search covered 28/07/2007 until 27/07/2008 and 
returned only 312 results, of which 177 belonged to the four selected 
newspapers. I read the articles chronologically from each newspaper, and 
if the paper was relevant or covered any of the five legacy domains 
appropriately, then I downloaded a PDF of the article and saved it into a 
folder. The folders were organised based on the period (before, during, or 
after the games) and had a subfolder for each newspaper and a subfolder 
for legacy domains. The legacy domains folder then had a folder for each 
of the domains (sporting, economic, environmental, socio-cultural, and 
political or urban).    

 I repeated this process for each of the five years before the games, and 
this allowed me to identify the total number of articles published, how 
many articles each newspaper published and how frequently each legacy 
domain was mentioned. This enabled me to produce a quantitative 
comparison of the three-time periods, which included percentages of how 
many articles each newspaper published and the percentages of each 
legacy domain. From there, I could construct a clear general narrative of 
the themes covered in the articles. The PDFs meant I could refer from 
my notes to the original article if I needed something clarifying or 
detailing.    

 To categorise the types of legacy within the newspaper article, the 
2015 IOC Legacy Report was used as it provides suitable typologies. This 
meant that the analysed newspapers were categorised based on whether 
they were published before, during and after the games, and they were 
categorised if they covered one or many of the five legacy themes (socio-
cultural, environmental, economic, urban, and sporting legacy (IOC 
Legacy Report). Theoretically, deriving frames from the IOC is a 
deductive approach to framing that is common in content analysis studies 



 ......................................................................... London 2012 Olympic Legacy Discourse 179 

 .................................................................. Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2022) 

(Matthes; Matthes and Kohring). Developing a set of yes or no questions 
helped determine the relevance of the media text for the study (Misener). 
These questions were:   

1. Does the article mention legacy?
2. Is the legacy that of the London 2012 Olympics?
3. Which legacy domain(s) does the article relate to?

 Whilst organising the collected articles, I took notes of the themes 
being discussed in relation to the four key terms and the domains of 
legacy. This shaped the discussion of the discourse within the sample. 
Following the outline of the findings, the media frames discourse will be 
discussed with reference to these themes.  

Findings 

The results from the study are split by the temporal dimension, in 
chronological order. In each temporal section, the prevalence of Olympic 
legacy domains is outlined. Also, comparisons of the year of publication 
and the specific legacy domain covered are provided.   

Overall 

In total, 1943 articles were included in the analysis, and of these, 704 
could be classified as referring to the domains of Olympic Legacy 
recognised by the IOC. Sporting legacy was referred to the most in 
articles that were published. This was a common trend in each temporal 
dimension, but overall, the difference is much greater. The sporting 
legacy was covered in 358 articles, the economic legacy was covered in 87 
articles, the socio-political legacy was covered in 47 articles, the urban 
legacy was covered in 32 articles and the environmental legacy was 
covered in 10 articles. 
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Figure 1. The Legacy Domains Covered in a 10-year period. 

 The coverage of the legacy of the London 2012 Olympics reflects the 
temporary nature of legacy discourse, in that the closer in time to the 
games, the more articles referred to the legacy or one of the legacy 
domains. Figure 2 illustrates this trend. This investigation confirmed the 
comments of Green and Misener in showing how the legacy discourse 
increases as the game’s approaches and gradually disappears in the time 
following the games. It must be noted the period during the games refers 
to two weeks, whilst each year was a full year, with the years prior to 
games running from 28/07 and the years following the games running 
from 14/08. 

Figure 2. Total London 2012 Olympic Legacy Coverage Year by Year 
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Before the Games  

In the 5-years preceding the London Olympic Games, 1136 articles 
covered legacy. Of the articles which included the key terms “Olympic,” 
“legacy,” “London,” and “2012,” 364 could be categorised into the IOC 
established legacy domains. 54 were classified as economic legacy, 10 as 
environmentally focussed, 34 had a socio-cultural and political focus, 235 
mentioned sporting legacy, 20.69% of the articles for the period and 31 
covered urban legacy.  

Figure 3. Legacy Domains Covered Throughout the 5 Years Prior to the 2012 

Olympic Games 

During the games 

Of the articles that were published during the games, 23 could be 
categorised into the legacy domains. 5 were classified in the economic 
domain, 2 had a socio-cultural and political focus, 16 mentioned sporting 
legacy. Urban legacy and environmental legacy were not mentioned 
throughout the period of the games. It is not surprising that sporting 
legacy is the most referred to legacy domain, given the Olympic Games is 
a sport mega event (Chalip; Green). 
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Figure 4. The Legacy Domains Covered During the 2012 Olympic Games 

After the games 

In the five years after the games there were 674 articles published which 
had mentioned the legacy of the London 2012 Olympics. Like with the 
periods prior to and during the games, sporting legacy was most 
prevalent in the reference to the legacy of the London 2012 Olympics. 
This domain was covered 107 times, with the economic legacy included 
in 28 articles, the socio-cultural legacy covered in 11 articles, the urban 
legacy in 1 article, and no articles covering the environmental legacy of 
the games.  

Figure 5. The Legacy Domains covered in the five years following the 2012 

Olympic Games. 
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Framing of Legacy Domains 
Sporting Legacy   
The sporting legacy of the games was included in a larger number of 
articles throughout the three-time periods and across the four 
publications compared to any other of the Olympic legacy domains. The 
sporting legacy of the games was a key theme in justifying the games. It 
was used as a selling tool for the Olympic Games and was central in the 
Legacy Master Plan published by the Government during 2008. The 
launch of this document was covered in detail but without reference to 
other legacy domains besides urban legacy. Overall, the plan was a theme 
in 10 of the articles within The Telegraph during the early summer of 
2008. The Guardian framed the launch of this publication with emphasis 
on the sporting and urban legacy but used quotes from Boris Johnson to 
critique the plan as a hugely disappointing betrayal of the legacy promise 
to inspire the next generation. The Guardian claimed that due to a 
decrease in swimming participation from young people, the plan was 
wasted by being targeted towards over 60s, leaving a negative sporting 
legacy.  

 The prominence of this frame can be explained by coverage of the 
future of the venues, as this was framed with reference to the sporting 
legacy of the games. For instance, the future of the stadium was discussed 
extensively as West Ham and Tottenham Hotspur were in contention to 
inherit the stadium after the games, with West Ham being the eventual 
inhabitants. The Sun included this legacy domain when proposing that 
West Ham would be suitable inhabitants, which focused the sporting 
legacy on football. However, The Guardian and The Telegraph covered 
the issue in more detail, questioning whether this would be an 
appropriate sporting legacy for the games and both outlets highlighted a 
suggestion from Ed Warner, the CEO of UK Athletics, that West Ham 
should work with UKA to ensure that athletics is part of the legacy linked 
to the stadium. This included an argument from Sebastian Coe, the 
President of the International Athletics Committee, that this should only 
be made if the running track is still used. The Daily Mail covered this 
issue more critically, highlighting that there is a history of Olympic 
Stadium’s ending up as white elephants, in which they become 
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abandoned after the games. White elephant is a term that originates in 
Southeast Asia where elephants were given as gifts and referred to 
keeping expensive purchases as useless, yet prized possessions (Davis).  

 In every period, sporting legacy was the most prevalent legacy 
domain; this was also explained by the additional sporting events that 
the legacy of the London Olympic Games was linked to. For instance, 
during 2008, there was an increase in articles referring to sporting legacy 
because the legacy of the London 2012 Olympic Games was linked to that 
of the 2008 Beijing Games. Likewise, the World Athletics Championships 
held biannually in 2017, 2015, 2013, 2011, and 2009 had articles that 
referred to the sporting legacy of the London 2012 Olympics. This was to 
a greater extent when London, through the LLDC and UK Athletics, 
submitted a successful bid to host the 2017 Championships. The sporting 
legacy was included in issues of political contention, particularly with 
relation to criticisms of the Government’s Sport Policy and participation 
agenda and the perceived lack of female role models that the newspaper 
outlets highlight throughout the 10-year period. 

Economic Legacy 
The economic legacy of the games was the second most common legacy 
domain discussed. It was referred to in 87 articles throughout the 10-year 
period of the study. Most of these references were negative and critical of 
the UK Government for investing over £9bn into the Olympic Games. 
Initially, the increasing cost of the games was an issue covered. The Daily 
Mail claimed that the UK Sport Minister, Tessa Jowell, had “grossly 
underestimated spending” necessary for the games and “there is no 
indication of what the public will get for its money by way of a legacy.” A 
year later, they claimed that London Mayor, Ken Livingstone, admitted 
the initial costs of the games were a guess and that the costs would 
damage local sport. This was followed by The Daily Mail stating that the 
Olympic Officials were spending money like it was water. The Guardian 
also claimed that the officials were “willing to spend money like it is 
water.” The Telegraph dedicated two articles to critiquing the costs by 
suggesting that the Government had ignored true costs and that the 
credit crisis may cause Olympic costs to rise.   
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 The negative framing of the economic legacy continued as outlets 
highlighted that the Government were aware that the games would have 
a negative economic legacy, as prior to submitting the bid in 2005 to host 
the games, the Government had published a 2002 grey paper entitled 
Game Plan, where Tony Blair provided a summary of the Government 
sport strategy, in which it was highlighted that hosting sport mega 
events produced a negative economic impact (DCMS). This was 
highlighted by The Daily Mail throughout 2011. The Telegraph also 
referred to a report in which Professor Simon Chadwick stated that an 
economic legacy would be achieved through tourism, sponsorship, and 
the games being a historic event, which would create a business legacy 
for the UK. The Telegraph also reported concerns at this period, 
comparing the economic damage that the games would cause to the 
economic crisis in Greece. 

 Economic legacy was covered with more scepticism than any other 
legacy domain during 2012, and this was shown most in The Guardian’s 
coverage. The paper reported that Jeremy Hunt, the (then) UK 
Government Chancellor, had economic plans in place for a business 
legacy but then made no mention of the term until June when they 
argued that the legacy buzzword was used before economic facts 
(23/06/2012), which was meaningless (18/07/2012) and that London 
Mayor Johnson was a moron bouncing from one buzzword to the next. 
The Guardian referred to reports by the new economic foundation 
(22/06/2012) and Visa (06/07/2012) in which the economic legacy was 
valued at £13bn but was based on old studies (NEF). This was a figure 
highlighted by The Sun and by The Telegraph. The Daily Mail also 
covered a negative report by The Foundation of Small Businesses which 
said the economic legacy would be a damp squib.  

Other Legacy Domains Covered 
The environmental legacy of the games was covered in 10 articles 
throughout the 10-year period, and these all were covered during the five 
years prior to the games, with most articles covering this domain being 
published in 2012. Much of this coverage pertained to a project for clean 
air, The Campaign for Clean Air. This was launched by The Guardian 
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when publishing articles on how the games would leave a legacy of 
littering. They claimed that much of the current legacy plans undermined 
a sustainability focus and that banning plastic bags at the games would 
create an environmental legacy. They also published a statement by the 
WWF who expected a strong and sustainable legacy from London 2012. 
The Telegraph echoed this, stating that having a bag free and sustainable 
games would be beneficial for the sake of the legacy. The Sun and The 
Daily Mail also highlighted how the games may have a negative 
environmental legacy. Whilst not in detail or in a great number of 
articles, the coverage of the environmental legacy domain is a prescient 
example of how the tone of legacy coverage shifts. For instance, it was 
only covered prior to the games, and much of this coverage was negative, 
meaning that after the games, the negative press disappeared. This 
echoes the issue that Misener highlighted regarding the temporal nature 
of coverage of legacy. The temporal issue was also present in the socio-
political and urban legacy as these domains were also covered in more 
pre-games articles than post-games coverage, reflecting the broader 
suggestion that media interest in sport mega events is higher before the 
event, it increases as the event approaches and peaks during the event 
(Green).   

 The coverage of these two domains was poorly conceptualised, which 
may explain the lack of coverage. For instance, the socio-political legacy 
was covered in articles that were referring to the cultural legacy and the 
political impacts of the games. As the change in coverage shows, this was 
not in great number, so it reflects the interest in the sporting legacy and 
the economic legacy of the games. Political references made within the 
socio-political domain reflected the political ideologies of the papers 
reporting. For instance, The Daily Mail blamed immigration with the 
Olympic village being needed to house overstayers and athletes facing 
deportation and that the skills legacy would be wasted as many of the 
2012 construction workers were foreign. The Sun critiqued Team GB’s 
single wrestler being born in Ukraine. The Daily Mail also criticised the 
British Olympic Association (BOA) for allowing the wrestler to compete, 
drawing on her being refused a passport. Both The Guardian and The 
Telegraph covered the issue, but The Guardian reported the selection of 
the athlete was made based on performance, and The Telegraph reported 
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that wrestling would have its funding cut for having no legacy. The 
Telegraph also criticised G4S as undermining the legacy because their 
workforce was disposable. The Telegraph and The Guardian were also 
unified in their critique of Tony Blair’s appointment to be the legacy 
advisor for the shadow cabinet. The Guardian reported that Blair would 
be giving advice on the legacy, which would be his first role since leaving 
office and becoming an advisor to Kazakhstan on human rights. The 
Telegraph covered this positively, stating that this was an opportunity 
for Britain and Labour to maximise the legacy of London.  

Discussion 

The legacies of sport mega events have become increasingly of interest to 
policymakers behind the events, particularly the Olympic Games. To 
ensure the games have a positive outcome, the IOC has developed a 
charter that emphasises the importance of legacy (IOC Legacy Report) 
and has launched a toolkit to support Olympic host nations with 
developing legacy strategies. However, commentaries have critiqued the 
temporal nature of Olympic legacies (Chalip; Green), suggesting that the 
positive outcomes are not long-lasting. Also, the media attention of these 
legacies is temporal in nature, in that it has been viewed as surfacing as 
the games approach and then receding over time (Misener; Green). It 
follows that this study attempted to understand the changes in coverage 
of the London 2012 Olympic legacy discourse by tracking the coverage of 
articles pertaining to legacy and specifically the legacy domains 
identified by the IOC (IOC Legacy Report). The objectives were to identify 
if a change occurred and to conduct a discourse analysis of the published 
articles that covered legacy.   

 The key findings were a change in the prevalence of coverage of the 
London 2012 Olympic legacy. Specifically, the coverage increased as the 
games approached and then reduced over the years following. Secondly, 
the discourse analysis unpicked some of the themes within the coverage. 
The sporting legacy of the games was discussed in significantly more 
depth than any other domain, which was also reflected in the greater 
number of articles covering this domain. There were many factors for this 
additional coverage, as, throughout the 10-year period, two other 
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Olympic Games were held, the World Athletics Championships were held 
in the London Stadium, and participation figures within each Olympic 
sport were criticised. The economic domain was also included in a large 
share of articles, and this reflects the sensitivity that was felt regarding 
the influx of tourists and the money and jobs that the Olympics were 
intended to generate but also the record-breaking public investment, 
where over £10 billion was spent on hosting the games and the 
subsequent facility development. The socio-political domain was covered 
with reference to political leaders, particularly Tony Blair, as outlets had 
attributed the success of the games partly to him and stated that his 
global relationships were a legacy of the games. This domain also 
included contentious coverage of political issues which revealed the 
contrasting political ideologies of the media outlets included in the 
sample.  

 The study echoes the findings of previous work by Misener, Green and 
Chalip and has implications for policymakers by revealing the 
importance of developing a long-term media strategy when bidding to 
host sport mega events such as the Olympic Games. Such a strategy 
should ensure national media outlets are able to report in an unbiased 
but sensitive discourse around the hosting of global events. Likewise, it 
would serve hosts to ensure that their legacy strategies are reported on 
in such widely read newspapers so that the conceptualisations of legacy 
have depth and consistency as there seems to be a consensus regarding 
the prevalence of media articles pertaining to legacy discourses withers 
after events. Future research would extend the findings of this study by 
exploring the discourse in more depth. Particularly by developing the 
frames used, such as the legacy domains from the IO. 

Conclusion 

Overall, this study echoes the work of Misener, Green and Chalip with 
regards to the narrow time frame of coverage for the legacy of Olympic 
Games. The findings of this study show that pre-games hysteria creates 
an increase in media coverage of the Olympic legacy, but shortly after the 
games, this coverage disappears. The study has discussed implications 
and explanations of this, with there being a need for future research to 
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further understand the ways to make legacy discourse more sustainable 
and to provide policymakers with tools to take a more strategic approach 
for how the legacy discourse can be shaped, utilised, and conceptualised, 
in ways which reflect broader media discourses. With the ongoing plans 
for the Olympics in Paris, there is time for a unified legacy discourse to 
be related to the IOC legacy domains so that the host nation’s media 
outlets can ensure a consistent depth across domains and a sustainable 
strategy regarding long-term coverage. 
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Introduction 

La Chevelure is a short story by Maupassant told by a first-person 
narrator visiting a doctor in an asylum. The characters are unnamed but 
labelled: doctor, narrator and madman. I will use these labels to refer to 
them throughout. The doctor introduces a madman fascinated by objects 
and in love with a tress of hair. The madman’s obsession for objects is a 
consequence of his fascination with ‘women of the past’ (MacMaster’s 
translation of “femmes de jadis”). After reading the madman’s diary, the 
narrator is amazed and in disbelief towards the madman’s obsession for 
the hair. 
 Maupassant’s short story features on the French National Curriculum 
for French literature for secondary school and college levels (Eduscol). 
The story has garnered attention from an educational viewpoint and from 
the discipline of literary studies, but so far, the language of the text has 
received little attention. The story’s relationship with censorship is 
noteworthy in the context of its production: it was first published in 1884, 
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a period in which censorship was common in France before the 1881 Press 
Law was ratified (Goldstein, 787). Nevertheless, the story was published 
despite the taboo topics it features, such as fetishism. The aim of this 
paper is to provide a stylistic analysis of the story by exploring how the 
madman’s growing fetishist tendencies are featured in ways that avoided 
censorship at the time and in present French Curriculum, but also guides 
readers’ interpretation of the story’s potential endings. Therefore, three 
main research questions emerge: 

Research question 1 (RQ1): How are taboo topics such as 
fetishism represented in a story in a way that avoids 
censorship?  

Research question 2 (RQ2): How is the madman’s evolution of 
fetishism conveyed linguistically? 

Research question 3 (RQ3): How are readers guided into 
interpreting the end of the story? 

I first review the key themes emerging from La Chevelure. I then conduct 
a stylistic analysis of the text, looking specifically at the linguistic 
progression conveying the madman’s evolving fetishism and how this 
guides readers’ interpretation of the ending. Finally, I discuss the 
perceived moral of the story and its interpretations.  

Literature review 

In this section, I review existing literature on the key themes present in 
La Chevelure. Firstly, I discuss literary approaches to the story, and since 
the topics in question revolve around fetishism, the second part of this 
section focuses on a psychological approach to those topics. 

Overview of La Chevelure: literary consensus 

La Chevelure has been the subject of varied literary and psychological 
studies with specific focus on key themes, narrative frames, and plot 
development. However, there has not been any linguistic studies. La 
Chevelure is considered to exhibit key elements that make Maupassant’s 
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narratives atypical, such as a frame and similar plot points. Maddox 
explains that a recurrent scheme occurs in Maupassant’s stories: “a 
narrating subject acquires the segment's principal object, these being, 
respectively, the journal given to the narrator by the physician; the 
antique wardrobe purchased by the writer, as well as its covert contents; 
and finally, the tress which the perplexed narrator is contemplating as 
the story ends” (665). Benhamou adds that Maupassant uses a unique 
structure in his short stories: a man alone at night in trance, allows for 
occurrence of the supernatural and inexplicable phenomena. 

In this story, the narrative frame supports the building of suspense 
and the element of surprise of having a character as narrator (Cogman, 
37). The frame also shocks readers by “generating thematic echoes, 
narrative complexity, and verbal play” (Cogman, 46). The theme of 
madness is predominant in the plotline and is delivered by the character 
of the madman, making him the focus of the story (Benhamou). Apter 
views the strangeness and shock element of La Chevelure as a result of 
“Maupassant's staged description, replete with a figure of phallic 
displacement (“la queue en feu”), a coprophilic attraction to odor, and a 
brilliant shine (approximating Freud's famous “Glanz auf der Nase”), 
seems to parody rather than to anticipate Freud” (108). Through this 
observation, the madman himself is no longer the focus of the narration, 
as his madness is overridden by his fetishism. Apter defines the 
madman’s practices as “gynotextual fetishism, that is, a female fetishism 
traversing literary and psychoanalytical boundaries” (100). The 
boundaries in question are explained by Rifelj as women able to take 
possession of men (91), and in fact, the madman is controlled by the 
objects associated with those women (Benhamou, 86).  
 From this review of the literary analysis, the key themes that emerge 
from La Chevelure through Maupassant’s narrative frame clearly relate 
to fetishism. To have a comprehensive understanding of the story, a 
psychological review of the madman’s fetishist tendencies is needed. 
First, I define fetishism, and then review the specific fetishes of 
objectophilia and hair embodiment as they are recurrent in the storyline. 
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Fetishism in La Chevelure 

Fetishism is a key theme in La Chevelure and it is deployed in varied 
ways relating to lust and emotional affect. A fetish is “a paraphilia 
characterized by recurrent, intense sexual fantasies, urges, or behaviour 
involving inanimate objects such as women's undergarments, stockings, 
or shoes that are treated as fetishes” (Colman, 549).  Rolls explains 
Freud’s theory (of the phallic women) behind the definition of fetish, 
making it easier to understand a behaviour otherwise stigmatised (15). 
Freud’s theory is that when young boys see their mother’s genitals and 
notice that it does not resemble their own, an irrational fear to lose their 
penis overcomes them (Rolls, 15). To deal with this trauma (known as 
castration anxiety) the boys look away from their mothers, and stare at 
the last thing they observed before their discovery. The object in question 
becomes a screen memory, which can later be elevated to a fetish when 
considered to replace a woman. In the case of the madman in La 
Chevelure, his fetishes are objects once possessed by women 
(objectophilia) and women’s hair. 
 Objectophilia is a form of fetishism involving individuals attracted 
sexually or emotionally to objects, often setting aside human intimacy 
(Kabiry, 20; Marsh, 1). According to Kabiry, objectophiles believe in 
animism, and feel a reciprocation of their attractions for those objects 
based on their beliefs (20). Some researchers (Kabiry, 23; Sinmer, Hughes 
and Sagiv; Smilek et al.) argue that objectophilia could stem from object-
personification synaesthesia, which allows individuals to detect 
personalities in objects, as the madman does in the story.  
 Since La Chevelure portrays a man obsessed with a tress of hair, it is 
essential to review the embodiment of hair. According to Merskin, bodies 
and body-parts are not only a vehicle of flesh but a witness of social norms 
identity and class (593). Body-parts can become vehicles of  meaning and 
symbols, and hair displays a person’s identity, personality, social status 
and cultural belonging as well as having a symbolic and sexual function 
(Pradère, Serre, and Moro, 151-152; Pomey-Rey).  This supports Rifelj’s 
idea that loose hair can have an erotic charge and be associated with 
sexuality, particularly when long and abundant, as the tress in La 
Chevelure is described (88). 
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 Apter states that authors of the nineteenth century strategically 
represented eighteenth-century women as “fiction, fixture, and even 
fetish of the feminine” (66). To her, this recurring theme of symbolic 
embodiment is a type of “erotic synecdoche” which is used to “influence 
the portrayal of femininity” (Apter, 71), which reinforces Maddox’s point 
that “the eroticized synecdoche is subjectivized” (667). From these 
analyses, it seems the tress of hair is synecdochical in Maupassant’s story 
thematically as it tends toward the symbol of a woman. As my analysis 
in the remainder of this paper shows, the tress is also synecdochical 
linguistically. 

Stylistic analysis of La Chevelure 

As shown in the literature review section of this paper, academics in 
literary and psychological studies have studied La Chevelure, but not 
through a linguistic lens. The aim of this paper is to build upon the 
existing analyses and provide a stylistic approach to the text in order to 
obtain a comprehensive understanding of the text overall. I argue that 
the key themes reviewed above of fetish, objectophilia and hair 
embodiment are stylistically embedded in the text, and I aim to use my 
analysis of the language to further support the existing analyses of the 
story and answer the three research questions stated above.  

Methodology 

To analyse the short story, I apply the theory of foregrounding (Leech, 30-
33; 59-61; Leech and Short, 55; Short, 10-15).1 Foregrounded elements of 
a text stand out against the norm of the rest of the text, because of 
deviation or repetitive nature (Simpson, 49). Deviation can occur 
internally when the linguistic element deviates from the text itself (Short, 
36-37). This deviation requires a pattern to be built within the text first,
so that linguistic elements can then deviate from it. Deviation can also
occur externally when the linguistic element deviates from the general

1 The theory of foregrounding is typically attributed to Mukařovský (44-49). This paper is 
concerned with readers’ experience of La Chevelure, and with the text being taught in schools, 
a lot of contemporary readers are students. I thus use Leech and Short’s work on the theory, as 
it is most often used in the teaching of the theory. 
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language norm (here French and English), which means it is not solely 
occurring in the text in question. Finally, elements of language can be 
foregrounded by parallelism: they form a pattern or repetition in the text. 
Foregrounded language can have an aesthetic and a de-automatisation 
effect2 by attracting readers’ attention to specific textual elements: 

the function of poetic language to surprise the reader with a fresh 
and dynamic awareness of its linguistic medium, to de-automatize 
what was normally taken for granted, to exploit language 
aesthetically. Foregrounding is thus the ‘throwing into relief ’ of the 
linguistic sign against the background of the norms of ordinary 
language (Wales, 166; see also Leech and Short, 23, 32). 

De-automatisation has for principle that not only can certain linguistic 
features be foregrounded in a (literary) text, but they also alienate 
readers (Wales, 100), and this de-automizing effect of language is most 
salient to La Chevelure due to the taboo topics discussed. 
 I use foregrounding theory to analyse the text as it explains effects 
real readers might perceive (Miall and Don Kuiken, 393-395; 
“Foregrounding the Sublime,” 162; “Foregrounding and feeling,” 90-92; 
Van Peer, 99-101). Since this story is part of the French National 
Curriculum (Eduscol), I aim to analyse the text in a way that could be 
tailored for teaching and learning purposes. Giovanelli explains that 
foregrounding principles can be used for teaching text analysis at school 
level, thus suggesting that this method of analysis is best fitted for this 
paper. In my analysis of La Chevelure, I choose to focus on foregrounded 
elements in light of my research questions, as opposed to analysing the 
entirety of the text. Since the aim is to observe how the language used 
conveys the madman’s deteriorating mental state, the analysis is 
chronological. 
 After conducting an analysis of La Chevelure, it became clear that key 
themes of objectophilia and hair fetishism were significant in the story 
and that the progress in the madman’s obsession was indeed 
linguistically illustrated. Therefore, the findings of my analysis are 
presented thematically whilst using the chronological order of the story 

2 “De-automatisation” is also known as “defamiliarisation” (Wales, 99). 
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to shed further light on this obsessional progression. I refer to the entire 
text in my analysis, but also provide key extracts and their translations 
(appendices 1, 2 and 3) that are representative of the madman’s 
increasing obsession for the purpose of comparing and contrasting them. 
I argue that the progression in the madman’s developing fetish practices 
is not only illustrated through language but is specifically conveyed 
through three distinct figures of speech: animation, personification and 
synecdoche.  
 Animation, personification and synecdoche play an important role in 
the portrayal of the madman’s obsession for furniture and hair. 
Therefore, it is worth defining these figures of speech, particularly since 
some academics find the definition of the concept of synecdoche not 
specific enough (Berg, 176; Chrzanowska-Kluczewska, 236-237; Nerlich, 
203). Animation attributes inanimate objects with actions (non-human or 
animal-like) that they do not naturally possess, such as “the candles grew 
pale” (OED). Personification is the attribution of human qualities to 
inanimate objects, such as “the wind cried” (OED). Synecdoche is a figure 
of speech which uses a more inclusive term to refer to a less inclusive 
term, either by naming some part or constituent of it, for example 
hands for manual labourers (Baldick; OED). Additionally, Chrzanowska-
Kluczewska adds that synecdoche has its own cognitive functionality 
which brings relevant and salient qualities or parts of entities into focus 
and contributes to the description by being not only “narration-
enhancing” but also “narration constructing” (237, 245). This later point 
is relevant to the impact of synecdoche in my analysis of the text, since I 
argue that the madman’s obsession is conveyed through a linguistic 
progression. 
 The original text is in French, and it is therefore this version of the 
story I analysed first. However, for the sake of accessibility, the 
professional translation of the text into English is also included (see 
Maupassant, “Short Stories”). I analysed the English version of the text 
also to observe potential discrepancies between the French and English 
versions, but both shared the same foregrounded features I discuss in this 
article. The translation lacks precision in portraying the madman’s 
fetishist tendencies, thus in addition to the translation, I also provide my 
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own more accurate translation when needed. The main reason for this 
lack of precision could be to avoid censorship by removing graphic details 
of stigmatised topics such as fetishism and sex.3  

Objectophilia and hair fetishism in La Chevelure: a linguistic progression 

This section shows that the thematical evolution of the madman’s 
fetishism is linguistically illustrated, and thus answers RQ1 and RQ2. 
Furthermore, I argue that there is a contrast between each of the 
madman’s interactions with objects. His first interaction is with a watch, 
and animation is used to convey the madman’s attraction to the object. 
However, in his next encounter with an object, a wardrobe, 
personification is used to convey the madman’s emotions. Finally, the last 
of the madman’s interactions portrayed in the story is with a tress of hair. 
The madman’s feelings for the tress are conveyed through synecdoche. 
With each interaction, the madman’s fetish grows from objectophilia to 
human hair, which is illustrated by the linguistic progression of figure of 
speech used, from comparison to embodiment.  
 To analyse this progression of fetishism, I use extracts from the text 
that illustrates the madman’s interactions with the varied objects. Each 
of the three extracts showcase the main physical interaction between the 
madman and the objects.  The first extract, from paragraph 5 of the story, 
recalls the madman’s interaction with the watch (Appendix 1). The 
second extract is from paragraphs 11 and 12 and portrays the madman’s 
interaction with the wardrobe (Appendix 2). Finally, the third extract 
combines paragraphs 33 to 35 and shows the interaction with the tress of 
hair (Appendix 3). Each extract features my own sentence numbering for 
convenience. 
 Extract 1 (see Appendix 1) is from paragraph 122 of the original 
French text.4 It is the first interaction of the madman with the watch. He 

3 It is worth bearing in mind the cultural differences between the French and British when it 
comes to sexuality. Budd notes while the British maintain their private life private; the French 
tend to be more open (55-56). 
4 For the original French version of the text, all references are from paragraphs 119-131 
available to be viewed on Project Guttenberg: https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56374/56374-
h/56374-h.htm as the text is Public Domain.  

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56374/56374-h/56374-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56374/56374-h/56374-h.htm
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describes its physical appearance, and then moves on to explain the 
emotional significance of the watch. The watch is animated and given 
characteristics that only living beings (humans or animals) could possess 
in a literal setting. For instance, in sentence (3), the verb “palpiter” 
(“vibrate,” palpitate) refers to an inanimate object which logically does 
not possess a heart. The action refers to the contraction of a heart, human 
or animal. However, in this instance, the verb has the subject “elle” in 
reference to the watch. This is followed by the clause “de vivre sa vie de 
mécanique”5 (“to live its mechanical life”) which is also an animation due 
to only humans or animals having a life represented by a heartbeat. This 
metaphor animates the watch and provides the illustration of the watch 
being alive. The phrase “le coeur de la montre battant” (“the heart of the 
watch beating”) in sentence (4) is another animation of the watch as it 
gives the mental representation of the watch having a beating heart, 
which only humans and animals have in a literal setting. Since a watch 
does not possess a heart, each of these examples of animation are 
foregrounded semantically by external deviation.  
 Additionally, the clause in this last example “le coeur de la montre 
battant contre le coeur de la femme” (4) (“the heart of the watch beating 
beside the heart of the woman”) is part of is furthermore foregrounded by 
parallelism due to the repeated structure. The clause repeats the 
structure “le coeur de la” (“the heart of the”) followed by a noun, first 
“montre” (“watch”), then “femme” (“woman”). Both nominal groups are 
separated by the preposition “contre” (“beside”). The fact that the watch 
is mentioned before the woman it belonged to highlights the madman’s 
thought process: he first encounters the object, then fantasises about the 
women of the past who wore it. The description of the watch uses lexical 
and grammatical tools as well as figurative language to portray the object 
as animated. Those linguistic features allow readers to experience how 

For the English translation of the text, all references can be viewed on Project Guttenberg 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3090/3090-h/3090-h.htm#2H_4_0085 as the text is Public 
Domain. 
5 In terms of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (see Lakoff and Johnson; Kövecses) the phrase 
“vivre sa vie mécanique” suggests that the watch’s life is understood in terms of a human life 
thus generating the conceptual metaphor MACHINES ARE PEOPLE. This further animates the watch, 
personifying it to an extent. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3090/3090-h/3090-h.htm#2H_4_0085
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the madman views the object and where his fascination for it is coming 
from, all whilst defamiliarizing readers with this unusual behaviour.  
 This first encounter between the madman and the watch can be 
contrasted with the second encounter he has with another object – a 
wardrobe. Indeed, in the first encounter, the watch is only animated in 
the description. However, there is a clear contrast with the second 
encounter he has with an object: the wardrobe in question is personified 
as a lover (see Appendix 2, paragraphs 123-124 of the original French 
text). Sentence (1) of the second extract is a rhetorical question 
foregrounded by parallelism in the overall story as it is one of many 
rhetorical questions. Those questions show the madman does not fully 
grasp his uncontrollable attraction for objects and uses his diary to make 
sense of what he is going through. The sentence also contains the phrase 
“le souvenir de ce meuble me poursuivit-il” (“the remembrance of that 
wardrobe haunts me”). It includes the reflexive verb (verbe pronominal) 
“me poursuivit” which has as its subject the memory of the wardrobe with 
“il” or “le souvenir de ce meuble,” and the object of the reflexive verb is 
“me,” the madman. In French, reflexive verbs indicate that the action of 
the sentence is imposed upon the passive subject. The rhetorical question 
therefore not only highlights the madman’s lack of control of his 
objectophilia, it also grammatically shows that he is subject to it. The 
system of transitivity—based on Halliday’s functional grammar— can be 
applied here to further observe the passivity of the madman (“Notes on 
Transitivity: Parts 1 and 2;”  Halliday & Matthiessen, “An Introduction 
to Functional Grammar”). Transitivity allows us to “comprehend 
relations between verbs, noun phrases, and adverbials in the clause” and 
it “locates stylistic significance in the ideational function of language; 
that is, in the cognitive meaning or sense which for the dualist is the 
invariant factor of content rather than the variable factor of style” (Leech 
and Short, 26-27). The phrase “le souvenir de ce meuble me poursuivit-il” 
reflects a material process, in which “le souvenir de ce meuble” is the 
actor, “me” is the goal, and “poursuivit-il” is the material verb (although 
in a figurative sense it has a mental meaning). In fact, the entirety of the 
extract features French reflexive verbs (verbes pronominaux) which have 
for subject the wardrobe whereas the “me” refers to the madman and is 
the direct object: “tentait” (“tempted”) in sentence (2); “séduit” (“charms”) 
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and “envahit” (“disturbs” or invades) in sentence (4). These reflexive 
verbs are foregrounded semantically by external deviation as they 
personify the wardrobe. Certain actions attributed to the wardrobe 
suggest forethought and are used figuratively to portray the madman’s 
emotion towards the wardrobe and showcase its importance for him. 
These instances of personification accomplish two effects: they bring the 
wardrobe to life in the narration and portray it as the madman sees it, 
thus alienating readers. Moreover, the instances of personifications 
convey that the madman has no control over his objectophilia; he is 
subject to it.  
 Furthermore, other types of imagery are used to bring the wardrobe 
to life in the narration. The last clause of sentence (4) “comme ferait un 
visage de femme” (“as a woman’s face might do”) is a simile that compares 
the wardrobe’s charming attributes to a woman’s face. This simile is 
foregrounded by external deviation as it compares an object to a woman, 
thus drawing further attention to the madman’s attraction to objects, as 
he is substituting them for women. The clause “son charme entre en vous” 
(“the enchantment of it penetrates your being”) in sentence (5) is 
foregrounded by external deviation as the subject of the verb “penetrate” 
is the nominal group “son charme,” which is an abstract concept animated 
by the metaphor. The determiner for the nominal group is the possessive 
pronoun “son” (“his”) which refers to the wardrobe’s attributes, here, its 
charming qualities. This metaphor further personifies the wardrobe and 
illustrates the hold it has on the madman. 
 Sentence (5) and sentence (6) include more phrases exemplifying the 
progression of the madman’s obsession. In sentence (5) the phrase “on 
l’aime déjà, on le 11evian, on le veut” (“one loves it, one desires it, one 
wishes to have it”) indicates the progression of the madman’s feelings for 
the wardrobe: he loves it, then desires it and he finally must have it. In 
sentence (6) the phrase “doux d’abord, comme timide, mais qui s’accroît, 
11eviant violent, irresistible” (“gently at first, as though it were timid, 
but growing, becoming intense, irresistible”) the madman’s need to 
possess the object is described as an evolution: it is gentle and timid, 
which is a personification of the madman’s need, thus further 
foregrounding the phrase by external deviation. Then his need intensifies 
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and finally becomes irresistible, to the point that he buys the wardrobe. 
These structures in sentences (5) and (6) are foregrounded by parallelism 
because they list the madman’s feelings and actions with the object, but 
their syntax mirrors the progression of the madman’s objectophilia. The 
sexual language used to describe the wardrobe can alienate readers by 
associating two concepts typically contrasting with one another. 
 The third extract (see Appendix 3, paragraph 129 of the original 
French text) showcases the madman’s interaction with the tress of hair; 
the climax of his fetish practices. This extract shows the linguistic and 
conceptual shift of the tress from object to woman in the madman’s mind 
and is consequently pivotal in the plot. Sentence (1) contains the 
independent clause “les baisers I je la réchauffais me faisaient défaillir 
de bonheur” (“I almost lost consciousness as I kissed it”), which has for 
subject “les baisers” and the reflexive verb “me faisaient défaillir” as the 
main verb. The subject of the reflexive verb is the abstract concept of “les 
baisers” and the object is “me”, the madman. A transitivity analysis of the 
phrase “les baisers dont je la réchauffais me faisaient défaillir” can reveal 
the madman’s increasing loss of control. It is a material process where 
“les baisers dont je la réchauffais” is the actor, “me” is the goal and 
“faisaient défaillir” is the material verb. The structure of the reflexive 
verb having an inanimate object as main subject and the madman as 
object is foregrounded by parallelism due to its prevalence in the story: it 
illustrates the madman’s lack of control over his physical attraction for 
the tress of hair.  
 The phrase “faisaient défaillir de bonheur” (“I almost lost 
consciousness”) is also foregrounded by external deviation because it is 
an exaggerated statement. This hyperbole (association of opposite 
concepts) sheds light on the intensity of the madman’s objectophilia and 
hair fetish. Furthermore, in this first independent clause, the verb 
“réchauffais” (“warmed”) is foregrounded by external deviation due to its 
metaphorical usage. This metaphor generates a mental representation of 
heat and passion for readers, thus conveying the madman’s feelings for 
the tress. The second subordinate clause of sentence (1) “comme une 
maîtresse qu'on va posséder” (“as if it were my sweetheart”) is a simile 
and is thus foregrounded by external deviation. The madman compares 
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the tress to his mistress or his sweetheart which explicitly illustrates 
what the tress of hair means to him and the place it holds in his life.  
 Sentence (3) of this extract “elle est revenue” (“she came back”) is 
foregrounded by internal deviation as it is crucial in the storyline and 
shows the conceptual shift of the tress of hair in the madman’s mind. In 
French, this shift is subtle as there is no neutral pronoun and the noun 
“chevelure” is feminine. However, in the English translation the shift is 
rendered obvious by a change in pronoun used to refer to the tress: so far, 
the tress was referred to with the neutral pronoun “it,” but from sentence 
(3) of this extract onwards in the diary entry, it is referred to as “she.”
One could argue that this shift is not perceptible in French and that it is
solely part of the translation. Although this is a valid point, based on the
rest of the text and the analysis below, I suggest this linguistic shift of
pronouns in this particular sentence embodies the conceptual shift of the
tress into a woman in the madman’s mind. This is further shown by the
instances of synecdoche present in the rest of the text.

Sentence (4) contains synecdoche with the phrase “qu'elle était vivante 
autrefois, grande, blonde, grasse, les seins froids, la hanche en forme de 
lyre” (“she was in life, tall, fair and round”). This phrase is foregrounded 
by parallelism because the madman lists the physical attributes he 
imagines the woman with the tress of hair he fetishizes would look like. 
From the tress of hair, he builds a character with a full body in his mind, 
thus rendering the tress synecdochical in this sentence: from one element 
he constructs the concept of a woman. This phrase is foregrounded by 
external deviation due to its figurative (and unsettling) nature. It is also 
significant that the physical description he gives of this woman focuses 
on her sexual attributes such as “les seins froids” (“cold breasts”) and “la 
hanche en forme de lyre” (“hips shaped like a lyre”).6 This focus on the 
woman’s sexual traits evidences the nature of the madman’s obsession for 
the tress: it is a sexual relation and a distorted fetish tendency. The 
independent clause in the second part of sentence (4) “et j'ai parcouru de 
mes caresses cette ligne ondulante et divine qui va de la gorge aux pieds 

6 This is my translation as these phrases were not included in the original English translation. 
One can suppose that this omission is due to the explicit nature of the language and the fear of 
censorship from the translator, thus reinforcing the taboo effect the story can have. 
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en suivant toutes les courbes de la chair” (“I caressed her divine curves 
from her throat to her feet, following each curve of flesh”)7 is also 
foregrounded by external deviation as it is a euphemism.8 The madman 
provides an image of what physical actions he did to the tress which 
would be graphic and prone to censorship at the time of the original 
publication. In fact, the translator chose not to translate this part of the 
sentence, potentially due to its crude innuendo. The adjective “divine” is 
foregrounded by external deviation since it is metaphorical and conveys 
the hold the tress has on the madman and the place it occupies in his 
mind. 
 Sentence (4) includes the phrase “je l'ai vue, je l'ai tenue, je l'ai eue” 
(“I saw her, I held her, I got her”) which is a semantic progression of the 
madman’s feelings for the tress. This triplet is foregrounded by 
parallelism not only because of the repetition it creates, but also because 
it is a literal mirror of the madman’s feelings. He first sees the object, 
then holds or touches it, which leads him to wanting to possess the object. 
This is the pattern he follows, and this phrase is the linguistic 
embodiment of this progression. 
 Sentence (6) contains the phrase “la Morte, la belle morte, l'Adorable, 
la Mystérieuse, l'Inconnue” (“the dead woman, the beautiful, adorable, 
mysterious unknown”) which is foregrounded by parallelism: it is a list of 
nouns to portray the woman the madman imagines. Throughout the text, 
lists of parallel nouns such as those in sentence (6) are recurrent 
throughout the short story, and are thus not only foregrounded by 
parallelism on their own, but also because of the repetitions that echo 
throughout the story. Capital letters are used at the beginning of the 
nouns used to portray the woman. These capital letters are foregrounded 
by external deviation (in this instance lexical deviation specifically) as 
these nouns are not proper nouns, names or at the beginning of a 
sentence, as the language norms of French or English would dictate. It 
seems that by using a capital letter, the madman embodies the woman in 

7 See previous footnote.  
8  It is noteworthy that the madman refers to “pied” (‘feet’) and “gorge” (‘throat’), which are 
other types of fetishism, thus further contributing to the omnipresence of the theme throughout 
the story. 
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terms of the quality given to each of those nouns. He seems to struggle to 
pinpoint what the woman is, and he needs to list those qualities, which 
further highlights his obsession. The capital letters could also elevate the 
status of the tress of hair: as well as being synecdochical the tress could 
also be allegorical in being the embodiment of those qualities, at least in 
the madman’s mind.  
 The close-reading of the madman’s interaction with the three objects 
demonstrates that he is indeed an objectophiliac and that there is a clear 
progression in his feelings and fetishist practices, which grow stronger 
with each object, further unsettling the reader. This topical progression 
is linguistically represented by the progression in figures of speech used 
to describe the objects. The watch is animated, brought to life in its 
description but given specific human attributes, whereas the wardrobe is 
personified and given human attributes. The tress of hair is 
synecdochical: the madman builds the idea of a woman from the tress; 
the tress is the embodiment of the dead women it once belonged to. But 
this progression is also illustrated through syntax, as shown by my 
analysis of sentences (5) and (6) in extract 2 and sentence (4) in extract 
3. This answers my first research question (RQ1): the taboo topic of
fetishism is likely to avoid censorship as it is conveyed implicitly through
a linguistic progression of figures of speech.

Additionally, elements of language convey the madman’s growing 
fetish practices, and hint at two possible interpretations as part of the 
progression observed. Indeed, since the madman was put in prison, there 
is no way of knowing if the synecdochical qualities of the tress were the 
climax of his fetish practices. The language devices in the text suggest 
otherwise and provide hints at two other plot twists: necrophilia and 
possession. The next section focuses on my second research question 
(RQ2) and argues that elements of language can be analysed to illustrate 
the story’s two potential plot twists. 

The end of the progression? Guided interpretations of La Chevelure’s ending 

This section analyses the two potential endings of the story, the end of 
the progression for the madman’s fetishist tendencies. The story is open-
ended, but elements of language guide readers into two possible 
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interpretations: necrophilia and possession. RQ1 and RQ3 are answered 
in this section. 

Necrophilia in La Chevelure  

The first possible interpretation of the story’s ending is linked to the 
madman’s ever-growing fetishist tendencies, which could evolve into 
necrophilia. Necrophilia is the love of the dead, usually defined as 
relations of a sexual nature with corpses (Stein, Schlesinger and 
Pinizzotto, 443). Most often, the motive for necrophilia is “an unresisting 
and unrejecting partner” (Rosman and Resnick, 153, 158). According to 
Pettigrew, there are two seminal works that claim to categorise the 
behaviours of necrophiles: the work of Rosman and Resnick and the work 
of Aggrawal which is based on Rosman and Resnick’s and other seminal 
works (2-3). In both models, a category is created for fantasizing 
necrophiles, that is to say, people “fantasizing about sexual activity with 
a corpse, without carrying out any necrophilic acts” (Rosman and 
Resnick, 154). This classification in Rosman and Resnick’s model is 
labelled as “necrophilic fantasy.” Similarly, in Aggrawal’s model it is 
labelled “Class III necrophiliacs: People having a necrophilic fantasy – 
necrophilic fantasizers” (“A New Classification,” 317; “Necrophilia,” 51-
52).  
 These categories of necrophilic fantasy in both models fit the profile of 
the madman in Maupassant’s story: he is attracted to objects that belong 
to dead women and through those objects he fantasizes about those dead 
women in a sexual way. The objects are synecdochical; vessels of the 
madman’s fantasies for dead women. Since his fetishist tendencies evolve 
with each object, one can wonder if the madman would have become a 
true necrophile had he not been imprisoned beforehand. I argue that 
implicit elements of language suggest that he would become a true 
necrophile based on the comparison of the madman to the standard 
profile of necrophiles presented above, although this is speculation as the 
story is open-ended.  
 Multiple elements of language hint at the madman’s possible fate of 
becoming a necrophile. First, the doctor paints him as a necrophile by 
stating: “Il est atteint de folie érotique et macabre. C'est une sorte de 
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necrophile” (paragraph 120 of the original French text), (“He has seizures 
of erotic and macaberesque madness. He is a sort of necrophile”). The 
doctor labels the madman as a “sort of necrophile” and describes his 
madness with the adjectives “erotic and macabresque” which are 
foregrounded by internal deviation, as they are articulated in positions of 
equity despite their unlikely and de-automized combination. The erotic 
and macabre characteristic of the madman’s mental state are 
linguistically on the same level and linked by the connective, “and.” The 
phrase “sort of” explains that the doctor is not certain of his diagnosis and 
does not know if the madman is, in fact, a true necrophile. It is not strictly 
a diagnosis in a clinical sense but instead indicates that the madman’s 
desire is not necessarily a dead woman, but his fantasies are the product 
of his anxiety (MacLachlan and Reid, 292). This would fit the category of 
the fantasising necrophile theorised by Rosnan and Resnick as well as 
Aggrawal.  
 Furthermore, at the end of the story the doctor states “Il n'y a pas que 
le Sergent Bertrand qui ait aimé les mortes” (paragraph 130 of the 
original French text), (“Sergeant Bertrand was not the only one who was 
in love with the dead”). This sentence is foregrounded by internal 
deviation, as the doctor refers to the “Sergeant Bertrand” who is so far 
unknown in the narration as he is not a character, and yet the madman’s 
behaviour of loving dead women is associated with Sergeant Bertrand’s 
similar behaviour by the phrase “pas le seul” (“not the only one”). To fully 
understand the comparison of the two men, one must be aware of the 
reference made regarding the Sergeant Bertrand. Known as The Vampire 
of Montparnasse, Sergeant Betrand is one of the most well-known cases 
of necrophilia, (Stein, Schlesinger and Pinizzotto, 443; “Necrophilia,” 12-
13). He was arrested in Paris, 1841, forty-three years before 
Maupassant’s publication of La Chevelure. By associating the madman 
with Sergeant Bertrand, the image of the Sergeant Bertrand’s actions 
and crimes are mirrored onto the madman. The doctor implies that the 
madman’s actions could have reached a similar level to those of Sergeant 
Bertrand, validating the idea that the madman’s fetishist tendencies 
were evolving at the time of his arrest and could have led to necrophilia 
and further unsettling readers.  
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 The diary entry also uses a range of lexis which could suggest that the 
madman's objectophilia may eventually evolve into necrophilia. For 
instance, the lexical field of sexual relations is prevalent: “érotique et 
macabre” (“erotic and macabresque”), “ses doigts un peu chauds” (“warm 
fingers”), “moiteur de la peau” (“moisture from her fingers”), “pénétrait” 
(“penetrates”), “irresistible désir” (“irresistible longing”), “caresser” 
(“caressed”), “enfoncer mes lévres dedans, pour la baiser, pour la mordre” 
(“to bury my lips in it, to kiss it”) and the independent clause “j'avais aux 
mains et au coeur un besoin confus, singulier, continu, sensuel de tremper 
mes doigts dans ce ruisseau charmant de cheveux morts” (“in my hands 
and my heart I felt a confused, singular, constant sensual longing to 
plunge my hands in the enchanting golden flood of those dead tresses”).9 
This lexical field of sexual relations is paired with the lexical field of death 
as demonstrated in the following examples: “les seins froids” (“cold 
breasts”), “femmes mortes” (“dead women”) is repeated throughout the 
text, “minait la chair, buvait le sang, étaignait la vie” (“drinking his blood, 
snuffing out his life”), “chair qui ne dût point pourrir” (“body that would 
not suffer decay”). These two lexical fields are foregrounded by 
parallelism as they provide reoccurring themes that echo throughout the 
storyline and illustrates the madman’s necrophiliac tendencies through 
elements of language.  
 The madman’s fascination for objects and women of the past evolves 
rapidly throughout the narration, first involving a watch, then a 
wardrobe, and finally the tress of hair; all associated with women. Based 
on these linguistic elements, it might not be farfetched to assume the 
madman would succumb to his obsession, and eventually become a true 
necrophile. This is an assumption since the madman was arrested before 
the situation reached this potential ending. Readers therefore have to 
decide for themselves if the madman was bound to become a true 
necrophile as opposed to remaining a fantasising one. 

9 As this is a lexical field looking at a running theme, those references are from the entire story. 
The original French version of the text can be accessed here: 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56374/56374-h/56374-h.htm; The English translation of the 
text can be accessed here: https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3090/3090-h/3090-
h.htm#2H_4_0085. The text is Public Domain.

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56374/56374-h/56374-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3090/3090-h/3090-h.htm#2H_4_0085
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3090/3090-h/3090-h.htm#2H_4_0085
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A Contagious Obsession 

The title of the story La Chevelure (“a tress of hair”) clearly indicates that 
the focal point of the story revolves around the lock of blond hair and how 
characters interact with it. The impact the tress of hair has on the 
madman is discussed at length, however, the tress also seems to leave an 
impression on the narrator. This leads to the second possible 
interpretation of the story: the tress’s ability to possess men. This possible 
interpretation has warranted discussion by literary critics and academics 
(Benhamou, 82, 86), but so far no linguistic analysis has been conducted 
to explain the link between the madman and the narrator’s fate. This 
section aims to rectify that by providing a stylistic analysis to observe the 
symmetry between the two characters’ interactions with the tress.  
 The madman seems to have little control over his obsession for the 
tress of hair. His fetish is primitive and instinctive. This is showcased by 
the omnipresence of the senses in lexical fields throughout the text. For 
example, the sense of smell “parfum” (“perfume”), “odeur” (“smell”); the 
sense of taste “goûtant” (“tasting”), “buvais” (“drank”), “mordre” (“bite”); 
the sense of sight “regardant” (“looking”), “revoir” (“have another look”); 
and the sense of touch “carresse” (“caress”), “touchant” (“touched”), 
“prendre dans mes mains” (“take in my hands”) illustrate that the 
madman describes his experience with the tress in his diary through his 
senses. This is also the case for the narrator who uses his senses to 
narrate the story, as the madman did, thus creating a foregrounded 
parallelism between the two men. The narrator uses terms such as “yeux 
effarés” (“astonished eyes”) for his sense of sight; “crie” (“cry”), 
“hurlement” (“howl”) his sense of hearing; “toucher carressant” (“feeling 
its soft, light touch on my hand”) for his sense of touch.10  
 Furthermore, both men use similar expressions to describe their first 
interaction with the tress: the term “frisson” (“shiver”) for the madman 
and “frémis” (“shiver”) for the narrator. This repetition is foregrounded 
by parallelism as it creates a common theme and sheds further light on 
their similar experiences. Both men also mention their heartbeat in their 
interactions with the tress thus creating another parallelism: the 
madman states “mon coeur se mit à battre” (“my heart began to beat”) 

10 Same remark as previous footnote. 
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whereas the narrator states “je restai le coeur battant” (“my heart 
beating”). Both men use the verb shiver and described their respective 
heartbeat at the touch of the tress, which denotes the recurrent 
parallelism and idea that the tress has captivated the narrator in a 
similar fashion to the madman. Moreover, sexual terms are used by the 
narrator to describe his interaction with the tress, which creates another 
parallelism with the madman: (“penetrate”), “impusisante” (“impotent”), 
“désir” (“longing”), “envie” (“desire”) to describe their physical connection 
to the tress. These innuendos suggest the potential objectophiliac 
tendencies of the narrator, reflecting the madman’s. 
 The narrator uses similar sentence structures as the madman. Indeed, 
both men use rhetorical question and exclamations, and they use lists to 
describe how they feel about the tress. The madman lists “au malaise par 
ce contact frois, glissant, irritant, affolant, délicieux” (“feel uncomfortable 
at the cold, slippery, irritating, bewildering contact”) and the narrator 
states “ému d’étonnement, d’horreur et de pitié” (“filled with 
astonishment, horror and pity”). These lists are foregrounded by 
parallelism due to the symmetry they provide between the two men’s 
experiences. In fact, both men use similar syntax and clauses to express 
their feelings of disbelief. The madman states his disbelief that the tress 
was taken away from him, whereas the narrator states his disbelief that 
the tress exists, as shown by those two phrases:  

Madman: “Mais on l’a vue … on a deviné ... on m’ l'a prise ...” 
(paragraph 130 of the original French text), (“but they saw h– -- they 
guessed – they arrested me”);  

Narrator: “Mais... cette chevelure... existe-t-elle réellement?” 
(paragraph 131 of the original French text), (“but -- that tress -- did 
it really exist?”).  

The phrases are constructed with foregrounded parallel structures that 
mirror each other. Indeed, both use ellipsis (or hyphens in the English 
translation) in a similar fashion and start with the same coordinating 
conjunction “mais” (“but”). The similarity in the syntax of the language of 
both men highlights the symmetry of their interaction with the tress and 
their feelings of disbelief. 
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 Furthermore, throughout the text, the madman uses oxymorons when 
referring to his experience with objects, particularly the tress of hair.11 
For example, he says “heureux et torturé” (“happy and tormented”) to 
portray his relationship with the tress. Similarly, the narrator uses the 
alliterated oxymoron “de dégoût et d’envie” (“disgust and desire”) to 
portray the impression the tress makes on him. Since they associate 
opposite concepts, the oxymorons are foregrounded by external deviation. 
However, the fact that both men use them in the same context 
foregrounds these oxymorons by parallelism and creates a pattern. 
Additionally, both men use similar similes to describe the physical aspect 
of the tress of hair. The madman describes it as “comme la queue en feu 
d’une comète” (“gleaming like the tail of a comet”) whereas the narrator 
describes it as “comme un oiseau d’or” (“like a golden bird”). Interestingly, 
both comparisons provide the image of a bright flying object. This further 
indicates that both men experience similar first impressions of the tress 
of hair. These deautomatized patterns show how both the madman and 
the narrator fall under the spell of the tress, further articulating the 
theme of fetishism and its illusion.  
 Now that I have established the similarities between the two men’s 
experiences with the tress, I can explain how it contributes to the second 
possible interpretation of the story: the tress of hair can possess men, and 
ultimately will possess the narrator as it did the madman. The lexical 
field of possession is prevalent throughout the story (“possédé” 
(“madman”), “possession” (“possession”), “possédé” (“possessed”). 
Although there is no way of knowing whether the narrator becomes 
possessed by the tress of hair, it is significant to note that patterns of 
symmetry can be observed between the narrator and the madman. These 
linguistic patterns could symbolise a thematic pattern of possession, thus 
hinting at the narrator’s fate. The fact that the madman is possessed by 
the tress of hair and the narrator shares similar linguistic patterns to the 
madman, could be the highest level of the progression on the ladder of 
taboo themes contained within the story. The summum of this evolution 
of taboo themes is the tress’s ability to possess. Possession as a general 
theme deals with religious stigma and brings a dimension of the 

11 Those oxymorons occur throughout the story, see previous footnote. 
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supernatural to the story, thus making it the most farfetched taboo 
amongst the others present in the story (Benhamou, 78). Indeed, the 
supernatural aspect of possession is more farfetched than the other 
paraphilias discussed so far because, arguably, possession is not real, 
whereas the other fetishes are. It also illustrates that the madman’s 
evolution is indeed a progression: he goes from the least to the most 
stigmatised paraphilia. This progression is linguistically represented, 
particularly through figures of speech, and the possible endings are 
conveyed through implicit elements of language to avoid representing 
taboo topics directly, and thus avoiding censorship. 
 In this section, I conducted a stylistic analysis of La Chevelure to 
examine the themes and interpretations observed in literature and 
psychology. The key themes of objectophilia, fetishism, necrophilia and 
possession are explored though a linguistic progression of imagery and 
other elements of language such as parallelisms and lexical fields convey 
these stigmatised topics in the story in an implicit way, which not only 
allows for an open-ended story, but also allows the story to be published 
without censorship. In the last section of this paper, I discuss the 
perceived moral of the story and the language used to present it to 
readers. Indeed, readers are invited to infer that the evolution of 
obsession can impact everyone, and therefore the taboo themes of the 
story could be destigmatised. This perceived moral, although open to 
interpretation, can be used to present the story in schools as the story is 
part of the French Curriculum (Eduscol).  

Discussion 

Despite the taboo themes recurring in La Chevelure, the story was 
published without censorship at the time and is presently used for 
teaching and learning (Eduscol). I argue that one of the contributing 
factors to allow for the publication is what can be considered as the 
perceived moral of the story. The text invites readers to infer this moral 
with the last sentence of the story “l'esprit de l'homme est capable de tout” 
(paragraph 131 of the original French text), (“the mind of man is capable 
of anything”). In this sentence, ‘man’ is not defined specifically, making 
this statement a generalisation about mankind, and thus bringing a 
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moral dimension to this sentence. The moral rationalises the madman’s 
story as it removes the factors of choice and control in his narrative, and 
the take-away message of the story shows that the madman’s 
predicament could potentially happen to anyone, thus removing some of 
the stigma that comes with those paraphilias.  
 The madman seems to rationalise his actions by providing spatial and 
temporal deictic terms to illustrate the routine of his life. The madman’s 
diary begins with a detailed narration: “des heures et des heures” (“hours 
and hours”), “pendant huit jours” (“for eight days”), “le lendemain” (“the 
following day”). However, the diary escalates to an obsessive testimony: 
“à tout moment” (“every moment”), “partout” (“everywhere”), “tous les 
soirs” (“every evening”).12 The deictic terms show the madman’s growing 
obsession for the tress. He kept a diary to rationalise his actions and cope 
with his confused feelings, but it eventually spiralled out of control, just 
as his behaviour towards the tress did (Benhamou, 91). It could also be 
the testimony of a young man using the diary to relive his time with the 
tress. 
 In the diary, the madman uses the second person, almost addressing 
readers: “il vous séduit, vous trouble, vous envahit” (“it charms you, 
disturbs you, fills your thoughts”), “son charme entre en vous” (“the 
enchantment of it penetrates your being”), “un besoin de possession vous 
gagne” (“a longing to own it takes possession of you”).13 Using the second 
person includes readers in the action as a way to help them understand 
the inner struggle the madman goes through. The pronoun “on” is also 
used, meaning “we” or in this instance “one:” “on regarde un objet” (“one 
gazes at an object”), “on l'aime déjà, on le désire, on le veut” (“one loves it, 
one desires it, one wishes to have it”), “on le caresse de l’oeil” (“one looks 
at it tenderly”).14 Using the pronoun “on” is noteworthy because of its 
double nature: it can be a personal pronoun used in lieu of “nous” the 
second person plural; but it can also be an indefinite pronoun. In this 
particular instance, it is difficult to observe if the pronoun “on” is used in 
reference to the madman or if it is a general statement is applicable to 

12 Those deictic terms occur throughout the story.  
13 The short story is a diary entry from paragraphs 121 to 130 of the original French text. 
14 Same remark as previous footnote.  
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anybody in a similar predicament. The madman seems aware of the taboo 
nature of his fetish practices, and the use of the pronoun ‘on’ can be seen 
as a way to rationalise his actions and a way of making it a generality 
observed by all: it is no longer “I” but every “one.”  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Maupassant’s La Chevelure is a popular short story that 
avoided censorship at the time of publication despite the taboo topics it 
explores, and features, as part of the French National Curriculum 
(Eduscol). Academics in the fields of literary and psychology (Benhamou, 
Apter, Cogman, amongst others) have offered their analysis and 
interpretation of the key themes of the story, but no comments were made 
on the language and devices used to convey those themes. This paper 
aimed to support the key themes of fetishism observed by literary and 
psychological research. The stylistic analysis conducted uses the theory 
of foregrounding to observe the key elements of language used in the 
story. This allows us to not only illustrate how the themes are presented 
throughout the narrative, but also to evidence that a linguistic 
progression is used to mirror the madman’s evolution into obsession and 
fetishism (RQ2). This linguistic progression uses lexical fields, syntax and 
figures of speech such as animation, personification and synecdoche to 
foreground the madman’s progression into fetishist practices. This 
progression features the taboo topics explored in the story implicitly, 
leaving the story open-ended and ultimately allowing contemporary 
publication and the teaching of the story in the present  (RQ1). Readers 
are guided through implicit language features into interpreting the story 
in two ways through this progression: necrophilia and possession (RQ3). 
Nonetheless, the resounding message remains the climax of the 
thematical progression explored in the story. Despite the taboo nature of 
the themes merging from the plot, they can happen to anyone, including 
readers.  
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APPENDICES 

Original French by Maupassant published in 1884. 
For the original French version of the text, all references are from 
paragraphs 119-131 available to be viewed on Project Guttenberg 
(https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56374/56374-h/56374-h.htm) as the text 
is Public Domain. 

Official English translation by McMaster (“A Tress of Hair”). 
For the English translation of the text, all references can be viewed on 
Project Guttenberg (https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3090/3090-h/3090-
h.htm#2H_4_0085) as the text is Public Domain.

Appendix 1: Extract 1 from La Chevelure (paragraph 122)  

Elle était si mignonne, si jolie, avec son émail et son or ciselé.(1) Et elle 
marchait encore comme au jour où une femme l'avait achetée dans le 
ravissement de posséder ce fin bijou.(2) Elle n'avait point cessé de 
palpiter, de vivre sa vie de mécanique, et elle continuait toujours son tic-
tac régulier, depuis un siècle passé.(3) Qui donc l'avait portée la première 
sur son sein dans la tiédeur des étoffes, le coeur de la montre battant 
contre le coeur de la femme?(4) 

It was so tiny, so pretty with its enamel and gold chasing. And it kept time 
as on the day when a woman first bought it, enraptured at owning this 
dainty trinket. It had not ceased to vibrate, to live its mechanical life, and 
it had kept up its regular tick-tock since the last century. Who had first 
worn it on her bosom amid the warmth of her clothing, the heart of the 
watch beating beside the heart of the woman? 

Appendix 2: Extract 2 from La Chevelure (paragraphs 123-124) 

Pourquoi le souvenir de ce meuble me poursuivit-il avec tant de force que 
je revins sur mes pas?(1) Je m'arrêtai de nouveau devant le magasin pour 
le revoir, et je sentis qu'il me tentait.(2) 
Quelle singulière chose que la tentation!(3) On regarde un objet et, peu à 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56374/56374-h/56374-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3090/3090-h/3090-h.htm#2H_4_0085
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3090/3090-h/3090-h.htm#2H_4_0085
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peu, il vous séduit, vous trouble, vous envahit comme ferait un visage de 
femme.(4) Son charme entre en vous, charme étranger qui vient de sa 
forme, de sa couleur, de sa physionomie de chose; et on l'aime déjà, on le 
désire, on le veut.(5) Un besoin de possession vous gagne, besoin doux 
d'abord, comme timide, mais qui s'accroît, devient violent, irrésistible.(6) 

Why did the remembrance of that wardrobe haunt me with such insistence 
that I retraced my steps? I again stopped before the shop, in order to take 
another look at it, and I felt that it tempted me.  

What a singular thing temptation is! One gazes at an object, and, little by 
little, it charms you, it disturbs you, it fills your thoughts as a woman's 
face might do. The enchantment of it penetrates your being, a strange 
enchantment of form, colour and appearance of an inanimate object. And 
one loves it, one desires it, one wishes to have it. A longing to own it takes 
possession of you, gently at first, as though it were timid, but growing, 
becoming intense, irresistible.  

Appendix 3: Extract 3 from La Chevelure (paragraphs 129) 

Les baisers dont je la réchauffais me faisaient défaillir de bonheur; et je 
l'emportai dans mon lit, et je me couchai, en la pressant sur mes lèvres, 
comme une maîtresse qu'on va posséder.(1) 
Les morts reviennent!(2) Elle est venue.(3) Oui, je l'ai vue, je l'ai tenue, je 
l'ai eue, telle qu'elle était vivante autrefois, grande, blonde, grasse, les 
seins froids, la hanche en forme de lyre; et j'ai parcouru de mes caresses 
cette ligne ondulante et divine qui va de la gorge aux pieds en suivant 
toutes les courbes de la chair.(4) Oui, je l'ai eue, tous les jours, toutes les 
nuits.(5) Elle est revenue, la Morte, la belle morte, l'Adorable, la 
Mystérieuse, l'Inconnue, toutes les nuits.(6) 

I almost lost consciousness as I kissed it, I took it back with me to bed and 
pressed it to my lips as if it were my sweetheart. 

Do the dead come back? She came back. Yes, I saw her; I held her in my 
arms, just as she was in life, tall, fair and round. She came back every 
evening--the dead woman, the beautiful, adorable, mysterious unknown. 
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Hear, here! Conversations, Equations, 
Translation: On Jonathan Davidson’s A 

Commonplace (2020) 

Amélie Doche 
Birmingham City University 

I like best the silence that is not 

Silence but our breathing, the orchestra 

Of flesh and thought caught in looped 

Arpeggios. 

Jonathan Davidson, “The Silence.” 2020. 

 Je préfère le silence qui n’est pas 

  Silence mais respiration, l’orchestre 

  De chair et de pensée, prisonnier d’un arpège, 

En boucle. 

  Amélie Doche (trans.), "Le Silence." 2020.  
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Foreword 

The Covid-19 pandemic has triggered many conversations about the 
importance of poetry – and indeed the arts more generally – in times of 
isolation (Doche). In an article entitled “From Ovid to Covid: Why Poetry 
is Enjoying a Renaissance,” Katy Shaw declares that “poetry offers 
comfort by imposing order on otherwise seemingly random events” (New 
Statesman). Specifically, the poetry of the everyday, with its focus on 
personal experiences and memories – but also “apples,” (Davidson, 59) 
“bricks,” (15) and “back roads” (22) – has provided a sense of grounding. 
Much like bricks, poetry’s low thermal conductivity can sometimes 
preserve ourselves from the outside coolness. Throughout the pandemic, 
poetry has reasserted its power to act as a conduit between the outside 
and the inside, the “I” and the Other. Vision happened to be the theme of 
National Poetry Day 2020. On this occasion, poets Caroline Bird, Karl 
Nova and Malika Booker gave us a glimpse into their experiences of the 
world. Additionally, they encouraged poets and non-poets to use poetry 
as a medium to share experiences, memories, and uncertainties. In March 
2020, Fair Acre Press published These are the Hands: Poems from the 
Heart of the NHS, a poetry collection edited by the Emergency Poet 
Deborah Alma, and Dr Katie Amiel. The collection has been instrumental 
in enabling NHS workers to write about their experiences. More 
importantly, readers have been offered the opportunity to see the world 
through other people’s eyes. The pandemic seems to have increased our 
need for connectedness. After all, as Julian Barnes writes: “everything is 
connected, even the parts we don’t like, especially the parts we don’t like” 
(76). While connectedness and the sharing of experiences have been 
significant, much humour is needed to face the practical and emotional 
complexities brought about by the crisis. The Covid-19 update on The 
National Poetry Day website states that “[t]he humanity and humour 
conjured up by a shared line of poetry is a powerful antidote to isolation.” 
Davidson’s A Commonplace: Apples, Bricks & Other People’s Poems 
provides humour and connectedness. The Yorkshire Times literary editor, 
Steve Whitaker, describes the collection as follows: 

Conceived without a rigid structure – a rendition, in a long line of 
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renditions, of a Renaissance ‘Commonplace’ book – this short, 
pithy take on verses that are meaningful to him, gives Davidson 
latitude for a conversational, sometimes conspiratorial, style which 
is pretty much unique, even in informal critical circles. 

FIGURE 1. © Davidson, Jonathan. “Pages 16-17.” A Commonplace, 2020. 

 The above picture indeed evidences Whitaker’s description. Two 
adjectives would accurately define Davidson’s work: ground-breaking and 
heretical. Davidson endorses the latter by declaring that “heresy is [his] 
middle name” (11). In fact, A Commonplace revels in its hybridity and in-
betweenness. While poems make up the major part of Davidson’s “lived 
art form,” the collection also includes (unruly) footnotes, a commentary, 
a gazetteer, and a bibliography. Davidson uses a “conversational,” 
“conspiratorial,” and “unique” style which foregrounds directness, self-
awareness, and self-referentiality (Whitaker). These features enable 
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Davidson to counterbalance the gravity of such poems as “Father” (23) 
and “Utopia” (42). Davidson’s artistic deviations have – much like a 
domino effect – triggered other artistic deviations on the part of 
independently-minded readers. Writer and philosopher Will 
Buckingham, for instance, has reinvented Davidson’s “Borders” by 
adding twelve additional footnotes to the original poem. Jonathan 
Davidson’s website features his deviation (“A Commonplace – 
Deviations”). Reviewing A Commonplace for 3:AM Magazine, Fiona Glen 
writes:  

In his Enthusiast!, David Herd describes enthusiasm as ‘[the desire] 
to pass things on. Plato put it in terms of magnetic rings, 
Shaftesbury described it as ‘an itch of imparting’, of ‘kindling the 
same fire in other breasts’. My enthusiasm is kindled and itched (or 
tickled?) by Davidson’s. Writing about his writing, I find myself 
borrowing his directness, find myself wanting to tell you, truly, that 
these are poems that I will carry, use, and live with. 

 Writing about his writing, I find myself borrowing his self-awareness, 
humour, and self-referentiality. In this context, the phrasal expression 
‘find oneself’ denotes the fact that someone has become aware of 
something they have been doing. In other words, it seems that neither 
the writer Fiona Glen nor I have actively decided to emulate Davidson’s 
style. Unconscious emulation certainly reveals our strong engagement 
with Davidson’s collection, which calls for such a response. With this in 
mind, considering A Commonplace as an ‘object’ of study seems 
particularly inappropriate. Conventions of research in the Western world 
have tended to privilege a Cartesian atomistic perspective, which marks 
the knower and the known and the subject and object of research as 
utterly separate through the adoption of a ‘scientific gaze.’ Indigenous 
forms of knowledge and relational ontologies have, however, emphasised 
entanglement over separability. On page 92, Davidson declares that 
“poem[s] read him,” thus challenging the subject-object divide. Similarly, 
“J.A. Miller, Lacan' s son-in-law, once said: ‘we do not read Lacan, Lacan 
reads us’” (Lecercle, 100). These quotations demonstrate that ‘knower’ 
and ‘known’ interweave with each other. According to Karen Barad, 
“existence is not an individual affair. Individuals do not exist prior to 
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their interactions; rather, individuals emerge through and as part of their 
entangled intra-relating” (ix). In fact, the reader’s interaction – or rather, 
intra-action, to borrow Barad’s term – with A Commonplace may give 
them the epistemic agency to speak the author’s voice as their own. The 
neologism ‘intra-action’ signifies the “mutual constitution of entangled 
agencies” (Barad, 33). Coming back to the domino effect, A Commonplace 
here works as the primal cause of a motion: 

Process metaphysics centralizes the ideas of prehension (sensing 
or feeling) and concrescence (becoming actual). The basic entities 
in this view are occasions that prehend other fully actualized 
entities and respond creatively to become actual themselves 
through harmonizing everything prehended (concrescence), after 
which they can influence other entities (Wildman, 65). 

In other words, each of our intra-actions actualises a potential which may 
in turn actualise other potentials. Because relational ontologies attest the 
primacy of (open and indefinite) relations over (closed and finite) entities, 
they embrace idiosyncratic experiences, which have in the past been 
deemed as unworthy of investigations. Creative and academic responses 
to the Covid-19 pandemic appear to have challenged these deeply-
ingrained thoughts and practices.  
 Relations cannot be studied from the outside. For this reason, this 
hybrid piece – which comprises a book review, a translation, a translation 
commentary, a reflection about translation, and a few words from the 
poet Jonathan Davidson – provides readers with a sense of my felt 
reading experience of Davidson’s A Commonplace. My writing style 
purposefully intertwines with that of the author. Readers of A 
Commonplace may experience a feeling of déjà-vu; people who are not 
familiar with the work may have a glimpse into the reading experience. 
The creative-critical piece, which presents itself as a performance, has a 
threefold purpose. As far as Davidson’s A Commonplace is concerned, it 
seeks to enable readers to experience the collection as a lived and 
multivocal artform. In turn, this piece encourages readers to actualise the 
potential of the book by embracing the deviations that result from our 
daily intra-actions with people, socio-material environment(s), and 
literary artefacts. Finally, this piece hopes to show like-minded literary 
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translators that engaging with the author of the source text can be a 
stimulating and enriching experience, heightening enthusiasm for, and 
curiosity about, the translation process.  
 To fulfil these aims, the paper deploys an organic structure which 
invites to-and-fro-movements between Davidson’s work and my 
experience and interpretation of it.  After having set out the relational 
frame which motivates this study in this foreword, I provide a detailed 
introduction to the salient features of the poetry collection A 
Commonplace in the section entitled ‘The Art of Conversation’. Then, I 
include – by kind permission of the author and his publisher The Poetry 
Business – one of my favourite poems of the collection “A Quadratic 
Equation” as well as a few insights from Davidson himself pertaining to 
the craft of the poem. Davidson’s reflection on “A Quadratic Equation” is 
followed by my own thoughts about ‘the art of translation’. The last two 
sections of this creative-critical piece feature my French translation of 
Davidson’s poem (“Une équation du second degré”) and a translation 
commentary.  
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A Commonplace: Apples, Bricks & Other People’s Poems 

I encountered Jonathan 
Davidson’s A 
Commonplace: Apples, 
Bricks & Other People’s 
Poems at its virtual 
launch, which I attended 
from my hometown of 
Belleville-en-Beaujolais 
on the evening of the 2nd 
August 2020. The book 
launch very much 
fulfilled its purpose. By 
this I mean that yes, I 
enjoyed listening to 
Jonathan Davidson his 
editor Peter Sansom and 
the guest poets Sue 
Brown, Jo Bell and 
Gregory Leadbetter 
talking about poetry; yes, 
I was definitely going to 
read the collection from 
cover to cover; yes, I 
intended to find out more 
about Davidson’s poetics 
of the common. This was 
a year ago. I am now the 
proud owner of A Commonplace – or it may be that A Commonplace owns 
me. I am not quite sure anymore.  

FIGURE 2. © Dillon, Anna. “The Industrial Henge.”
A Commonplace, 2020.
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The Art of Conversation 

The back-cover blurb indicates that A Commonplace is “a dialogue about 
how poetry is made and how it makes a difference to our lives.” All I can 
say is that (for once?) the blurb is to be trusted. Davidson’s A 
Commonplace encourages dialogic transactions1 between author and 
readers, and the latter are expected to take part in the creative process 
(though they are also permitted to sit back and relax).  
 Several features enable the establishment of a genuine conversation 
between Jonathan Davidson, A Commonplace, and readers. I have listed 
and detailed the five main ones below:  

1) As the title suggests, A Commonplace includes Other People’s Poems.

In fact, the collection presents poetry from sixteen other poets and 
translators. While most poems were composed in the UK, Davidson 
informs his readers that some pieces were written from outside the UK. 
A Commonplace transcends “borders” (Davidson, 43). Moreover, 
Davidson’s poetic work embraces polyvocality: through the poet’s various 
voices, readers become familiar with such figures as the Portuguese poet 
Fernando Pessoa or the English geologist William Smith. A 
Commonplace occurs across time. By assembling words, voices, and 
cultures together, A Commonplace creates a “we” i.e., a “common,” which 
both emerges from and performs Otherness. In 3:AM Magazine, Fiona 
Glen argues that A Commonplace’s “openness, generosity and 
polyvocality [seems like] a political project” (“Sharing grounds”). I would 
concur. 

2) The inclusion of an ongoing commentary, which acts as a co-
pilot/friend/guide.

When driving, I expect my co-pilot to simultaneously execute two tasks: 
(a) direct me (i.e., provide relevant temporal and spatial deixis, such as
“Turn left! Now!”) and (b) keep me awake and entertained (especially if

1 Transaction comes from the Latin trans- “across, beyond, through” and agere “to set in 

motion, drive, drive forward.” Here, I mean that the reader is invited to propel the creative 

process forward in the real world. 



 ......................................................... Hear, here! Conversations, Equations, Translation 233 

 .................................................................. Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2021) 

we happen to be stuck on the M5). Davidson’s commentary successfully 
meets the first expectation (yes, I am going to talk about the second 
expectation – see point 3). It guides the reader in two different ways. 
First, it provides information about what comes next, hence the 
prominence of temporal deixis, such as the adverb “now” and the verbs 
“follow” and “finish,” which are used almost exclusively in the 
commentary. This practical purpose is combined with a higher purpose: 
guiding readers through the process of interpretation by providing 
context for the poems.  

Now [temporal deixis], some poems about people I am not 
[polyvocality]. And one by Zaffar Kunial [other people’s poems] 
about someone he may be. Notes about all the poems follow 
[temporal deixis] in the commentary (Davidson, 28). 

3) It is universally acknowledged that footnotes serve the purpose of
presenting additional information. In A Commonplace, not only do they
add supplementary information, they also directly address readers in
two ways.

The first type of address includes direct questions to the reader: “what is 
your favourite sea?” (34), “how do you manage your grief?” (39), “what’s 
your favourite prehistoric road?” (86). These questions incentivise readers 
to interact with the author beyond the fictional universe. In fact, a few of 
Davidson’s readers have shared their answers to the said questions via 
social media (read: Twitter). The second type of address is less dialogic 
insofar as Davidson first acknowledges his readers’ voices to then silence 
them. Here are a few examples: “These puns won’t stop just because you 
want them to” (16) or “A Pukka Pad Jotta. The notebook of champions. 
Accept no substitute” (24). Authoritarian in nature,2 these footnotes 
trigger a reaction from readers, who find themselves either converging 
with or diverging from the poet’s statements. I found myself thinking: 
“No, Oxford My Notes A5 is the notebook of champions.” Diverging 
opinions are bound to rebel – albeit internally – against the propositions 

2 This impression results from grammatical (positive and negative) polarity items. 
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advanced by the poet. As such, footnotes certainly keep readers alert and 
entertained; together with the commentary, they successfully fulfil the 
function of co-pilot (see point 2) by engaging and sustaining dialogue. As 
a nod to A Commonplace, my own use of footnotes shall be slightly 
heretical. 

4) The commentary ends with: “Thank you for your kind attention”
(Davidson, 92).

This final line is more akin to an oral presentation than to a commentary 
in that acknowledgements tend to precede comments, questions, and 
potential feedback on the part of the audience. As Davidson points out, 
“having trained ourselves to read quickly, having been encouraged to 
gobble up the pages because so many other pages are frying in the pan 
like noisy sausages, it is not easy to take each line of poetry as it comes” 
(On Poetry, 34). Reading empathetically and critically is the sine qua non 
for receiving a text and establishing genuine dialogue both with the text 
itself and with its creator. María Lugones considers empathy as a form of 
“world-travelling” (3) – I would add that, as far as poetry is concerned, 
empathy is a form of slow “world-travelling;” it is a process upon which 
the passage from the readers’ world to the poet’s world depends. “Thank 
you for your attention” is a gentle reminder that world-travelling, and 
thus dialogue, is only possible if we both actively listen and genuinely 
hear what is being shared with us in the first place.  

5) Finally, towards the end of the collection, the poet explicitly
encourages his readers to share his poems further, either publicly or
privately. “The sharing’s the thing” (Davidson, 92).

First, let us remember that literature does not stop after we reach the 
last word of the book. A Commonplace, like all good poetry, is a cheap 
lifelong investment: each reading arouses new responses. As such, 
literary dialogue is ongoing. Davidson prompts readers to complement 
their private (re)readings with lived experiences of his poems. In fact, his 
readers are given the possibility to record their own readings of the poems 
and to share them with the poet himself, who provides a dedicated space 
for the audio files on his website: “A Commonplace – the Everyday 
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Reader.” Experiencing a poem through several voices is rather wonderful. 
I now wish it was common practice. Davidson also mentions that he is 
interested translated poetry. A such, he invites readers, poets and 
translators to make his words their own, in the language of their choice, 
should they wish to embark on this journey.3 The best kind of journey, if 
you want my opinion. I decided to translate Davidson’s “A Quadratic 
Equation.”4 No, I am not a keen mathematician. In fact, I was half-hoping 
that the translation process would exorcise my mathematical daemons. I 
am afraid to report that it did not.  

3 “It makes quite a journey: you’ll need a flask and some sandwiches” (Davidson, 12). 
4 Because who does not like a little challenge?  

FIGURE 3. © Larson, Gary. “The 
Far Side.”  Pinterest, 2013, 

https://gr.pinterest.com/pin/28
851253834478865/. Accessed 

7 August 2021. 
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A Quadratic Equation 

By Jonathan Davidson 

A dad and a daughter are solving a quadratic equation. 
They are seeking the value of x using the appropriate process, 
beginning with factorisation. A solution is proving elusive; 
they are outside the problem looking in at curtained windows. 

Upstairs a son, who’s employed in the building trade, plays guitar 
unaware of the mathematical impossibility of ‘equal temperament’. 
And a mum is in the front room working out the likelihood 
of character a killing character b before the end of the episode. 

The daughter and the son cross on the stairs. She is fractious 
and has been sent to bed, while the dad puts in a couple more hours, 
but to no avail. Whatever the value of x they shan’t know tonight. 
And perhaps x has no value. Or perhaps it has many values. 

Perhaps it is discovered in the dissonant chords that the son 
untangles, or in the loaded silence between character a 
and character b before the gun goes off, or perhaps it’s simply 
that which cannot be expressed although it is known to exist. 
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Jonathan Davidson: On Composing “A Quadratic Equation,” 20 November 
2020. 

I asked Jonathan Davidson in a personal email how he began composing “A 
Quadratic Equation.” Here is the answer: 

“A Quadratic Equation” was a poem 
whose central idea came easily but 
which demanded dozens of drafts 
before it settled into its current form. I 
admire poems that can say one thing 
and mean another, although in this one 
I came close to saying one thing and 
meaning just that (such as ‘love cannot 
be known’). Once the idea has been 
arrived at, my task was to get as much 
from it as I could without ‘over-cooking’ 
it, as it were. My argument was fairly 
clear, so at no point did I think it would 

collapse on itself, as some poems are wont to do. In fact, it was entered 
for many competitions (in the years when I was still entering 
competitions) and only after four years did it get noticed. It was clearly a 
poem out of kilter with the times, perhaps because it is ‘clever’ rather 
than impassioned. 
 In fact, I think it is very important to hold our passions in check in our 
art. So much of the art is in restraint. Well, it has now been published 
and it is journeying out to whether it may go in the minds and voices of 
readers. I hope people will spend a little time actually taking it apart and 
seeing how it works, because I am rather proud of what’s ‘under the 
bonnet’, the engineering, as it were. While it is nothing like as elegant as 
solving a quadratic equation, it has qualities which might please some.5 

5 Jonathan Davidson is a poet, writer, and literature activist. He lives in the English Midlands 

but works internationally. His poetry has been widely published and he has also written 

memoirs and criticism. His radio dramas and adaptations have been broadcast by BBC Radio 3 

and 4. Much of his work is focussed on how writing – especially poetry – is experienced by 
readers and listeners (jonathandavidson.net).  

FIGURE 4. © Allen, Lee. “Jonathan 
Davidson.” 2020. 
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The Art of Translation 

Translation is about “mak[ing] someone else’s voice sing” (Rose, 15). The 
voices I take great pleasure in translating sing inside me. Only when the 
song becomes too loud for me to contain does the act of translation begin. 
This is the signal which tells me that the concert needs to make noise 
elsewhere. I have a great fondness and admiration for Davidson’s poetry. 
A Commonplace immediately sang to me. It has joined Wendy Cope’s 
Anecdotal Evidence, John Ashbery’s Shadow Train and a few others in 
the pile of poetry which is not to be stored in my library but rather in a 
strategic space (i.e., easily retrievable) in my room, that is, my desk or 
bedside table.  

I am now acquainted with Jonathan Davidson. I mention this because 
I have been asked if knowing the poet makes me feel more anxious about 
finding the mot juste.6 The simple answer is ‘no’, but I shall, of course, 
elaborate. First, I do not know what to make of the mot juste. In 
translation, “a choice of tactics, a choice of language, is inevitable, and 

the awareness of this can be 
paralysing or exhilarating” 
(France, 261). I would tend 
to side with exhilaration, 
though paralysis does invite 
itself at times. Translation 
materialises one’s act of 
reading. It is commonly 
agreed that one text will 
generate many different 
responses on the part of 
readers. To me, the beauty 
of a literary text lies in the 
diversity of responses it 
generates. 

(A) All translation is reading; (b) all reading is interpretation; (c)
therefore, all “translation is interpretation” (Rose, 57). Syllogisms are 

6 Reader: consider yourself lucky if you don’t get the reference. If you do: sacré Flaubert! 

FIGURE 5. © dailysimpsons. “Ah! Le Mot 
Juste!” Twitter, 2019, 

https://twitter.com/dailysimpsons/status/1196
540521193205761. Accessed 7 August 2021. 
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great, don’t you think? Anyway, what I am trying to say is that a poem 
can be read and translated in different fashions. Conceptualising a 
translation as one interpretation among many (as a translation rather 
than the translation) alleviates the anxiety that springs from one’s 
pursuit of the mot juste. I very much enjoy reading different translations 
of the same text. I have read, for instance, Joseph Laredo’s, Matthew 
Ward’s and Sandra Smith’s translations of Albert Camus’s 1942, 
L’étranger. Yes, I am a strange person, but that is not the point. The point 
is that, among other things, each of the translators offers a different 
reading of Camus’s opening line: “Aujourd’hui, Maman est morte” 
(“Mother died today,” “Maman died today,” and “My mother died today”). 
I find that fascinating. (Re)Reading translations feels like looking at the 
same picture through different filters. The image remains the same but, 
each time, different features are foregrounded in attention as ‘figures’ 
while others are unattended as ‘grounds’.7 As a result, the original work 
gains extra layers of meaning which enrich the immediate8 literary 
experience. 
 It would not be entirely accurate to say that anxiety fades into 
nothingness. Translating a work you love always generates some sense of 
responsibility. I hold some texts so close to my heart that the thought of 
not being able to render their greatness sometimes proves paralysing. So, 
no, knowing the poet does not induce anxiety – knowing the poem does. I 
want the poem to sing for other people like it sings for me; and I am 
always slightly concerned about damaging it in the process. I believe that 
feeling a sense of responsibility is somehow necessary; it acts as a catalyst 
for dedication. To ease the burden responsibility may bring, I remember 
a thought that Jonathan Davidson shared with me in a private 
correspondence: “poetry can never really be broken, only forgotten.” 

7 I am borrowing the concepts of ‘figure’ and ‘ground’ from Gestalt psychology.  
8 The ‘immediate’ aesthetic experience is, of course, always mediated, through (a) language 

and (b) the materiality of the book, if applicable. Adding layers of interpretation enables the 

poem to be mediated further.  
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Une équation du second degré 

By Jonathan Davidson.  

Translated by Amélie Doche 

Un papa et une fille tâchent de résoudre une équation du second degré. 
Ils cherchent la valeur de x en suivant la procédure indiquée, 
à commencer par la factorisation. La solution leur échappe -   
ils observent le problème depuis la fenêtre extérieure, embuée. 

A l’étage, un fils, employé dans le secteur du bâtiment, joue de la guitare 
sans avoir conscience de l’impossibilité mathématique de la ‘gamme tempérée’. 
Et, dans le salon, une maman examine la probabilité 
que le personnage A tue le personnage B avant la fin de l’épisode. 

La fille et le fils se croisent dans l’escalier. Elle est irritable et soustraite 
de ses obligations, a été envoyée au lit, tandis que le papa continue de travailler, 
en vain. Quelle que soit la valeur de x, ils ne la connaîtront point ce soir. 
Peut-être que x n’a pas de valeur. Ou peut-être que x a beaucoup de valeurs. 

Peut-être que sa valeur se trouve dans les accords dissonants que le fils 
démêle ou dans le silence tendu entre le personnage A 
et le personnage B avant la détonation, ou peut-être qu’elle est simplement 
ce qui ne peut être exprimé, bien que son existence soit avérée. 
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On Translating “A Quadratic Equation:” “Sometimes the fix is in the flaw”9  

But what if there are no flaws? What if “A Quadratic Equation” achieves 
the unachievable? What, then, is a translator supposed to do? This poem 
reads like the most elaborate of card castles, which did make me wonder 
if and how I could do it justice. When translation panic strikes, I embrace 
Kate Brigg’s words: “however difficult translation may sometimes be, as 
distinct from creation it is fundamentally risk-free” (252). Hurray!10 That 
being said, towards the end of This Little Art, Briggs does acknowledge 
that the risk of “fucking it up” (265) is very real indeed. I regularly remind 
myself to forget about it. 

The poem presents an 
equation and, to some 
extent, presents itself 
as an equation. Two 
features strike me as 
salient: the play on 
maths, at the levels of 
lexis, syntax, and 
semantics (words 
highlighted in yellow), 
and the musicality of 
the poem, which 
reveals itself when 
read out loud. To me, 
these are the features 
which should not get 
lost in translation.  

9 See Leadbetter, Gregory. Maskwork. Nine Arches Press, 2020, p. 23. 
10 Writers: please accept my apologies. 

FIGURE 6. © Doche, Amélie. “My annotations / 
linguistic equations.” A Commonplace, 2020. 
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I shall start by mentioning the elements which may have gotten lost in 
translation. The first stanza ends on: “A solution is proving elusive;/ they 
are outside the problem looking in at curtained windows.” I find the image 
of the “curtained windows” very powerful. However, when thinking about 
ways to translate it, I felt that I had to choose between imagery and 
meaning. The latter seemed more important. Ideally, different means 
(imagery) would achieve the same end (meaning). I translated this line 
as: “ La solution leur échappe;/ Ils observent le problème depuis la fenêtre 
extérieure, embuée.” The literal English translation of my translation 
would be: “they look at the problem from the outside, steamed-up 
window.” “Embuée” (“steamed up”) suggests an organic or 
anthropomorphic life – i.e., the solution lives inside the house. In any 
case, the key element here is that the problem remains unsolvable. Since 
I privilege the source text’s meaning over the source text’s wording, my 
translation sacrifices the word “curtain.” Jonathan Davidson has told me 
that curtains are quite significant in British culture, hence such words as 
curtain-twitcher.11 I am sorry to say that curtains do not generate much 
excitement in France, which may be why we do not have a word to 
translate “curtain-twitcher.” This may explain why I did not feel 
particularly guilty about leaving the curtains aside. As Julie Rose argues, 
“[a]ll of this makes translating a unique category of writing, one that 

takes place in the elastic space 
between two cultural spheres, 
where language and culture are 
always being quizzed and 
stretched” (14). Coming back to 
Davidson’s poem, the idea of the 
solution being trapped inside a 
(Pandora’s?) box in the last line of 
the first stanza (“outside the 
problem looking in”) is a kind of 
trope in English. The poetic and

11 In On Poetry, Davidson writes: “I didn’t know who Geoffrey Hill was, but I had a sense that he 

had things to teach me, about phrase-making and verse-speaking and the matter of England” 

(73). I feel the same about Jonathan Davidson. 

"Curtain-twitcher" © Bruce Poole. 

FIGURE 7. © Poole, Bruce. “Curtain-
twitcher.” Flickr, 2012, 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/brucepo
ole/8548951815. Accessed 7 August 

2021. 
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hopefully thought-provoking phrase “fenêtre extérieure” does not quite 
capture that notion. At the same time, this English trope does not 
resonate with my French self. Laetitia Bedeker and Ilse Feinauer 
consider the translator as a cultural mediator. According to them, 
translators should not only “analyse the author’s intentions towards the 
source culture receivers, but also the ability of the target culture receivers 
to coordinate the source text information with their own situation and 
expectations” (134). I certainly agree that (cross-)cultural knowledge is 
necessary in the creation of a target text which could stand on its own in 
the target culture. Additionally, translators need to be able to decide 
which cultural elements can be successfully transposed onto another 
culture and which ones will have to be replaced to meet the knowledge 
and expectations of the target audience.  
 Let us now focus on the salient features of the source text, i.e., the 
mathematical language and the musicality. In that respect, the following 
passage was particularly challenging to translate: “She is fractious / and 
has been sent to bed, while the dad puts in a couple more hours / but to 
no avail.” The adjective “fractious” echoes the noun “fraction.” “Fractious” 
can be translated as “irritable,” “rétif” or “grognon” in French. However, 
none of these words resonate with a mathematical term. I spent quite 
some time wondering how to translate both the word’s meaning and its 
mathematical resonance. It took me a few weeks and one friend12 to work 
something out - here is my suggestion:  

La fille et le fils se croisent dans l’escalier. Elle est irritable et soustraite 

de ses obligations, a été envoyée au lit, tandis que le papa continue de travailler, 

en vain. Quelle que soit la valeur de x, ils ne la connaîtront point ce soir. 

Peut-être que x n’a pas de valeur. Ou peut-être que x a beaucoup de valeurs. 

“Irritable” translates the meaning of “fractious” while “soustraite de ses 
obligations” renders the mathematical imagery. “Soustraite de ses 
obligations” means “freed from her duties.” Although the latter is implied 
in the original version (the daughter is sent to bed, she is therefore 

12 My warmest thanks to Ilona Albertino for her invaluable insights. 
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exempt from spending more time on her homework), it is not explicitly 
written. I do not think that adding this periphrasis changes the meaning 
of the poem. What it does do, however, is translate the mathematicality 
of the English poem. “Soustraire” means “to subtract.” In French, the verb 
“soustraire” can be followed by two prepositions: “à” and “de.” In other 
words, I can say that the daughter is “soustraite à ses obligations” or 
“soustraite de ses obligations.”  I decided to opt for the preposition “de” 
which sounds slightly more formal and mathematical.13 I would naturally 
be more inclined to say “soustraite à,” which may be, oddly enough, why 
I lean towards “soustraite de.” Davidson’s poem is both smoothly 
dissonant and perfectly engineered. Part of the translation process, for 
me, involved resisting and transforming natural inclinations. 

Introducing a mathematical term in the translation seemed all the 
more important as I could not translate “likelihood” by “vraisemblance,” 
which is its official mathematical translation (e.g., “maximum likelihood” 
and “log-likelihood” are respectively translated as “maximum de 
vraisemblance” and “log-vraisemblance”). This is for three reasons. First, 
in French, “examiner la vraisemblance” sounds particularly odd; 
secondly, “probabilité” is a mathematical term (e.g., “density function” is 
translated as “densité de probabilité”); and finally, I had by that time 
decided to introduce end rhymes in /é/. Why? I would say, both out of 
necessity, and to translate the poem’s musicality. In the source text, the 
musicality comes from the rhythm and the scansion. On that note, I 
would definitely recommend listening readings of “A Quadratic Equation” 
by the poets Sue Brown and Gregory Leadbetter.14 After I had translated 
the first stanza of the poem, I realised that the end words rhymed, which 
did not surprise me given the impressive number of words ending in /é/ 
in the French language. While my translation does not have a rhyming 
scheme per se, I actively decided to use more words ending in /é/ to 
distinguish between what I perceived to be two distinct sections in 
Davidson’s poem. “A Quadratic Equation” seems to divide into two parts: 

13 French readers: please refer to the CNRTL definitions for an in-depth exploration of the 

phrasal verb “soustraire à/de:” https://www.cnrtl.fr/definition/soustraire. 
14 The recordings can be found here: https://jonathandavidson.net/a-commonplace-the-

everyday-reader/.  
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1) The problem, from “A dad and a daughter” until “to no avail.” 2) The
resolution, from “whatever the value of x” until the end. Davidson later 
confirmed that these two parts were intended as such. He also reminded 
me that “A Quadratic Equation” recalls the structure of the Petrarchan 
sonnet. I did not think of it when I divided the poem into two parts. The 
fact that this lack of awareness did not prevent me from clearly 
distinguishing between these sections means that the poem succeeds (in 
being a great poem). In the first part of the poem (i.e., the problem), words 
ending in /é/ predominate both within and at the end of the lines: see 
“degré,” “indiquée,” “commencer,” “embuée,” “employé,” “impossibilité,” 
“tempérée,” “probabilité,” “B,” “escalier” and “travailler.” The second part 
(i.e., the resolution), however, purposefully does not feature such a rhyme 
scheme. I reintroduce the sound /é/ in the very last line “ce qui ne peut 
être exprimé, bien que son existence soit avérée” to echo the first section 
of the poem. The correspondence of sounds between the first section and 
the very last line hints at the fact that the value of x (or the value of the 
poem) may be found in the poem itself. After all, the last stanza does 
specify that the value(s) of x may be: 

discovered in the dissonant chords that the son 

untangles, or in the loaded silence between character a 

and character b before the gun goes off, or perhaps it’s simply 

that which cannot be expressed although it is known to exist. 

I see translation as a chance to become familiar – or should I say 
intimate – with works that speak to me. It feels like making new friends. 
Like the best of friends, they turn up at your door without having been 
invited. My translation is certainly not perfect. It may not even be 
finished, “but then again it is” (Davidson, 28); it exists. And thinking that 
it may be one among others is liberating.15 I find Sasha Dugdale’s 
comparison of the reading and translation processes very interesting. She 
writes: “when I read I take in, I consider the poem and trace it, whereas 
when I translate I process the unconscious workings of the poem through 

15 Asking for a friend: my French translation feels lonely. 
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my own unconscious, it doesn’t rest with me, but passes through me like 
a current” (“Deep Breathing,” 49). It seems to me that, even if the act of 
translation enables the concert of words to make noise elsewhere (i.e., to 
perform outside of my head – thanks!), the words will always be back. 
Sometimes, when out for a walk, my thoughts get interrupted by lines of 
poetry, both ‘original’ and ‘translated’. By that time, the words have been 
processed and written down, the translation has been read and spoken, 
and the bonding has occurred. The words and I can sing in harmony.  
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Romance and Reverie: 
An Anthology of German Poetry 

Tia Caswell 
University of Nottingham 

Introduction 
This anthology of German poetry translations offers a new poetry corpus 
featuring the works of Joseph von Eichendorff, Edouard Mörike, Heinrich 
Heine, Rosa Maria Assing and Louise Brachmann. Mörike and Heine are 
two widely published poets in both the literary and musical world. 
Influential figures, Mörike’s and Eichendorff’s lyrical poems reflect 
themes of unrequited love, nature and intense emotion: typical themes 
associated with the Romantic era. Similarly, although less well-known, 
Brachmann’s and Assing’s poems allude to themes of love and nature. 
Unrequited love is to a certain extent idealised and presented as a natural 
process by both Brachmann and Assing; this is particularly the case in 
Assing’s “Wunsch” (“Wish”).  
 Heine, though stylistically very different, is interesting to consider in 
relation to Brachmann, Assing, Mörike and Eichendorff. Heine did not 
belong to the movement of High Romantic poets. He was a socially critical 
writer of both prose and poetry; some of his poetry is political in intent as 
well as ironic or even sarcastic in tone. Heine’s sarcastic tone is evident 
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in the poem “Ein Jüngling liebt ein Mädchen” (“A Young Man Loves a 
Maiden”). The song-like rhyme of the poem appears to downplay or 
diminish the emotion associated with unrequited love. Heine’s approach 
to themes of nature and love contrasts starkly with the styles and 
approaches of Mörike, Eichendorff, Brachmann and Assing. As such, I 
have decided to present the approaches of Mörike, Eichendorff, 
Brachmann and Assing in one anthology with the skopos of presenting 
three different approaches to the theme of unrequited love: the romantic, 
the idealised and the sarcastic or ironic.  
 Translation, as a practice, should be defined as both an art and a 
science. From a scientific perspective, a successful translation should 
convey the original meaning, tone and approach according to the original 
author’s intentions. It is a given, therefore, that a translation must also 
remain grammatically correct and concise. From an artistic perspective, 
on the other hand, translation practice does not only require the literal 
translation of a prose but also the re-creation of an image, a message and 
to a certain extent, an emotion. The notion that the role of the translator 
should encompass more than the literal translation of words on a page 
has been highlighted in Pound’s theory: 

Pound's 'theory' was based upon a concept of energy in language; 
the words on the page, the specific details, were seen not simply as 
black and white typed marks on a page representing something 
else, but as sculptured images -words engraved in stone (Gentzler, 
19). 

 Pound’s theory suggests that words are not simply marks on a page, 
but that words encompass a certain degree of power and energy. It is the 
skopos of the translator to ensure that the energy is translated as well as 
the words on the page. By energy, Skopos may have been referencing the 
emotions and experiences of the original author. Although the scientific 
aspect of a translation is important in that the result should be 
grammatically correct and coherent, the translator should ensure that 
the “sculptured images” are translated too. These “sculptured images” or 
the “stone” which the words are metaphorically engraved in, could reflect 
the cultural ties and values of the original author. As translator of this 
new anthology of German poetry, it was therefore highly important that 



...…………………….……………………………………………………………………Romance and Reverie   251 

 .................................................................. Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2021) 

I sought to not only translate but to replicate the original poetic image 
and emotion.  



252  Tia Caswell ..........................................................................................................................  

Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2021)………..………………………………………..………. 

Source Text (ST) "Lied: In einem kühlen Grunde" by Joseph von Eichendorff 

In einem kühlen Grunde, 
Da geht ein Mühlenrad, 
Mein‘ Liebste ist verschwunden, 
Die dort gewohnen hat. 

Sie hat mir Treu versprochen, 
Gab mir ein’n Ring dabei, 
Sie hat die Treu gebrochen, 
Mein Ringlein sprang entzwei. 

Ich möcht‘ als Spielmann reisen 
Weit in die Welt hinaus, 
Und singen meine Weisen 
Und gehn von Haus zu Haus. 

Ich möcht‘ als Reiter fliegen  
Wohl in die blut’ge Schlacht, 
Um stille Feuer liegen 
Im Feld bei dunkler Nacht, 

Hör ich das Mühlrad gehen, 
Ich weiß nicht, was ich will, 
Ich möcht‘ am liebsten sterben, 
Da wär’s auf einmal still. 
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Translated Text (TT)  "In a cool valley" by Joseph von Eichendorff 

In a cool valley,  
A mill wheel turns, 
Gone, is my darling, 
Who once lived there. 

She promised to be faithful, 
As a token, gave me a ring, 
She broke her promise, 
And my ring cracked in two. 

I’d like to travel as a minstrel 
Into the wide world out there, 
And sing my melodies 
As I roam from door to door. 

I’d like to fly like a horseman 
Into the bloody battle, 
Lie down near the calm fires 
In the field in the dark of night. 

I hear the mill wheel turning, 
My desires I know not, 
I’d like most of all to die, 
Everything would suddenly stop.
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Source Text (ST) "Mondnacht" by Joseph von Eichendorff 

Es war, als hätt’ der Himmel 
Die Erde still geküßt, 
Daß sie im Blüten – Schimmer 
Von ihm nun träumen müßt‘. 

Die Luft ging durch die Felder, 
Die Ähren wogten sacht, 
Es rauschten leis die Wälder, 
So sternklar war die Nacht. 

Und meine Seele spannte 
Weit ihre Flügel aus, 
Flog durch die stillen Lände, 
Als flöge sie nach Haus. 
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Translated Text (TT) "Moonlit Night" by Joseph von Eichendorff 

It was as though Heaven 
Had kissed the Earth softly, 
In her gleam of blossoms, 
She would only dream of him. 

The breeze spread through the fields, 
The ears of corn gently swayed, 
The woods rustled softly, 
The night was clear with stars. 

And my soul spread 
her wings out wide, 
Soared across the silent land, 
as though she was flying home. 
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Source Text (ST) "Verschwiegene Liebe" by Joseph von Eichendorff 

Über Wipfel und Saaten 
In den Glanz hinein - 
Wer mag sie erraten, 
Wer holte sie ein? 
Gedanken sich wiegen, 
Die Nacht ist verschwiegen, 
Gedanken sind frei. 

Errät' es nur eine, 
Wer an sie gedacht 
Beim Rauschen der Haine, 
Wenn niemand mehr wacht 
Als die Wolken, die fliegen - 
Mein Lieb ist verschwiegen  
Und schön wie die Nacht. 
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Translated Text (TT) "Silent Love" by Joseph Von Eichendorff 

Over treetops and cornfields 
In the glimmer of light 
Who may seek them? 
Who will catch up with them? 
Thoughts sway, 
The night is silent, 
Thoughts are free. 
If only she could guess, 
Who was thinking of her 
Amongst the whispers of the groves, 
When no one else is awake 
As the clouds, O they fly- 
My love is silent 
And beautiful like the night. 
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Source Text (ST) "Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen" by Heinrich Heine 

Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen 
Geh’ ich im Garten herum. 
Es flüstern und sprechen die Blumen, 
Ich aber wandle stumm. 

Es flüstern und sprechen die Blumen, 
Und schau’n mitleidig mich an: 
“Sei unsrer Schwester nicht böse, 
Du trauriger, blasser Mann.” 



...…………………….……………………………………………………………………Romance and Reverie   259 

 .................................................................. Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2021) 

Translated Text (TT) "One bright Summer’s morning" by Heinrich Heine 

One bright summer’s morning 
I walk around the garden. 
The flowers whisper and talk. 
Though, I walk without a sound. 

The flowers whisper and talk, 
And look at me with great sympathy: 
“Do not be angry with our sister, 
You sad, pale man.” 
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Source Text (ST) "Ein Jüngling liebt ein Mädchen" by Heinrich Heine 

Ein Jüngling liebt ein Mädchen,  
Die hat einen andern erwählt;  
Der andre liebt eine andre, 
und hat sich mit dieser vermählt. 

Das Mädchen heiratet aus Ärger 
Den ersten besten Mann,  
Der ihr in den Weg gelaufen;  
Der Jüngling ist übel dran. 

Es ist eine alte Geschichte, 
Doch bleibt sie immer neu; 
Und wem sie just passiert, 
Dem bricht das Herz entzwei. 
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Translated Text (TT) "A young man loves a maiden" by Heinrich Heine 

A young man loves a maiden, 
who chose instead, another; 
The other loves another yet, 
and wed instead the other. 

In anger the maiden wed 
The first suitor, second best, 
That came along instead; 
The young man was vexed. 

It is a story, so old, 
Yet remains always, new; 
And whomever this fate beholds, 
His heart will break in two. 
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Source Text (ST) "Das verlassene Mägdlein" by Eduard Mörike 

Früh, wann die Hähne krähn, 
Eh’ die Sternlein schwinden, 
Muss ich am Herde stehn, 
Muss Feuer zünden. 

Schön ist der Flamme Schein, 
Es springen die Funken; 
Ich schaue so darein, 
In Leid versunken. 

Plötzlich, da kommt es mir, 
Treuloser Knabe, 
Dass ich die Nacht von dir 
Geträumet habe. 

Träne auf Träne dann 
Stürzet hernieder; 
So kommt der Tag heran— 
O ging’ er wieder! 
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Translated Text (TT) "The Foresaken Servant Girl" by Eduard Mörike 

Early, when the cockerels crow, 
Ere’ the tiny stars recede, 
To the hearth I must go, 
I must light the fire. 

So beautiful is the flame’s glare, 
O, the sparks how they fly, 
I cannot help but stare, 
Drowning in misery. 

Suddenly, it comes to me, 
Unfaithful lad, 
During the night, O you my dear, 
A dream of you, I had. 
Tear after tear, 
Trickling down, 
The dawn of day doth’ appear, 
O’ if only it would go away. 
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Source Text (ST) "Wunsch" by Rosa Maria Assing 

“Die Sterne, die begehrt man nicht, 
Man freut sich ihrer Pracht.” 
Der Dichter sagt's, und manchesmal 
Hab ich's ihm nachgedacht. 

Am reichen Himmel dieser Welt 
Sah ich manch strahlend Licht 
Umleuchten mich in hehrer Pracht, 
Doch ich begehrt's es nicht. 

Doch seit du, meiner Liebe Stern, 
Mit deinem lichten Schein 
In's trübe Leben mir gestrahlt, 
Seufz' ich: ach wärst du mein! 
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Translated Text (TT) "Wish" by Rosa Maria Assing 

“The stars, one does not desire, 
One enjoys their splendour.” 
Says the poet, and many a time 
I have thought of it. 

In the rich skies of our world 
I saw many a bright light 
Illuminating me in sublime splendour, 
Although I did not desire it. 

O since you, star of my love, 
With your bright light 
Shone upon my dull life, 
I sigh: O if only you were mine! 
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Source Text (ST) "Ich bin wie jene Blume" by Rosa Maria Assing 

Ich bin wie jene Blume, 
Die heiß die Sonne traf, 
Sie senkt das Haupt, sie neigt sich, 
Nicht Ruhe ist's, nicht Schlaf. 

Nein, sehnendes Ermatten  
In Weh und Liebesqual; —  
Aus deinen dunkeln Augen 
Traf mich ein solcher Strahl! 
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Translated Text (TT) "I am like that flower" by Rosa Maria Assing 

I am like that flower, 
Which the hot sun struck, 
She lowers her head, she nods, 
There is no silence, no sleep. 

No, yearning languish 
In pain and pangs of love; -  
From your dark eyes 
I was struck by such a beam! 
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Source Text (ST) "Ach wie Blumen sich entfärben" by Louise Brachmann 

Ach, wie Blumen sich entfärben, 
Wenn ein Hauch den Schmelz entführt, 
Muß der Liebe Blüte sterben, 
Von der Sünde Hauch berührt. 

Edles Feuer schöner Jugend, 
Bebe vor der Schuld zurück! 
Lieb' ersiegt allein die Tugend, 
Nur der Unschuld blüht das Glück. 
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Translated Text (TT) "O, how flowers fade" by Louise Brachmann 

O, how flowers fade, 
If a breath can take away their lustre, 
The blossom of love must die, 
Touched by the sinful breath. 

Noble fire of beautiful youth, 
Retreat from your guilt! 
Virtue is won by love alone, 
Happiness only from innocence blooms. 
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Source Text (ST) "Was die Erde schönes kennet" by Louise Brachmann 

Was die Erde Schönes kennet,  
Was sie hold und lieblich nennet, 
Was sie hoch und selig glaubt,  
Reicht nicht an des Vaters Haupt. 
Balsam strömt von seinen Lippen; 
Und auf wem sein Segen ruht,  
Der schifft durch des Lebens Klippen, 
Lächelnd ob der Stürme Wut.  
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Translated Text (TT) "What the Earth knows as ‘beautiful’" by Louise 
Brachmann 

What the Earth knows as ‘beautiful’ 
What she defines as fair and sweet, 
What she regards high and delightful, 
Does not reach the head of the Father. 
Balsam streams from his lips; 
And he on whom the Father’s blessings rest, 
Sails round the cliffs of life, 
Smiling at the storm’s rage. 
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Commentary 
The success of a translation lies in the ability of the translator to produce 
not only a literal translation of a literary piece, but also in their capacity 
to recreate an image, an idea, and an emotion. Poetry allows one to 
contemplate one’s experiences of the world and as such, it is the role of 
the translator to convey the author’s experiences in another language. In 
the words of Matiu: 

Poetry is neither just words, nor just metre. Translators and 
theoreticians characterise it as music of words, as a way of seeing 
and interpreting the world and our experience of it and of conveying 
to the listener a heightened awareness of it through an intense 
concentration of metaphor and words in which the natural flow of 
speech sounds is moulded to some kind of formal pattern. Such 
patterns can never be the same after the act of translation. Pattern, 
obviously, is governed by the rules of syntax and prosody existent in 
one particular language (Matiu, 127). 

 The notion that poetry offers an alternative way to interpret the world 
and is therefore more than just words or metre, as argued by Matiu, 
echoes Pound’s suggestion that words contain energy. As translator of 
this anthology of German poetry, I worked to the best of my ability to 
ensure that the original image of the poem remained prominent in the 
translated text.  
 Structurally speaking, it was not always possible to maintain the 
rhyme scheme as well as the intended imagery in each given poem. Thus, 
where possible, I tried my best to ensure that the structure of the 
translated text (TT) resembled that of the source text (ST), but only in 
situations in which I thought that the similar rhyme scheme and meter 
would not impair the original meaning, theme, tone and form of the poem. 
This sometimes proved challenging, as I was faced with the choice of 
maintaining the original meter, and in some cases forcing a rhyme. 
Evidently in these situations, I decided to omit the rhyme and meter all 
together and focus purely on relaying the tone, theme and imagery of the 
poem. 
 An example of an omission of the rhyme scheme includes the poem: 
“In einem Kühlen Grunde.” The main theme of this poem is the topic of 
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infidelity and unrequited love. Eichendorff depicts the voice of a young 
man expressing his innermost thoughts and insecurities about the 
infidelity of his lover.  
 As we can see from the original German version, the form of the poem 
is split up into five stanzas, each with an alternate (ABAB) rhyme 
scheme. The poem has a steady meter: 7/6/7/6. As outlined above, it was 
not always possible to maintain the rhyme scheme in every poem, as was 
the case for the poem: “In einem Kühlen Grunde.” The structural use of 
enjambment was used in lines 13-14, 16-17, 18-19. I felt it necessary to 
maintain this poetic device in my translation, as the use of enjambment 
clearly emphasizes the idea of continuity – one verse flowing into the 
next. Similarly, in this poem, the enjambment could be representative of 
the lyrical voice’s life and what he could achieve if he were to carry on 
living. On the other hand, the lack of enjambment in the first, second and 
final stanza, represents something coming to an end: whether that be his 
lover leaving, as in the first stanza, the broken promise in the second 
stanza, or the end of life in the final stanza. For this reason, I decided to 
maintain the poetic device, enjambment, to further emphasise this 
contrast, thereby relaying the original image in the TT. The form of the 
poem further emphasises the idea of continuity, or to a certain extent the 
repetitive nature of the persona’s thoughts and fears. The poem is split 
up into five stanzas, each four lines in length, reinforcing the simplicity 
and continuity of the persona’s thought process. 
 A further example of where I felt it necessary to maintain the rhyme 
scheme includes the breaking of the ring. I had originally considered 
translating “Mein Ringlein sprang entzwei” (9) as: “So too, broke my 
ring,” as this fit better with the meter of the poem and emphasised the 
fact that the ring broke as a result of the poet’s lover breaking her 
promise. However, structurally speaking I felt that having the noun “two” 
at the very end of the second stanza, before the physical separation 
between stanzas two and three highlighted the “broken” image. The form 
of the poem had been structured in a way that reflected the metaphorical 
broken aspect of the persona’s ring. Therefore, I translated this phrase 
more literally as: “my ring cracked in two.” The verb “cracked” worked 
better than the verb “broke” due to the “c”/ “ck” sounds in “cracking,” 
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further highlighting both the metaphorical and the literal separation. In 
order to maintain the broken image, reinforced by the physical separation 
of the stanzas on the page, I thought it important that I maintain the 
original form of the poem. 
 Linguistically speaking, the repetition of the long verb and noun 
sounds: “kühlen” (1), “geht” (2), “Mühlenrad” (2) further emphasise the 
slow turning of the mill wheel, which is being used to metaphorically 
describe the poet’s thoughts. In my translation, I therefore felt that the 
adjective: “cool” (1), noun: “wheel” (2) and verb: “turns” (2) with their long 
vowel sounds further emphasised the slow continuity of the mill wheel 
and poet’s thoughts. I think that the “es” here is not only referring to the 
“Mühlenrad” but also the Mühlenrand as a metaphor for the poet’s never-
ending thoughts and life-cycle. In this sense, because the original poem 
does not explicitly say: “Mühlenrad” in the final verse, it just says “es,” 
my reasoning for choosing to use the term “everything” was because 
“everything” encompasses not only the act of the “Mühlenrad” no longer 
turning, but it also suggests that the poet’s never ending thoughts and 
emotional turmoil will come to an end if the poet were to die.   
 In contrast to Eichendorff’s poem, I felt that in Heine’s poem: “Ein 
Jüngling liebt ein Mädchen” the rhyme scheme was somewhat necessary. 
As such, I attempted to reflect the original image of the poem, whilst 
continually maintaining the rhyme scheme and form. For example, lines 
7-8 in the ST: “Den ersten besten Mann, Der ihr in den Weg gelaufen.”
Evidently, if I were to translate this literally it should be translated as:
“the first man who came her way,” but because I feel that the rhyme is
actually a very important structural device used in this poem – the short
syllables, alternate rhyme scheme and fast meter, emphasize Heine’s
sarcastic, pessimistic outlook on love. The fast-paced beat of the poem
downplays the pain associated with unrequited love and instead makes
the poem seem in parts like a light-hearted rhyme, as opposed to a
heartfelt, romantic poem. This is further highlighted in the final stanza:
“Es ist eine alte Geschichte, Doch bleibt sie immer neu” – the main
themes of infidelity and unrequited love are de-emphasized, the mood of
this stanza suggests that unrequited love and infidelity are merely
recurring problems that many people face. For these reasons, I tried to
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focus more on getting the overall meaning of the stanza across, whilst 
ensuring that the rhyme scheme was still present. Hence the need for the 
terms: “second best” (7) and “instead” (8).  
 In order to maintain the rhyme scheme, I needed something to rhyme 
with the adjective ‘”old,” and felt that the phrase: “whomever this fate 
beholds” was the closest idiomatic phrase that I could find without 
disrupting the rhyme scheme. I also thought that the noun “fate” went 
well with the overall mood and tone of the poem. Because the poems were 
originally written in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, my skopos 
as the translator was to recreate the poems in another language, making 
them accessible to everyone. Therefore, I wanted to keep the original style 
and tone of the poem – for example keep the more dated language, as I 
feel that if I were to use more ‘modern’ language, this would inevitably 
also change the overall tone of the poem. Nouns such as “fate” and 
“maiden” further emphasised the time period in which the poems were 
originally written. In addition, the noun “maiden,” would be more specific 
as it implies that the girl is “unmarried,” which alludes to the overall 
image depicted by the poet in Heine’s “Ein Jüngling liebt ein Mädchen.”  
 While Heine provided a more ironic, light-hearted approach to the 
theme of unrequited love, “Das verlassene Mägdlein” clearly reflects the 
pain and anguish associated with unrequited love and is overall more 
emotional. Regarding word choice, I thought that the noun “maiden” was 
most specific, particularly as a maiden typically implies a young, 
unmarried woman, and can even sometimes refer to a servant girl. I am 
assuming from the overall image depicted in this poem that the lyrical 
voice is that of a servant girl. 
 The final stanza was rather challenging, I had understood the last line 
was referring to the fact that yet another day had passed. Thus, in my 
original attempt, I tried to translate it as “O’ tis gone again” as I thought 
that this line was not only referring to the fact that another day had 
passed, but also that with the dawn of day breaking – the lamenter was 
awoken from her dream and therefore both her dream and the vision of 
her lover had gone away. I felt that the dawn of day approaching and the 
night ending, were representative of all of these things that she had lost: 
her lover, her dream and the vision of her lover. This further highlights 
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the contrast between reality and fantasy; she wants the day to pass 
quickly, because she is not happy with the daily reality in which she lives. 
However, I then acknowledged that my original translation “O’ tis gone 
again” did not accurately depict the grammatical use of the Konjunktiv 
II, as the “ging” followed by the apostrophe was indicating. Thus, I settled 
on the more suitable translation of: “O’ if only it would go way.” This 
indicates the use of the Konjunktiv II and emphasizes the fact that the 
maiden, as the lyrical voice, wants the dawn of day to go away again. She 
wants the day to pass quickly so that she can return to her dreams. 
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Conclusion 
Since the role of translator is to both relay the literal translation of prose 
and also to reflect the image and emotion created by the original author, 
I worked hard to maintain the imagery, tone, structure and form of each 
poem. Evidently, the commission to translate a new anthology of German 
poetry was quite challenging at times, as Michael Hamburger expressed 
perfectly:  

THE TROUBLE with this subject, even if it is narrowed down to 
imaginative writing or poetry, is that there is no beginning, middle 
or end to it, because translation is not one thing but many things, a 
vast range of multiple and complex processes involving choices and 
adjustments of which the translator may or may not be aware 
(Hamburger).  

 Hamburger’s notion that translation is a collection of complex 
processes is important to consider when completing a translation brief. A 
translator does not simply translate the black words on a white page, but 
rather the translator must extract the energy from these words in order 
to re-create the intended emotion.  
 As translator of this new anthology of German poetry, I aspire to have 
contributed to the revival of eighteenth and nineteenth century German 
poetry centred on themes of unrequited love, nature and infidelity. My 
translations offer an emotive approach to natural, romantic themes and 
allude to the idea that translation should be considered as both an art 
and a science. After all, translation is not simply the act of translating 
the words on a single page, but rather a way of perceiving and 
interpreting emotion and experiences.  
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The Future of Ma Lei 
Huang Weikang1

Antonia Yanxi Wu 
University of Essex 

One spring, many years ago, I moved to the capital of the Maldives, Malé. 

An archipelago in South Asia, the Maldives is known as ‘Paradise on 

Earth’. As people began to worry about global warming, it had been 

calculated that these enviable islands were going to be gradually 

swallowed by the sea, in as soon as a century. Scientists warn that the 

Maldives will become uninhabitable within 100 years. So, Malé, where I 

live, is a disappearing city. In the future of the future, the last Eden will 
be no more. 

Disappearing, disappearing...gone. 

The 2004 tsunami swept across the Indian Ocean coastal countries like a 

giant hand. The catastrophe gripped people’s hearts all over the world 

and tormented them. People in Malé were especially anxious. At that 

time, I was in my first year of university in Sabah, Malaysia. I suddenly 

realised that our world was full of accidental events, just like the one that 

created me and made me an orphan. 

An old man who worked in the orphanage told me I arrived as a baby. I 

was found at the gates of the orphanage bundled in a basket in the middle 

1 This is a translation of the original work, written in Chinese: Huang Weikang,马累的明日 (The 

Future of Ma Lei), Zui Novel, Changjiang Literature & Art Publishing House, 2014. 

Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2022), 
281-298. © 2022 by Antonia Yanxi Wu.
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of winter, when the heavy snow of northern China had started to 

accumulate. The orphanage relied on donations and had hardly any food. 
My arrival was disastrous. Soon after that it started to snow again. ‘It 

was absolutely terrible,’ he had told me. I remember it vividly. 

When I was five years old, I got out of the bleak orphanage, and I was 

adopted by my new family. My adoptive dad gave me my new family 

name: Ma. Dad took me to a small town in the south, and later Mum gave 

birth to a little boy. But it had always been only the three of us. Mum 

rarely came to visit after the divorce. 

As my brother grew up, the ties between me and my family weakened. I’ll 
never forget the sparkling gaze that Dad bestowed on my brother. When 

I compared it with the way he looked at me, it made my bones hurt. 

When did it begin, the feeling of abandonment? It followed me well into 

my adulthood. My birth was not welcome in the world—I thought of my 

life that way often, but I did not think of ending it. I didn’t have much 

passion for it, that was all. It was strange. 

Malé is a mini city. People either cycle or walk to places. Houses tend to 

be tidy little buildings. The streets are not regularly tarmacked. Roads of 
bright white sand stretch as far as the eye can see. There are towering 

coconut trees and breadfruit trees around the houses. 

I lived in a small residential area in the south. Every day I’d get up, have 

breakfast, and cycle to Sunderland Hotel to wait tables. It’s not difficult 

to be a waiter. You put on an apron, carry a tray of wine glasses, and grill 
some squid when asked. I sometimes had to interpret for Chinese guests 

too. It was a lonely existence, and it felt unbearable every time I fell ill. 
But since my life was so simple, I could just get by in any situation. Dad 

found my decision to live here puzzling. 

‘Why would you go to a place where a tsunami could strike any moment?’ 
he asked me multiple times. 

I remember the last fight we had before I left China was about my 

determination to move to Malé after graduation. He was drunk as usual, 
with a flushed face and a stiff neck, stabbing his chopsticks into the table. 
His drunkenness was making him coarse and unpleasant. 

‘You said you’d have better opportunities if you studied abroad, and I 
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agreed but I thought you’d come back!’ 

Thunk! 

‘Now you are going to a land plagued by tsunamis? You’re going to die out 

there!’ 

Thunk! Thunk! 

‘You can’t be so cold-hearted. What will I do if you die? Tell me!’ 

He was fifty that year. He didn’t look good at all. When I was in junior 

high, Dad still had bright deep eyes and an imposing character. In 2002, 
in my second year of high school, a bunch of steel bars fell and crushed 

his left leg while he was supervising at a construction site. 

It added years onto him. No matter how you looked at it, the accident had 

taken away his jaunty manner and replaced it with a pathetic limp. Dad 

started drinking. His cheeks would redden after a few sips. He would sit 

at the table, smiling at nothing in particular and not saying much. The 

more he drank, the louder he became. We were frightened every time he 

shouted at us. My brother was about to go to junior high. Due to his 

inflated ego, my brother asked our uncle to go to parent-teacher meetings 

instead of Dad because he didn’t want anyone to see Dad’s leg. 

‘I’m not a kid anymore. I have dignity too’, my brother declared. It 

sounded naive and funny to me, but when my raging dad heard it, he 

slumped like a deflated balloon. Maybe it was my imagination, but Dad’s 

limp became worse over the next few days. 

By then I’d moved into the dormitory at school and only came home for a 

meal once a fortnight. I busied myself with study and part-time jobs, and 

collected information from my teachers about studying abroad. Every 

time I went home, Dad seemed to have let go of himself a bit more. 

At first he was only drinking, then he was unshaven, smashing bottles on 

the floor. The next time I saw him, he looked like a pile of mud, sprawling 

in random corners of the house. 

Dad became sloppy, loud, stubborn and lazy. 

‘Tsunamis aren’t such a big deal. If I die, I die.’ I thought of telling Dad 

that, but I couldn’t utter it. Looking at Dad, who was so strongly opposed 

to me living overseas, I softened my tone: ‘I won’t die, Dad. You’ve had 
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too much to drink.’ 

‘You call me “Dad,” but you don’t really think of me as your dad, do you? 

You are just acting, like an actor.’ His hand was barely supporting his 

face, his jacket slipping off the shoulders. He seemed to be dozing off, eyes 

half open. 

I shivered, trying to calm my anxiousness. ‘Dad, you are drunk.’ 

‘Maybe I should go with you. I want to live in Malé too...’ 

‘What are you talking about...Dad?’ 

I looked carefully at him. His lips were pursed into a thin line. Gradually, 
his restlessness subsided. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep. 

One weekend evening, about a month after I moved to Malé, a storm 

struck. 

I went to the convenience store to get milk. On my way back, I saw this 

cat. Holding a case of milk under my left arm, I stopped to look at it across 

the street. It was lying flat on the ground, blood pooling under its neck. 
The rain diluted the deep red colour, making a large area of pale red. I 

thought it was dead but soon noticed that it was making great efforts to 

push itself up again and again, trying its best to survive. And at last, it 

noticed me. Its life was hanging by a thread, but it still cried towards me 

with all its strength, however weak the sound was. 

‘Meow...’ 

I stared at it, hesitating, and then opened the cardboard box, took the 

milk bottles out on the pavement one by one. I went over to pick up the 

cat and put it in the box. 

I took it to Mr Bruce’s pet shop, knocked urgently, ignoring the fact that 

the shop was closed. Mr Bruce examined the injury and told me: ‘His neck 

was hurt pretty bad. His vocal cords might have been damaged. He might 

sound a little strange once he’s recovered.’ 

Would his voice change? 

I looked at the weak animal and was amused by imagining how a little 

cat could sound hoarse. 

I ended up taking the cat home. I wanted him to be healthy, so I named 
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him Chubby. 

The arrival of Chubby seemed to temporarily alleviate my loneliness. For 

a few days after the incident, Chubby had to stay at the pet store. I always 

went to see him after my shift. Chubby was all bandaged up around the 

neck, his head unable to move much. He looked very funny. A week later, 
Chubby officially took residence at my home. 

Chubby was quite clingy. He’d come up to me and rub against my slippers 

as I walked into the kitchen. Upon opening the bathroom door I’d find 

him sitting on the floor craning his neck, waiting for me to come out. At 

night he would snuggle up on my lap to sleep. ‘Hey Chubby, you’re acting 

like a love-thirsty dog. Aren’t you supposed to catch mice? You are a cat!’ 
Chubby looked at me, fluttered his ears, and settled back down. 

The happiest moments of my day were when I went to work, seeing 

Chubby looking forlornly at me through the window, and when I came 

home from work and Chubby threw himself into my arms. 

‘Get well soon, then you will be able to talk,’ I cooed. Eventually it felt 

like I was raising a child. 

One day, my elderly neighbour Mr Alexander knocked on my door. 
Alexander was over seventy and lived next door. We had talked before, 
and he had shared his homemade bread with me several times. He was 

friendly, liked golfing, and looked healthy. 

The old man lived alone in Malé. His wife had died. His two children lived 

on a different island and rarely came to visit him. He also had a cat named 

Mary. Today, he was here about her. He said his son and daughter were 

quarrelling over some business issues, so he had to leave Malé for a few 

days to see them. He was hoping that I could keep Mary for a while. 

‘Please take good care of Mary for me!’ the old man said in English with 

a smile before he left. 

I took Mary in my arms and gave him a nod. Chubby immediately came 

out to rub against my slippers. 

Mary was a Persian. Gentle and elegant, she looked like a queen. I lay 

down on the sofa with Mary still in my arms. She jumped down, noticed 

Chubby, and stared blankly at the stray cat before walking away. You 
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had to admit, Mary looked precious, with her fluffy snow-white hair, and 

slit-shaped pupils like pretty crescent moons. ‘I’d better take good care of 
her, she’s Alexander’s pet!’ I thought. 

Chubby was my own cat. He’d still cling to me even if I punished him for 

doing something wrong. But when it came to Mary, I was always afraid 

of not being nice enough. ‘Hey Chubby, you are a boy,’ I stroked his head 

and removed him from the soft blanket where he slept, ‘Let Mary sleep 

here.’ 

After being plucked out of his cosy bed, Chubby crouched on the floor and 

looked at me miserably. It was only after close inspection that I realised 

that Chubby’s wound had almost fully healed. 

Three days passed, and Mr Alexander still didn’t come to pick up Mary. 
By the fourth day, storms had come to Malé. This time the sky was dark, 
and the strong wind from the sea was swirling up. 

That was when the 2010 tsunami hit Indonesia. 

This tsunami was caused by an earthquake under the waters off 
Indonesia’s Mentawai islands, but fortunately Malé was not affected too 

much. We only had a few days of heavy rain. In those days, the city had 

power outages from time to time, and the mobile signal did not work well. 

On the morning after the storm passed, the streets were littered with 

leaves and broken branches. On my way to the shop, I noticed that the 

window of my neighbour’s attic was open and thought, ‘is Alexander 

back?’ 

I went to get Mary, walked over and knocked at the door, but no one 

answered. I went around to the back of the house and looked inside the 

kitchen window. To my shock, I found the old man lying next to the 

kitchen counter. I banged on the window with my fist. Finally, I smashed 

the glass with a plant pot and climbed in. 

‘Alexander?’ I shook him hard and Mary jumped on his stomach. 
Something clicked and I stopped shaking him. A few seconds passed. I 

reached my trembling fingers under his nose. A sense of fear struck me 

like an electric current, and my body started shaking in an unprecedented 

panic. Mr Alexander was dead. 
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How could Mr Alexander die? 

I almost sobbed when I called the police, I felt so lost. When the medical 
examiners carried Alexander out, I felt more helpless than ever. I stood 

at my door, holding Mary tight. Alexander was put on a stretcher and 

removed like an object. It was terribly depressing. 

After giving my statement to the police, I lost all my strength and could 

barely return home. All I could think of was the words of the inspector. 
His tone was cold. ‘Thank you for notifying us. We have contacted his 

relatives. Alexander died a few days ago due to a heart attack.’ 

My steps were heavy and I felt sick. How could Alexander die so suddenly, 
when he looked so healthy before? Didn’t he go to see his family? Mary, 
what about Mary? 

Inexplicably frustrated, I came home and opened the door. As if for the 

first time, I took a serious look at my life. The sofa was cluttered with 

clothes. The kitchen table was piled high with dishes that had not been 

cleaned. The TV was on mute, silently broadcasting the natural disaster. 
My mobile phone lay on the coffee table. It had run out of battery several 
days ago. Everything felt pointless. I had nothing to care about. 

But when did this feeling start? 

I finally plugged my phone in and saw Mary sleeping in her bed like 

nothing had happened. Chubby came over to my feet and stared at me. I 

bent over to offer him some cat food, muttering to myself. ‘So some people 

are going to be like Mr Alexander, neglected, dead for days without 

anyone noticing...’ I set his bowl down, ‘and die a lonely death?’ 

Chubby froze for a moment, before looking up and making a sound with 

his healed throat. 

A gravelly meow that sounded like — 

‘You.’ 

‘What?’ I asked. 

‘You!’ 

I turned bright red and patted Chubby’s head: ‘You silly, silly boy!’ 

Unexpectedly, I was overwhelmed by a flood of sadness. 

Right on cue, my phone that was still charging rang irritatingly. The 
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otherwise quiet room was now filled with the unexpected sound. I 

punished Chubby by putting his food away and answered the phone. A 

wave of scolding and repressed sobs came down the line. 

‘Have you disowned your poor old dad? What’s gotten into you? I thought 

you were dead! 

I thought you were dead, you little shit! What the hell is that place! What 

the hell is that place!’ 

Then all I heard was Dad’s crying. 

The first time I saw Dad cry, I was probably five years old. 

That year was a turning point in my life, before which my entire world 

consisted of the walls of the orphanage and the river that passed in front 

of it. I lived in a dark, dingy room, where there was only a very small 
window on the ceiling to let some sunshine in. I woke up every day staring 

at that square hole. Days went by as I watched other kids playing marbles 

under a tree in the yard from summer to winter. In the yard there were 

children and old people. No one spoke Mandarin—we all spoke our own 

dialect. 

The old man who worked in the orphanage told me that it was meant to 

be, that Dad decided to adopt me at first sight. I was crying and wouldn’t 

go with him. He pulled me into the truck, and all the way while tears and 

snot stained my face, he kept saying: ‘Daddy’s here. Daddy’s here.’ 

Dad saved me from poverty and took me to a small town, where I 

discovered that the world had a radiant side. Neon signs hung outside 

shops, people selected fruit from fruit stands, smoke rose from grills. 
Motorcycles and bicycles on the road honked at us, and I hid behind Dad, 
looking at everything in amazement. I forgot what I was crying for. 

I followed Dad wherever he went, and finally arrived home. 

Now I was invited to eat at a table laid with chopsticks. Now I was bathed 

lovingly, until I was finally clean. Now I was falling asleep comfortably 

squeezed between Mum and Dad, as Mum told me fairy tales. 

They were simple things that others were accustomed to, but for me they 
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were a new world. 

On New Year’s Eve, Dad took me out to buy a balloon. While he was 

paying, some child traffickers grabbed me and disappeared into the 

crowd. I don’t remember everything that happened, just that I was 

brought home by the police to a house full of relatives and neighbours. 
Dad had injured his face from fighting with the traffickers. He was 

surrounded by the relatives who were telling him off. He looked extremely 

guilty, as if saying ‘I really tried’. He was silent, his face all crumpled up. 
As soon as he saw me he leapt at me to hold me tight, and started crying 

in front of everyone. 

‘I thought I’d lost you!’ 

I was stiff in Dad's arms, his stubble rubbing against my face, his heavy, 
slurred and tearful voice by my ear. 

I never saw Dad cry after that. He didn’t cry over the divorce, or when he 

was disabled, or when my brother died. 

He just gaped at my brother as he stroked his face, wailing his name over 

and over. 

That was in my first year of university, in 2004, during the time of the 

Indian Ocean tsunami. My brother came out of an internet café after 

midnight, when he was robbed and stabbed to death. Perhaps that’s why, 
although unrelated, the two events were strung together in our memory. 
Dad was traumatised by the tsunami. Even the mentioning of it in 

passing reminded him of his son’s death. It became a wound that never 

healed. 

The arrival of my brother was a wonderful surprise. Mum finally got 

pregnant and had a natural birth. My little brother became closer to me 

than Dad was, and I in turn gave him all my attention. At first, when Dad 

told me I had to be the sensible big brother and share food and toys with 

my younger brother, I was happy to do all those things, because it all 
sounded like what a hero would do. But as the time went by, even 

classmates of my neighbour started gossiping about me being an adoptee. 
Everything changed after I had realised the difference. 

The loving father-son scenes of my dad and brother were all locked in my 
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eyes, all the details etched in my heart. The hero gave up and turned into 

a poor clown. It dawned on me that Dad did not encourage me to be 

independent; he just stopped caring what I did. 

Things came to a head when I was in high school and Dad became lame, 
when our financial situation was not very good. I wanted to apply for an 

art course, and at the same time my brother was thinking of going to a 

private school. I was so determined to become an artist but had to give 

way because ‘an art course costs too much, but your brother has to go to 

the private school.’ I was disheartened. My dream was shattered. 

Dad probably was trying to go with my brother’s choice in exchange for 

his own self-esteem. 

‘Brother, you can’t make a living off art. You can work for me when I make 

big money’, my brother said. 

I had already agreed to put his needs over mine, how dare he take such a 

contemptuous tone! We were in our bedroom and we fought for the first 

time. Dad pushed the door open. My brother immediately shouted: ‘He 

hit me first!’ Dad was so furious he slapped me in the face. 

When I think back on it, I told myself I worked part-time and studied 

English to get out of the country, when what I really wanted was to escape 

that house. At that time, I could barely think of the warmth of home 

anyway. The determination of leaving was reinforced in my mind with 

that slap. I wasn’t his biological son, which must have been the reason for 

his action. 

I didn’t like my brother, but that didn’t mean that I wished that he would 

disappear from this world. On that night, I rushed back home to meet 

Dad at the hospital and see my brother. Dad was limping the whole way. 
He walked with a limp for years, and his back developed a little hump. 
He looked thin and withered, his hair and beard unkempt. I stood beside 

him, his rough hand stroking my brother’s face, his mouth hung open, 
and then he screamed my brother’s name. 

Dad did not cry any tears. I shuffled behind him and wept silently. Our 

family was being ripped apart. It reminded me that I was leaving Dad 

too. The thought made me cry, but I didn’t want Dad to see my tears. 
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‘Ma Lei, you wanted to punish your father, right?’ 

Shortly after answering my dad’s call, my uncle took over to tell me off. 
‘Why didn’t you return our calls?’ 

‘My phone died...anyway the tsunami is far away from here,’ I muttered. 

‘You don’t care about him, do you? 

How would he know that you are far away from the tsunami? 

He didn’t catch a wink for days, he called you over and over, non-stop. I 

mean, Ma Lei, you don’t seem to talk to each other. Are you trying to 

punish your dad?’ 

‘No,’ I said curtly. 

‘What would your dad do if you died?’ 

‘You’re only saying that because my brother died! 

My brother is dead so he puts all his hopes and wishes on me, because he 

only has me left! That’s why he doesn’t know what he would do if I died!’ 

I raised my voice in anger, but in reply there was only my uncle’s heavy 

breathing. After some time I heard him say: ‘You really think so?’ 

‘Yeah.’ I replied. 

‘You would, wouldn’t you? I guess it’s reasonable for a young person to 

think that way.’ 

Click. He hung up. 

But within a minute, my dad called back. He said that he was too worried 

and already bought tickets to Malé, non-refundable. He wanted to come 

and see me, and he thought if he couldn’t stay with me for long it would 

be a visit to Malé anyway. 

Even though the thought of Dad coming overfilled me with awkwardness, 
it was true that I hadn’t seen him in a long time, so I didn’t argue. 

Like Dad said, it would be just a visit to Malé. 

I remember the day when I went to pick him up at the airport. From a 

great distance, I saw him fumbling inside the automatic doors, not 

knowing how to get out. 
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‘Ma Lei! Come here!’ His loud voice drew stares. 

‘These doors aren’t any different from the ones that you passed to get into 

security,’ I said a little reproachfully. Still, I helped him with his luggage. 
Dad patted me on the shoulder and said somewhat proudly: ‘I didn’t know 

how to use the table in front of me in the plane, but fortunately someone 

helped.’ 

I was surprised by his tone, and turned to look at him. His deep eyes were 

a little muddy. He was freshly shaven. He was wearing a traditional Mao 

suit, which had been his cherished wardrobe piece, worn only occasionally 

to attend relatives’ events. It looked old. He seemed shorter, dark-
skinned. He looked tacky at the airport. 

Dad was old. With this realisation, I started to look at Dad with softened 

eyes. With a relaxed tone, I teased him: ‘Dad, can’t you find something 

nice to wear? Shall we buy some new clothes while you are here?’ 

‘Mine are fine,’ he said happily. Suddenly he clapped his hand on his 

forehead: ‘No, someone took my small suitcase when I got off the shuttle 

bus!’ 

I felt like I had been punched in the stomach. 

‘How could you be so careless!’ I said. I was impatient again. 

I asked him to wait for me while I went to talk to the police. Of course it 

was futile. ‘Let’s go.’ I walked in front. Dad followed, a little aggrieved. 
Occasionally when I turned around and saw him limping, I just got more 

and more annoyed and wanted to leave sooner. 

Malé’s airport was on an island, we had to get to the city by boat. We 

talked for a while on the boat, but his face gradually turned pale and he 

threw up right on the deck. I didn’t know my dad would be seasick. 
Passengers were staring at us in surprise. 

‘Why didn’t you tell me!’ I shouted. I clenched my jaw and sighed, 
rummaging through my things to find a plastic bag and tissues. 

‘I...I didn’t want to trouble you...I thought I could hold...I...’ He said before 

vomiting into the bag. 

‘Oh, forget it!’ Exasperated, I quickly cleaned up his mess, feeling the gaze 

of the foreigners on my back. 
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I was then fully aware of the source of my anger: I had agreed to his visit. 
But this was Malé, not China. Dad couldn’t speak English. He’d have to 

follow me around most of the time. 

It would be awful. 

We finally got in the house, and Dad still hadn’t a clue about the trouble 

he caused. He plopped on the sofa, commenting on Chubby, who was 

running towards me: ‘Why do you keep a cat? I hate cats! Back home they 

say cats like these are very unlucky.’ 

I did not reply, hoping my silence would end the topic. On his way to the 

toilet, Dad saw Mary in my room and yelled: ‘Another one!’ 

Perhaps, my father, like many others, suffered a great deal of discomfort 

in foreign environments. I had already lived abroad for many years and 

had forgotten how much I had to adapt. But the fact that he could not 

adapt was making me uncomfortable. 

The second night Dad arrived, he wanted to eat rice all the time. He also 

pestered me for alcohol, but alcohol was not allowed in Malé. He couldn’t 

walk very far, but in Malé there weren’t many taxis. Dad would complain 

continuously, mumbling about how inconvenient it was in this country, 
and that at home all the taxis and scooters would come whenever he 

beckoned them. 

Once he started asking questions, he would not stop. 

He didn’t speak English, and would pull on my arm and ask: ‘What’s 

written there?’ ‘What’s this shop called?’ ‘What’s this street called? How 

come it’s not written here on the map?’ For a long time, my ears were full 
of Dad’s nagging. 

In some cases, it was deeply embarrassing. Dad would grab random 

strangers to take photos with him, on a perfectly ordinary street. He 

seemed to assume it would be an honour for him to be in a photo with 

foreigners. He never dreamed that it might not be a polite thing to do. He 

bragged about any friendly ‘yellow-haired foreigner’ giving him a thumbs-
up, saying that it meant that they appreciated his enthusiasm. 

He would raise his voice for no reason, regardless of the occasion, drawing 

attention from people. It made me uneasy. 

It was humiliating when he took giant steps, making his not-so-pretty 
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limping leg stick out even more. 

I was annoyed that when we went shopping he would force me to ask the 

salesperson for gifts, all the while telling me how easy it would be at home 

to get a mug if you bought a tube of toothpaste like that. 

He became a sloppier, louder, and more stubborn Dad. 

Finally, when we were strolling on a square, Dad said he was tired. I 

made the effort of buying Dad some pecans like the ones we had back 

home, and asked Dad to wait for me while I went to the toilet. What I saw 

when I came back shocked me. Dad was sitting on a newspaper on the 

ground, cracking the pecans. He sat where beggars typically congregated. 
He was simply enjoying the sunshine and minding his own business. His 

bad leg was stretched out in front of him. A gentleman passed by, leaving 

a coin at his feet. My face burned with shame. 

‘Don’t you realise how embarrassing you are!’ I shouted as I hurried over. 

‘I can’t find a bench. My leg is not good for standing.’ 

‘That’s not what I mean!’ I was irritated. 

‘Then what’s the matter?’ 

What was the matter? 

Not knowing what else to do, I asked him to follow me. There wasn’t any 

point in arguing or trying to teach him how to respect local customs. 

‘Let’s go!’ I said angrily, leading the way. 

‘I want to go home.’ 

‘What?’ I turned back. He didn’t move. He just stood there somewhat 

helplessly, holding some shelled pecans for me in his hand. 

This time, his voice was very quiet. 

‘I said, I want to go home.’ 

The night before Dad left, it was raining in Malé. 

My shift ended late and I was exhausted, so I went to bed early. Dad said 

he’d stay up and have a drink. When I went to my room, he was still 
watching TV in the living room. The blustery wind from the sea could be 

quite strong sometimes in Malé. I was woken up by the wind in the middle 
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of the night, and got up to close the windows. There was some banging 

noise outside of my room, so I went out to check, only to find Dad sleeping 

on the floor, at the threshold to the bathroom. 

His cheeks were red. He was lying there, probably drunk, his back almost 

touching the closed door. He must have fallen asleep sitting against the 

door and slipped down on the floor. The bathroom door was pushed by the 

wind and rattling in the door frame, making loud noises. 

‘Look how drunk you are!’ I sighed. I closed the bathroom window, and 

carried Dad back to bed. 

Dad went home the next day. 

My awful time with Dad finally ended. See, Dad? You couldn’t get used 

to living here. It’s better if you live on your own. 

I felt like a weight had lifted off my chest. I went home, cooked, and 

watched TV. That night my uncle called. He said Dad had arrived safe, 
and that they were having a drink together. While we were talking, I 

heard a shriek from the other room. 

I put the phone down and ran into the room. Chubby and Mary were 

fighting. I immediately broke them up. I sat Chubby down in front of me. 

‘Why are you fighting?’ I scolded Chubby. 

I stared at him, and he stared back. After a while, he yelled: ‘You!’ 

Chubby’s gaze sharpened. 

‘You! You, you, you!’ 

I was surprised. Me? 

Chubby yowled again. I froze. 

Like being woken from a dream, I suddenly realised that I had neglected 

Chubby for a very long time. His wound had healed on his own. He hadn’t 

gained much weight. Now he had even lost his place to sleep. 

‘You mean ... I’m just like Dad, aren’t I?’ Stroking Chubby’s head, I sank 

into silence. 

Even though he was a cat, he knew that feeling. I knew I had always 

loved him and didn’t think it necessary to give him constant attention. 
After all, we had already grown accustomed to each other. Was I to 
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blame? 

I was lost in thought, before remembering that I hadn’t finished the 

conversation with my uncle. I picked the phone up. He hadn’t hung up 

yet. Dad’s laughter came down the line, accompanied by some static. 
Right when I was going to hang up, my uncle started talking. 

‘Was it fun in Malé?’ 

‘Of course! “Malé” sounds exactly like his name, Ma Lei, so it felt 

especially familiar when I got on the island!’ 

‘Did Ma Lei show you around?’ 

‘He was ever so nice to me and took me to many interesting places. But I 

couldn’t even work out how to use the handle on the window. Foreign stuff 
can be quite mind-boggling! I couldn’t close the window, so the wind kept 

banging the door. Ma Lei was asleep. What could I do?’ 

‘Ha ha! So what did you do?’ 

‘I didn’t want to wake him up, so I just leaned against the door and fell 
asleep!’ 

‘You're such a chicken,' uncle teased, ‘why don’t you two live together? Ma 

Lei has been a little odd like you ever since he was a child.’ 

‘Ma Lei is a great kid. I never had to worry about him. It was his brother 

that had me stressed out all the time. You know, even though I was in a 

foreign country, holding onto Ma Lei's shirttail, walking behind him, 
carefree, that felt fantastic!’ 

I put down the phone slowly and finally hung up. 

I let out a long breath, walked to the kitchen, opened the fridge, took out 

a can of Coke, and pulled the tab. My finger slipped off, and I tried again. 
It slipped off again. I put the tip of my finger into the loop, pulled it with 

some force. The coke foamed over as Dad’s words echoed in my head. 

I was suddenly in tears. 

I understood exactly what Dad felt. I remembered. I was five. 

Dad carried me away from the orphanage and put me in the truck. I was 

crying and I was carsick. Dad gently wiped the vomit and tears from my 

face and kept saying: ‘Daddy’s here. Daddy's here.’ I couldn’t speak 

Mandarin and kept talking in a dialect that he didn’t understand. Dad 
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pointed at various things and taught me: ‘Bakery. Bicycle.’ Then he 

pointed at himself. ‘Dad.’ I sometimes cried in public places for no 

discernible reason. People would turn to look at me. Dad always 

comforted me as best as he could: ‘Don’t cry ... Daddy’s gonna buy you 

something sweet.’ I was in a new world and I didn’t know what to do. But 

I had Dad, who loved me patiently. 

Wherever we went, I’d follow him, holding onto his shirttail, without a 

care in my mind. Because he was the only one I trusted. 

I remembered how it felt. 

‘... Dad!’ 

He hadn’t even said a word and I was about to cry. I suppressed my sobs 

and heard him say: ‘Hey, Ma Lei.’ 

There were times when life was disappointing, then there were times 

when your body would be filled up with warmth, when you thought of 
home. 

‘Hello? Ma Lei? Are you crying?’ 

I had always taken it for granted that I would be protected and cared for. 
I realised that I’d been hurting my family without a second thought, not 

knowing that one day, grown-ups would become child-like. And that I had 

become the one to be trusted. 

‘Come live with me in Malé.' 

‘What?’ 

Every family has its problems. But luckily I realised early enough to still 
repay the love I received. 

‘I said, Dad, come to Malé. Come live with me.’ 

Now it was my turn to start crying out loud. It was as if I’d just discovered 

where I belonged. 

After the tsunami in Indonesia in 2010, houses on the island of Malé were 

built stronger. The foundations of the houses were reinforced to 

withstand natural disasters. 
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Buildings are like people. The people of Malé understood that you needed 

to lay a good foundation first, so my house was renovated before Dad 

moved in. In the same way, the foundation of the relationship between 

Dad and me had been laid down too. 

We keep two cats: Mary and Chubby. They each have their own comfy pet 

houses. 

Every morning the sun shines through the window. Dad makes his rice 

porridge, and I fetch my toast from the toaster after the ding. 

Maybe one day Dad and I will move back to China and live a life that we 

used to know. I might get married and start a family, and we’ll all live 

together. 

In the distant future, Malé will disappear. 

As for my future... 

I can see it taking shape, bit by bit. 
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Book Review 

Britain and Europe in a Troubled World. Vernon Bogdanor. Yale University 
Press, 2020. ISBN: 9780300245615, 176 pp. 

A nation’s past can reveal a great deal about its present and future. That 
is the underlying premise of Britain and Europe in a Troubled World. 
This timely book reworks a series of Stimson Lectures delivered at Yale 
University in April 2019. The four chapters chronologically narrate the 
UK-EU relationship, from Britain’s decision not to join the European 
Coal and Steel Community, through its troubled accession to the 
European Community (EC), to its subsequent position as a piece that did 
not quite fit the EU puzzle, and its eventual departure. 

 Although the history of Britain and Europe has been rewritten many 
times over, Bogdanor's work is distinctive in framing the UK-EU 
relationship through the lens of the British national psyche. Drawing on 
memoirs, diaries, and speeches, Bogdanor illuminates the personal 
turmoil of successive British prime ministers as they struggle to balance 
the nation's sense of self-importance with its declining global authority. 
This individual conflict mirrors national self-perception, as Britain tries 
to establish its role in a world of shifting influences. Though the book 
contains little more than 150 pages, it provides a detailed and nuanced 
record of the critical junctures in UK-EU interaction. Bogdanor explains 
that his aim in writing the text is not only to elucidate the trajectory of 
the UK’s entry into and departure from the EU, but also to grapple with 
the grand themes of modern politics as he sees them: nationalism and 
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internationalism, sovereignty and identity, and the role of the past in 
shaping a nation’s self-perception. He certainly succeeds in his goal. 

 Chapter one, named after Disraeli’s claim that England should 
approach Europe with a “policy of reserve, but proud reserve” (27), details 
the conception of European unity as an “attempt to constrain the force of 
nationalism” (7). In this section, Bogdanor succinctly demystifies 
Britain's absence from the establishment of the European Coal and Steel 
Community and, later, the European Communities. He explains that the 
original Community did not align neatly with the contemporary Labour 
government’s economic policies and officials feared Britons would not look 
favourably upon pooled sovereignty. British politicians, and some of their 
European counterparts, felt that the island nation was too distinct 
historically, economically, and psychologically to fit in. These misgivings, 
Bogdanor contends, contributed to an “instinctive hostility” (16) towards 
joining a European federation, an enmity which would endure long 
enough to underpin arguments against Britain’s continued membership 
of the EU in 2016.  

 Bogdanor goes on to explore the effects of Britain’s decision not to join 
the European Community until fifteen years after it was formed. He 
maintains that the nation lost the chance to influence policies in its 
favour. By the time Britain joined the EC, rules were established which 
naturally benefitted the founding members: France, Germany, Italy, and 
the Benelux countries. The interests of these countries did not map 
directly onto Britain’s, but if the nation wanted to join, it would have no 
choice but to accept them. Bogdanor couches these explanations in a 
narrative of declining British self-confidence and international standing; 
he envisions a gradual development from a post-imperial nation that 
emerged favourably from the Second World War to a country that 
struggled to determine where it could be most influential. His chapter is 
well-balanced: it acknowledges the beliefs of international leaders that 
Britain was missing out on the opportunity to lead in Europe, while 
simultaneously legitimising Britain’s concerns about EC membership 
having deleterious effects on the UK economy.  

 Chapter two frames the issue of Europe as a long-standing challenge 
for British political parties, recalling that it has lost six of the past seven 
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Conservative leaders their premiership. Bogdanor positions the Suez 
Crisis of 1956 as the turning point in British politicians’ attitudes 
towards the EU, from distrust to active courtship. The Suez Crisis, he 
argues, triggered a “steady loss of British self-confidence” (51), which 
showed that the nation was not as powerful as it once thought and 
depended more on the United States than it realised. At this point, 
Bogdanor asserts, it became clear that the Commonwealth was not a 
substitute for European unity; the EC emerged as the geopolitical 
solution to Britain’s increasing sense of isolation. Bogdanor demonstrates 
that the problems Britain foresaw in joining the EC did not disappear 
when it finally became a member. The UK’s relationship with the 
Commonwealth, fears about sovereignty, and concerns about Britain’s 
payments to the EC continued to plague politicians. The chapter 
reinforces what has often been claimed about the UK-EU relationship: 
Britain’s role in the EU has never been straightforward for either side. 
However, Bogdanor makes an important additional point: he reveals that 
the politician-public relationship in the UK changed markedly between 
the 1975 and 2016 referendums on Britain’s EU membership, provoked 
by the financial crisis in 2008 and the parliamentary expenses scandal of 
2009. The trust that the public once placed in the expert instincts of 
political officials to guide Britain’s relationship with the EU has 
dissipated substantially in recent years. 

 Chapter three covers the run-up to the 2016 membership referendum, 
situating the event in the context of growing nationalism and “mass 
immigration from central and eastern Europe following the enlargement 
of the European Union after 2004” (97). Mass immigration, Bogdanor 
engagingly argues, fuelled a disconnect between the so-called elite and 
the public, who increasingly felt that neither Labour nor the 
Conservatives could address the so-called immigration issue. Where this 
chapter has the most resonance is in Bogdanor’s prediction that although 
the referendum was “a cry of rage by those who saw themselves as the 
victims of globalisation” (111), Brexit is more likely to strengthen 
globalist forces than weaken them. After all, right-wing Conservatives 
see potential in the neoliberal opportunities of Brexit. Although this 
trajectory will likely intensify the discontent among those who voted to 
leave, Bogdanor concludes that Brexit will not shake the foundations of 
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the British political system: Britain will remain a strong and stable 
democracy. 

 In the final chapter, Bogdanor considers the future of the EU without 
Britain. He argues persuasively that scepticism towards the EU is not a 
British anomaly but prevails across the continent. To redress the increase 
in Euroscepticism, the EU must deal with its democratic deficit – the 
perception that it is remote and unaccountable. For Bogdanor, this 
involves bringing the European Commission under the control of the 
European Council. The Council, unlike the Commission, represents the 
governments of the member states and is thus considered more 
democratic. Bogdanor further contends that the EU must take care that 
its rhetoric does not stretch too far beyond the realities and possibilities 
of “ever closer union” in a continent that is increasingly Eurosceptic.  

 Whether the EU will heed Bogdanor’s conclusions is uncertain. What 
is clear, however, is that Bogdanor’s book provides a concise, convincing, 
and novel perspective on the UK-EU relationship. His admirable 
interweaving of the personal writings of political officials into the 
historical overview humanises an often opaque narrative. Bogdanor 
reminds readers that the effects of international relationships extend 
beyond imagined national communities: policies, decisions, and political 
rhetoric reach individuals from both political and public circles, as Brexit 
continues to attest. He illustrates that Britain’s history continues to 
shape its self-perception and will likely influence the role that it carves 
out for itself in the world after Brexit. Bogdanor’s findings will 
undoubtedly shape future research into the new UK-EU relationship, but 
his writing is equally intelligible for a non-academic audience.  

Tamsin Parnell 
University of Nottingham 



           

     

  

              
       

           
          

           
        

          
           

            
             

            
     

           
          
         

         
        

          
          

           
          

           
         

            

Book Review 

BritHop: The Politics of UK Rap in the New Century. Justin A. Williams. Oxford 
University Press, 2021. ISBN: 9780190656805, 240 pp. 

Over the past twenty years, British rap has taken over award 

ceremonies, dominated festival line-ups, and topped the music charts. It 

has become a cultural phenomenon, informing a sense of politics and 

belonging, particularly among young people and members of 
marginalised groups around the United Kingdom. Yet despite its rich 

history and impact, it has remained largely untouched by academia until 
recently. With BritHop: The Politics of UK Rap in the New Century, 
Justin A. Williams attempts to not only historicise the genre, but also to 

establish it as an influential part of music history and the current 

political landscape of Britain. 

The theory of BritHop is largely centred around the postcolonial 
cultural criticism of Paul Gilroy’s After Empire: Melancholia or Convivial 
Culture? (2004). Postcolonial melancholia describes a Britain that is 

unhealthily mourning its colonial past, while convivial culture represents 

a hybrid nation constructed from different cultures. Williams 

subsequently prioritises a reading of music that concerns race and 

nationalism, studying each artist through a postcolonial lens. He engages 

with how they criticise and recognise postcolonial melancholia, as well as 

how the effects of colonisation still impact communities today. 

Williams begins his opening chapter by using Martin Cloonan’s five 

categories for analysing relationships to ‘Englishness’ within music. He 

applies Cloonan’s theory to the British MCs of the past twenty years, 

Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2021), 305-308. 

© 2021 by Paris Fawcett. 



     

           

 

           
          

         
           

             
         

           
           

    

           
            

             
             

             
            

            
            

       
           
            

             

           
           

           
          
          

         
         
           

             
              

             
         

         
         

306 P. Fawcett........................................................................................................................... 

such as Riz MC, whose song “Englistan” echoes a political ambivalence 

found in punk music which approaches Englishness not as ‘celebration’ 
but ‘preoccupation’ (27-28). Williams, however, primarily focuses on the 

terms ‘Hip Little’ (a celebration of Britishness and community), and ‘Hip 

Big’ (a critique of whiteness and a lack of diversity) (28). The references 

to each category successfully emphasise the importance of national 
identity for each artist, arguing that despite shared values, British MCs 

are not homogenous in their sense of belonging, but have distinct 

approaches to the subject. 

Vernacular studies also prove vital to Williams’ thesis. By discussing 

the linguistics of British MCs, he emphasises grime as being its own 

subculture: a club where its members are not just united by their dress 

sense, ideals, and music tastes, but by the very way they speak. As 

outlined by Williams, when artists like Riz MC rap ‘This is England, the 

bridge we living in,’ (26) the ‘we’ suggests people who are multicultural, 
those who use similar language and even sound like him. Accents and 

language are further discussed in the book as a way to redefine 

Britishness, with British-Palestinian rapper Shadia Mansoor being 

categorised as a British artist despite her rapping in Arabic. Vitally, 
discussions like these allow for new canonisations of the British artist at 

a time when academic writing on grime is still in its formative years. 

The conversations around ‘otherness’ and a sense of belonging are 

developed in the second half of BritHop when Williams draws similarities 

between grime and 1970s punk, as well as accentuating how British Hip-
Hop uses humour to subvert otherness. Williams selects Nottingham rap 

duo Sleaford Mods and East-European satirist Bricka Bricka as two 

artists who critique current government policy and British national 
attitudes. However, BritHop’s primary strength is how it simultaneously 

celebrates the impact of its chosen artists while also providing criticism 

when necessary. Williams is keen to note how Sleaford Mods are close to 

falling into the same trap as punk by filling a rhetoric with ‘critique and 

social realism’ (79) yet failing to accompany it with the required sense of 
social responsibility. Similarly, Bricka Bricka is recognised for his 

effective critique of harmful stereotypes inflicted on Eastern European 

immigrants but is also potentially prolonging negative attitudes towards 
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certain social groups by exaggerating unfavourable connotations 

associated with them. Williams even applies these criticisms to himself 
as the author of a book so focused on identity politics and themes of 
otherness. While he writes with clear authority and knowledge of UK 

Hip-Hop, he recognises that he cannot understand what it is like to be a 

member of marginalised social groups in Britain, and that this will 
impact his ability to express their lived experience. In the introduction to 

BritHop, Williams presents Ann duCille’s ideas around how art should 

be universally read by people from all backgrounds: 

As more and more scholars – male and female, black and non-black – 
take up the task of reading the work of African-American women writers, 
who reads these texts may have a direct bearing on how they are read. In 
a best of all possible intellectual worlds, where we all had equal access 
to each other’s cultures, the race, gender, and historical experiences of 
the critic might be irrelevant (12), 

The sentiment expressed here towards the importance of reading and 

writing widely is agreeable. However, Williams uses it as a defence for 

his writing without recognising that his taking up of space could prevent 

members of underrepresented groups from similar opportunities. 

Williams also recognises the various contradictions that arise from 

publishing an academic text on British rap, with the primary point of 
contention being that releasing the book is playing into an education 

system where it will ‘no doubt become part of a governmental exercise in 

an increasingly privatized and neoliberalized Higher Education sector’ 
(xii). Yet he is keen to note what academics can do with the information 

learned in the book, specifically their ability to give the community the 

‘cultural and financial importance it deserves’ (182). 

In his conclusion, Williams briefly connects the artists spoken about 

throughout the book to their criticism of more recent British events, such 

as the Brexit referendum and the Grenfell fire. The text ends with a 

thoroughly convincing argument for the benefits of studying UK rap 

artists, highlighting their ability to act as a mouthpiece for marginalised 

people across the country and beyond. BritHop argues that by valuing 

British rap, academia is also signifying that it values the artists and 

communities that are largely overlooked who, despite this, have found 
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community within the genre. 

British rap cannot be fully covered in the parameters of one book, but 

BritHop takes an engaging look at some of its most culturally impactful 
facets. As more scholars begin to research British hip-hop, this text is 

likely to form an integral part of their studies, with authors hopefully 

expanding on the blind spots in Williams’ work, such as how sexuality 

and gender are represented in the genre. While BritHop documents 

issues of race, culture and a sense of belonging within British rap artists, 
it does not manage to explore how these intersect with other social 
identities, and how these relationships further define the music and 

community itself. Nonetheless, BritHop: The Politics of UK Rap in the 

New Century is an accessible starting point for all those interested in 

British rap, youth culture, and influential music released in the 21st 

Century. 

Paris Fawcett 
University of Nottingham 
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Book Review 

Cognitive Linguistic Approaches to Text and Discourse: From Poetics to Politics. 
Edited by Christopher Hart. Edinburgh University Press, 2019. IBSN: 
9781474450003, 206 pp. 

This edited collection provides new insights into the readerly processing 

of textual features by extending Cognitive Linguistic models of lexis and 

grammar to text and discourse analysis. Each chapter showcases how 

applying frameworks from the Cognitive Linguistic toolkit of textual 
analysis to real communicative activities can reveal something new about 

the literary, rhetorical, or ideological effects authentic language usage 

has on readers’ experiences and mental processing. Its replicable 

analyses, using a variety of frameworks and methods with texts from 

assorted discursive genres, exemplify the viability of the Cognitive 

Linguistic enterprise for examining effects of textual choice on reader 

experience of text and discourse. This book therefore benefits researchers 

seeking to explore how Cognitive Linguistic approaches to text and 

discourse might suit their research projects. 

Cognitive Linguistics constitutes many partially overlapping 

approaches rather than a single well-defined theory. These approaches 

collectively consider language use to reflect and reveal the workings of 
mental processes. They therefore aim to examine language use in a way 

that is compatible with cognitive scientific research about the human 

mind. The Cognitive Linguistic focus tends to lie on mental processes of 
meaning construction in idealised, non-contextual instances of language, 
since its frameworks were originally developed to explain language use 

Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 5 (2021), 309-313. 
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at the sentence-level. This volume argues that Cognitive Linguistic 

approaches can be productively extended to higher-level experiential 
effects of engagement with longer stretches of text, such as the experience 

of emotions while reading or the processing of ideological framing of news 

events. To argue for this extension, it brings together research carried out 

in the converging Cognitive Stylistic and Cognitive Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA) traditions that study such experiential effects in literary 

genres and political text, respectively. 

What unites these two traditions is their shared “principled concern 

for the mental processes at work when [readers] encounter and 

experience texts” (7). Though they differ in the kind of textual material 
they study (literary genres and political text, respectively), the research 

programmes of each tradition reflect the Cognitive Linguistic view that 

our embodied and social experiences inform the meanings we attach to 

language use (Johnson). Correspondingly, they both use Cognitive 

Linguistic frameworks to deal with the quantifiable and measurable 

effects of textuality on cognition and produce systematic, rigorous, and 

replicable analyses of textual experience. The nine case studies in the 

volume competently demonstrate these commitments shared by the two 

traditions. Collectively, these studies convincingly show how research 

from both traditions can contribute fresh insights into the cognitive and 

experiential dimensions of text processing. 

Particularly poignant is the way the volume’s combination of analyses 

across different textual genres illustrates how analytical framework 

choice depends on the cognitive process studied rather than text genre. 
For instance, though chapters are ordered according to text genre on a 

spectrum from the ostensibly literary (Chapter 1) to the ostensibly 

political (Chapter 9), chapters 1 and 9 use the same Cognitive Linguistic 

framework to discuss how language construes readerly experience of each 

text: Cognitive Grammar. This model of grammar is built upon the idea 

that how we express things grammatically is related to how we conceive 

them. In other words, the readerly experience of a text can be explained 

by the way it is constructed. This is why Peter Stockwell’s discussion of 
the sense of ambience in Percy Shelley’s poem A Summer Evening 

Churchyard in Chapter 1 and Christopher Hart’s analysis of ideological 
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effects in news reports of violence at political protests in Chapter 9 can 

both make use of Cognitive Grammar; the framework can shed light on 

the linguistic underpinnings of both cognitive experiences despite textual 
genre. This use of Cognitive Linguistic frameworks across genre 

underscores the convergence of Cognitive Stylistics and Cognitive CDA 

in their shared endeavours. Though analyses in the volume are limited 

to texts in English and of the linguistic modality only, the volume’s 

chapter organisation effectively illustrates that the two traditions should 

be considered “as part of a broader approach to text and discourse 

analysis emerging within Cognitive Linguistics” (9). 

However, the volume does not claim that every Cognitive Linguistic 

framework can unproblematically be applied for discourse analysis. 
Chapter 4 provides a good example of how refinements to frameworks 

might be necessary to satisfactorily account for the complexity of a 

discursive dataset. Discussing forum entries about experiences of pain by 

contributors with Trigeminal Neuralgia, Elena Semino shows that the 

Cognitive Linguistic framework Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) can 

explain an observed tendency to describe pain in terms of causes of 
damage to the body. CMT characterises metaphorical expressions in 

terms of the correspondences between its terms, thus allowing Semino to 

show how subjective experiences like pain are understood in the data in 

terms of other, intersubjectively-accessible experiences. Nevertheless, 
this approach cannot completely account for metaphors that evoke 

scenarios likely not directly experienced, or for the contextual pragmatic 

choice for some metaphors. Semino suggests refining existing theoretical 
concepts within CMT to address the first problem and adopts a different 

theoretical framework to address the context in which metaphors are 

produced. The example used for the latter discussion is a simile referring 

to a painful night as a “Mike Tyson night.” Semino argues that a Dynamic 

Systems approach, which defines metaphor communication as the 

product of cognitive, linguistic, pragmatic and cultural influences, can 

successfully account for why this particular creative metaphor might 

appear in her data: cultural knowledge informed its production. Semino’s 

discussion adeptly highlights how applying Cognitive Linguistic 

frameworks to discourse analysis might push the boundaries of Cognitive 

Linguistics to stimulate refinement and innovation and implies a strong 
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encouragement for readers to be similarly innovative. 

The volume does not shy away from eclectic use of frameworks and 

methods to illustrate employment of Cognitive Linguistic approaches 

either. Chapter 8 is the best example of this eclecticism. Sam Browse’s 

analysis of responses to a speech by Theresa May in this chapter uses 

ethnographic reader data to theorise a model of oppositional reading with 

concepts from two Cognitive Linguistic frameworks: Cognitive Grammar 

and Text World Theory. These two frameworks share a focus on the pre-
existing knowledge audiences use to process texts, allowing Browse to 

characterise his ethnographic data in terms of such audience knowledge. 
Combining this data with linguistic description of May’s speech enables 

him to describe readers’ interpretative processes in such detail that he 

can observe and explain nuances in individual oppositional readings and 

shared reception processes. Browse’s analysis skilfully portrays how the 

use of reader data combined with eclectic usage of Cognitive Linguistic 

frameworks can significantly augment discourse analytic results, both in 

accounting for specific datasets and feeding back framework refinements 

to Cognitive Linguistics. 

Overall, the volume comprehensively presents the state of applied 

Cognitive Linguistic research, providing excellent representative 

examples of applying and refining Cognitive Linguistic models for text 

and discourse. Novice readers might struggle to follow some 

argumentation if they are unfamiliar with terminology but will enjoy the 

chapters as exemplary Cognitive Linguistic discourse analysis once they 

grasp basic tenets. Though the volume lacks discussion of text and 

discourse beyond English or the linguistic modality, it clearly provides 

stepping-stones to future applied Cognitive Linguistic research by 

encouraging eclectic integration of frameworks and methods that best 

suit the exploration of the experiential effects of linguistic choice. 

Fransina Stradling 

University of Huddersfield 
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Reterritorializing linguistic landscapes: Questioning Boundaries and opening 
Spaces. Edited by David Malinowski and Stefania Tufi. Bloomsbury Publishing 
PLC, 2020. ISBN: 9781350077966, 432 pp. 

The field of Linguistic Landscapes (henceforth LL) has diversified since 

Landry and Bourhis’ (23) often-cited definition of “the visibility or 

salience of languages on signs.” This seminal volume, edited by leading 

scholars David Malinowski and Stefania Tufi, brings together innovative 

methodologies, approaches, and themes from this exciting field. 

The volume’s title, Reterritorializing Linguistic Landscapes: 
Questioning Boundaries and Opening Spaces, summarises the timeliness 

and applications of this work to LL scholarship. Malinowski and Tufi 
explain that the term “questioning boundaries” seeks to critically address 

the underpinning ontologies and approaches of LL research, as space 

operates at a “variety of scales and conceptual/material specificities” (3). 
The editors remark that LL researchers must increasingly (and 

reflexively) account for methodologies and approaches which highlight 

our ever-complex world. “Opening spaces,” the second strand of the title, 
demonstrates the spatial, linguistic, and semiotic transformations 

afforded by the landscape, which “open” opportunities for “flows of 
capital” and new “social futures” (8). Therefore, “reterritorializing 

linguistic landscapes” shows how dynamic social activity leads to an “un-
and re-doing” of public space (2). 

The volume is divided into four sections: “Questioning Disciplinary 

and Methodological Boundaries;” “The Spaces and Places of LL research;” 
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“Re-Writing, Re-Working, and Re-Inventing Place;” and “Experimenting 

Space.” While these are, broadly, thematically aligned, Malinowski and 

Tufi recognise that each chapter could well be placed into another section. 
This blurry thematic organisation, however, provides thought-provoking 

“spaces” for the reader to innovate, by drawing on their own approaches 

to talk back to the discipline (9). 

In this review, I will focus on (re)considering spaces, a theme which 

spans the volume’s four sections. This theme will be reviewed from 

methodological, spatial, and theoretical lenses. Of course, such lenses 

reflect how foci, like a landscape itself, fuse in a kaleidoscope. For, our 

investigative apparatuses, such as epistemologies, frameworks, and 

methodologies, are intertwined, and thus difficult to discuss in isolation 

(for review, see Maxwell, 5). 

Lyons broadens the methodological spaces in chapter two, 
encouraging the reader to (re)consider “the quality of quantity.” By 

focusing on the newly-gentrified Mission District of San Francisco, Lyons 

transcends a purely descriptive study of counting languages, thus 

drawing attention to how quantitative data on language choice can 

intersect with socioeconomic factors. In doing so, she develops a rich 

dataset by mixing approaches of a social, numerical, and spatial nature. 
In reconciling methodological debates in LL around the utility of 
quantitative methods, Lyons maintains the importance of 
contextualising linguistic findings in relation to patterns of social usage 

and representation. 

As well as methodological considerations, the volume also achieves a 

(re)considering of boundaries from a spatial perspective. For example, in 

chapter four, Mac Giolla Chríost encourages reflection around how a unit 

of analysis may be defined, another often-debated concept, by using the 

example of the London Underground. Following Deleuze and Guattari, 
this chapter urges the reader to think of a landscape in the form of flows 

and networks. Mac Giolla Chríost considers the entirety of the 

Underground as a landscape by drawing on the cartographies of Harry 

Beck and reflects on how these have become etched into the 

Underground’s history itself. Beyond these, Mac Giolla Chríost questions 

whether the Underground is composed of visual language, and, if so, how 
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this might manifest. He concludes the existence of a linguistic (although 

not strictly visual), form, the utterance “Mind the Gap.” According to Mac 

Giolla Chríost, “Mind the Gap” is commodified and appears on visual 
forms for tourist consumption - from mugs and clothes to doormats. He 

thus determines that the linguistic “Mind the Gap” offers scope for the 

exploration of its spatial recognisability. 

In chapter eight, Machetti and Pizzorusso urge the reader to 

re(consider) more fundamental theoretical underpinnings on which our 

studies may premise, by drawing on a semiotic shift within 

sociolinguistics (from language, towards broader semiotic resources 

drawn upon to make meaning). Such a shift can be traced back to 

Jaworski and Thurlow’s seminal volume, Semiotic Landscapes, which, I 

would argue, has not been sufficiently nor consistently developed in LL 

scholarship. Machetti and Pizzorusso break language-centred work 

which has long dominated the field, focusing instead on meaning-making 

resources more holistically. Their chapter outlines a historical study of 
urban art, demonstrating how new artwork in Italian urban centres may 

be traced to a tradition of sgraffito (layering of coloured plaster) on 

Florentine façades – a practice attributed to wealthy families. Machetti 
and Pizzorusso argue that this has shaped a modern process whereby the 

city’s administration, (charged with “revitalising” neighbourhoods), 
projects images of power onto derelict façades. In their conclusion, 
Machetti and Pizzorusso call for exploration into the “global” and “local” 

dynamics of urban art, with such work being indexical of both the local 
and global (174). Although work is needed within this framework, we 

must recognise that scholars in the field of small languages have already 

explored such global-local blurring to a certain extent (see Pietikäinen et 

al.). Machetti and Pizzorusso therefore, perhaps unwittingly, overstate 

this chapter’s contribution. 

Machetti and Pizzorusso’s broadening of the LL towards the visual 
provides a transition to Blackwood, whose chapter explores three 

regenerated and adapted urban sites across France. Blackwood’s triad of 
case studies is united by the idea of “adaptive reuse,” whereby redundant 

industrial buildings are re-generated for other purposes (307). Focusing 

on a swimming pool-turned- gallery, Blackwood shifts to two further rich 
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examples: a former biscuit factory, now a cultural centre, and a 

slaughterhouse, transformed into a modern art venue. Although on the 

surface different to traditional LL studies, Blackwood’s chapter rightly 

highlights that such sites undergo a shifting of meaning-making 

resources in their re-invention of space. Here, we see the relevance of 
such a focus in LL studies, if we are to take a broad approach to the 

aesthetics of buildings, and their communicative purposes. As such, 
Blackwood adeptly outlines where architecture and sociolinguistics could 

begin to produce effective and collaborative synergies. For, as Blackwood 

argues, sociolinguists have much to contribute to the field of urban 

regeneration around how the usage of linguist, and broader semiotic 

resources, generate sociocultural meanings for groups (307). This 

research direction is particularly productive, and speaks to nascent 

literature in the urban studies field, which is interested in how semiotic 

resources interact on a social level (Andron; Raaphorst et al.). 

Whilst some argue that LL studies lack “shared conceptualisations” 

(Laur; Mac Giolla Chríost, this volume), this edited volume is a testament 

to the richness of this ever-evolving field. In the true spirit of “opening 

spaces,” it may not be advisable to restrict oneself to “boundaries” in our 

disciplinary “space,” for our real-world is hardly like this. Indeed, 
Malinowski and Tufi urge us to (re)consider many facets of our field, to 

embrace methodologies and transcend disciplinary silos. For, language in 

space is ever-intertwined with many meaning-making resources, and 

determined by a spectrum of dynamic historical, geographical, 
socioeconomic, and spatial factors. This is what makes LL such a 

compelling research space, and one which, with this volume, will inspire 

researchers to broaden their praxes and tackle the most pressing issues 

in language and society. 

Katy C Humberstone 
University of Exeter 
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Book Review

Technologies of the Novel: Quantitative Data and the Evolution of Literary Systems. 
Nicholas D. Paige. Cambridge University Press, 2021. ISBN 978-1-108-83550-3, 
290 pp.

Nicholas D. Paige’s book presents the evolution of French and, to a lesser 
degree, English novels from 1601 to 1830 and discusses possible causes for 
certain trends’ gain or loss of popularity. He quantitatively analyzes the 
“patterned flux of the novel system” over those years (1). That is, for Paige, 
the novel is a set of objects (formal artifacts) that are historically unstable 
with ever-changing technologies. Some of the technologies examined in the 
book are third person omniscience and the epistolary novel (in which the plot 
is presented through letters between the characters or their diaries). Paige 
categorizes and measures the formal features outlined above in a corpus of 
2,000 novels. The book is divided into three parts: Part I discusses the rise 
and fall of truth pretense (authors presenting their novels as truth when 
they are not); Part II is concerned with the nouvelle, the roman, the 
epistolary novel, the memoir and the third-person fictional novel; and in Part 
III, a technological model is developed to account for these changes.

In Part I, Paige discusses three dominant truth strategies: 1) the 
Aristotelian novel (a ‘somebody’ or celebrity of the time as subject matter), 
2) the pseudofactual novel (asserts literal existence of the unknown
protagonist), and 3) the invented – fictional – novel (indifferent to the literal
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existence of the protagonist) from 1680 to 1820. The Aristotelian and
pseudofactual novels fall out of fashion after one hundred years respectively.
Paige highlights the drawbacks in pseudofactuality, such as insisting on
truth without actually expecting readers to believe in this truth and the
conflict in recognition of authorship in first-person novels, reducing authors
to editors. Overall, Part I highlights the characteristics and historical
evolution of these important features of the novel. Here, the author clearly
discusses this change, presenting the rise and fall of features like the
‘somebody’ vs. ‘nobody’ characters, (a celebrity vs. nonentity) and the
Aristotelian vs. pseudofactual novels (real vs. alternate world novels)
chronologically, comparing it to its counterpart and offering a concise
account of its history.

In Part II, the turn from pseudofactuality (nouvelle, roman, epistolary
and memoir novel) to fictionality (third-person “new” fictional novel) is
discussed. Here, Paige details the fall of the roman (a Heliodorian form novel
with third-person narratives, in which characters recount flashbacks),
attributing it to excessive length, complexity of inset narratives and
“narrative peculiarity” (64). This resulted in the adoption of the nouvelle,
which becomes more popular and homogenous. After the Aristotelian form,
France adopted the Heliodorian form, embraced the document novels
(mostly memoirs and the epistolary novel), lengthened novels and
segmented them. England adopted the document form from 1700 to 1810
and eventually caught up with France. Paige claims that rapid changes were
possible due to the system’s youth and because novelists had not established
practices and habits yet. Part II illustrates these transitions quantitatively
and effectively for the reader. Paige presents the differences between the
nouvelle and the roman in more detail than in the previous chapters and
illustrates the rise of the memoir and epistolary novels, through
comprehensive, quantitative diagrams showing their rise and fall
throughout the time-span. It does not include any kind of sociopolitical
explanation for these changes but manages to describe their increase and
decrease in popularity in a meaningful way. These chapters describe the
transition to modernity and, by extension, development to the novel as we
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know it today.
In Part III, these literary forms are presented as evolving technological

artifacts. One technological invention evolves from the previous one, based
on the blueprint of the latter (for example the third-person novels of the
eighteenth century evolved from the first-person novels of the seventeenth
century, like the CD evolved from the floppy disc). Then, Paige argues,
literary forms are also fashions: they gain and lose popularity over the years
and re-emerge again, only changed to fit the new era. Is this a generalizable
truth, though, for all the features studied in this book? I believe not – the
authors of an era get inspired by the authors of previous eras and produce
works which revise and redefine the features of the previous works,
producing something new. In that, from the beginning of the book, the
author refrains from providing any kind of sociopolitical explanation as to
why literary forms gain or lose popularity:

[…] it is a dangerous business, I think, to try to pin specific formal

swerves to whatever sociopolitical events happen to occur within their

vicinity (the absolutist court, the Revolution), or to link a form to a given

socioeconomic group (the military aristocracy in steady eclipse, the

ever-rising bourgeoisie), or to explain it as the material symptom of an

emerging ideology (the exchange economy, the liberal subject). On the

one hand, the sheer historical elasticity of most of these purported

“causes” makes for a situation in which they can be wheeled in to

explain whatever is in need of explanation (7).

To conclude, it is important not to neglect the power of the market, and
the consumers it is comprised of. Do readers consume whatever is on the
market, just because it is on the market? Or rather, do readers pick up on
literary trends and determine what the market wants? It is likely that
readers decide to drop old forms or simply get tired of the same thing. I
believe that one cannot disregard how society sees its own reflection in
literature and that trends are indeed representative of both the readers’
needs and social changes; this is not considered in the book. Does, for
example, first-wave feminist literature pick up on a growing trend in society
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or does this kind of literature represent, maintain, and reinforce certain
ideologies/social changes of the time, inspiring readers by extension? Is
dystopian literature of the ‘50s and ‘60s a coincidence or is it in any way
representative of a rejection of the totalitarian regimes and responsive to
historical events like the rise of fascism and communism? In this book, Paige
does not attempt to explain the findings or attribute them to a certain cause;
readers are reminded that correlation does not mean causation. Ultimately,
the book offers a very thorough and valuable description of evolution of
literary systems. With explanation not being the focus of this book, I would
argue that further research should be done on the actual causes of these
technological advancements.

Marina Theodora Galanou

University of Nottingham
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Book Review 

The Culture of Samizdat: Literature and Underground Networks in the Late 
Soviet Union. Josephine von Zitzewitz. Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2020. ISBN: 
9781788313766, 265 pp. 

The Culture of Samizdat: Literature and Underground Networks in the 
Late Soviet Union by Josephine Von Zitzewitz explores the readership of 
samizdat (unofficial publications) in the late Soviet Union. In the 
stagnation era (1964–85), strict policies of censorship meant that only 
certain state-approved texts could be published and circulated: this gave 
rise to whole networks of samizdat typists and distributers who 
unofficially circulated texts outside state control. While scholars have 
widely analysed the content and material form of samizdat texts, The 
Culture of Samizdat aims to understand the ‘ordinary reader’ in the late 
Soviet Union and the informal networks which were crucial to samizdat’s 
existence (8). The book’s arguments are primarily based on the 
testimonies provided via an online survey of 122 respondents, carried out 
by Von Zitzewitz and Gennadii Kuzovkin in 2017–18, as well as a series 
of narrative interviews. Through this research, Von Zitzewitz provides 
valuable insight into the complex workings of samizdat production, 
distribution, and institutionalisation in the last decades of the Soviet 
Union. 
 The main strength of The Culture of Samizdat lies in Von Zitzewitz’s 
challenge to the dominant perception of samizdat as a dissident activity, 
showing instead that many samizdat texts and their readers did not 
directly engage in politics. Von Zitzewitz argues that the literary 
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processes of samizdat networks did not develop in isolation from official 
publishing, but instead they were ‘enmeshed and interdependent’ on its 
organisational structures (14). She also highlights that samizdat 
readership was not limited to intelligentsia circles. As one respondent put 
it, by the early 1980s, ‘Practically everybody had some samizdat at home’ 
(11). From her study of samizdat networks, Von Zitzewitz draws broader 
conclusions about the nature of Soviet dissent, arguing that the cultural 
underground should be defined as a series of networks and communities 
rather than as political opposition. The Culture of Samizdat greatly 
contributes to scholarship that challenges the perception of a strict 
division between state-sponsored ‘official’ culture and underground 
‘unofficial’ culture in the 1970s and early 1980s (e.g., Yurchak; 
Komaromi; Fürst; Fainberg & Kalinovsky). Von Zitzewitz thus provides 
a timely new interpretation of samizdat as a phenomenon which was 
rooted within the specific cultural context of the late Soviet Union, rather 
than as a non-Soviet or dissident activity. 
 In chapter one, Von Zitzewitz provides an overview of the phenomenon 
of samizdat and introduces key theoretical concepts that underpin her 
study of Soviet unofficial culture. She emphasises a lack of sources as the 
primary obstacle to studying samizdat readership, which she overcomes 
with new qualitative research. The chapter is particularly compelling in 
its identification of the various and often overlapping functions of the 
reader, who acted as both 'publisher and printer' within underground 
networks (16). Thus, Von Zitzewitz stresses the imperative of her own 
study, since it was the reader who determined which texts could be 
reproduced and circulated in the absence of institutional intermediaries. 
 Chapter two showcases the methodology and findings of the online 
survey. Von Zitzewitz recognises the limitations of her use of a ‘small self-
selecting sample’, advertised through social media and Russian online 
media, although more could have been done to ensure a varied range of 
respondents (29). Von Zitzewitz productively uses the survey’s responses 
to draw conclusions about the interaction between unofficial and official 
realms in the late Soviet Union. However, as Von Zitzewitz 
acknowledges, there were ‘no dedicated research questions’ behind the 
survey’s design (29). The survey’s length, at sixty-three questions, 
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suggests the unfocussed nature of the study. The chapter makes 
numerous observations about the nature of samizdat readership, which 
tend to be overly descriptive and dilute the book’s central arguments 
about the relationship between Soviet unofficial and official culture. 
 Chapter three discusses the role of typists in the manufacturing of 
samizdat texts. Von Zitzewitz explores the ways in which samizdat 
typists participated in both official and unofficial culture, using both their 
‘professional skills and private connections and convictions’ to carry out 
samizdat reproduction (69). For example, typists sometimes carried out 
reproduction of samizdat texts in the workplace, thus blurring the 
borders between public and private spaces. Given the dominance of 
patriarchal attitudes within underground intellectual circles, Von 
Zitzewitz sheds an important light on the crucial role of women, who 
represented the majority of typists, to samizdat production, and rightly 
suggests the need for future study into the role of typists within a 
feminist framework. 
 Chapter four explores the phenomenon of samizdat libraries which 
appeared in the late 1960s or early 1970s – these were personal networks 
which organised the collection and circulation of samizdat texts. Von 
Zitzewitz convincingly argues that through more sophisticated processes 
of distribution, samizdat evolved from an informal subculture to a 
parallel culture which was modelled on official cultural systems. By 
analysing case studies of two special samizdat collections and the review 
journal Summa, Von Zitzewitz moves away from an understanding of 
samizdat as an oppositional cultural practice, demonstrating how it 
became increasingly professionalised by the mid-1970s. This chapter 
provides a successful new conceptualisation of how samizdat occupied an 
ambiguous position outside, yet fully dependent on, the official cultural 
sphere. 
 In chapter five, Von Zitzewitz carries out case studies of prominent 
Leningrad samizdat journals and their editors, revealing how samizdat 
networks became increasingly ‘mature’ and ‘professional’ in the 1970s 
and 1980s (121). She explains how journals provided a platform for 
writers to express themselves outside the constraints of official culture, 
yet there was always a ‘gap between aspiration and reality’ as official 
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structures continued to place limitations on samizdat networks (148). 
Chapter six goes on to consider the increasing entwinement of samizdat 
networks and official literary institutions, conceptualising samizdat 
networks as ‘communities of practice’ which both reflected and opposed 
official structures (149). These chapters challenge the notion that 
underground networks strove to maintain a sense of exclusivity, instead 
illustrating how they actively sought to broaden their circles and access 
a wider readership. At the same time, samizdat networks sought to 
maintain their position within an ‘alternative cultural sphere’ and were 
always limited by their refusal to conform to official ideological pressures 
(155). 
 The Culture of Samizdat therefore provides an excellent new 
examination of samizdat readership which contributes to debates on the 
increasingly permeable borders between official and unofficial culture in 
the late Soviet Union. Given the study’s reliance on aural histories, it 
could have been enhanced by some engagement with recent scholarship 
on the role of memory and nostalgia in shaping perceptions of the Soviet 
era (e.g., Gerovich; Kalinina; Smith). Nonetheless, the study addresses a 
crucial gap in scholarship by demonstrating how the production and 
distribution of samizdat texts was contingent on underground networks. 
Von Zitzewitz also looks beyond the repressive context of stagnation, 
considering how Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika, which 
allowed greater cultural and economic freedoms in the late Soviet Union, 
effectively caused samizdat to disappear. The fact that samizdat culture 
so closely mimicked official culture meant that many people involved in 
the production of samizdat texts could find work within new official 
contexts. This transition of samizdat networks into official literary 
culture in the late 1980s and 1990s will provide a fruitful area of future 
scholarly enquiry. 

Caroline Ridler 
University of Nottingham 
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Queer and Feminist Theories of Narrative. Tory Young. Routledge, 2021. ISBN: 
9780367681098, 120pp. 

A queer intervention into the study of narrative is long overdue. Despite 
the rise of feminist narratology in the late-1980s, its contributions have 
been partially subsumed into broader traditions of narrative research 
and otherwise neglected in favour of new methodologies. Originally 
published as a special issue of Textual Practice in 2018, this book argues 
for the centring of queer and feminist perspectives in narrative theory. 
Queer and Feminist Theories of Narrative reframes narratology as a site 
of entanglement where narrative voice is always shaping and being 
shaped by concepts of gender and sexuality. Profoundly interdisciplinary 
in scope and approach, the book proposes an urgent intersectional 
disruption of contemporary narratology. 

 It is fitting that Queer and Feminist Theories begins with Susan S. 
Lanser’s invitation to explore the queer possibilities of narrative voice. 
Considered the ‘founder’ of feminist narratology, Lanser’s foundational 
work provides the crucible in which these queer and feminist theories 
intermingle and the catalyst for their explosion. Each contributor returns 
to feminist formulations of narrative voice as ‘a site of ideological tension’ 
(Lanser, 5), expanding narratology’s scope to consider the gendered and 
sexual contexts in which narratives are composed and received. Scholars 
undertake an eclectic queering of narrative theory by spotlighting: issues 
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of visibility and power, representations of lesbian desire in popular 
media, the queer narrative voice, embodiment in cognitive poetics, and 
the (mis)reading of racial codes. 

 In ‘Queering Narrative Voice’, the first chapter of this collection, 
Lanser responds to her 1987 paper ‘Towards a Feminist Poetics of 
Narrative Voice’ and re-defines herself as a ‘queer-invested scholar’ (6). 
She begins with an overview of the three forms of the ‘queer’ narrative 
voice: 1) a queer-identifying narrator, by virtue of sex, gender or 
sexuality; 2) a textually ambiguous voice that subverts the conventions of 
sex, gender or sexuality; or 3) a voice that, in multiple ways, defies our 
impulse to categorise it. The nuances of this third ‘queering’ will unfurl 
across the work of her fellow contributors.  

 The chapter ‘Queering Narrative Voice’ draws on all three of the above 
connotations to trouble an assumption crystallised into ‘Lanser’s rule’: 
that the binary of gender inevitably shapes writerly and readerly 
engagement with narrative voice. In an engaging admission of her own 
heteronormative perspective, Lanser explains how she – and feminist 
narratology more broadly – resisted the queer possibilities of ambiguous 
narratives. Rather than a deductive approach to gender and sexuality, 
Lanser argues for textual practices that uncover queerness in the 
inherent instability of narrative voice. Reframing free indirect discourse 
as a queer technique, for example, highlights moments of slippage from 
one voice to the next as intentional rejections of singularity or even 
duality. Such revisions of theory are fundamental in promoting a queer 
and feminist textual practice that celebrate the power of subversive 
narrative acts – ones that narratology has historically sought to resolve.  

 Chapter two further destabilises Lanser’s early research. In 
‘Rethinking the Subject in Feminist Research’, Maria Tamboukou 
departs from ‘the death of the subject’ within feminist narratology and 
‘the death of the author’ within poststructuralism. Departing from these 
‘deaths’ Tamboukou recovers Désirée Véret-Gay, a French socialist 
feminist, from the margins of the historical archive (30). To piece together 
Véret-Gay’s life from fragments of her political writings, Tamboukou 
develops the ‘narrative persona’: an interlocuter between the 
narratological historian and her research; a figure embodied as a 
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historical subject but also embedded in historical subjectivity (32). 
Tamboukou’s intervention is feminist in its focus and methodology and 
defies the textual regulation of identity and expands the scope of 
narrative studies to include women’s auto/biographical narratives. In her 
concept of the ‘narrative persona,’ which transgresses the boundaries of 
concept and aesthetic, philosophy and art, Tamboukou provides an 
innovative impetus for more critical work tracing feminist genealogies 
through epistolatory narratives. 

 Expanding the feminist project in the opposite temporal direction, 
chapter three, “‘We Fuck and Friends Don’t Fuck’”, investigates queer 
narratives in Faking It. The MTV sitcom’s subversive treatment of the 
‘BFF epithet’ makes a persuasive case for the rich narratological potential 
of banal contemporary media. Amy and Karma are best friends 
misrecognised as a lesbian couple, reversing the still normative masking 
of same-sex female desire as ‘close friendship’ (36). Sam McBean’s 
analysis challenges received perceptions of queer (in)visibility and 
coherent sexualities, but her most significant contribution uncovers a 
‘queer chronology’ (41) that has infiltrated popular culture. The 
disruption of conventional narrative structures in Faking It; crucially, 
Amy publicly coming out before self-identifying as a lesbian, effectively 
popularises a substantial body of queer theory about the temporality of 
sexuality. Popular culture, McBean’s reading suggests, is lucrative 
ground for the queering of narrative chronologies and feminist 
narratology would be remiss to neglect it (49). 

 In chapter four, Karin Kukkonen considers the potential of a cognitive 
approach to queer feminist narratology. ‘A Moving Target’ approaches the 
issue of embodiment in Hillary Mantel’s The Assassination of Margaret 
Thatcher and anticipates new perspectives in feminist narratology 
enabled by the so-called ‘cognitive turn’ (64). The story’s varied 
embodiments of the former Prime Minister, Kukkonnen argues, enable 
the collision of cognitive and cultural aspects of narrative. Her analysis 
reveals literature’s inherent capability to engage readers in complex 
interactions of narration, body images and schemata, and metaphorical 
language. In addressing a longstanding neglect of interdisciplinary 
feminist and cognitive narrative study, Kukkonen’s ‘embodied feminist 
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narratology’ (66) is a significant development that models readers’ 
cognitive-embodied immersion in fictional worlds.  

 Chapter five returns to questions of representation and power, 
offering a nuanced timely perspective on unmarked and unnarratable 
identity. In ‘Invisibility and Power in the Digital Age’, Tory Young uses 
Ali Smith’s highly experimental novel How to be both to propose a new 
formula for the queering of narrative space and time. Young’s ‘becoming-
simultaneous of narrative sequence’ (70) captures the chronological 
indeterminacy fundamental to Smith’s novel, yet it also uses the text’s 
palimpsestic composition to query notions of blank space (the 
‘unnarratable’) and visibility (70). Extending Peggy Phelan’s 1993 
critique of visibility politics into the digital age, with its mantras of ‘you 
can’t be what you can’t see’, Young reveals feminist theory’s ongoing 
failure to disturb ‘the binary between the power of visibility and the 
impotency of invisibility’ (Phelan, 6). A new, empowered understanding 
of the ‘unnarratable’ emerges out of her analysis: ‘you cannot always see 
what you can be’ (Young, 82). 

 The ‘unnarratable’ is also a central concern for the final essay in this 
collection. Amy Shuman and Robyn Warhol bridge their respective 
disciplines –linguistic anthropology and pop-culture-centred literary 
criticism– through an intersectional feminist analysis of Toni Morrison’s 
only short story, ‘Recitatif’. For Morrison, ‘Recitatif’ is an ‘experiment in 
the removal of all racial codes’ from a narrative in which racial identity 
is nonetheless ‘crucial’ (Morrison, xi). While race in this story is 
‘unnarratable’, the authors also illuminate the ‘unreadable’ in Morrison’s 
inclusion of Maggie: a disabled character whose presence unsettles the 
reader’s assumptions about silence and invisibility. Warhol and 
Shuman’s literary-linguistic analysis is persuasive, yet far more 
significant is their demonstration of interdisciplinary narratology’s 
productive capabilities. In this way, their intersectional feminist 
methodology also exemplifies the collaborative potential of intersectional 
feminist research.  

 It would take several volumes to demonstrate queer feminist 
narratology’s potentiality, but this collection offers an exciting and 
accessible glimpse at its rapidly broadening scope. In outlining 
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trajectories into historical archives and popular media, representation 
and embodiment, the unnarratable and the unreadable, these authors 
make a compelling case for gender- and sexuality-centred narratology. 
Their most engaging arguments, however, emerge where disciplines, 
methodologies and ideologies intersect. While Queer and Feminist 
Theories of Narrative showcases the myriad possibilities of its (re-
)emerging field, perhaps researchers joining its ranks should ignore its 
introductory calls for a ‘distinct identity’ (Young ix). Feminist 
narratology, after all, is at its most ‘queer’ when it resists determinacy 
and explodes definitions – including its own.  

Amy Bouwer 
University of Nottingham 
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